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It is usually customary for a writer to call out all the people who helped a book come into being. It is important to note that no artist works alone and there are always people beyond the author behind the creation of the book. 




We also sometimes look at who the book was written for. For my mother, for my children, and so on. 




But friends, this one is for me. Like, I think you’ll love it, but I didn’t write it for you. I wrote it for me and I’m excited to share it with all you. 




Thank you for entering the labyrinth with me.
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The threat of a heterosexual relationship. Monsterfucking. Ghostfucking. Shitty nice guys and their abusive (including physical) behavior. Heavy conversations about life and death. Sumeria. Eating food. Consensual sex. Death, I mean a lot of death. Mentions of serial killers. Capitalism fucking up whole neighborhoods. Psychics. Ancient unknowable outsider gods. MLMs. Disruption. Weird art or literary references you might not get without googling and that’s okay. Lana Moreno. The government. A little jealousy. A lot of poly witches. Threats of exorcism. Adoration. Demons. Gremlins. Ghosts.




No dogs or cats are harmed. One rat is. Sorry ratty, mad respect.
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CHAPTER ONE










BZZZT

I looked down at my phone and my heart sank.

Bzzzzt

I hate answering the phone. I never answer the phone. I sometimes listen to my voicemail when I remember, but communication over the phone is 90% someone yelling at me. Bill collectors. My aunt. A client who changed their mind about my services. Someone who wanted to buy my house for a fraction of its value.

Bzzzzt

I spent an entire afternoon trying to get a dead woman to stop crying long enough to tell a private detective that her boyfriend murdered her. I was drained. I know the detective pretty well, she wouldn’t be calling me to yell. Or at all. 

That’s my job. I speak for the dead and sometimes speak to the living–that’s the hard part of the job. My mentor called it “the good work.” Some days it felt like it was good. Most days it just felt like work. Hard, thankless, painful work. 

I didn’t recognize the first number that interrupted my train of thought. Or the second one. Or the third.

Bzzzt

By the sixth different caller in rapid succession, I realized something was up. But by then, I hadn’t answered five calls, right? I couldn’t exactly pick up the sixth one to find out what was going on. It wouldn’t be fair to the first five callers. 

I was tired. The weeping of a 20 year old—dead for no reason—still bounced around in my skull, so dealing with the intrusion of the outside world was decidedly unwelcome.

Ting!

Okay, a text message.

Ting

Ting ting

Ting

Oh no.

Let me expand a bit. I build bridges between the living and the dead, in order to assist the dead in their progress. I ease spirits and find balance in places where spiritual imbalance caused preternatural violence. That’s a potentially self-aggrandizing way to say that I talk to the dead and the dead talk back. Sometimes there are living people involved. Dealing with the living is the hardest part of my job. Since ghosts don’t have smartphones, I assumed these calls were pouring in from the living. I told myself that would account for my panic.

I walked home from the bus stop, ignoring my phone and the potential for more work than I got in the last six months in a wash of barely contained freak-out.

Magnolia Park, where I lived, was once a bedroom community for San Jenaro proper before ultimately being absorbed by it. Little townhomes and duplexes lined the seven streets that made up the area. East coast architecture, quasi-Italianate with tall rounded windows, columned entryways, and jewel-like bay windows in towers from first to second floor. But to make them California, they were originally painted in California colors. Light blue. Faded pink. White that yellowed with age. San Fran’s Little Sisters, these homes were not, but they were built for big dreamers. Land costs, even way back when, meant that each home had only the smallest front lawn and maybe a postage stamp of a backyard. My house, though a single, didn’t do much better with an outdoor space. I didn’t care to spend much time outside where neighbors could watch me more closely than they already did, so my tiny outdoor space was fine with me.

I  never walked down my street without people sticking their heads out of their curtains to watch me walk by. I grew up here, lived in the house I was raised in with the woman who raised me. Molly. The weird girl. The dangerous girl. The girl who got a priest sent to prison when she found the bodies he hid when she was eight. This neighborhood used to be nice, a respectable immigrant neighborhood that was acclimating to ‘whiteness’ quite well. Now it was old and not-yet gentrified.

Number 13, at the crest of the cul-de-sac—my house—stood like a tired little old lady in her 50-year-old Sunday best. She was as narrow as the others with ornate but crumbly plaster columns and a broken second floor wrap-around porch. But mostly it was a memory of when it was new and beautiful and full of potential. All the homes here looked like that. I stood outside my front door, turning to see the woman across the street—Franny—duck behind her curtains. She just had to see why the freak across the street was walking home in a hurry. 

Bzzzt, bzzzt, ting ting!

Bzzt

Ting!

Franny came to see me for a charm to get her son into law school. She cried with worry, frantic for help. Even from the likes of me. She never mentions that charm when she gossips about me. None of them do, that’s how doing the good work goes.

They need you when they need you; they’re afraid of you when they don’t.

Then again, I had a phone full of people who, potentially, weren’t afraid of me, and you can see how well I handled that. 

My auntie must have locked the door behind me. I told her I was going to the store down the street to get her the frozen dinner she insisted her doctor recommended. It wasn’t her doctor. It was a TV doctor, but I could never get her to admit that. I had a key. It was my house. The lock on the door was only a small annoyance, but they added up. I put down the groceries so I could feel into my purse for my keys. My hand brushed the vibrating phone. My skin crawled. I opened the door after some fussing, and carried the groceries past the stairs, by the living room, and into the kitchen. Auntie was sleeping in the livingroom with the TV on too loud. A bloated pundit tossed out conspiracy theories that would have made David Icke blush. I had the good sense not to turn down the volume and risk waking her. I didn’t have the nerves left to withstand her.

Setting the bags on the counter, I was forced to once again consider my cabinets. They were old and old-fashioned. I painted them a summer before to help refresh the place, but I never got around to replacing the hardware. Auntie complained about all my choices, that she couldn’t use them with her arthritis. Yes, even the ones specifically designed to help her. The old ones were fine, she insisted. So rather than get new ones or put the old ones back, I left the job half finished.

That’s one of those life metaphors you notice but can’t, like, fix.

I took out the phone and set it carefully in the center of the kitchen table and stared at it. It stopped buzzing and lighting up for my attention, so I put away the lite pasta meals—not the off-brand. No matter how well I organized the freezer to make more space I couldn’t avoid figuring out what to do next. I dug around in my purse for my address book. I kept a physical address book of certain phone numbers for a few reasons, partly so I didn’t have to use the phone as much. I needed to call someone for help, and as I flipped through the pages, I came by Sam’s number almost by chance as the page before it stuck and the book opened more easily to her number than those before it. Out of curiosity, I closed it, breathed in, and opened it up again. As before, it opened right to Sam’s number. Synchronicity is serious when it’s serious.

Over the last year or so, I helped Sam and her wife settle into a new home to start their family. The house was haunted, but they managed to work it out. We stayed in touch since. I went to their baby’s Unitarian Secular christening-like ceremony. Sam started up freelance monster hunting through the #iHunt app like so many millennials trying to make a go at life in San Jenaro. She quickly blended her tech know-how as some kind of computer engineer with her data processing skills to be a huge help to other hunters. When I called her, I called from the kitchen phone. It was hands free. Auntie liked to use it for hours complaining with her cousins—I’m a terrible housekeeper, a worse cook, and ungrateful. You’d be amazed how much conversation she gets out of those topics. Honestly it was a miracle the phone had any charge at all.

“Molly? Are you calling me from a landline?” Sam laughed as she answered.

“I… Yes? How did you know?”

Sam put on her patient voice. Her tech support voice. Kind and not especially condescending. I mean, that was how I read it. I was never especially good at reading tone of voice. “Do you want me to explain it to you, or did you want to just skip to the part where you tell me why you called? Are you okay?” 

“I think so.” I took the lunch meat, the cheese, the yogurt, and the veggies out of the bags and laid them out, considering how I’d fit them in our fridge. The fridge space wasn’t much better than the freezer space. “I’m not sure. How can you tell if your phone has been hacked?” 

There was a pause from Sam’s side. “Molly, why do you think your phone was hacked? I told you that you’re not an active concern in the DARPA database I have access to. I’m confident you’re not part of Project Majestic.” 

That was an old debate, and it was my turn to sigh. “No, nothing like that. I’m not part alien, that was your suggestion anyway.” 

“Just to account for your aggressive psychokinetic abilities…” 

“Which I don’t have. Sam. Sorry. My phone won’t stop ringing.” 

There was a long pause. “I’m sorry, what?” 

“My phone. About twenty minutes ago. I started getting all these text messages and some phone calls. It’s a lot of them all at once and I’m honestly kind of freaking out?” 

“Did you say something incendiary on social med… you know, who am I kidding?” 

“It’s not Twitter, Sam. I don’t even have that on my phone. It’s text messages and phone calls.” 

“Well, what do they say?” 

I didn’t answer, I just looked at my phone. 

“You didn’t read the text messages?” 

“I got scared.” 

“I’ve seen you walk into psychic maelstroms without batting an eye, but answering your phone is scary?”

I gave her a second to think that through, and heard her huff on the other end of the phone.

“Fine, sure, so rather than just checking them and seeing what’s up the straightforward way, you called your friend the information specialist and asked if your phone was hacked?” 

“In my defense, I considered checking to see if it was haunted first, but dismissed that idea as too silly.”

“Molly...” 

“Why would I be getting a bunch of calls and contact all at once, assuming nothing happened on my social media?” 

Sam held back her exasperation, barely. “I mean the easy answer would be to just check and…” I heard typing from her end of things. “Huh.”

“What huh?” I edged a little closer to my phone and peered at the screen as it lit up again. The lock screen only showed a phone number with no name. 

“You ever hear of a company called WeHelp?”

“No. Sounds like an exploitive tech startup that’s going to cause more problems than it solves?” 

“Got it in one.” Sam whistled. “Okay, short version. Your name and info is being passed around a local help forum as a point of contact.” 

“I’m sorry, Sam. I don’t follow.” 

“Well, Molly. A message board is a place on the internet where people with shared interests can discuss a topic in text form, sometimes with pictures.” 

I grimaced. “Now you’re making fun while I’m having a technological nightmare.” 

“Maybe a little. I don’t have any other Luddites in my life to tease, Molly. Sorry.” 

“For one, Luddites were good people. They were trying to warn the world that industrialization would devalue skilled labor, driving down standards of living. And they were right. Second off, you’re forgiven if it mitigates the cost of taking up your valuable time.” 

“Deal.” 

“Okay, now can you tell me what a tech startup, a message board, and I have in common?” 

“Hmm. Looks like ghosts.” 

“Sorry?” 

“It looks like WeHelp is #iHunt for ghosts, and since they just got off the ground, there’s a bunch of local ghost chasers who don’t actually know what they’re doing and need your help.” 

I pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down. Hard. 

“Oh, no.” 

“Oh, oh yes. Sorry, Molly. This looks like it sucks.” 

She didn’t know the half of it. I just stared at my phone a while. 

“All right. I broke into the back-end of the message board and put your name on a blacklist. Wiped all posts with your info on it. You are as undoxed as possible at the moment. They can’t easily repost your info now, so it shouldn’t get too much worse. But you wanna change your phone number as soon as you can.” 

I couldn’t. It was impossible. I had all kinds of clients and couldn’t risk them not being able to get in touch with me. I didn’t try to explain that to Sam. 

“Thank you.” 

“Least I can do for you, hun. I’m going to put up some spiders and see if you pop up elsewhere, okay?” 

“If…if it’s not too much trouble?” 

“It’s nothing. Already done. Anything else I can do in the meantime?” 

“I honestly don’t know. These people want to hunt ghosts? Like exorcists?” 

“I’m not sure. I’ll send you an email with whatever I can dig up. You can probably sort through this kind of jargon better than I can.” 

The living. The worst part of my job. 

“Yeah, thanks. I really appreciate it.” 

“Oh, I know you do. Bring over that casserole you made for us after Manny was born and we can call it even.”

“Count on it.” I said, putting my face down in my hands as we said goodbyes and hung up.

My phone buzzed again. I reached out, cautiously, like it might burn, and opened it up to read the message.

Is this Molly? Sorry. Got your name from a friend. In over my head. I think the place is actually haunted. Don't know how to get out.













CHAPTER TWO










I GOT AN address from the person sending me the texts and headed up to my room to check my map. 

On my bedroom wall, I keep a large map of San Jenaro with stickers on it to mark the active hauntings I was aware of. I imagine you could do this with an app, but I’m far, far too analog to take the time and figure it out. It’s a funny thing to look at. The sprawling city of San Jenaro, so dense in population with its famous, crowded centers of the living is peppered with abandoned spaces and active centers of the dead. 

That sounds morbid. 

It isn’t.

Take the neighborhood my grandmother might have called “Little Germany.” Decades ago, it was a small, thriving center of German immigrants, German food, Protestant Churches, and textiles. For whatever reason, cloth shops, sewing notions, and clothing stores found a home alongside the immigrant community. Immigrants, over generations, buy-in to the major culture and lose a lot of identity. Independent dress shops and buying fabric by the yard to make your own clothes gave way to ready-made clothes. Macy’s and Carver’s ate those mom and pop shops. Without community and without businesses to hold the community together, people move to hopefully find better work and opportunities.

But what about the spirits left behind? The ancestors and ghosts and echoes of the once thriving community? They localize. You get more hauntings per capita than an alive, thriving community. So the First German Reformed Church is a dangerous haunt. The old textiles factory is full of gremlins. A few old homes remain empty, unsellable thanks to the echoes and spirits left behind. But more, spirits attract spirits, and once the veil has been thinned in a dying place, it becomes easier for more, let’s say, active spirits to move in. Poltergeists and devils and all manner of strange beings sneak their way in through holes and gaps in the veil. 

That’s not to say that hauntings only happen in dead neighborhoods, obviously—single haunts happen—but you can usually find out why pretty easily. The new house on the market that’s been fully rehabbed but still won’t sell? Scratch the surface and you’ll find there’s blood under that brand new coat of paint. Maybe a family destroyer took out his whole household. Maybe a lone and lonely soul conducted some rituals she should not have, or maybe it was just someone with a strong tie to the place and serious unfinished business. But the point is, between myself and certain people I know in the occult underground as well as the other side, a new potential and singular haunting is easy to spot. For me to have not heard of the location at all was not impossible, just considerably unlikely.

The address I got from the freelancer, Elion, was in an isolated spot. Like, not impossible that it was the start of a new cluster, but as far as I could tell it was brand new apartments and some single-family homes. But above all, new. Maybe the builders upset something old when digging up the foundation, but, scanning the ley lines, they didn’t cross or intersect nearby. I worried at that point and gathered my toolkit as fast as I could. Why worry? 

Hm. 

I suppose it was just a matter of gut and instinct. Despite the exotic nature of my work, it still has norms and expectations. The more outside the expected situations with spirits, the more likely it was going to be difficult and dangerous. This felt like a thing to worry about. 

Scanning the map, I identified a cemetery three city blocks from the address. Too far, I thought, to influence the home, but far closer than my place, so I decided to take a shortcut. 

I know a way to enter a familiar cemetery, follow certain paths, and leave a different familiar cemetery. All over the world, cemeteries are like small towns for the dead, both those buried there and not. St. Marcella’s Consecrated Earth and Place of Rest was my local cemetery. My mother was memorialized there, but not interred. I knew it better than I knew my bedroom, and St. Marcella’s was a quick path to the neighborhood I needed. Three headstones down from a former mayor, past the children’s section, past the sad angel, and behind a mausoleum at just the right angle and I wasn’t in St. Marcella’s anymore. I was instead three blocks from the haunting and could jog the rest of the way. Lucky for Elion, I hoped.

I’m not an expert on architecture or city planning or anything, but the house was plain. Generic to the point of ugliness. So plain, so unassuming, so average that I found it almost offensive. A house intended to be a home had to have some kind of personality. Some interest in the window placement or shape of the door. Even a little box of a home could inspire with a little color or landscaping. A tree. Anything. This building was dull. Too dull for a haunting. Nothing that suburban or banal belonged in San Jenaro. Maybe that’s what brought on its curse. 

I walked through its small but manicured lawn without a wild flower anywhere, between the sculptured bushes trimmed and shaped to be indistinguishable in species and up to the door. I shuddered to imagine the tortured soul that would haunt a place THIS boring.

When I reached up to the door to test it, it fell open and revealed nothing but darkness inside. Finally, something that fit a typical haunting. I braced myself for the emotional onslaught and stepped inside.

Alarm swept over me first, a series of sparks, white hot and sizzling against my skin as it engulfed me. The alarm wasn’t coming from the spirits. 

I sensed a very human fear, and it came from inside the darkness. 

I do that. Get overwhelmed by the feelings of others. Radical empathy or something. It’s part of why I’m so good at the work that I do and pretty much nothing else.

As for the entity or spirit within the house? There was no sense of fear there. As I stepped over the threshold, seeking the source of the fear, I heard a rhythm. The rhythm, pounding, driving at a pace that brought to mind the drummers of Hell, in an almost unbearable volume. I slapped my hands over my ears before processing the fact that the sound was not external, but internal. The darkness was palpable. Though I knew there to be faux-iron street lights just a few feet away from the front door, none of that light spilled inside the open windows or the open door behind me.

SLAM!

Scratch that, the door crashed closed behind me. 

A low voice howled—I felt it in my bones. The old low voice that shook my nerves and crawled thick up along my spine. “Geeeeeet…” It moaned. “Out!” 

Something corporeal, something made of skin and meat and warmth collapsed at my feet, panting. A human being. Alive, breathing, bleeding. I knelt beside the person.

“Gary William Smith, you stop this right now!” 

“What are you saying? What the hell took you so long? My name is Elion, you crazy bitch!” This, then, was Elion. Nice introduction, huh? 

“Not you.” I spoke to the man, but my attention stayed on the darkness and the noise, watching for a change—any change at all.  

“What?” He shifted, snorted, sat up, and wiped his nose clear of blood. There was blood, but it could have been Elion’s or something to do with the manifestation. 

“The ghost.” I stood up, Elion grabbed at my long skirt, pulling on it which was easier than getting a hold of my legs under the fabric. While I imagined the pose could have been the pulp cover of a grindhouse horror movie, I think he was less grateful and more trying to stop me. 

“You’re gonna make it angry!” Elion hissed.

“Not as angry as he’s making me. Gary, this isn’t funny anymore! This man got hurt. You drew blood, for goodness’ sake. Don’t make me summon you, old man.” 

The pounding stopped, its sudden absence almost as loud as its presence. The darkness receded, and we were standing in a very blank, very unremarkable empty living room. 

“You ruin all my fun.” A disembodied voice echoed through the room, though with none of the menace or drama of before. I mean, Gary’s behavior wasn’t much of a surprise to me. He got this way when he was bored. Likewise, me coming around to yell at him when he’s acted out was no surprise to him.

Elion was the only one shocked by any of this. If he stood up he’d be much taller than me, so tall but not super tall for a guy. He was cute, dark skinned, and had an appeal that came mostly from how cute he knew himself to be. Plus, he dressed so well, I wasn’t sure what he was doing out here chasing ghosts instead of online chasing clout. The poor, cute guy sat on the ground, hands on his lap, mouth hanging open. I needed to say something reassuring. To explain.

“This is not a typical haunting. You’re not in any danger. You can, and should, go.” I gestured to the door. It wasn’t much in the way of an explanation, but Elion was the living. Give me a hundred Garys over one Elion. 

Despite my suggestion, Elion stood, shaky, embarrassed, and out of his depth. Confusion painted dizzying clouds around him in my mind’s eye. But there was a weight there. A crushing weight. As afraid as he had been, confused as he was now, the weight remained.

“I… listen. Thanks for coming down. I… uh. I guess I overreacted? I don’t know how you know so much about all this shit, but look. I need the money. I have to,” he swallowed and looked toward Gary. “I have to see this through. I uh, I got it from here.” 

“Kid, you can’t rob the dead, what the hell do you mean money?” Gary sneered, pacing the floor so my eyes had to follow him. I can’t imagine what that must have looked like to Elion. 

“I can’t really see him now. I can barely hear him.” Elion told me.

“It’s a wonder you can hear him at all. You’re sensitive. He wants to know what money you’re expecting here.” As did I.

“From the job. I’m on a contract. I’m trying to clear the place out for the rental agency.” He hopped in place once, and rolled his shoulders like a boxer psyching themselves up before a fight. As he reclaimed his poise, the brightly colored shapes that danced around his energy grew charming and appealing. 

“This is that app?” I waved a hand in the air like, I don’t know, I was gesturing to the internet.

Gary sneered and his presence boiled with festering disgust, drawing my attention away from Elion’s much more pleasant presence. “Amateur exorcists running around the city causing nothing but chaos. Molly, you gotta get these idiots in line before someone gets hurt.”

“I don’t think they’re exorcists, Gary.” This wasn’t going to go quick. I hadn’t put my hair up before I left, what with all the hurry. So I pulled a band from my wrist to yank my wavy, messy hair into a ponytail.

“The app gives you instructions.” Elion took out a beaten-up second-hand smartphone. He opened the app and hit a button for the “Help us Help” page and handed it to me.

I took it, hesitant, the ever-present feeling that any technology could and would freak out the second I touched it. The screen flickered, but only for a moment. I scrolled through the information. It was a well laid-out instructional infographic shaped to be viewable on the phone. There were little boxes to click off steps in the ritual, which I might have thought was a nice touch if they were in any way accurate.

This wasn’t an exorcism ritual. 

Like, at all. 

I know not all spiritual practices look like mine, and actually I think that’s great. But this was nonsense. It wasn’t good enough to abjure a spirit, or even rebuke one. The rite itself was touchy-feely. New Age. Not that there’s anything wrong with new age-y. I knew a reiki healer whose natural talents made her therapeutic techniques miraculous, even if the trappings were kind of hokey to me. But this? This was just nothing. Just words and bright colors on a page with helpful arrows and check boxes that amounted to quasi-spiritual spam. Scrolling to the bottom, I was extremely un-shocked to find the ‘closing’ included telling the spirit “Namaste (or phrase within your personal spiritual evolution.)” Gary, reading over my shoulder, made a gagging noise.

I handed Elion’s phone back and tried very hard to remain patient. “This is not magic. It’s not spiritually correct. The advice here is not real, and frankly it's dangerous.”

“A month ago, I didn’t think any of this was real, lady. But you’re here, and there is a haunting here. Who are you to say this app isn’t right?”

My expression flattened and I pressed my lips. “You called me.” I folded my arms. I don’t like being angry. I work very hard to avoid it at every turn. But this? This was too much.

“Kid, you just called an ambulance and told San Jenaro’s premier EMT you were just going to slap a band aid on a sucking chest wound.” Gary slapped my shoulder. He wasn’t murdered or dead because of a terrible medical mistake related death. He just watched a lot of police and medical procedurals with his endless freetime, when he wasn’t out causing trouble and pretending to be a poltergeist. Gary was a general nuisance, but it wasn’t so awful with him backing me up.

Elion heard that, and frowned, looking over his phone and most likely the app. “It’s three grand.” A flow of sticky, rotten honey stuck to him. Something like guilt, as he explained. “I need the money.”

“Don’t we all.”

Gary held up his hand to inspect his nails. “Well, I don’t.”

“Shut it, Gary.” I snapped, Gary laughed, and Elion took a step backward. 

“The point is, you can help, right?” He looked me over, studying me, but did not offer me a cut. He already knew I would not ask him what was in it for me. I sagged my shoulders.

“Take no more contracts. Or.” I gave myself a moment to think my words through, “If you do, learn something first. There are legitimate resources for dealing with spirits. It took me a lifetime of training and practice to–” He checked out, counting the money in his head. Greed didn’t come into it, as the rotten honey guilt I’d seen throughout his aura vanished in an instant. Instead his energy became all shapes and bright colors. Simple. I couldn’t tell you his entire life story, but I had a few guesses. A poor kid grew up on the edges of ‘making it’ chasing hustle culture without finding his niche before now. Maybe it was better this than #iHunt.

Maybe.

“Yeah, I’ll read more. Look, sorry to drag you into this and thank you for the help. I need to check this in so the money can process by Friday.”

The anger, the fight, left me, as it often does, and drained with it so much energy as I gave up a fight I wasn’t going to win. I turned to Gary.

He held up his hands and grinned at me. “Hey, no skin off my back, kiddo. I just picked a random spot to have some fun.” He looked more seriously to Elion. “Being dead’s a real fucking bore, kid. Maybe you shouldn’t be rushing to the other side?”

Elion didn’t hear most of it.

“Thanks, Gary. Maybe tell some friends that they should lie low? Stay away from this complete mess if they can?”

“Way ahead of you, kiddo. See you around.” He gave me a quick salute before dissipating and abandoning the house entirely. The weight of it lifted, and it felt different within. 

Elion lifted his shoulders and an easy smile grew across his lips. “Oh, that feels better, huh?” I suppose he was feeling the same thing I was.

“He’s gone. He won’t come back. I hope they don’t cheat you out of the money.” I walked toward the door.

“Hey, wait up.” He hurried after me. “If you’re not on the app, maybe you can scan this QR code for me and sign up? The app says if I can get six other people to pass the quiz and sign up, I get a huge discount on ghost-management courses. That’s like, learning, right? And maybe I can call you again? We could work together. We could make a lot of money. Plus they’re putting up a shop with holy stuff or whatever you can buy at a tiered discount...”

I looked back at him, at the false hope lit like little sparklers in his handsome dark eyes. This looked like a way out for him, for his situation. It was hope, but it was cynical. Even he knew it wasn’t real on some level.

“If Gary wasn’t Gary, if this had been a truly malevolent force, your app wouldn’t have helped you. You would have died. Probably terribly. And when you’re talking about spirits and violence, death is only the beginning of the suffering. You got lucky.”

“I get it.” He held his hand up defensively. “I need to learn more about all this shit. You can teach me.”

I shook my head. “I can’t. That’s not how this works.”

“I can’t just leave money on the table. I gotta eat. Carver’s doesn’t pay enough for anyone to live.”

“You’re being conned. What I do, it took years. Decades of dedication and so much sacrifice.” I thought about the emptiness. The friends I should have had but couldn’t hold on to. The love, like Henri’s. The family, all my cousins and kin that kept a safe distance because I studied with Sinclair, because I did the weird stuff. All of it, all the things I didn’t have because I had this instead.

“I can’t help you. Find other work.” I, admittedly, failed in the moment. I slammed the door behind me in his face. He didn’t follow.













CHAPTER THREE










SPEAKING, LOOSELY, OF Henri. I got a text from Henri just as I left my mother’s cemetery and was about to head home for the day.

You hear of “WeHelp”?




I had, obviously.

Come over. Compare notes.




A little jagged scratch of hurt rose up at the thought. Henri was my ex. The sort of perfect being you meet once in a lifetime. The sort of hero who’s really going to change the world. Dedicated not just to witchcraft, but to the liberation of all witches everywhere. Henri will change the world.

She doesn’t need me to do it.

While I came to terms with it all, years ago, when I broke it off, things changed.

Six months ago, she started seeing Gloria. “The best thing that’s ever happened to her.” 

I’m telling you this, as background, as reality, but even as my mind wandered past the shards of memory and hurt, I was still walking toward Henri’s coven home. She called, I answered. She was a force of good, and no matter how I felt, I wouldn’t begrudge her a moment of my time or energy. The work had to go on.

Sometimes I wondered if I answered because she was a force of good, or because of the lingering feelings. The worst part was, it was impossible to really know. Either way, it was the right thing to do. So I did it.

Their home, the coven home, was a half-way house for magical revolutionaries who were practicing witchcraft in a group, despite the fact that it could literally be deadly to do so.

I don’t really know where it started, or why it’s so much worse in San Jenaro than other parts of the world, but here, in this city, there are witches and there are sorcerers. The history between them is long and horrific, tied closely with oppressive wealth and generational poverty. Sorcerers have, and actively work to make sure witches have-not. Suppression happened by degrees over time. But as it stood at the time of these events, sorcerers created a council to concentrate power and influence. Their goal? Protect reality or something according to them. To me, it looked mostly like abusing an underclass they created. Sorcery is–for the most part–a solitary practice. Witchcraft is at its best in pairs, a group, or a coven. So, I’m sure you can guess which magical practice they decided was safe and which was illegal. 

This illegal coven house was a row home in San Maria Cay, not too far from my home in Magnolia Park. A place filled with the radiance of good magic made honestly. Like a house that always smells like bread thanks to daily baking. Or an old chapel that burned so much incense the scent was in the stone. There, magic was in harmony with the old wooden porch, delicately weaved through the bricks and stucco like ivy living along and within the wall.

The door opened for me and it literally did smell like bread. Warm, yeasty, and rustic.

“Molly!” Gloria let me in. The love of Henri’s life. An elementary school teacher who came to witchcraft a little late, at the start of her career, as a means to help her help her students in an unfair world. She was sweet, short, and fit. A height and health well suited for chasing kids around without being winded. If you didn’t get a good look at her face, you might have mistaken her for a high school student. Even her face was smooth for her age, but you couldn’t ignore the maturity in her smiles—in her eyes. She wore her hair natural, wavy and full. A black Ms. Frizzle, if you’ll forgive the pop culture reference. No glasses though, her eyes were perfect. More than perfect. Light amber in the light with thick lashes. She was beautiful, and if you have children in San Jenaro, you should pray they go through her third grade classroom.

She greeted me warmly and hugged me quickly before stepping away so I could step in. And I felt like the shadows outside stuck to me, clung to me, hung on me, and I brought those shadows into this bright, magical place. It made me sick, but I bore it and smiled at her.

“Good to see you.” A lie no matter how much I wanted it to be the truth. I glanced away and into the living room. Sacha, one of the regular members of the coven, came to a doorway to watch me come in. She smiled coyly and stretched out languid in the space. She was willowy, but tried for sultry most of the time. I think her magic came from and through sex, and while I admired her success as a witch, it couldn’t have been further from my way of working magic. She offered to show me how she made it work. More than once. Riley, a cute butch who worked out when she wasn’t working with magic, came up behind Sacha and leaned around her. “Hey Molly.” She murmured mildly, pulling Sacha up against her. They were lovers, but more, they were twin-souls. A rare condition where two living people had the same immortal soul. Luckily they got along. Not all twin souls did.

“Ladies.” I nodded to the witches, another whiff of bread passed my nose, as if on cue. “Do you bake too, Gloria?” 

“A little. My mom’s recipe for special occasions.”

I swallowed, hopefully inaudibly. “It smells wonderful.” I should have followed up with something else, but I had nothing else to say. Her presence glowed with good magic and good intentions and she was as close to her true feelings in action as anyone I’d ever met.

She was perfect, and perfect for Henri.

Henri was tall, powerful, and confident. Resolute and dedicated to the freedom of all magic-workers, she waited close by in the kitchen, looking lovingly at Gloria who looked back and shared the feeling. Henri wore protective braids, the greens and browns and urban camo of a radical and the body of a goddess. Her skin, so far as I could remember it, was soft and warm, like a deep deep rosewood in color but silk in texture. She wasn’t just a leader—she looked like one.

Gloria who could share Henri with her movement. Henri, who found in Gloria a partner in all ways and all things. They were open, as was the general truth among the covenmates, but so in sync with their dedication to each other and to their battle that it left me so happy for them and so sad all at once.

“A little hot for leather, huh?” Henri asked me, cutting through my thoughts and reminding me I was wearing Miles’ leather jacket. A jacket, a token from a ghost boy who was very kind to me. Who left, but had every right to. Who said he’d come back for his jacket, but hadn’t.

“Had to take a trip through the cemeteries. It gets cold on the other side.” I looked at my shoes and considered their scuffs.

“That sounds so dangerous. I would never have the courage.” Gloria said, patting my arm and nudging me into the kitchen, where the bread was baking and much of the magic happened.

“I’ll put on some tea. Your nerves getting to you?” Henri asked, she already knew the answer, but she asked anyway because she still cared.

She didn’t need my response, so I shuffled between them into the kitchen. Henri put on a kettle.

“I’m a little worn out. I’ve been getting tons of calls asking for help. People circulated my number. People using the app.” I took a chair from the kitchen table to sit. Gloria did likewise. Henri dipped her chin solemnly. As they sat, Gloria reached for Henri’s hand, then stopped and pulled her hand back, hiding the gesture by tucking some hair behind her ear.

“You understand the council is playing proxy through the protests, trying to take out some of our key players. Hell, they’re using the federal instigators to really do a number on a few coalitions. It’s dangerous out there.” Henri gestured to the window, to San Maria Cay, and likely past it, to San Jenaro.

“I’ve heard. You think it’s related?”

“No.” Henri paused. “But, we don’t really know where plants are right now. And suddenly there’s an influx of curious mundanes poking around in places they shouldn’t be. Your number wasn’t the only one passed around.”

“It’s bad timing, very bad timing.” Gloria got up at that point. She peeked under a towel into a bowl on the counter, dough set to rise in a warm spot in a warm kitchen. 

It only made sense, people starting out, knowing nothing, would seek out witches and wiseworkers. In the old days, they might have sought out spiritualists like me, but technically I was the last one in San Jenaro.

“We’re putting out a general request with aligned witches and covens to steer clear until we know more about who’s behind the app and what they want. It could be nothing more than some douchebag tech CEO looking to compete with #iHunt.”

“But it could be worse, or at least, more dangerous.” Gloria tested the dough with a finger. Her lips pressed flat, her spiritual reflection, much like the kitchen itself, was warm and soft but flickered as she considered her dough. Or the situation, I couldn’t be sure. She checked her watch and set the towel back over the bowl.

“I am concerned that leaving these people to their own devices and the rotten advice the app is giving them is going to cause a lot of harm. With a little guidance, or help, maybe we can...” I was hoping for some light of understanding, some moment of mutual agreement. Nothing followed. 

Gloria shook her head, unsure. Henri shrugged. “We have other things to consider.”

Of course they did. They had to protect the witches of the city. Always. From everything. Everything was a threat to the coven, to their people, and my little problems were my little problems. I felt a stirring inside me. A cool, dark place–not dark as in bad, but dark as in not lit–inside of me drew my attention. If the sound of wet mossy stone grinding across wet mossy stone could be an emotion, that was what I felt. Something old waking up, just a little. The moist coolness stifled much of my building frustration.

In the quiet as I contemplated the cool spreading through my soul, Sacha stuck her head into the kitchen, catching only the tail end of the conversation. “Molly, you need to be safe about this.” 

“Once we’re more sure about everything maybe we could look into it together. Give it some time. You just need to be patient,” Gloria offered gently, trying to soften what the others were saying. It was not the truth, if Gloria hoped it was or not.

“You need to avoid all this at all costs.” Henri was considerably less gentle. I almost preferred it to the rainbows.

I closed my eyes with her honesty. My mind was full. A thousand concerns unique to my practice that Henri and the others couldn’t–or wouldn’t–understand. My head was so full of all the things I had to do, had to protect, had to balance. It was like my mind would leak out of my eyes, or else drip down and destroy my heart.

It felt like all the thoughts became weight to drag my head downward. I reflexively looked at the tile floor of the kitchen, seeing only the foot or two of floor in front of me. My neck ached, and I reached up to rub it, soothing sore muscles by my shoulders. The pressure behind my eyes felt fluid, like congestion with hay fever. So I leaned my head back as if it would move the liquid weight and relieve the pressure. It did, and I was not just looking at the floor right in front of me, but the doorway from the kitchen.

I thought of gold striated horns. The underroads. The paths I took despite their danger. I glanced to Henri. She had her road, her path in life. She was sure and confident in it. So confident that any other path seemed foolish—a waste of time. Her way or no way. That attitude was important for a revolutionary. Not for me. We walked paths that intersected often, but they were not the same roads. They didn’t need to be, either. I had the freedom to go my way, and she hers.

“I don’t answer to the coven, Henri.” There it was. The weight of struggling, the localized liquid pain behind my eyes equalized. It wasn’t heat or frustration that gave me confidence. It was the cool, safe, dark of knowing the roads and that I could travel them. “I serve the dead and those that love them. I do that good work because no one else will.”

We had a version of this fight before but it felt different this time. “Well, you’re not the only one doing it now. There’s an app full of idiots who are going to try. You’re acting like this means nothing to you, but it does. You’re going to get involved, and I’m telling you don’t.” She bristled. Her spirit was always one of fire and power, as controlled as she was, her soul was brilliant and burning and it turned way up as she made her demand. 

“You don’t tell me anything anymore.” It came out, like a flail, and I hated the sound of it in my mouth despite the truth of it. The shadows that stuck to me darkened and grew fat, feeding off of the darkness inside of me. I was getting it all over the warm, magical kitchen. 

At the time, I thought I needed to not be doing that, mistaking the cool dark for something malicious or dangerous. 

Henri didn’t answer, or say anything, but her aura flared brilliant, like her fire burst through the roof and could be seen from passing airplanes. Her energy consumed Gloria and Sacha, and probably the other witches about the house. Not that they were one mind, but they certainly agreed on that. This was the strength of a coven, and possibly why people feared them. I was a dark spot in the brilliance of their light. She didn’t argue with me. She didn’t stop me when I muttered an apology and left. It wasn’t that I didn’t matter to her, because I did. I could have joined the light and power, that invitation remained open, she was creating solidarity not walls to keep me out. I just couldn’t. 

I couldn’t matter to her as much as so many important things mattered to her. And what was important to me was never a part of her grand scheme to save the world. Different roads.

It was just me and the dead, as was before we met, and as it is now.

Riley saw me out, though she didn’t say anything, and her energy was with Henri. Of course it was. She didn’t close the door behind me, leaving it open after I left. 













CHAPTER FOUR










TING! 

I was not about to answer a text message. I made my way home and stood at the front door. I already knew the message. It would be from Henri with half an apology and another demand I do what she wanted me to do. 

I used to have a direct path to the second floor. A real jerk of a ghost destroyed that. So if I wanted to get to my nice safe bedroom, I had to use the front door like a normal person.

Which meant passing through the realm of Agatha, my "maiden" aunt and my "guardian" when my mother died. Some days it felt like the only thing she guarded was the TV volume. I unlocked the two locks on the door as quietly as I could and went inside. I heard shouting in the living room, a host of a conservative talk show hurling classist assaults on the guests for the indignities of poverty. I set my bag by the stairs and peeked into the hall separating the living room from the kitchen and dining room converted to Agatha's bedroom. She was in the living room, snoring, the tv shouting its bias at her. She claimed she wasn't hard of hearing. And yet.

I crept up on the recliner where she slept. Maybe I've said before, but it’s hard to look at her. Every time, all these years later. She was my late mother's twin, and though a hard life and inner bitterness aged her in cruel ways, she wasn't so far off from what my mother should have looked like if I'd been allowed to have her in my life instead of this vicious old woman. I reached past her for the TV remote to turn down the volume and let her rest. I got so far as to lower the volume to a reasonable level when her gnarled, arthritis-ridden hand grabbed me by my wrist. "What are you doing?" she hissed at me. 

I never considered Agatha ugly. Not even in her vinegary old age. When she bothered to, she was a dignified older woman with grace and poise a woman my age hasn't mastered yet. When it was the two of us, she never bothered. When she let all the mean out, as I could see she was doing while hissing at me, she transformed. Or maybe my impression superimposed a lifetime of fear over her face. She wasn't old if I was honest with myself. She simply decided to be an old lady one day, and here she was. My problem.

"I was turning down the volume so you could sleep." 

"You didn't come home last night. Out drinking and whoring?" She sneered at me, releasing my wrist and yanking the TV remote out of my hand. 

"I don't drink." I reminded her, standing up straight. Her eyes traced my face. She hated looking directly at me, so she told me, as I was the spitting image of my mother.

"I called the lawyer to have you taken out of my will. He'll be over next week to rewrite it."

"Yes, Auntie. Of course." The house was mine. Everything was already mine and her lawyer stopped answering her calls years ago. As far as the law was concerned, she was my ward not the other way around. But she still dragged this out from time to time to threaten me. 

"It's too late for you, you know. You're going to die alone. You'll never have any children and you'll never marry." 

"Not impossible. Auntie, you do know it's okay to be a woman and not a wife and mother? Do you want lunch? Tuna melt?" I turned to walk to the kitchen, and she followed me. 

"At least I was never destitute, the way you'll be once I throw you out." 

"True. You had my inheritance to live on. Which is mostly gone. Thanks for that, by the way. Mayo?" 

She huffed when I asked, probably meaning yes, so I got the mayo out of the fridge and sat it down with the bread. 

"You've wasted your life." 

"I suppose you'd know all about that." I turned to our aging cabinets.

"You act as if I chose this life." She sneered at me, but sat down at the small kitchen table to await her lunch. Which I would serve her.

"I think it was brave of you to live how you wanted and not be tied down to men who were after your beauty and wealth." This was true, though she didn't look at it that way. 

"No good man was going to marry me or your mother after you inflicted yourself upon her."

"Inflicted myself on her. Not exactly how the biology works, Auntie." 

"Nothing to do with biology." She sneered. I turned the heat on under a pan. The electric range was cheaper than gas, but heated unevenly and made cooking more of a chore. "You came and you were unwanted." 

I grew tired. The impending mystical nightmare didn’t tire me out. Ten minutes with my maiden aunt did. "Well, I guess I'm fortunate my mother didn't abort me, I suppose." Truth spilled out of my mouth freely, in defense of myself, or in spite of me. 

I only tempted her meanness, though, teasing it out of her. "Abortions are for unwanted pregnancies. You weren't a pregnancy. You were a curse. An infection."

My heart caught in my throat enough to gag me. More realistically, it might have been bile. They weren’t even my words, and there I was choking on them. She was my family. Maybe not literally, but over the years she was really my only connection by blood. She kept in touch with her cousins, mine, extended family. I didn’t. 

Because they hated me, thanks to her. 

That wasn’t fair. 

Because they didn’t know me thanks to her. Was the blame solely on Agatha? I shared some of it by self-isolating, sure. Maybe extended family decided to let Agatha set the tone as far as my involvement. Did they hate me? No. They were indifferent. Why shouldn’t they be? I was a non-entity to them. 

But not Agatha. I wasn’t a non-entity for her. I was her support just as much as I was her scapegoat. My throat itched, scratchy, maybe from the gorge as it rose. I reached up and rubbed my throat while she seethed. I had a voice. It was time to use it. 

"Alright." I turned off the heat and threw a finger at her. "That's about enough of that." Cool spread through me. Not hot anger as I expected. Instead, I was cool and confident and Truth moved up through me and down my finger. "I take very good care of you.” I could see her, and in that moment, with so many eyes open seeing her as she was, I felt stronger and stronger. “I show you far more courtesy and kindness than you deserve. You were a terrible caretaker and an abuser and I'm finished with this. You want to be miserable and hurt someone? Hurt yourself. I'm finished. You make your own lunch. And dinner. You're not an invalid—you're just lazy and mean. You'd rather push me around then risk treating me decently. Well. That's over. Until you can show me some basic human decency, you're on your own."

She sat back, mouth agape. I saw calculations run through her mind, sort of like numbers and letters hovering in the air around her. She distilled her feelings down to a sort of a + b = c methodology where most people had pity or warmth. "My medicine..." She trailed off. 

"You can call a taxi. You can walk. Hell, I think they'll drop it off through your insurance, as I've told you before." I walked out of the kitchen, not waiting for her to answer. I grabbed up my purse and went up to my room where she couldn't follow, or at least wouldn't follow. 

The cool confidence of Truth drained out of me as soon as I got to the second floor. Smells of rich spices and candle wax and the good work I did hovered in the air thanks to my ritual space, just across the hall from my bedroom. Without the new, cool feeling I was left numb. 

What did I say? 

Nothing I didn't think, only things I didn't bother to say out loud. What changed inside of me? Was it the feeling of something old opening up? Gloria’s words, pondering the timing of events, floated through my mind.

Whatever the reason, I didn't feel especially guilty about saying what I was actually thinking to the woman downstairs. I meant it, and it was good to set down those limits even if I lacked the courage to do so before. 

Truth. 

I liked the truth, at least for the moment. I liked the way it felt and maybe it wasn't something I needed to keep bottled up quite so much.

I went to my bedroom and sat on my bed, unpacking my bag to repack it later. Too many things. I carried too many things. I had a baggie of glitter and salt. Salt was always good for grounding spaces. I used it frequently to keep spirits in or out depending on the problem. Glitter I’d learned to add a few years back “just in case.” The way that good glitter reflected light could be a distraction to many spirits, and painful to a selection of entities I hesitate to refer to as spirits. I watched the light dance in tiny rainbows across the powder surface of my mix. It was soothing to look at the light and feel myself drift not to sleep, but to a secondary sort of state just shy of thinking. I replaced words with images in my head and wasn’t thinking so much as remembering or dreaming while awake. 

Images slipped past my mind's eye— private things I don't intend to share here. Less private things that wouldn't interest you at all. If anything I mused about at the time was relevant, it was the image of a French painting I saw in a museum as a child. I followed Agatha there, and she permitted me to stand at her side looking up at the paintings and listening to her criticisms of them. No initial criticism of this piece though—it silenced her. An emaciated, pale woman, rising up out of a deep stone well, naked and carrying a wicked looking whip. Her stringy, dark hair clinging to her like shadows stick to corners and secrets. Her mouth was open, suggesting a low moan or howl of rage. Her well was damp, old stone that grew green life between the cracks. The texture was palpable, and I could imagine perfectly what that wet stone might have felt like to my fingers. "Truth." The title called it. "Coming From the Well to Shame Humanity." 

"Political nonsense pretending to be art." Agatha finally muttered, turning away from the piece. She told me briefly about some French political scandal that inspired the painting. Though as I glanced back, even then as a child, I knew the scandal was the excuse, not the reason for the painting. 

Truth, coming up from the Well. 

Armed. 

Ready. 

Cold.













CHAPTER FIVE










I DON'T HAVE good dreams. They sound nice. I have bad dreams, no dreams, or receive messages from spirits I can't process when I'm awake—which is not to be confused with prophetic dreams. 

Sadly, I can't foretell the future.

It’s more like my dreams foretell the present…somewhere else. I go to a gray place in my dreams. It is, so far as I can tell, the empty space along some parts of the underroads, and though these blank fields of gray nothing are themselves too quiet to create any strong feelings, they are inhabited. 

I don’t think they always were. Once, a long time ago, I think, these fields were just empty spaces. Like the nothing between atoms. Even other realities outside of ours need space to breathe. A lack of anything is important to the existence of something. Maybe they were potential spaces, meant to be filled as our universe–and others–grew to need the space. 

Instead, the gray places became a place of the Hounds. Tindalos Hounds if you want to be specific. I’m not sure where they came from, or when, probably before the first human mind had the first nightmare. I am always hesitant to spend too much time thinking about or describing them. I don’t know if that’s the headaches I get after long contemplation, or the rumors I heard from occultists who suggested thinking about them grants them power like a thought-form. They are things that should not be, things of the void, outside of our reality and altogether antithetical to existence. Unlike other things of the void, though, the Hounds adapted at some point. They can live in the liminal, in the worlds beyond, and like an invasive species, they hunt and destroy the natural order wherever they go. They tend to stay to the gray fields, where there is nothing, and off the underroads. At least in that way they aren’t a constant threat for most spirits.

But yet, I went to those gray places when I slept. I closed my eyes to rest, and found myself in a blank place—a dull gray expanse. The fields had hills, or at least the endless ground beneath my feet was not flat but rippled. The ripples may have moved from time to time—it’s hard to get a sense of place. I wouldn’t be there long, unable to get my bearings really, before I’d hear them and then see them. Tinny, distant howls echoing through nothing, laced with static and interference. I’d see the eyes, glowing green out of the fog. I’d see their shapes then. Sometimes four, six, or even ten. Each limb had too many joints and their spines bent at impossible angles. When I could see their shapes, I had to run. I didn’t decide to run, so much as my legs started moving and my chest started hurting and I fled as fast as I could. I wasn’t awake, it wasn’t my body running, but in my mind I was still limited by my physical body. I was out of breath, every joint hurt, I was going to die. Every time, I think, I entered that gray nothing, I was swept up in the most primitive fear. The fear of death, but more, the fear of being hunted and consumed. They never caught me in those dreams, but I felt like they could.

When I woke from my dream, the green eyes faded from my mind’s eye until they became a dream-memory, a distinct type of memory that fades faster but haunts longer. Often, I woke just as tired as I was when I fell asleep. 

#

It might have been Tuesday. So I shook off my night’s terror and went to check on my computer.

I say "mine" because I was told the computer was mine though I didn't buy the thing or want it. My cousin Lana thrust it upon me unceremoniously. Under threat. "Use this to check your email or I'm going to turn you into a ghost." Only with more profanity. And something about, "unlike you, I can't travel through the underworld and APPEAR places. Answer your email, so I don't have to show up at your house when I need you." Only, she said that with considerably more profanity. The computer was a cute little Chromebook, which gets me to Twitter and the Reddit nosleep board and very little else. I put a sticker of Boo the ghost from Mario on it. I named it Baby because I like history. 

I had a smart-ish phone but the mail app kept vanishing. The same mail doesn't vanish from the computer. I think the gremlins wouldn’t risk crossing Lana to play with anything she put her hands on.  

I checked that email—under threat of death—first and foremost. Lana sent me three separate emails about a person she knew that I should "go out with" worded in the most crass ways possible. I deleted those rather than answer and be impolite about it. She'd also sent me an article about WeHelp with a considerable amount of profanity in her description. Her email was a forward of a forward through her girlfriend. I answered that one, letting her know I was already looking into it.

I also had an email from Sam inviting me over for lunch and to "talk about what she found." So I told her I'd be there by noon.  

Then I settled in to read up on everything I could find about WeHelp on my own.  

I found the site for the app readily enough. I'm not a judge of website beauty, but the site was trash. Just a placeholder site someone threw up onto the internet when their boss demanded a landing page without offering any input as to what needed to be there. The single—so far as I could tell—page was white with black text. Not in a classy minimalist sort of way. No company logo, only the name of the app and some superficial text about Improving Lives and Monetizing Your Good Nature. Everything that shouldn't be capitalized was. No clear paragraph breaks. Emphasis and bold in all the wrong places. Scare quotes where absolutely no scare quotes belonged.  

Everything about it gave off an energy of utter confidence without anything approaching understanding. I considered the ethics and efficacy of violence to solve problems, you know, in general.  

I did eventually find a link to some app store and downloaded the app. And a quiz. 

Like, one of those "what type of unicorn are you?" sorts of internet quizzes that meant little. They always seem to have a 50-50 chance of making you feel like garbage when you didn't get the lovely rainbow unicorn. Instead you always get black nightmare-like unicorn with the flaming mane and the dead eyes no matter how many times I retake the stupid thing.

You, I mean. You take the thing. Not me. 

I would never. 

This one, linked from this site? It was a little different. A set of cards displayed first, showing a circle, a plus sign, wavy lines, and a triangle. Then a randomizer would flip the cards and you picked which one you thought would come up next. After I got enough of those right—don't be impressed, I've done a number of these test—the test progressed to a pop-up showing a live feed of a room. A blank, institutional looking space with a short wide mirror on one wall suggesting a one-way mirror. A stainless steel table stood lonely in the middle of the room, bolted to the floor, with a steel chair pulled up to it. The quiz instructed me to 'find the room' and I was given multiple choices to identify what the room was. 

A. Prison

B. Military Institution

C. Government Facility

D. Hospital 

E. Other




As I was thinking, someone came into the room and sat down and wrote something on a piece of paper, the person had their back to me. I couldn't see. I knew it was the word duck, so I put that in the 'other' category, and I immediately got a pop-up. 

The pop-up spat out a series of numbers and asked me to guess the pattern. It didn't have anything to do with the numbers themselves. It was a color pattern; a thing I understood through intuition and I couldn't explain to you if there was a gun to my head. 

These tests? Automated versions of tests for psychic ability the government used for decades. The whole thing stunk of MK ULTRA, and since I had more than my share of these sorts of tests since childhood, it was no problem proving to this algorithm that I was sensitive. 

I'm not psychic. I mean, not in the way the military wants people to be. I can't find military targets with my mind and then kill them with brain waves. Probably. The point was, this app was using military grade parapsychological tests, automating them, and using them to find contractors. But why? 

I puzzled over that question as I took the bus to Sam's place. She would have picked me up if I asked, but I needed time to sort through my thoughts. I can't always hold on to them as clearly as I need to, and so I put everything down on little index cards I keep rubber banded together in my purse. Over-prepared as always. The bus ride was smooth enough so I wrote a few notes on cards. I had them in hand when I met Sam at her front door. The only thing I like about smartphone communication is that you don't often knock on doors anymore. Like the old days when the neighborhood witch knew someone was coming by the way the smoke drifted in her hearth, but more exacting.

I wondered about witches and smartphones and sigils when Sam gave me a playful nudge. "You on planet Earth with us, Molly?" 

I blinked and pulled myself back to the moment. "Sorry. I took this test? It drained a lot of brain juice." 

"Yeah, I went through a python certification course last month, and after I finished the final I couldn't even English for a day and a half." She laughed, clasping me on the back and guiding me into their kitchen. Maria, Sam's wife, was inside, smiling and cooing to their one year old. 

I like babies. I like babies a lot. Basically, I like them because the things they're feeling and what they're expressing are almost always a match. Sam, for all her fine qualities, put on a face of friendliness, but behind it, on the level I experience social interaction, I felt a steely coldness. She calculated. She assessed. She managed everything into neat categories. Feeling her essence was an endless stream of numbers sorting themselves into rows and columns, numbers I couldn't parse or name. Likewise, Maria exhibited sweetness and giving, gentle things to say, but she carried some sort of demon. Depression maybe. Whatever it was, it darkened her energy and made her reflection like a photo with the contrast up too high—all bright and washed out with deep shadows. I asked her about it, once, in confidence, and she told me she was getting help. Getting help is a process.

The baby? They named him Emmanuel, not sure if it was a biblical reference, a literary reference, or a Hackers reference. He was a fat dumpling with big glittering moods that sparkled around the edges. Maria handed him to me as soon as I sat down at the kitchen table, and Emmanuel's energy lit up brilliant as he giggled at me and grasped my clothes to hang on. I shifted him in my lap to my left side, so I could put down my cards and pen in front of me on the table. 

"Molé?" Maria asked. 

"Who doesn't like molé?" Sam asked back. 

"Heathens." She answered her wife and Sam pecked her on the cheek. Their baby played with a button on my shirt and here I was again welcome, but not a part of someone else's domesticity. 

"What kind of test? You going back to school or something?" Sam asked me, grabbing another stool at the kitchen table and sliding over a yellow legal pad where she'd been writing. 

"No, nothing like that. CIA parapsychological testing." 

"Okay," she put on her patient voice. "But why?"

"Oh. I was reading through WeHelp's website and found a link to the test as a recommendation before you signed up for the app."

"You're sure?" 

"Oh certainly. It was weird because the test wasn't administered. You usually need a proctor."

"Huh." Sam sat thinking. "You know, I looked at some backend stuff to see if I could find any links to other companies or government agencies, but this doesn't have those sorts of footprints." 

"I mean, a lot of that material was declassified in 2005. Nothing I saw there was especially…” I thought through my words, gesturing with my pen. “Clandestine." Emmanuel grabbed for my pen, which I moved out of his reach. This became a game to him, and I obliged, putting the pen closer and farther away as he reached and giggled. 

"So, outdated testing for what? Psychic abilities?" 

I nodded. 

"Why? #iHunt doesn't do any sort of testing. Hell, there's not even a physical. What are they after?" 

"Maybe they don't know? Perhaps they think you have to be psychic to do any kind of work with spirits." 

"Do you?" 

"My mentor was sensitive in the many ways I am. I've met a handful of sensitive people who do something good-work-adjacent. But it's not a requirement. Some of the world's most successful exorcists were so normal as to be psychic dead zones. I mean, the lines aren't as clear cut here as parapsychologists would hope, but at the end of the day, to deal with spirits you mostly need to know how to deal with spirits." 

"Can't build a gig system on knowledge and experience." Maria said, setting some plates on the table. "Alright you." She picked her son up. "Time to make a mess," and stripped him down to his diaper effortlessly before putting him down in a plastic high chair.

"With a lot of startups, they get the technology first, and then try to figure out how to use it. The unspoken secret of ‘disruption’ is that you have the tools and then try to use them in the first place you think you'll make a lot of money, maybe not the place the tools fit best." Sam said, thinking out loud. 

"So, some tech people figure out a way to make automated testing for psychics." I wrote it down on another index card. 

"Yeah, then they look for investors. They might have a pitch for how to use the tests, but probably not. They can't go to the government with a pitch because they got the testing from the government who never figured out a good way to use it." 

"Turns out there are very few military applications for being able to tell when your best friend gets pregnant. Or water witching." 

Sam laughed, and pushed a plate of rice and vegetables and mole at me, which I pulled in front of me, moving cards aside to make room. 

"Right, so they'd have to find private investors. And someone saw the technology and said ‘hey, you could do something like #iHunt with this.’" 

I heard Cousin Lana screaming profanities in my head. "And what's the one job no #iHunter wants to take?" 

"Ghosts." Sam gestured with both hands for emphasis. 

"Ghosts, possessions, spirits, hauntings. Anything incorporeal sits on the app forever." 

Sam huffed. "Goddamn." 

"So what does the app do?" Maria asked, bringing a small plastic plate of the same dish to Emmanuel's highchair and setting it on the tray for him to play with. He used fingers and squished the rice and sauce into his fists gleefully, his energy sparkled with fun. Then he put a fistful of rice and sauce into his mouth like it was the funniest joke he could tell. 

It was pretty funny, truth be told. 

"I took a look. It's a little more map based than #iHunt. If #iHunt was a deadly version of a dating app, then WeHelp is like a spooky version of Pikit." 

"The app where you find out your neighbors are super racist?" Maria asked. 

I met her eyes and smirked, agreeing with her assessment of Pikit.  

Sam scratched her head, thinking. "I mean sort of. It's got a map of the city with pins on it for ‘hot spots’ and you click on the area to bring up what active jobs are there. It's a great idea for a poorly executed UI." 

I hadn't actually looked at the app that closely, caught up in the testing. "A map of hotspots. Wait. Did you download it?" 

"I did. I had a burner sitting around that was clear of personal data, so I grabbed the app on it and put in a fake person. They ask for a social security number for "tax reasons" which is fishy as hell." 

Emmanuel found a piece of broccoli in his bowl and was unsure what to think about it. Maria turned to him and grinned. "Mmm." She said, and gestured like she was putting something in her mouth. "It's good for you! Delicious!" 

He made a yummie noise back, but wasn't yet convinced. 

"Do you have it? I'd like to see it."

Sam passed me a phone, older than hers, younger than mine. I found the button to turn it on, and it didn't glitch much. I touched the app on the screen and it came up. 

"I thought #iHunt's UI was sort of trash." Sam said, pointing at the phone. "But that? That's complete garbage." 

I didn't know what she meant by UI—I also wasn't going to ask. It brought up, as she said, a map of San Jenaro like you'd see on an app you got directions from. The pins looked familiar. 

I sat upright at that and started pushing around the screen to get a better sense of what I was looking at. Moving the map around and closing in on it. "Sam..." 

"What? 

"I know this map." 

"I mean, you did grow up here." 

"No. I mean the pins. It's not exactly the same, but it's nearly exactly the same as a map I keep in my room. Hot spots. Like, literally how I track lay lines and hauntings and voids and cracks and all the other things I have to be aware of." 

"Is that, like, public record somehow?" 

I considered. "I mean, mine is based on my experiences, my mentor's records from before he died, and collaborating with other occultists and parapsychologists who study the city." 

"So someone could get a similar map to yours without knowing you?" 

"Of course. I'm just saying, someone at WeHelp knew enough to get this much right." The major thing missing was the cracks in reality where outsider things slip through. But that was a specialized thing, I couldn't imagine coming across that sort of information without already being an expert. Except by total accident.

I pulled up one of the pins to see what the listing looked like. A client complaining about noises from the abandoned house at the end of the cul-de-sac that no one was willing or able to do anything about. Bad feelings outside. Missing pets. The ad included suggestions for how to manage the job. A short list of instructions and a nondenominational prayer-like-poem? 

"Phah!" Emmanuel spat out the broccoli he finally put in his mouth, sucked the sauce off of it, and decided the taste of the vegetable itself was too much. It went flying off of his tray and hit the ground, smudging brown sauce on the tile. Maria laughed, and got up to clean up the mess. I wanted to laugh, it was funny, but everything in the ad was wrong somehow. 

"I know this location. This is well-known, and if you'll excuse me for saying so, a well-loved haunt. The whole neighborhood has stories about their first time going into the old house on Horse Road. They do a big thing every Halloween, and to date, the haunting sort of plays along? Harmless spooks that play with the local kids. It's a beautiful example of the living and the dead sharing community. This contract doesn't make any sense." 

"Maybe someone new moved in? They don't care for the atmosphere and don't understand the culture?" Sam got up from her stool and took Maria's seat next to Emmanuel to help him eat a little more efficiently once he was done playing and getting fussy.

"It's possible." I looked over the instructions again. It wasn’t any ritual or even spell I was familiar with. I can’t possibly know every way a spirit can be dealt with, but this wasn’t right. The world of mysticism has a lot of noise-to-signal, and a lot of frauds looking to make a quick buck. But this was something slightly different. I couldn't place why, but these instructions seemed wrong on purpose. 

"You're frowning up a storm." Sam pointed out, and I snapped out of my thoughts. 

"This isn't how you deal with a haunting. Even poltergeists. It's not only ignorant—it’s something else." 

"So not just some white people utterly missing the point of yoga and putting jade eggs up their vaginas?" 

"I'm not sure. Maybe." I sat the phone down and rubbed my forehead. "This is so dangerous. Sending people into hotspots that are harmless is one thing, but some pins on this app, I wouldn't even approach. And certainly not unprepared." 

I moved the map to San Filipe, sort of on a whim, and zoomed in on Rose and Baker. "Oh no." 

Sam sat up. "What? What is it?”
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"There's a job here to go to the Butcher's Shop." I turned the phone to show her, to explain. "Wait,” the ad vanished. “It was just here." 

"Someone took the contract. It's right there in the corner of the screen. Looks like there's supposed to be an underbidding process, but it's not implemented yet." 

I stood up, gathering my things. "I have to go." 

"The Butcher, like in the children's story?" Maria asked.

It wasn't as simple as all that. I only got a glimpse at the advice for the contract. And it was for certain going to get someone worse-than-dead. 

Sam stood up as I did. "I'll set up a crawler to give us live updates on what jobs show up and which ones get accepted. After you finish what you're doing, give me a list of any extremely dangerous locations or keywords. We can flag those as high priority." 

"I guess I'll chase the dangerous ones until we can figure something else out." 

"This company needs to be stopped." Maria’s high-contrast energy darkened grimly even as she cleaned off Emmanuel's face. 

"I hope it's that simple." I left in a hurry. The bus would be too slow to San Filipe, so I needed another path.













CHAPTER SIX










I WAS IN too much of a hurry to take mundane pathways to Rose and Baker where I could find the Black Butcher's Shop.

The Butcher’s Shop is a place of myth and folklore. Like so many wicked fairies, rotten gods, or devils, parents love boogeymen. Adults use the Butcher to frighten children into culturally acceptable behavior. Like any bit of folklore, there’s a quality of the Telephone Game involved. The real spirit wants children to avoid breaking mirrors because it uses mirrors to teleport about, for example, but after a few generations, it becomes “clean and polish all the silver and windows and mirrors or the Window Beast will eat you!” I made that up, I don’t know of any Window Beasts, and that’s not why you must clean your windows in the Spring. 

The Butcher was local—a spirit and a myth unique to San Jenaro. Obey your parents. Never talk to the cops. Do not have a single freckle under your right eye. Do not be a redhead born to a blonde woman with green eyes. Never cheat a grandmother or great aunt at cards. Never do the things culturally forbidden to you, or you'll get carried away by the Butcher's Boys. Dragged to the Butcher's Shop where he'll grind you into hamburger and sell your meat back to your parents. Most of that isn’t true. But Butcher is completely real, and he is a spirit of punishment, and on some level, a good friend of mine.

The place where the bad kids go is real, and the god within was somehow even more real within his bubble of reality. The shop was his unique purgatory. It's a shop anyone can see from the street, with a greasy windowless door and faded shop sign. Most people walk right past it, assuming it was long ago closed and never resold. In fact, it was one of those places you could only really find if you knew where to look, and only really get into if he wanted you there.

Unless you knew the right way to ask.

Like so many things that are cool and interesting and fun but maybe dangerous if you’re not knowledgeable and respectful, the Butcher’s Shop was in San Filipe, called the Flip if you’re local. Every city has a Flip, no matter what they call it. The place that resists gentrification. The place where the real next movement in art and music is going to come from—or from where it will be stolen. The Flip is full of poor and desperate people, beautiful people, and incredible art. Graffiti isn’t just juvenile mischief-making, it’s big and bold and beautiful and communicates in a language I sure can’t read but admire regardless. High schools will get together and do huge murals. I know this guy along Rose street who does full sculpture in found materials left in the streets and it expresses something no one in Movieland could ever hope to. I don’t necessarily belong in the Flip anymore than I belong anywhere, but I felt good there most of the time. Drug dealers, cops, violent vampires, gangs, and all of it couldn’t stop me from loving the concrete and brick facades. It had the best energy, the best botanicas, and the best Tacos Tomas location in the city. I will not debate that last point. 

Sadly, I wasn’t about to stop in for tacos that day. I hurried by way of the underworld to the Flip as fast as possible. In a sea of misinformation that was the WeHelp app, the only thing I saw that was 100% real, inexplicably, was how to get into the shop when you weren't welcomed.

How did the tech idiots who built the app find it out? I couldn't say. All I could say was, it'd put people in serious danger.

I came out of the underroads by way of a shadow in an alley and rushed down it and across the street to the shop, already seeing a man at the door. He was tall and thick—fit but thick. A bit of a manicured beard and bright red, wavy hair just long enough to be in a bun at the nape of his neck. I'm told these were signs of a certain sort of hipster best avoided. But hipster or no, I couldn't let him get murdered or worse in the shop inside.

He held up his phone, not hearing me run toward him shouting to stop. He read from the phone. "Butcher, I'm here. I know what I'm asking. I know why I'm here."

He couldn't possibly.

"Let me in. Let me in Butcher. Let me in." He read the words without knowing what he was signing himself up for. Like Ianna banging at the teeth of Kur, but thinking she was demanding entrance to a feast and not the lands of Ereshkigal. The door fell open without him turning the grease-slick handle, and he looked up and down the street before stepping inside.

The door slammed behind him, nearly in my face–I got that close to stopping him.

"No." There wasn't actually anyone to say no to, but it came out of my mouth regardless. The image of that old French painting rose to my mind’s eye. Truth Coming Out of Her Well. I felt a surge, a rising confidence, and pushed on the door with both hands.

To my shock, brief as it was, I forced it open, as if by strength of muscle, when in fact it was the strength of something else. Something deep inside me that I hadn’t named.

Stepping into the Butcher's stop is always an exercise in extremes. The push and pull of disgust and arousal that most primates feel when they see a hunk of uncooked beef glistening and ready to be burnt or even just devoured as it was. Disgusting to think about, but also hunger inducing.

The smell wasn't rot, not decay, but something far fresher. The shop smelled like the freshest meat, blood, and offal you could imagine. Just a face full of fresh death and its life giving potential. The smell reminded you that all humans kill to eat. Just some of us more than others.

If the smell didn't stop you, as it didn't stop me, the walls might. Flesh. The walls were flesh. But not like skin or leather stretched macabre across a surface. No. I mean to say the walls were meat and tendons. The meat was wet with blood and other bodily fluids, but not as if dying and suffering, as if living and healthy. I could almost identify patches. You might think you’ve spotted a woman's thigh. Part of a man's face could appear but be gone if you tried to look directly at it. At my entrance, a hand hanging loose from the wall, nearby a vulva surfaced briefly before vanishing back into the flesh. It moved. It breathed.

The wall breathed in excited anticipation of the murder it was going to witness.

The meat on the walls was made of the souls of those who came to the Butcher as a part of a contract they foolishly agreed to, or for having attracted the Butcher's Boys with their wanton cruelty in life. Not the whole soul, I guess I should point out. The Butcher can't use the whole animal, so to speak. And part of his process was to cut out the parts he couldn't use. Hope, charity, compassion. Anything decent that lingered in the wicked soul, he cut away and tossed out to the aether to go wherever broken souls go. The rest, the mean and vicious, he hacked up, pressed, pounded, and minced into his meat.

I almost never heard of him taking a victim while they were still alive. I cannot imagine the pain. Man-bun was in for a very very bad night if I couldn't stop him.

By saying the words, making the offer, and demanding entrance, he was saying he wanted all of this, even if he didn't know what “this” was. In fact, what he’d just done was a cosmic 'step on me, daddy' only with much more horrific implications.

I forced my way inside to see the man on one knee, his shirt already torn from him, his arm straight out behind him, back to a god, his face racked with pain. The Butcher twisted his wrist, forcing him to kneel or break that wrist—if not the whole arm.

The Butcher. 

I breathed in and out.

A single bulb hung from the ceiling on a wire, lightly swinging this way or that. It lit the spirit and the man in a ring of directional light. A bare bulb would, under normal circumstances, light up the roof and bounce along the walls. However, light didn’t bounce off the meat, and light could not pierce the shadows near the ceiling. A bit of light reflected along the wire so one could see it hung, but not what it hung from. 

The Butcher, taller than the bulb, near to the ceiling, stood high enough that his face was above the ring. His face remained obscured no matter how the light should have behaved. Like the ring of a well past the first or second layer of stone or brick. The blackness was a ring just as the light was, both in a kind of harmony with the spirit. He was terrifying, murderous, but also with a sort of balance both in his luminance and his darkness. 

 His chest was a wall of muscle the likes of which sex-starved Roman sculptures would have blushed over. He wore only a black rubber apron, and elbow length black butcher's gloves. He paused, his boulder-like shoulders turned just enough to know he was aware of me, though his hand never moved, holding the man’s wrist in place without wavering. He made a sound like rocks sliding down a sheer cliff. Maybe he was surprised to see that I forced his door open.

"I uh. Sorry. That was a little rude, sir. My apologies." I curtsied. Yes, I see him as a friend, I think he sees me as something similar, but a god was a god and the last thing I wanted to be was disrespectful.

"What the fuck?!?" Man-bun cursed, straining to get out of the submission hold, but not budging the god in the least.

"This is an unusual afternoon, isn't it?" The Butcher mused, his voice a low rumble that made the walls tremble. Tremble both because of the bass as well as the wall’s desire for its master. "Did you bring me this carcass, little one? That was very kind. He might not look like it, but there are some choice cuts here."

I didn't have time to ponder that. I had to diffuse the situation or watch a stranger be chopped apart for no real reason. In high school, I saw a short film from the 60s. The makers of Hormel Chili, you know them? The short showed how the factory took cows and pigs and chickens and “mechanically separated” them. I never quite rid myself of the mental image of a pig carcass being degloved in one horrific yank by a monstrous industrial machine. That, I imagined, would be just the start of what the Butcher would do.

"He was tricked, someone told him to make the offer without explaining what the results would be. He was ignorant of you and your ways."

"I don't even know what's going on here. Let me go. You're going to break my arm you fucking freak!"

I heard a crunch and grimaced. The Butcher twisted the man’s arm just a little more—enough for it to make a horrific bone-noise. While the guy was too shocked to react, the Butcher produced a knife from behind his back. A sort of heavy cleaver closer to a hatchet than any common kitchen knife. But as if it was a fine sushi knife, he deftly and swiftly sliced the very tip of a few fingers off man-bun. He considered the flesh resting on his blade like the thinnest, most delicately sliced flounder you’ve ever seen on a plate of sashimi. I didn’t see him grinning, but I heard a smile in his voice. “Hm. Maybe worth more to me than to you, Molly.” 

It wasn’t dangerous, he wasn’t going to bleed out from his fingertips. A warning more than a threat, I thought. Anyway, I lost track of the cleaver and the man-shimi. 

After, he pushed man-bun’s wrist with enough force to fling the man to and then forward along the ground. The push was probably enough to really grind the guy’s face into the floor, and were it not some kind of linoleum, he would have had a world of hurt to deal with on his face and knees alone. Nearly ten feet separated man and god when all was said and done. 

So much for 'going to.' 

The man screamed out the whole time. When he stopped sliding, he stopped moving altogether, his arm bent limp behind his back. Possibly not broken, but certainly dislocated.

"Quiet, meat." The Butcher flicked his hand as if knocking wetness from his glove after touching rot.

"Maybe we don't call all-powerful spirits of punishment freaks if we want to make it through this." I stepped carefully over man-bun. I put myself in the space between him and the Butcher, chin lifted to face the being.

"Hm." The Butcher huffed, putting his hand on my jaw. It was large enough to cover the entire side of my face with smooth, frictionless black rubber. They looked wet. They always looked wet. I wondered, only briefly, what it would feel like to run my tongue along the length of one finger. Or to draw his thumb into my mouth.

Don't judge. 

He has this effect on some people. Me. He has this effect on me. I’m some people. 

"Do you think, my curious seeker, that he's the first to make me an offer he didn't understand?"

"No, of course not, sir. But this isn't bravado. There are people–" I reconsidered my wording. "There are humans out there, right now, who know enough about you and your shop to send this meat your way and trick him into making an offer. I don't know what sort of sausage you'd make of him, but the sort of person who would, knowing what you are, send an ignorant hunk to you would be–" I struggled to think of the nomenclature of professional butchers.

"–Cowboy steak." The man on the ground cut me off as he moaned. He rolled to his side to more easily slide his injured arm to the front of his body. He stabilized it against him like he knew exactly what he was doing. He was not an idiot.

"A “Cowboy Steak” is just a bone-in ribeye.” The Butcher snorted, disgusted. ”It's a fine cut, but humans love to rename things and pretend things are new.” This he waved off with a ham-hock of a hand. “I like a tenderloin.” 

Man-bun muttered, shifting back to sit on his feet. “I’m at LEAST a sirloin.” 

“Not. Now.” I snapped, and then all at once felt the full force of the Butcher’s attention on me.

”Are you offering me tenderloin if I’m to give this sausage to you?" I heard an unmistakable, coy assurance in the Butcher's rumble. The energy about him warmed with anticipation. The walls, having relaxed as if to pout at the lack of bloodshed, stiffened again. I was treading a dangerous path. And any step forward had to be one I took carefully.

"No." I swallowed, and lifted my shoulders, leaning into his hand. "I don't work for you, Butcher. I understand and appreciate what you do most of the time, but I'm not one of your boys. I am not a spirit of punishment."

"Then what exactly are you a spirit of?" Imagine something massive, something big as a negative space. Not Mt. Everest, but the Grand Canyon. Something that’s giant in scale because it’s absent, not present. Now imagine something that huge in scale and it could whisper. Imagine if the Marianas Trench could whisper to you, and how grand a feeling that whisper would evoke. It was something like that when the Butcher whispered his question to me. His chest, near to me, echoing his whisper like a bottomless fissure.

"Who can say? You once told me I'm more like you than I am like them." Careful. I had to be so careful. Every word was a step closer to the cliff’s edge. I could already feel the precipice under my toes.

"I did." He breathed in and out, the walls pulled toward him with his breath in, and away with his breath out. 

"Do you still believe that?"

"I do." That time, as he breathed in, the wall's yearning strain toward its master remained, not relaxing. 

I considered as long as I dared, glancing behind me to man-bun. I swallowed and lifted my chin, finding a private confidence. I’d pull from the Well, I thought. Just a Truth I never communicated to a god before. "Send him away. You don't need him for meat. You know he's here falsely. You don't need a bargain with me to free him."

"And why do I not? That's how it has always worked."

I swallowed one more time. "Because I'm telling you no. Not this time."

"You're telling me no?" The room shook as he finished the question, and his chest buffed to bellow, perhaps to fling me across the room, or lift me by the neck and snap me like a twig.

"I am. Because I can. It's the truth."

I felt his hand start to close. He could pop my head like a grape if he decided to. If I decided to let him. Honestly if he was going to kill me I'd have hoped for something different.

It didn't happen. He pulled his hand back and receded into the darkness, whispering in a hundred voices and a thousand languages. From what I could understand, most of what he hissed was profane. The walls of meat tightened in response to the Butcher’s cursing. They constricted and puckered like flesh anticipating a sudden but inescapable blow. 

In the maelstrom of the Butcher’s response, there was no possible way to sense anything as small as a human’s spiritual reflection. I couldn’t focus on man-bun’s mood if I wanted to. Anyway, his actions spoke volumes. He needed no more opening than the Butcher’s reaction to me. He ran for the door, which still hung open. I forced it open, and in doing so, created a bridge from our world to the Butcher’s realm, one safe enough for man-bun to travel back through it. He didn’t look back. He didn’t ask if I needed help. But he was injured and out of his depth, and I wasn’t. What more could you expect from anyone? He was out of danger.

"Theophage." The Butcher struggled with the word, or perhaps placing a word to an older, stranger meaning we don’t have words for. When he got the word out, it rang like an epiphany.

I didn’t need to dissect the Greek to understand what he was getting at. I reached up to rub my face. He was afraid. I was a monster to him. "I'm not going to hurt you. Impossible. You're a significant old spirit with a thousand souls to swell your power. I'm a woman who's sad a lot."

He lingered there at the edge of the light, not saying anything one way or another for a while. The muscles in the walls, the meat, very slowly began to relax. "I should have made you into meat before. I should have known." His words lost the rumble, like his voice came to me through a tinny radio signal. By comparison to his normal booming, it sent a chill along my skin.

"I won't hurt you. I have no reason to.” I looked inside myself, looked for wording he’d understand. I came up empty. “I like you." That sounded strange. "I couldn't hurt you." I tried again. "You do a good thing, whether you can think about it in those terms or not."

He said nothing. Was he brooding? Afraid?

Please don’t hate me.

"This is stupid. I'm sorry. Butcher, please. I'm the same person I've always been. And if I've changed, you seemed to know it was coming. Why are you so surprised now?"

"I knew change was coming, yes. I knew you would not like it. I knew you might choose to come to me instead. I didn't know if you took the Weirdest Road it would mean this." Those words. He uttered them with such significance. I imagined the underroads, and the strangest among them from my vision. Did I walk that road? Or would I? Past and present aren’t so distinct to spirits as they are to us. 

I was frightening to a spirit of his power and significance? I must have been mistaken. All of this was some kind of misunderstanding between us. Maybe a level of spirit etiquette I was misinterpreting. Regardless, it hurt. It hurt terribly for reasons I couldn't place.

"I won't hurt you." I took a step toward him, where he lingered in shadow. "And you won't hurt me. You're," I breathed in and out, within arm's reach of him. He didn't recoil. "You're part of the natural order, and I respect it. I respect your place in things, and I'm glad you do what you do." I reached up to touch the top of his apron, just at the top of his heaving pec. His arms, massive as they were, hung loosely at his sides, as if he could not bring himself to cross them and risk threatening me. Me. Me of all people.

"You're speaking the truth." If it was a question, he didn't lift his voice at the end to indicate it was.

"I am. I wish you wouldn't feel afraid of me." I flattened my hand against his apron. This close to him, I saw the subtle, secondary colors of his skin. Red, mostly, but with a sheen, a reflected color that doesn’t exist in the mundane world. Super scarlet-purple-gold? That wasn’t even close, sorry, I tried.

"Not fear." He spoke low, something between a growl and a purr. "Deference."

"Respect?"

"If you like that."

"I think I do, honestly. This is strange." With my free hand, the hand not resting on his chest, I reached up and pulled my hair out of my face. Like that would make it easier to see his face or whatever passed for it.

"That's the human in you. Always resistant to accepting the way the world is."

"If I accept it, I can't improve it."

“That's why you hang on to mortality? Foolish." 

"I hang on to mortality because I am, no matter what you think, mortal. I'm human, Butcher. You can deny it all you want, but I am human."

"Because you will yourself to be. You think in ‘I’m human or…’ You cannot think ‘I’m human and…’ Given time, you could make yourself a great many things."

I don't exactly remember deciding to step in closer to him, it was just a natural thing to do. I was once again standing against him. "You respect me?"

"If you like."

"Can you respect a human?"

"If you insist." He lifted an arm, finally, and slid it across my shoulders to pull me into half an embrace. "Maybe I could do a great many things. At your insistence."

I blinked, considering the implications there, and suddenly felt very warm. The surrounding walls breathed out hard, feeling themselves with hands and limbs and fingers summoned from the primordial flesh.

"So I could ask you just about anything, and you'd do it?"

"I don't know that you'd ask me anything I'd resist." He admitted, and for a flickering moment, I felt a kind of boyish embarrassment in the powerful presence that was his energy.

"I wouldn't. You'd tell me."

"If you like."

"Can you kiss me?" Words I thought tumbled out of my mouth before I had the good sense to think them through.

"I have no face." He told me so simply it was like saying he was left-handed. Spirits are strange.

I thought about normalcy. This was a normal action between two beings, wasn’t it? It felt unnatural. I thought about closing my eyes. Closing my eyes and think of boring, mundane, human heterosexual sex. That wouldn’t make it easier. My eyelids ached even as I tried to keep them closed. There was no reason, really, to wish for the mundane. I sat, literally, at the edge of a life changing experience, and I was worried it wasn’t safe for the norms. To ease the ache, I opened my eyes wider and looked at him. Just him. Seeing him with my eyes wide open and unafraid. He was beautiful and different. 

There was no reason to push him away. I wouldn’t be consumed. 

"I could kiss you."

He huffed, a sound like a chuckle but breathier. "If you like."

Look, I'm going to ask that you not judge me too harshly. It had been a long, lonely year since I'd been this close to anyone or anything without it being extremely complicated. This, despite the circumstance, seemed so extremely simple.

I pushed to my tiptoes and kissed his neck, his throat. I felt my hands along his chest, his sides, the bare skin that was hot to the touch but not scalding. I kissed the skin above his apron and his shoulders. He was just so, so big. And so harmless. It felt more like worship than what it was, and that was a thing I could be more comfortable with.

"I won't hurt you. You won't hurt me. We agree?" I whispered into the skin of his right arm. I licked and kissed and sucked on his bicep, and he shuddered the way the walls did when they were hungry. Now, they whimpered needfully in a way I never heard before.

"Agreed. You're the strangest being with your human face." He rumbled.

"I guess that's true. Pick me up. Set me on the counter."

I put my arms around his neck, and at my insistence he lifted me. I sat on the fairly mundane counter of his shop, him in front of me. To my surprise, his apron could come off. He tugged it aside easily to expose non-human anatomy. It is of course, stupid to really apply gender to spirits (or humans) in the way we culturally recognize them. It’s especially stupid to expect pleasure-oriented organs to look anything like they would on a human when you’re dealing with a spirit. The Butcher was masculine and used “he” and so on to describe himself. But what was under his apron was not a standard-issue penis.

Everything that followed was healthy and consensual, but I’ll admit to being embarrassed expressing this so openly. So if you’re going to be weird about it, just skip to the next chapter, okay? 

He had muscles along his abdomen for purposes I didn't understand. Like he could have had another set of arms? Or to support wings? I wasn't sure. Hanging stiff at the very bottom of those abdominals, now against his right thigh, was a hand-like appendage wrapped in what appeared to be a glove, like on his arms. Fingers with extra joints. The organ flexed and stretched in anticipation of use. The fingers were thick. 

Spirits are always a trip. 

“To hold the meat when it begs to be held tighter.” He told me. 

I was wordless a moment, and blinked several times as I processed his explanation. Lucky meat. "I’m not going to beg. I can tell you what I’d like us to do together?"

He grunted, affirmative, and smoothed his gloved right hand along my cheek and gripped my jaw under my ear so very gently. “It’s no different. Telling or begging.”

I know what you're wondering. No, the gloves couldn't come off. Those were a part of him. All three of them. 

He did as instructed, and I reached between us to touch, then stroke the extra hand. He breathed out like a lion's purr and the walls around us gasped with pleasure. I urged him closer to me, and held his...wrist? I took a breath in. “Like this,” I guided his hand, giving him careful instructions as to what he could do with his er, member, to help me be ready. At my request, he explored my so-rarely-touched breasts, my stomach, slipping down and pushing aside my skirt and panties to rub and arouse me more completely. It didn't take long, you understand, for me to take his wrist and push his fingers inside of me. I breathed out and relaxed with the sensation. He whispered things to me. Secrets gods whisper to mortals, I suppose. Sweet and dirty things that would make so very little sense to you outside of the moment. Promises, more than a few promises.

Look, I'm not saying that you need to seek out a powerful spirit to do you rotten on a countertop but… You should? 

He pressed more of his extra fingers into me and I saw past the veil. That's not hyperbolic. I mean literally, the veneer of the world peeled away as his powerful hips started a slow pattern of strokes, long and slow but firm. 

I slid into liminal space and sensed through it, to see and understand him as he was naturally. My eyes wide open, as they were meant to be. Not some menacing being to frighten wicked children, but a complete being with needs and desires, even if I couldn't understand them. It's so very easy to think of spirits as nearly without agency of their own. Desires of their own. But in that moment, the veil rent, my eyes open, and with him pressed, fingers exploring me inside and out. With my legs wrapped around his hips, back arched, and finding climax so very close, I knew this was a being who needed—just as I needed.

And he took instruction so very well. When I told him to slow, he slowed, as I got my bearings. When I demanded he hurry, he obliged greedily. When I begged him to hold there but use fingers to massage me the rest of the way to climax, he did it eagerly. And as I came, and told him to do likewise, he did as if he'd been holding off for the request.

A gentle sort of domination. When he said begging and commanding were one in the same, he meant it. It showed. And in some ways, it changed my perception of his relationship with the, uh, meat. 

I cannot describe his climax to you, since mine is barely more than metaphor. His was, well, it was muscle and tension and release. It was at least that. 

He held me there, then, as we were done, as I was sated, and just breathed, like he could stand there in this way forever. Maybe he could. That sounded like something out of folklore. Once he was limp enough and my legs stopped shaking, I asked him to help me off the corner.

"I'll open a road home for you." He said, a tinge of regret—something needful in his sigh.

"I would greatly appreciate that." If I had to walk, I wouldn't have gotten very far.

"You'll need me again?"

"I sure hope so." I squeezed his forearm. "Thank you."

"Thank you."

As the veil settled over me and I saw him again as the creature of folklore, I feel it's important I explain that whatever human adjacent feeling that radiated off of him wasn't love. Love's a very human construct, and often one we put far too many restrictions and requirements on—I'm just as guilty of that as you are. Trust me. It was an intense need currently stated and one that might rise again in him. But it wasn't love.

It was, however, very very nice.










CHAPTER SEVEN










WHEN IT WAS time to go, the Butcher peeled back a chunk of his wall, meat separated with a wet slurp, and on the other side of the puckered hole, I saw my ritual room. The bare wood floors I marked with chalk a thousand times throbbed happily with old magic as I slipped through the Butcher Shop’s wall to my own home. He was there before, once, during a particularly horrific exorcism a year and a half ago. He knew exactly where to send me after our shared catharsis, for which I’ll be forever grateful.

He was a friend. As much of a friend as you could expect from a spirit so old and strong, swollen with hundreds and hundreds of deals and sacrifices. There were many ways a spirit could grow, but few became local gods, obviously, and fewer still stayed actively fed into the modern days. I wrote a few papers on the subject, but I’ll spare you the full breadth of research. The ones that seemed to do best, like the Butcher, found ways into modern mythology through urban legends. I’ve never seen The Bunnyman, or Kuchisake-onna, but I imagine they would be terrifying in person. 

Sasquatch, if you were wondering, is not a spirit and therefore above my paygrade.

I had plenty of friends with me the night of the exorcism in my ritual space. I mean, three including the Butcher. But it was a lot for me. Henri, my ex. The most beautiful woman I knew, who risked everything to help me. Miles. A ghost, or something like it, who only began to realize how much danger he was in when we performed the ritual. He cared for me, but left, because he had to. I don’t hold it against him, save for in my saddest, loneliest, most bitter moments.

I don't blame anyone for doing what they have to in order to survive. The past was the past. The old magic in my ritual room faded as the hole in reality behind me closed, and I was in a mundane space in the real world. Sure, it smelled like magic and candles and the good work, but it was only a room.

And I was only a woman. What I needed to survive was a shower and some sleep.

Six hours of nightmare free, uninterrupted sleep. I couldn't have asked for more. I woke up feeling…fine?

Could have been the charitable mood on the back end of excellent sex and rest which left me comfortable enough to answer a message on my phone without angst. 

It was Sam. I rolled over in my bed to read it and text her back before recognizing what time it was. 

Within reality, conceptual time–8pm, an hour, Tuesday–is fairly constant. An hour is an hour so long as your measuring tools are correct. Time moves differently in liminal space, or otherwise outside reality like in the Butcher's space. You may not be able to measure it, and certainly not with tools that work in our reality. For me, sometimes, time moves differently in general. An hour for you may stretch and distort, or shrink and collapse for me. I suppose everyone feels that sometimes, but for me, tools to measure time can be a little…funny, so I knew it wasn’t always my sense of time so much as time not having a great grip on me, no matter what reality I was in. 

Which is all a long way to say it was seven. In the morning. About a day after I first entered the Butcher’s Shop. I hadn't missed much time, and certainly time I didn’t mind sacrificing to a good physical release and a nice night’s sleep.

Someone's looking for you on the internet. Someone kind of clever. They nearly found you.




I wasn't sure how to process that.

i'm not on the internet, how did they nearly find me?

...Molly... I mean, they were trying to use internet resources to find your physical location.

am I in danger?

I don't think so? I snooped on the snooper, and they had a run in with you? About a day ago? Said you saved their life?

oh him

Molly, you know your phone will auto capitalize for you? 

yes, i turned that off. It feels too strong.

...

wait, you mean he's alright? i completely forgot to check!

He who? You know what, nevermind. Do you want me to see if I can put them off your trail?

no, the opposite, can you help me get in touch with them?

...

really it's okay

Yeah. I'll send them your phone number. I imagine you'd prefer that to your address?

ha ha

Do you want me to tell the stalker what kind of underwear you wear too?

it might not be a stalker anyway, thank you so much for telling me, Sam you're my internet angel

... You okay?

yes! <3




I meant it. 

It was weird to feel okay. It was rare. Okay, fine, the baseline not-negative emotion made my heart race and put a tickle in my stomach. I could feel my skin, you know? Like I was grounded in the real world. I didn't mind it. I told myself this was normal, and normal felt good. Even still, though, somewhere in a deep dark Well, something shifted and moved. 

I was about half-way ready to go out when I got a message from an unknown number.

Is this the girl from the meat place?

my name is molly

Molly. I owe you a drink. Like, more than a drink?

coffee?

Yeah? When, where?




San Jenaro is, as you probably know, an enormous city. A city with possibly a hundred thousand places to get a cup of coffee. I grimaced, thinking, and found myself looking up at my map.

there's a gorgon's grounds in palo verde near the old Belmont Theater do you know the area?

Oh yeah. Great. 11 okay?




Was I supposed to say no? Was I supposed to pretend I was too busy and important to be free just any old time? I mean, possibly? I couldn’t imagine being that sort of normal, so I texted back. It was fine. I got ready to head out. Even using buses, it wouldn't take too long to get there. I knew a bus line that was a straight shot from Magnolia to Palo Verde. Less than an hour and change. I had time.

When you do the good work, or similar professions, people have… expectations of you. If I showed up at a meeting in a smart, well cut suit, for example, I'd lose a lot of people because Business Professional and Folk Traditional professions are incompatible for most people. Also, I hate suits. They never fit right. Instead, as I tended to, I dressed for the job I had.

I picked something cotton and soft, a maxi dress. It brushed the top of my feet when I walked. Not black though, as tempting as it always was to default back to black. I picked something right between purple and maroon. I wore a piece of amethyst on a ribbon in part because it was expected, and because for some things, it actually worked. I grabbed up Miles’s old, kinda busted leather jacket. I thought about leaving it behind, but it was warm. And the buses were always too cold this time of year. I put my hair up in a ponytail and glanced briefly at my reflection in the mirror. My eyebrows were fine. Mirrors told truths about me no one else could see, but I didn't need the stress of it so I tried not to notice. Which is not dysmorphia talking, necessarily. Unless 'being bound by mortal flesh against the reality of the beatific soul' is a sort of dysmorphia. 

I grabbed up my purse, took a few things out, and honestly spent more time on unloading stuff I didn't need from inside than I spent on my appearance. When I went downstairs I stayed quiet to avoid a run-in. Auntie Aggy didn't stop me, though I heard her moving around in the kitchen. Despite myself, I called out to her. "I'm going out for lunch. Are you okay for the day?" Why? I don't know.

"Fine." She called back, annoyed, but not as clearly at me as I was used to. I was not about to look a gift horse in the mouth, so I hurried out before she could change her mind and start shouting at me.

I knew an herbalist a few blocks from the Gorgon's Grounds, and shopping there was always a fine way to spend some time. This part of Palo Verde was always so interesting to me. In some ways, it was where the lower class could live close to the upper class. Go a street or two down in any direction and you’d be looking at long driveways, expensive cars, and locked security gates. Stay on the main strip and you’ll drive past indie record stores, cannabis shops, seedy private clubs, and the best pizza place in the city. This was, I suppose, a space where the haves and the have nots could occasionally run into each other. Or, more to the point, the haves could “slum it” close to home without being in much real danger. The vibe was strange and the parking was terrible. 

Thank the spirits I cannot drive. 

The hours before coffee slipped away no matter how anxious I was about them passing. I have no control over my loose connection to time, sadly, and it can be a real jerk.

But why was I nervous? I saved the man's life and he was thanking me with a cup of coffee. That is, so far as I understand it, a fairly mundane interaction. I wondered if normal people got this anxious about basic social interaction. It wasn’t as if he was asking me to coffee to accuse me of witchcraft and black magic. Or trick me into binding a demon to his ex-girlfriend. Certainly I could imagine a hundred nefarious reasons for the invitation, or a thousand ways I could screw up and humiliate myself. But I had no proof he was a villain nor that I was a fool. I could just be normal about it.

The mundanity of normal-people emotions was sort of exhilarating. All the nasty supernatural nonsense around it, it was soothing to feel things normal women felt. I walked down the street toward the overpriced corporate coffee chain and pretended I was exactly like any other woman I passed. 

It was a pleasant illusion, as long as it lasted, which wasn't long. I pulled open the door to the shop and stepped in, smiling to myself, when I got hit by the force of other people.

I mean, not people. But their feelings. Something about the way I'm wired, living somehow between this world and beyond, meant experiencing the feelings of others in tangible and intense ways. The barista, for example, smiled at me and greeted me as I came in, but her presence was wrapped in steel chains that crackled with electricity so strongly that I could smell ozone. Stress, usually. But the stress was choking her. A man sat in a corner, a dozen faces hovering in the air around him, muttering vague accusations. I'd guess some kind of anxiety disorder with uncontrolled running thoughts. A pair sat across from each other near the back. The younger of the two, a man in his late twenties, appeared to me like tears were leaking constantly from his eyes and his chest sweated blood through his clothes. This wasn't literal—just my impression. Between the impression and the looks he gave the other man, I assumed he was deeply in love, with no possibility of reciprocation. The older man, with skin covered in shattered glass and dripping oil, oozed with ill-intent and a disregard for anyone but himself. A snap judgment based largely on a hazy spiritual reflection, maybe, but my interpretations were rarely wrong.

And if seeing these things in the palpable ways I experienced wasn't enough, sometimes when I was caught off guard, or forgot to contain myself well enough, their feelings would bleed into me. My cheeks felt wet, and chains crept up along my foot. It wasn't real. My mind created sensory metaphors to unpack the sensations I was receiving from those people through their spiritual reflections in the liminal.

I nearly bolted—maybe I should’ve bolted, gone to see if anything was playing at the Belmont and forgotten all about this meeting. I got so wrapped up in the happy banality of the afternoon I got sloppy and didn’t brace myself for the onslaught of Other People.

"Molly?"

A voice I heard before, though no longer groaning in agony, snapped me out of the moment. I turned, startled—

"Sorry, I was just leaving."

He was tall as I figured, a little worse for wear, his right arm in a sling. Painkillers might have accounted for the light slur in his speech.

But handsomely average. Very normal. 

And smiling so nicely at… me.

But I was startled, and not from his smile.

He was a dead spot.

I mean not in the way some places of complete spiritual corruption can become null pockets of lifeless hell.

I mean he wasn't giving off any feelings whatsoever.

I ran across it from time to time. My cousin Lana was so well-controlled she was unreadable a lot of the time. Miles had been, but it was complicated. A few others, over the years. But it was...

Nice.

Weird, but nice.

"Oh, man you can't leave yet. I haven't gotten a chance to say thank you." He smiled, it was crooked, and he held his left hand out in an open gesture. Not for me to take it, but an invitation to stay.

"I... Sorry?"

He looked around and back at me. "It's kind of crowded in here, you think? The outdoor tables are basically empty for such a sunny day. Why don't you grab up a table and I'll get us some coffee."

I nodded once, bewildered. Did he sense the others? Or notice I could? Was it a coincidence? I was looking too hard at the supernatural. No. The place was crowded. It was a sunny day. This was...

Normal.

"Oh…hey." He touched his forehead like the lightest facepalm you've ever seen. "Sorry. Whatta you drink?" He held that hand out toward the menu over the barista and her ever tightening chains of stress.

Right. 

I'd have to order something. 

I could have thought of it sooner. What did normal people drink? I glanced around helplessly, and he caught me looking at a large shiny poster for some nightmarish sugar drink made of strawberries and whipped cream and possibly coffee. He gestured. "The strawberry pound cake macchiato? It's not as sweet as you'd think. You uh, you want it?”

I reached into my purse for some cash.

“It's cool, I got it. I’m paying with a card so it’s easier if I just handle it. I never carry cash in the city." He waited a beat. "I can carry them. The sling is just to help me keep my shoulder isolated, so I can use my hand fine." 

An out! I swallowed. "Yeah. Great! Um… Not your shoulder, I mean your hand. And the coffee. You know, if you can swing it. Let me cover the tip though?" I felt into my bag and pushed open my wallet to grab the only twenty in there, offering it to him. I lowered my voice, which encouraged him to lean into me. "The barista’s having a rough day."

He met my eyes, studied my expression, then smirked at me. "Got it." He took the bill, glanced at it, and arched a brow. Then he broke into a wide grin and sauntered to the counter.

I took my chance to hurry outside and catch my breath.

This was normal. It was weird. But it was all perfectly normal.

I picked a table with seats not wet from a rain shower early in the morning, and sat. Normal people played with their phone when they waited on each other, right? I thought about fumbling for my phone. But what if it had an emergency message which would send me running off to fix someone else's problems?

No. 

No phone. I was going to have a basically normal coffee with a basically normal guy. And that's what I was going to do.

Do you know how long it takes to make a processed nightmare drink of calories and caffeine? I mean, not in minutes or seconds, but in conceptual time when you're already anxious?

Eons. 

The time it takes is eons.

Several million years passed of me sitting awkwardly trying not to reach for my phone. I tried to look normal, though I could plainly see a mischievous spirit in the apartment building across the way—slowly pushing a houseplant out an open window. It would take him a while, but it was possible the apartment's inhabitants would notice him before he accomplished his little trick. Poor little guy. Poor little house plant too, I suppose. But anyway, the point is, several million years of awkward waiting, and man-bun came out with two coffee monstrosities in cups with the leering Gorgon staring out at me. Really, who thought a deadly monster was a logical choice? I bet there was a story there.

The afternoon sun haloed the man’s bright red waves of hair. He was a natural redhead, I thought. A blessing in many cultures–a curse in others. "I honestly half expected you to bolt. Glad you didn't. I’m Russell by the way."

I glanced away from him, in the direction down the street I would have bolted if I did bolt. Toward the Belmont. I’m no poker player. I looked back and smiled. "Russell? I’m Molly, but you know that. Nevermind my skittishness. Anyone with an intense career falls out of practice with social graces from time to time.” Or… never had them in the first place, as was my case. ”I'm glad to see you're okay. Sorry I couldn't rush out to get you to a hospital or anything."

"Are you kidding?" He sat down, lightly slapping an open palm to the faux-wood cafe table and leaned on that good arm. "I'm the one who should be apologizing. I mean holy shit. I thought the fucking thing ate you or whatever. I'm so glad I didn't end up messaging a hotdog."

I laughed, watching him sit back and relax into his seat. His t-shirt fit snug and strained a little across his chest. "The Butcher is only a threat to some people in some situations."

"Like the kids' story? He's real?"

I motioned to his arm. "Real as your shoulder pain, anyway. Real is super subjective when you're talking about spirits."

He laughed then, and pulled some hair behind his ear. It was in a bun, but as a longish-hair-haver, I knew strands escape any hair tie eventually. Despite the waves, his hair was shiny and smooth. He took care of it. Or he was lucky.

"I guess I'm kind of in over my head, huh?" 

I'm not especially talented at reading facial expressions. I'd make a terrible cold reader. His smirk stayed crooked and his eyes focused on the coffee cup in front of him. Without the reflections I'm used to seeing, though, I couldn't guess what he was thinking or feeling.

It felt like a disadvantage. What it actually was, was normal. I smiled at what I was thinking rather than what he was saying.

He glanced up and his lips dipped into a flat line for a moment. "Hey, look. I get it. I shouldn't have gone sticking my nose in a thing I didn't understand, but it seemed really straightforward and," he swallowed. "I'm a little sensitive about the whole thing, okay? You don't have to laugh at me."

I blinked. "What? No! I wasn't laughing! I'm sorry. I was smiling because you have this way of smiling with just the left corner of your mouth and it makes your eyes crinkle and I can't get a solid read on it."

In kind, he blinked. "Uh. Wow. Are we," he peered behind him and back at me. "Are we having two totally different conversations?"

I felt heat in my cheeks. I was blushing. "I think so. I'm sorry. I'm not great at this sort of thing. I don't talk to—you know—the living."

He squinted again, scanning my face. "Yeah? I mean, I guess that makes sense. I was trying to, you know, find you to thank you or whatever. The internet's got some wild stories about you. I mean… Some specific forums. You're kind of a weird celebrity."

I caught myself just shy of rolling my eyes. Not at him, but at the idea of me being celebrated anywhere or by anyone. "Word of mouth is important in my line of work." I considered the strawberry monstrosity in front of me, and picked it up to take a sip. He'd been right about it not being as sweet as it appeared. Not quite anyway.

"Yeah? I mean. You're a ghost hunter or whatever? You did it before the app?" He watched me sip, then picked up his own drink.

"Hunter? No. The tradition I was raised in calls it the good work. I act as a go-between for people and spirits. Contacting your late uncle to find out where he hid the key to the safety deposit box on one end, and thwarting serial killers so their victims can rest on the other." I heard the words I'd just said. "Sorry. It all sounds..."

"It sounds badass. You're a ghost badass." He took it all so easily in stride I didn't know what to do. I was ready to be defensive, but I didn't need to be? It felt weirdly vulnerable.

"I guess? I don't know if I've ever thought about it in those terms. I do the work, you know?"

"Yeah, but you totally got some demon guy to back off, and he was really into murdering me, so you've got to be really powerful, right?"

I took another sip of my coffee. "No. I mean. What does powerful mean? I've studied and practiced this work since I was a child. I was raised into it. You could say I'm competent—sure—but at the cost of basically everything else. I guess there's a sort of balance."

He grimaced, but I think it was because his coffee was still too hot. "I mean, damn. I guess. Sounds like it sucks. And you got idiots like me wandering into your shit. Sorry, Molly. That sucks too."

He tried to make eye contact as he said my name, for whatever reason that made me uncomfortable. I looked at the table, its grains were so uniform that they were almost a distraction. "I don't know. You're not an idiot. From what I can tell, the app in question is targeting sensitive people. People who already have a lot of weirdness in them."

He laughed, leaning forward, conspiratorially glancing around and back. "I don't know? I have an ex-girlfriend or two who would swear in court I'm an insensitive piece of shit." His mouth twisted up into half a smile—no teeth—and looked right at me, scanning my face.

"I mean, not in the social, mundane sense. I mean in the spooky sense. The weird sense. You took the test, right?"

He shrugged and sipped his coffee. "I mean, yeah sure. It was weird. Not a huge ordeal." He leaned toward me. "Do you think I'm psychic?"

"Not exactly..."

"...I knew you were going to say that."

He caught me off guard, and so I laughed, shaking my head. "No. I mean. It's not so simple. Psychics may be real, sometimes I guess, but that's not what I actually mean. You know this world, but there are other worlds, and the spaces between worlds. Some people are sensitive to those other places. Most people aren't."

"I am?"

It was an outdoor table, so of course, little living things wanted to see if there was a share of food for them. I watched a few ants march along the edge of the table  waiting for their turn at any sugar left behind. I made a conscious choice to leave a splash of my drink behind for them. "You're different. It's hard to explain."

He leaned back in his seat. "Try me."

"I'd love to." My words slipped too fast out of my brain through my lips. I coughed. "I mean, I'd love to explain but this is about the part of socializing where people start thinking I'm crazy and find excuses to leave."

Little changed in his posture, still leaned back, his wide chest all the wider with one hand clasped behind his head. He smiled once I was looking at him. "Everything about this is crazy, Molly. The world is crazy."

I breathed out to brace myself. It wasn't as if I never explained these things to people before, it just rarely went over well.

"For most people, their thoughts and feelings are like light bouncing against a white wall. The strongest emotions reflect back from the liminal in a way I can feel and sense. That's how I get by, most of the time. Not only people. Animals and spirits and objects sometimes. You're different."

"Yeah? How so?"

"I can't get any read on you. You're like a dead spot. Magic flows around you. There's no reflection of you against the liminal. I'm not through the veil, but I suspect you wouldn't be visible within liminal space at all."

He considered my description, and dropped his hand from behind his head. "So what, I don't have a soul?"

“Oh no—” 

He cut me off. “Like that Simpson’s episode?”

"Oh..no…Nothing like that!" I waved my hands frantically. "I don't mean to insult you. There's a world full of strangeness. More than one. It might be your sensitivities manifesting as a protective coating? Like a mirror that bounces the light away from you so you're invisible to the spirit side. I'm sure you're perfectly normal.”

He smirked, leaning toward me. "But, you wouldn't know, would you? You can't read me at all? How do you know I'm not the devil?"

He was, and you'll forgive me, so handsome in that one moment I swallowed. He was right. I had no way of knowing what he was–spirits and saints preserve me–the fear of it swept right through me and sent tingles through my skin.

I opened my mouth to say something—anything—but instead, caught out of the corner of my eye the little spirit in the apartment across the street was about to get its houseplant through the window. As it did, I realized the shock of the pot hitting the ground was going to startle anyone who didn't see it coming. Including the man across from me, bringing his cup of extremely hot coffee up to his mouth.

I caught his hand, halting the coffee from making it too close to his face, and then the potted plant hit the street.

Crash!

It was mostly luck, but it caught him off guard, from me grabbing him to the pot smashing.

"I thought you said you weren't psychic?"

"Not in that way. I'm observant." I let go of his hand, now realizing how warm his skin was, how nice it was to touch.

"You're full of surprises." He set his coffee down and considered me. "But you didn't answer my question."

"I guess I didn't." Inside my purse, my phone started making a noise I'd never heard it make before. "And I guess I'm not going to. Pardon me."

His expression stayed, what, mischievous I guess? He gestured a go-ahead. I dug into my purse and got out the phone. It had some kind of setting that made it do a sound even though I turned the sounds off. Once I figured out how to stop it from making the noise, I checked my messages.

Sam.

Molly. Serious. Poltergeist activity. On the app. Alchemilla Hospital. 

Molly. Serious. 

Alchemilla. 




She messaged me several times. That wasn’t a place for casual entrance. It wasn’t a place for hobby-occultists. Alchemilla was far too dangerous a place for people with no training. "Oh no."

"You okay?" He dropped the pretense of devilish influence and gestured to my phone.

"Me? No. There's. Some more people are on the way to a situation they can't handle. I have to go." I stood up, gathering up my bag.

"I'll drive you." He got up right after me. "Let me help you out. I take directions fairly well."

"Oh, I don't know. That's sweet but—"

"Not sweet. WeHunt nearly killed me. I gotta know why. You're going to figure it out, so tagging along is the best path forward. You said you took the bus out here, I'm faster."

Did I mention that? I didn't remember one way or the other–so much for being observant.  I didn't have a lot of time to argue, so I didn't.










CHAPTER EIGHT










HE WAS IN a parking garage around the corner. I can't tell you much about cars. It was red with a cheap look to it, like it would dent easily and break instead of bend. The interior was all black with a backpack on the passenger seat. I caught a glimpse of some magazines under some fast food bags in the back. I didn’t recognize the names of the periodicals, but got a sense they were of the adult variety. I think I did a fine job of not noticeably noticing. The passenger side sun visor had a sleeve clipped to it for holding CDs. I couldn’t make out the names of the bands or albums, but one appeared to be one of those ‘learn a language while you drive’ programs for Vietnamese. Which was neat. 

"I'll just move these books." The backpack was full of books. He grabbed it up and tossed it in the back. The books had the girth and weight of textbooks, maybe medical, and some softcover technical manuals. I didn't get a good look at them at the time. He held the door for me to slide in and shut after me. 

"Do you mind if I call my friend?"

He snorted or chuckled. "Tell me where we're headed, then you do whatever you gotta do." He reached across me, which caught me off guard, and pulled my seat belt over me. I would have put it on myself. "Sorry. Belt kind of sticks. Easier if I do it." He clicked the belt with a grunt and gave me a crooked smile. 

I gave him directions to a grocery store nearby the location while I called Sam. 

She answered right away. "Hey. You on your way there?" 

As she spoke, he pulled into the parking garage paying kiosk. He put a $20 bill into the machine. 

"I am. How did you make my phone do that noise?" 

Unable to resist, Sam gave a smug little chuckle. "If I told you, you'd probably try to turn the feature off." She wasn't wrong, so I didn't press the point. 

"What do you know?" 

"I mean, aside from the Amityville Horror vibe going on about the whole thing? Not much. I know the spot. Extremely haunted, right? The app's listing is a 2 out of 10 difficulty. Wait." She sucked air through her teeth, thinking. 

I sat up stiffly. "Wait for what?" 

Russell smiled at me as I caught his reflection in the rear view. He drove faster than I expected, and I tried not to be too obvious that I was gripping the car door. City buses tend to go slower than any other part of traffic, I reminded myself. 

The keyboard clicking on Sam’s end of the line told me she was already digging deep. "Uh. It's weird. The listing updated as I checked. Was two out of ten, now it's 9 out of ten." 

"Should scare any of the contractors off, right?" 

"No, job has already been claimed. For all we know they're already on their way. It's weird. Why update afterward? I have to see if I can dig into the code on my end.” I suspected Sam selected her keyboards based on how loud they were, and preferred those I could hear her use even over the phone. “You okay on your end?”

Was I? 

I glanced at Russell, who seemed so calm. Or, so I got the impression because I couldn't read him. 

I thought of Miles. The spirit who left. I couldn't read him at first either, but only because I didn't know how to look. This, though, was different. "I'm good. I'll handle things from my end. Sam, thank you for keeping an eye on all this." 

"Nah. Spiders are doing the real work, Molly.” My mental image based on her words was all giant monstrous spiders creeping through the Movieland version of the internet. “Reaching out to you is the most challenging part." She chuckled and I made a face for no one's benefit but my own. 

"Later. Good luck!" She hung up because I'm not great with knowing when to end a phone call. 

"Your friend gives you no end of shit, huh? They all like that to you?" He took a sharp turn and my stomach lurched.

"Oh, she's just teasing me. I'm not great with technology. Computers and whatnot behave strangely around me." How much of your inner life, your normal interactions, looked weird from the outside? I rarely thought about being perceived at all, let alone having to explain my relationships.

"You've got all the luck, huh?" 

“Oh? Well. Not all luck is bad, right?” I tried to laugh, but he wasn't following me to the humor. 

"Still, if she's teasing you too hard, you should tell her." 

I considered him, looking for what was behind the words. I saw nothing still, and shrugged. "It's fine. I appreciate your concern, though." 

"Hey. We're friends now, right?" He pulled up at the grocery store and I pointed past to our actual target. "There, the building there. It's probably safer to park here and walk over." 

He parked and reached over my head to grab a different backpack from the back seat, one I hadn’t noticed while trying not to notice the magazines. 

I tried the seat belt and the button didn't press.

"Oh shit. Sorry." He pushed the button with his good hand and the belt popped out easily, sliding across me. He then leaned across me yet again and popped the door open for me. He was officially more 'in my space' than any human being in the better part of a year. I swallowed.

He smiled and got out on his side. Some part of me thought to run in the opposite direction. Let this whole app thing sort itself out. Let me find solitude and stay there, away from mortal eyes. Mortal hands. Mortal lips. 

Cowardice. 

I told myself there was no logic in it. When I turned his way, shouldering my bag, he smiled. I felt warmth spread through me.This handsome man with his cool confidence smiling at the mess that is my physical existence. 

I was probably overthinking things. 

Again. 

Alchemilla Psychiatric Ward and Hospital was built in the 20s to help treat alcohol addiction, and later housed those who presented a 'health risk' for the population by being poor and crazy. The 30s were a hard time for San Jenaro, I think, and taking care of the less fortunate during a national economic crisis was not handled, shall we say, exceptionally well. 

"This place?" He pointed as we approached the tall, slim remains of the asylum. 

"Cliche as it might be, yes."

"I thought they tore this thing down in the 90s." He said, scratching his beard. 

"I think they did? A few times? But the building kept returning. That happens with haunting of this severity." 

"It came back? How?" 

I shrugged. "Do you want a lesson on the metaphysics?" 

He smirked at me. "No, I guess I don't. So why are we here exactly? To exorcize the haunting or something?" 

I grimaced. "Exorcism is a serious thing. So no. I couldn't even if I wanted to. Not at this scale. We're here because the app sent people here unprepared. I have to stop them." 

He pointed to a beat up old boxy family car sitting across the street with a WeHelp bumper sticker on the back over a patch of scratched off paint. "Looks like we're late." 

"Not for a lack of expedient driving." 

"You're welcome." He smirked again, as if utterly incapable of reflecting on the joke.

We came to stand near the front entrance of the old building. The hospital was once subtle but lovely, with tiny blue and white tiles in a matching pattern across the floors and the walls of the entrance. The tile on the floor carried into the first floor and throughout. The entrance gave away to plaster in soothing colors. When they built it, they thought they were treating wealthy drug addicts and alcoholics. That didn't last. 

The door of broken glass hung open. It wasn't always open. But for now, it was open for me. 

"Alright, thank you. You don’t have to wait here–"

He interrupted me. "What? No. Forget it. This looks like a real bad scene, Molly. I'm not letting you go in there on your own." 

I pinched the bridge of my nose. "This isn't my first visit to Alchemilla County nor my last. Honestly, I'm safer alone." 

He set his jaw. "Maybe, but you won't be alone anyway. You're going in there after another contractor, right? So? You need help. What if they're unconscious or hurt?" 

"You think I can't do a fireman's carry in an emergency?" 

He smirked at me. 

"Alright, fine. I can't. Can you?" 

He smiled. "You want me to show you?" His brow arched up real high, the light catching the red in his hair and illuminating it. Anton LaVey would have been jealous of the devil in his grin and the spike of his eyebrow.

"I can't be sure. But not right now." I didn't give him time to tease me further, nor did I give myself time to think his offer through. I stepped into the building with Russell right behind. 

Entering a haunt is always a challenge. Sometimes everything appears as if perfectly mundane until it's… not. Sometimes, like as I stepped inside the hospital, the nature of the location was clear if you knew what to look for. Imagine when you're in a long elevator, and it goes up so fast when you hit your floor, you feel like your stomach is going to keep flying upward through the top of your head. The feeling is like that, only in several directions.

Alchemilla Hospital, like all haunts of such a size and scope, was a liminal space. Entering through the doorway was stepping through the veil and being in another place.

Generally, normal people didn't go through liminal doorways even if they had a reason. 

But I'm not normal people.

And neither, apparently, was Russell. 

As inscrutable as he was when we sat and talked and flirted, here, in the hospital he was hazy—nearly non-existent.

I knew he was there for sure though, because as soon as he stepped through the threshold, he doubled over, slapped his palm to the crumbling plaster wall, and heaved up his fancy coffee and whatever else he had for breakfast.

"Right. Sorry. Should have warned you. This is what my cousin calls ‘dieting for #iHunters.’”

He retched again instead of answering me. I scanned the area, we hadn't yet garnered any attention from the inhabitants, and so I did the brave thing of putting a hand on his back. Brave because touch, human touch, is so much for me under normal circumstances, and is much more intense on this side of the veil.

But he was nothing.

I mean, I felt the warmth of his back through his hoodie. I was surely touching a fellow being. But there was no shock, no rush of his thoughts and feelings, no drowning in his being. One normal human being rubbing the back of another human being while he puked against the wall of an abandoned mental hospital surrounded by ghosts and worse. But I barely perceived him. He was an impression in a physical sense, but not sight or sound or feeling. A null spot I recognized only by its absence.

You know, a nice normal moment.

I almost enjoyed it. In general. Stripped of the specificity.

"Haunts are disorienting the first few times. You'll find your sea legs under you. I'm sorry I didn't prepare you better."

"No real time." He coughed, taking a napkin out of his pocket to wipe off his mouth. It was a napkin from the Gorgon’s Grounds, and it had a phone number roughly scrawled on it. I unclipped a water bottle from his bag, shook it, found it full, and offered it to him.

"Thanks," he said, looking away from me, to sip and swish and spit. "But what the fuck is all this?" 

The thing about liminal spaces is we do not have the capability to process what we experience within them. The intensity and strangeness gets worse the deeper into these places you go, but even at the gateways themselves, we stood in a place made of colors we can't process with our limited rods and cones and other receptors for sensation. So the human mind tries to seek out patterns, connect them to things we already understand, and fill in the gaps. We both knew we were walking into a spooky hospital full of ghosts and danger, so the shapes and shadows within the liminal space would appear to us like they were fulfilling those expectations. What I expected to see was not necessarily what Russell was seeing. Or experiencing. Or… whatever. The experience was all interpretive. I've noticed at times those interpretations can be influenced by people with you, so the memories of those encounters tend to come into alignment. Not always, and not in this case. 

"We're through the veil. We're in the spiritual reflection of this hospital. This place is built out of the suffering of a thousand miserable souls who died or were tortured needlessly here. And not by accident, either." 

"I'm not sure if anything you said made sense." He squinted his eyes, studying the surroundings. 

"I can explain more as we go. Keep an eye out for movement or for changes in the environment. Anything could be evidence of activity."

"Activity? Like Paranormal Activity?" He grinned at me like he told a joke I was supposed to laugh at. I didn't. "Damn, really? You've never seen it? Classic found-footage horror flick."

"I don't need to see horror movies, Russell. They tend to be anti-spirit and I don't have much patience for that. Spirits have a hard enough time."

We walked, he laughed. He thought I was joking? I don't know. People think I'm joking when I'm not a lot of the time.

"What should I be looking for though?"

"It'll be hard for me to explain. Might be subtle. Changes in the walls and flooring. Voices. Movement from the corner of your eye. The beings here are not likely to be subtle. But they may hide the other person or people from us to try to draw us further in."

"Why?"

"They feed on terror." I said, breathing out.

"But none of it’s real, right? Like, all hallucinations to make us afraid?" He lifted a hand and pushed his fingers through his hair. 

"Oh, no. All of this is very much real. If one of them psychoactivates an old rusty scalpel to fly through the air into your eyeball, it will very much be in your eyeball. I think I expressed to you clearly this is extremely dangerous, and we may already be too late." 

He swallowed and moved a little closer to me. "So if this is real and this is dangerous, why aren't you scared? I mean, you don't seem scared."

"If I allow myself to indulge in fear, they get stronger. So I do my best not to. Anyway, I've been here before."

"That easy, huh? Decide not to be scared in a haunted insane asylum full of murderous ghosts?"

I admit, I prickled just a little at having years and years of training, sacrifice, and suffering boiled down to… easy. Nothing I do for the good work is easy. "Well, no. For one, we're not dealing with ghosts. Their feeding isn’t a big concern for you one way the another."

"Why not?" 

"Because if I can't sense your fear and terror, they probably can't either." 

What about the Butcher? Why could he? Was he just that strong? Or because he was in physical space? 

No time for this.

"Well, that’s a relief. All on you, huh?" 

"And whoever took the contract. Let's hope they're stalwart."

He frowned. "They drive a used Audi." Which meant something to him—not to me. We came to a set of stairs. I turned my face up, he turned his face down. 

"What did you mean when you said these aren't ghosts?" 

"What you call ghosts maintain sapience and sentience. They can think, feel, grow, and change like you or I. Time robbed the beings here of those higher functions. Or, something made them nothing more than spiritual violence and rage. Imagine trapping a soul in an endless loop of trauma—inflicting it and experiencing it—with each other and any unlucky person who walks through those doors." 

"So how do you stop them, then?" 

"Poltergeists? Usually takes an exorcism." 

"Which is something you say you can't do." 

"Not on this scale, no."

He stopped, leaning over the railing to the stairs. "Down. I hear something downstairs." He took two stairs at a time. I hurried after him. "Someone begging for help!" 

I didn’t hear anything. All I heard was the fly-like buzzing of the stairwell’s lights. Nevermind the building didn’t really exist, shouldn’t have had power, and was shockingly clean and sterile without staff to do the cleaning. Save for a sort of green cast over the bare white lights and the tiles that seemed to stretch like rhombuses not squares, a normal person might have thought they were in a perfectly normal, if slightly spooky hospital. I doubted that illusion would last.

"Don't rush! Could be–" 

Well, it could have been a lot of things, especially as he’d heard it and I didn’t. I hurried after him, unable to hop two steps at once as he could, I got a better look at our surroundings. The bottom of the stairwell led to an open emergency door with a press-bar to easily push in or out of the rooms beyond. He pushed the door ahead of him, and I followed after as I caught up. This was a basement storage area, but unlike the dull sterile stairwell we came from, the basement showed its age. The concrete walls seemed wet, water having stained the lower third of the wall. It stunk of musk and dirt and paper decay. A shelf to my right held a stack of nurse uniforms that had more or less rotted into a single pile of fabric mush.

I spotted a pale figure crouched with its back to us. I suspect he was seeing something similar because of the way he stopped in place. The figure stood out, stark white, compared to the leftover equipment the hospital once used to keep its patients subdued and maybe even treated. Gurneys piled up in a corner. Decaying shelves of old, useless medical equipment. Samples in jars of formaldehyde placed in such a way the light from the floor above, what little there was, shone through the now greenish liquid. I saw Russell mutter to himself, but I couldn’t hear what he said. 

None of what surrounded us was the concern though. The thin pale figure squatting on the floor, not facing us, but calling for help without moving stole my full attention. The cries came ceaselessly, and without a doubt from the figure. But a human being would shake with the force of those cries. 

The pale thing wasn't a person for sure. 

As we got a little closer—and by we, I mean Russell because I know better—the figure was bald and child-like in size, wearing a clean white hospital gown tied up along the back. Russell reached for it. I stopped him by putting my hand on his. 

I shook my head. 

He opened his mouth to say something, but even as he did, the thing's head turned to look at us. Not the body. The head. No eyes on that head, nothing but a big jagged-toothed jaw. The mouth opened, showing more teeth, and the jaw distended far enough to make the skin on the face rip and bleed. It screamed at us before lunging directly toward me, fingers bent and claws out. Russell pushed me out of the way only to be tackled to the ground. "SHIT!"

Intent on eviscerating me, the spirit instead landed on top of Russell. It looked around, confused. 

"Fucker can't see me!" He laughed. 

My interests were in what it crouched over, and I took the thing's momentary confusion to go to the spot. 

"Hey, ugly." He punched it in the non-face with his good arm, which got its attention, but left it still confused. It tried to rise, to find me and attack me, but got nowhere as Russell rolled to his stomach, then got up to a hand and knees and jumped the thing, pinning it from behind to the ground. 

Poltergeist wrestling was a new one for me.

I knelt where the being crouched, its prey already gone. A woman of about 25 if she was lucky, straight brown hair stuck to her face with blood. Most of her throat and sternum were gone. It ate through her ribs to remove her heart. 

Her bag was open—its contents spilled across the floor. Maybe she was digging inside, looking for something to protect herself. She carried salt, a knife she probably thought was silver, a bag of herbs that looked like Rue, and a bottle of holy water with the little steel crucifix on it. Under the bottle, an old dog-eared copy of The Thing at the Foot of the Bed, a book of ghost stories I loved as a child. The second half of the book wasn't stories so much as instructions, in simplistic terms, for dealing with the spirit world as a child. The folklore was solid. She was on the right path, or had been, I guess, before. By her ID, her name was Harmony. “I’m sorry Harmony,” I whispered to the air just in case she could hear me. 

A little guidance and she would have maybe been good at this job. She should have survived this.

"No." I said out loud, which caused the thing to strain against Russell to grab me. 

"It's way stronger than it looks." 

I glanced back at him, pocketing the woman's wallet and scooping the contents back into her bag. Not petty theft. But to find answers.

"Are you alright?" I asked him.

"Yeah." The being flickered out of existence and Russell fell to the ground as he leaned all his weight on it. "Oh that's fucking cheating." 

"You have to get over the idea that the physical is important here. It isn't." Still. Something wasn't right about the scene. My instincts tickled as I studied the body, as gruesome as it was to look right at the violently-dead.

"No…This wasn't chewing." 

"I'm sorry?" He got up and came to where I was, then recoiled. "Oh shit! Oh fuck. Is that a dead body?" 

"Yes. She hasn't been dead long. The heart was removed." 

"How can you be so calm?!" 

I looked up at him. 

"Right, okay. This is your job. You didn't seem the 'cool detached type.'" 

"I'll cry about it later, for hours probably. We've found what we came for." I stood up slowly, my knees aching. But something was still wrong with the chest. 

"So we just go? Should we bring the body with us or something? Call the police?" 

"Never call the police." I told him evenly. "What would you do with the body? She can't be helped by a doctor now." 

"I guess not. You’re kinda cold, huh?" 

The Doctor. 

"Not cold. Weird. And it's about to feel a whole lot weirder. I thought the thing attacked her and ate her heart. But that's not what happened."

He wove the fingers of his good hand through his hair toward the bun and narrowed his eyes at me. "What's that mean? What's weirder than all this shit?" 

"An expert extracted the heart. Look. You can see beside her, the lab table turned over. Maybe the spirit you wrestled with, the echo of a former patient, interrupted the procedure." 

"So something that can cut out her heart? I thought you said poltergeists didn't think." 

"They don't. So it's not a poltergeist." I checked for signs of the heart. A blood trail, maybe. 

"If it's something else, can you exorcize it?" 

"No. I have a better idea. It's about time this haunting is put to rest. I need to find–" 

Russell gasped and by the time I turned around, he was gone. 

Also, I wasn't in the basement anymore. 

Bright lights lit up overhead, blue lights so intense they made my eyes hurt when I wasn't looking up at them. I hate blue light. 

As I got my bearings, I saw where I was. 

An operating theater. 

The sort of thing with raised seating on the round surrounding a central floor. For the study of surgical procedures. Victorian in idea, but turned to art nouveau in architecture. I couldn't tell if this was a real part of Alchemilla or not.

A gurney rolled in, pushed by no one, and the lights got brighter. Russell, I thought, lay there, bound to it with straps. The straps appeared to be stretched skin rather than fabric or leather. His head was pinned as well with flesh straps, so he had to be looking at the ceiling, which forced him to keep his eyes clenched shut. "What in the fuck?!"

"I'm here. We'll make it through this. I need you to try and stay calm." 

"Stay calm?! STAY FUCKING CALM?! MOLLY WHAT IS EVEN HAPPENING?!"

Something big and dark shuffled through the same emergency doors behind Russell. 

"I think there is a being here beyond the poltergeists. I think this is the cause of the haunting. And I think it's frustrated you aren't terrified." 

"That's a fucking jump." 

"Educated guess." 

"So why aren't you strapped to a table?" 

It wouldn't dare. But I didn't say that part out loud. "I'm afraid. You're the part of things it can't comprehend. It wants to study you." 

"Should I be more afraid since you're afraid?"  

I didn't answer him, as I had no good answer. 

The shape moved in the direction of the gurney, shuffling. The being wore scrubs, though they were yellowed and covered in brown splatters. Old blood and iodine. The Doctor had only a surgical mask for a face. In general it was featureless aside from the markings of its uniform. The name tag was scrawled with just “DOKTOR.” In its first set of hands, it already held scalpels and other tools of medicine and torture. I caught a glimpse of a second set of arms, and maybe a third. The spirit was a thing of hate and rage fed on fear and wore the symbols of healing and help. Either as a part of its camouflage, or as a twisted memory of what it was before death transformed it into this. 

I leaned toward this Doctor being the latter. 

"Doctor." As evenly as I could. For Russell's sake. 

The thing turned its mask in my direction but still collected an assortment of medical tools with more than two hands.

"Doctor, I think we need to talk. Your methodology is incorrect."

"Methodology? This fucker is going to kill me and you're questioning its ethics?"

"Yes." I told Russel. I took a deep breath, long enough to ask myself what governing hospitals would have been around during the Doctor’s time. San Jenaro General. "I've been to the ethics board at San Jenaro General, and they have questions."

The Doctor howled instead of answering me, and with a hand, grabbed Russell's hair and yanked his head up in a way to force him to watch whatever the entity did next.

"I'm going to take away your licenses, doctor. I'm going to shut this whole thing down. And you can't stop me."

I used jargon—nonsense from some medical drama I’d watched. But he stopped from slicing into Russell, the scalpel hovering in the air, mere inches from Russell's sternum. 

The surgery theater changed as I threatened the spirit. The walls of fine wooden panels began to ooze pus from the seams, and a less identifiable but no-less stinking filth grew across the tile floor. Forgive me if your sense memory can summon up the smell, but can you think of the distinct difference between fresh white blood cells and old rotten pus? I mean, white blood cells fresh can ruin your appetite, but the fetid rank of old pus, somehow like salt water and old milk and joyless sex. It was that second, much more mushroom-like smell that filled the room as it seeped, clear but carrying green strands of infection and clumps of white matter through the cracks in the walls, the floors, and even began to drip from the ceiling. Old pus from a hundred or more victims, dead and drained. A drop of it landed on my hand. Despite my need to remain calm, the sickening fluid made me gag and flick my hand to get it off. I tried to draw up anger to cover up the embarrassment as I cleared my throat and spoke again.

"I'm going to ruin your practice, doctor. And you can't stop me." I stepped closer to him for emphasis. "You won't be a doctor. You'll be a laughingstock. You'll be ruined. No one will ever respect you again."  

That did the trick.

The thing pulled down its hospital mask—stretching and snapping the skin it grew into—to scream at me with three mouths. Not symmetrical mouths, either. A jumbled mess of all three with different sets of horrible teeth. The Doctor lunged at me, and in doing so, knocked over the gurney Russell was on, sending him to the floor. 

"Goddammit Molly!" 

I closed my eyes and reached up to the amethyst hanging from my necklace. On the side against my skin, I carefully carved it with a warding sigil. John Dee was a lunatic, but at least his seals worked well against older spirits. I rubbed my thumb along the tiny carving, picturing the glyph in my mind like a shield against him. The doctor stopped short in his lunge, hissing and pushing against my tiny ward of protection. 

"Get out, Russell. Whatever you think happens next, you need to get out of here. I'll meet up with you later."

"I can't!" He grunted, and the entity struggled to reach me, sputtering and dripping some antiseptic-like fluid from its mouths. "I'm not trying to be a hero or anything. I mean I’m still stuck to the fucking table!" 

Oh, right. That part. 

"I'll fix that when I fix the rest of this." 

"What are you going to do?" 

"I don't know! Pray it works anyway." 

I dropped the defensive ward and let the thing grab me. The Doctor's many hands gripped at me like it was looking for purchase, for enough of a grab to pull me apart chunk by chunk. But as he grasped me, I think, it sensed in me what the Butcher sensed.

The spirit shrieked and tried to let go of me, but we were a little beyond that point. It was stuck, and stumbled back, I stumbled along. Like two dancers with no love between them, stuck together with glue and melting into each other as we tried to dance. We stumbled awkwardly around the floor, the spirit being unable to let go of me, me unable to move us very far.

I was, and I use this word because I have no better analogy, absorbing it a little at a time. 

That is, I found if I let go, and let myself be calm as we struggled throughout the painfully lit theater, the thing that was the Doctor flowed into me, like syrup seeking its own level as you pour it from one bottle to another.

I can't tell you what it felt like exactly. I can give you relative concepts. The Doctor was a being of pride and smug superiority. Whatever man he was in life was completely gone. But not so far gone it was an entity like a poltergeist. Its own ego would never allow it to become completely senseless. So instead, the spirit was spite and anger for a lifetime of imagined injuries, and overconfident smugness. Top of any food chain. The smartest. The most talented. The most capable. The best doctor in the world. If he once intended to save lives or cure disease, those intentions were long gone.

Its horrible nature oozed into me as I struggled to maintain my own calm. I was a being of free will. And though it felt horrible to do, absorbing the spirit's venom would save future lives. 

We were two things. It, venom, malice, and hate. And me, Molly. That was a thing that was True. Now, we were simply one thing. Just Molly. That was now True.

"Not an ending." I whispered to myself as it struggled. "A new start. What's bad in you is mine to clean. What's good in you, if there is anything, is safe to leave." 

And for the first time I saw a Door.













CHAPTER NINE










DOOR AS A proper noun for emphasis. 

What I saw was not just like, ooh spooky doorway, but something with gravity and weight. This Door was a gateway beyond. Most consider the liminal a threshold, like a long hallway. If you could enter a liminal space through a literal door in our world, theoretically, you must be able to find a door on the other end that went somewhere else.

The worlds beyond for example.

Seems I found one. Open.

I didn't consider the significance, or what to do about this open door, because I was already tumbling into it, thanks to my erratic dance partner.

This was not ideal.

We fell through and as I left the liminal space, the being I struggled with became nothing. Maybe I absorbed the rest of him? Maybe he ceased to exist once through and into the world beyond. I couldn't be sure. But instantly, it wasn't us falling, it was simply me.

I fell through what was like gray nothing to land on a ground of semi-solid water. Past the liminal, you tend to see no colors or shapes or interpretations. And more than inside of liminal space, our only option for communicating is in metaphors. 

While I passed the liminal and out the other side before, this time was different from the last. Different from my trips though underroads—those roads run parallel to places like this. The cosmology is difficult to process correctly.

I tried to find my feet, but I didn't have those anymore. I moved because I willed myself to move. My body was only an extension of my senses. If I looked to a brightly colored minaret-like stone extending through clouds of blood in a sky like velvet, I was beside the tower and looking along its length. The tower breathed out, and I was touching the tower because I thought to wonder what it would feel like to touch.

I heard howls.

I heard howls I remembered from every nightmare and a few real close misses when I was awake. The howls of Hounds that hunt. I didn’t know what they hunted or why. I also couldn't guess anyone who might know. I needed to be away from the sound, but where could I go? How was I going to return home?

As I thought to be somewhere else, I went nowhere. Perhaps because I intended to go but was not clear on a destination. The thought of being trapped here forever terrified me, but not so much as the thought of being caught by a Hound again. I wanted to scream—to cry for help. Wanting was doing here, and I found I was screaming without a voice. I didn't need to keep up the scream mentally, my scream simply carried on so long as I thought it might exist.

Somewhere, beyond where I stood and where the Hounds might have been, I spotted a glimmer of light. Familiar in gold and warm, although I couldn't place the familiarity or its significance. I desired to be nearer, and then I was. Behind me, a thick and terrible bramble. Before me, a road stretched forever before and after me. 

Roads meant something. They possessed a meaning. I remembered the meaning and drew up the desire to travel along it. But doubt held me in place. Where did the road go? What was the point of traveling if I didn't know where I was or where I was headed? For all I knew, the road led to an even more dangerous somewhere else. I didn't see the bright light. I wanted to cry instead of scream, and so I was crying. Like a torrent of rainfall. What if rainfall was all I was? A storm of tears. I thought about fading away to that. Being nothing but that. Giving in to the place, the illogical reality here, and just being a storm of tears.

I was, I think, unraveled, so little of me left as a thinking being that I couldn’t even mourn the loss. Then, all at once, I felt an ache in my chest-wall muscles. Like when you stretch out your back after being in one position for too long. It stung, certainly, but a good kind of pain. A pain that told you something was being corrected—realigned.

I was aware again, with that little muscle twinge, I was a being with a body. I was aware I could breathe. Each breath rattled a little, maybe from the crying. My lungs hurt, but again, a good hurt. I had a body, therefore, I must exist.

"Molly?"

My name. Molly was my name. I remembered the voice too. "What are you doing here?"

I wanted to face the voice I recognized, but impressions were difficult, impossible. I knew it was a being I understood and cared deeply for, a being I could trust with my life. I didn't know how to understand who it was. I relented to trust. 

"I'll take you home." The voice said, and I believed it. Because of it, I think, I went home.













CHAPTER TEN










WHEN I CAME to, I was hungry and thirsty and cold. Everything hurt. But I was in reality as I understood it—the hurt told me as much. Grass was wet under me. I was laying on wet grass. That was grounding. I was laying on my back on wet grass and looking at a blue sky. The sky over San Jenaro had a way of being luminous blue at times. And for a moment I couldn't think about much beyond how nice the sky was. Small cottony clouds drifted slowly along, unbothered, and I lay trying to remember who I was and what happened to me. 

I remembered my body. I had one of those, and I sat up with it. That is, I sat up. I knew the place. The St. Marcella's cemetery. My cemetery. And not only that, but I was lying across my mother's grave. She needed new flowers, I thought. Flowers existed. I existed. My mother existed, I think. But she was gone now. Not even a body in the grave I lay above. 

No one ever told me what happened to her. Not my aunt, not anyone. But I couldn't reflect too heavily on those old wounds. I needed to remember why I was sitting in a cemetery and why my heart was heavy with the pressure to remember who I was and what I was supposed to be doing. 

Events uncoiled backwards in my mind from the moment of coming to, all the way back to coffee. 

"Russell!" 

I patted the grass, seeking my bag. It was nearby, but my phone was dead. I could find my way home from the cemetery. I was safe to find home. I tried to wake up my legs, which were still asleep.

When I got home, the house was unpleasantly quiet. I thought to brace myself for Auntie Agatha berating me for whatever crimes she decided to berate me for. 

But she wasn't there, as if I slipped out of another world into a place that looked like my reality but wasn't. Was that possible? Yes. 

I went up to my room anyway, my ritual space was there, my bedroom as it had been. My roommate's door was closed, but opened a crack when she heard me on the stairs. She didn't say anything. She never did—she was a shut in.  

I plugged in the phone and waited for it to charge enough to wake up. While I waited, I opened my Chromebook. 

My email box was full. 

I scrolled through quickly.

A month and a half.

I'd been gone, missing, no sign of me whatsoever for a month and a half. 

To say cousin Lana was pissed would have been an understatement. Sam was beside herself. Henri had apparently convened a full coven to try to find me. Or at least my body.

This was a nightmare. 

I can think of nothing worse for someone like me to suddenly be the center of so many people's attention.

I had an email from another cousin. Auntie was staying with them until I was found.

Reach out as soon as you can. 




They were worried.

People were worried. People noticed I was gone. I ceased to exist, from a certain perspective within our continuous reality, but I was still a part of the minds of people who knew me. 

That felt…good? An odd shock to the system to remind me, you know, I was more human than I was anything else. 

I wished my body agreed. 

My phone rang, having enough charge, and when I picked it up, it was Russell.

"Hello?"

"Oh holy shit, Molly?! You had me so damn scared. Are you okay? Where are you?"

"I'm. Um. I'm home. I think. It's fine. I'm fine."

"Yeah? Well, that's good because shit has really hit the fan and I need your help."

Oh. Of course.  

I scrolled a little further in a few emails. This was a running theme.

Molly, we miss you and we're scared.

We need you to take care of something!

We need you to do something!

We need you to do the stuff we won't!




I mean, not in so many words. But it certainly pulled me down from my warm fuzzy feelings all at once.

I breathed out. "What do you need, Russell?"













CHAPTER ELEVEN










IN HIS DEFENSE, mostly Russell wanted to know if I was okay. He was forgiving, let's say, when I said I couldn't explain what happened. However, he did suggest I get together a story "for other people.”

He also told me a "cousin" of mine casually threatened him and nearly broke his wrist. Which was nice of her, I think, if not correct of her. I told him I'd ask her to stop hounding him as soon as possible.

"But what are you going to tell people?" He asked again. I couldn't read his tone over the phone. Or in person. I wasn't sure why he kept pressing the point. 

"I don't know? I slipped through the veil and went somewhere else?" 

"People who know you and care about you would just accept that's a thing that can happen to you?" 

I thought about that. "I think so. The underroads can be dangerous. Liminal space is dangerous." 

"So you could go missing for a month or so, and say ‘I was lost,’ and people would understand?" 

"It's what happened, Russell. It doesn't matter if they understand or not. I'm not exactly secretive about what I do." 

He didn't answer right away. 

"I'm glad you're alright, Molly." 

"Thanks. Can we talk more later? I'd like to hear how things went at the hospital, but I need to reach out and let some people know I'm back." 

"Of course. Thursday? I'll make you dinner." 

"What?" 

"Come by my place, I'll make you dinner, we can talk." 

My turn to think. Academically, I understood the suggestions that might be implied in a statement like that. I read contemporary romance like everyone else. But without any emotional cues I wasn't sure if I was misreading his intentions. I also didn't have time to go over all of my thoughts with him or even myself. So I agreed and we hung up. 

A dozen or so calls and emails later, I think I reached everyone. Lana remained the only one suspicious, but I imagine that was simply a part of her aesthetic. I asked her not to break people's wrists on my behalf. She reminded me cooly, that she hadn’t broken any wrists, she just threatened to—as if that showed personal growth. "Especially in this case," she told me in no uncertain words. I let it go rather than press her. 

Since my first call was to the cousin my Aunt stayed with, by the time I was finished with the rest of the phone calls, I heard the front door open downstairs. I got out of bed and went to the stairs, driven by a similar energy to what makes moths fly into bug zappers. 

"Molly?" 

I couldn’t remember what my mother sounded like. It was too long ago. More, I couldn’t even imagine what she might sound like as my “old mom” of grandmother age. All these decades later. To hear my name from her twin at that moment, my heart skipped in my chest and I rushed down the stairs to where she stood.

Not my mother. Though who can say? They were identical. But certainly, her words shimmered with a worry and concern I never sensed from my aunt.

I didn't know what to say. Was it the same woman? A ghost? A possession? Some ghoulish mockery of the loving support I was supposed to have?

"You idiot child!" She hissed, then stepped forward, grabbed me in a vice grip and pulled me in. Her hands, gnarled by arthritis, held me. Knotted tree branches. Too strong for how brittle they looked.

It was my aunt, and not my mother. Still, it was my aunt expressing a thing I never experienced from her before.

"I thought something happened this time. I thought…" She trailed off and I thought I sensed a whistle of grief, of threatening tears in her voice. "It was like losing my sister all over again." She shuddered, and that was as close to a weep as I would hope to expect.

I hugged her back, because what else could I do?

"I'm sorry I frightened you, Auntie. I wouldn't put you through so much worry if I could’ve helped it."

She squeezed tighter. Not to hurt me. But because she was hurting. "I can't outlive you. Do you understand? You have to bury me with years and years to spare. I can't."

"I'm sorry, Auntie. I really am."

She left those words hanging, and in her silence I felt the swell of a storm. Her better nature struggled against the need to be venom and snake fangs.

For once, her better nature won out, and she didn't follow up with the cruel words. "I need to rest." She finally rasped.

"Of course."

I helped her to her chair in the living room and fetched her the remote. "Do you need lunch?"

"No. I can manage. I can't be the only one to worry about you. Surely you have some friends out there. Go and see them." 

That was a kindness, and I'd take it.

"I'll call you if I'm going to be late."

"See that you do." She flicked on the TV and turned the volume up too loud. She needed to be alone with her thoughts, I thought, and so I went back to my room to get ready to go out.

I waited for the phone to ring. I knew it would, and with it, I would understand where I was headed.










CHAPTER TWELVE










I CLEANED UP while waiting for the call. It didn’t come through my phone, and it was a moment of silliness on my part to assume it would. I heard sounds from the first floor and went down. Nothing inside beside my aunt slept loudly in the living room. The front door was within hand's reach ahead of me, I heard a commotion from my back door, through my kitchen.

I know of two kinds of people who come through the back door, or at least come knocking.

People looking for witchcraft–which I've been known to do on occasion–and witches.

I gave up on the front door and hurried to the back door.

"Molly! I got your message!"

Henri stood framed in the door. She still had a key. I was glad to see she kept it.

She was so beautiful, have I mentioned that before? I'm sorry. Her beauty strikes me every time.

"Molly. It's bad." Her face was ashen, her eyes dark with bags. Sleepless nights. My stomach sank and I closed the kitchen door behind me, motioning her in. She looked behind her and gave a nod. A pair of women from the coven came in after her, and with them, Gloria.

Well.

Some of her, anyway. 

The woman who Henri loved hung on the shoulders of her coven-mates, her face not just ash but white, her lips cracked, her eyes bloodshot, the life half drained from her, and all under her skin, black veins that pulsed and twitched.

"Possession." I breathed out, and leaned on the door I closed behind me. Here she was, the source of so much pain for me, in so much pain, and I immediately blamed myself. Somehow. Like jealousy might manifest as a possessing spirit.

Of course, it could. That's another story.

"Molly..." Henri lost her words as soon as she tried to speak. And I cannot express to you how impossible it felt to see a woman like Henri–one made for power and leadership–utterly helpless with grief.

"We'll move her to my ritual space. Tell me what happened?"

"I can't." Henri choked. I faced her, as much as that hurt. But only once, and she darted her eyes away with such a rising tide of guilt around her I felt nausea rise up in my stomach. Why or how she was swept up in such a wash of guilt, I couldn't imagine–I did not have time to imagine.

"This way." I motioned to the other two. Sasha and Riley, the twin-souls in the coven, always Henri’s second in aid when they could be spared from other duties. Sasha’s willowy shape, robbed of her sensual movements. Riley, better suited, maybe, for the half-carry they did with Gloria, but yet so much more obviously suffering with grief and worry. I led them, half a coven really, through to the front room and up the stairs. Henri followed in our wake, glancing only briefly at my aunt's sleeping form. 

The door to my roommate's room slammed audibly as we reached the second floor. She didn't like company.

I threw open the door to my ritual space and gestured them ahead of me. "Bring her to the circle. I'll find some pillows." I found Henri beside me, and she watched helpless as her sisters led her lover to the circle. "You need to tell me what happened if I have any hope of helping."

She stared at me, eyes full, and just shook her head. Her lips moved, but she couldn't make a sound come out of them. I have never, could never imagine seeing her like this. I didn't curse, per se, because I didn't do that, but I muttered something in frustration and pushed past her to gather some pillows from my bedroom.

By the time I reached the ritual room, Henri and the others sat in a lopsided triangle around Gloria, who breathed in short, shallow breaths that rattled with death and pain.

"This doesn't just happen. I know you all know this. I need to understand how something got inside of her. When? How? Everything. We don't have time for melodrama and guilt." I said, wiping tears from my eyes. My own tears for them? Tears for me? All the feelings in the room became mixed in the emotional maelstrom.

"It's my fault." Gloria wheezed. The other three stopped silent, choking on the words.

I crouched beside, lifting her head to put a pillow under it. "Tell me."

"She's lying. It's my fault. If I hadn't..."

I gave Henri one stern look. She went quiet.

"Tell me." I insisted to Gloria again, and she wheezed and coughed.

"Henri was so worried about you. I, I tried to, I tried to speak to someone on the other side. I didn't think it would go like this."

Witches in San Jenaro were forbidden from working with ghosts and spirits. That was the main reason I stayed separate from them. From the unity and community they built. Because if the good work was seen as too close to witchcraft, I would be dragged in by the sorcerer council for crimes against reality. And killed if I was lucky.

The end result was not that witches never did work with spirits, mind you, just that they tended to be ill-prepared and poorly practiced when they did.

I didn't need to hear the rest. I could piece events together. Gloria tried to make a deal with a spirit to find me through the veil. Probably without Henri's help or blessing. Or perhaps counter to it. She mistook one kind of spirit for another, and the deal didn’t go as intended.

"An exorcism will kill–" Henri's voice split in half terribly, like when an elevator falls and someone's only halfway inside. "That kind of burden would kill both of you. I can’t lose you both."

I glared at her, but only a second, and not enough for her to see, I think. But anger couldn't be a part of this. I couldn't allow myself to feel my feelings. We all had simply too much at stake.

"Then we don't do an exorcism." I sat up and turned to Riley and Sasha. "Candles. Protective salt. Lavender to burn. Frankincense. You can do that, right?"

Sasha glanced briefly at Henri, Riley had not yet stopped watching Gloria. Henri motioned with her head, Sasha got up, her lover followed. They both took to rushing around the room to various bookshelves full of carefully labeled storage bins.

I was nothing if not organized.

"You can't, what do you mean?"

"Depends on what's inside. No matter what happens next, this is going to hurt, Henri. But I'm going to do whatever I can."

"She was trying to help you, Molly. I told her there had to be another way and–"

"Henri, shut the fuck up."

Oh. That came out.

She sat back, stiff, but silent. I covered my mouth with a hand.

Look, everyone slips sometimes.

"I'm going to help. And you're going to be quiet and trust me for once in my life. And that's what it's going to be." I told her plainly. I got some chalk on a shelf nearby to touch up some sigil, the mystical seal I drew on the floor. Adjustments needed to be made.

"What's inside of you, Gloria. What can you tell me?"

"I thought I found a woodland spirit. Near an old mystical place. She sang like trees and had roots. She seemed so gentle."

The black veins twitched under her skin, and I squinted, peering closer. "Roots." I muttered to myself and cleared my throat. "I'm going to try to speak to her once the candles are lit." I gestured to the other two witches, who took the cue and lit every candle in the room. I have a lot of them. "It's going to feel very frightening for a while as the spirit surfaces. But in the dark place inside you, you will still hear my voice. We pass through darkness to reach the light. Can you remember that?"

"I'll try." Gloria choked again, and as she did, red foam came up at the corners of her lips.

Henri snapped her head away, and put a fist to her chest like she could physically stop her heart from bursting through her ribs.

"You'll do it. You won't try. You'll do it." I told her as directly and firmly as I could. Sasha was crying, her hand shaking as she lit candles. "Help her." I said to Henri, who sat a minute longer, bewildered, and then hurried to her feet to help with the candles.

I sat beside the woman who had the woman I loved.

I sat beside the woman who broke laws and risked everything to help me–even if she didn't really understand the risk.

I sat beside a woman I did not know, who was dying. Helpless.

Work like the spirit work required was not just taxing on the mind or the soul or whatever. It was exhausting to the body as well. Both Gloria and I would likely be injured in the process. The goal was to manage that as best as possible. I, as was my custom, I used Tonquedec’s Technique to prepare while I waited for the candles. Really, any basic calisthenic would do. The Japanese radio taiso was another favorite of mine when I had more time. But Tonquedec’s methods were minimal and less intrusive. I rolled my head and loosened my neck and shoulders. I breathed a certain way. There was some, uh, clenching of certain places to ground. I rotated my hands on my wrists this way and that, then did so more subtly with my feet. Sometimes the old magic is obvious in its support of your work, sometimes it’s subtle. I marveled at how easily my wrists and ankles moved. No popping or cracking as I’d expect at my age. Like my joints just had an oil change. Helping here, or rather, pushing back against helplessness was the right call here, no matter how I felt about it. The sureness in my limbs liberated, and quieted the ache in my heart. It felt better to do and act and help than mourn.

I had that liberty.

"I'm not going to let you die." I told her, and as the words slipped from my lips, I found my mind drifting to Truth in Her Well. I saw she held her flail high above her head. I knew she'd strike me, and it was fine. If I was lying, I deserved the lash. It was right for her to do so.

As the last important candles were lit, the old magic flooded the room, golden and white and traveling along the circles within circles of the seal on my floor. The room lit, and a palpable wall separated Gloria and me from the rest of the room and the rest of the world. I left the witches on the other side. Even Henri. And they—all three—knew better than to cross the circle, as frustrated as they must have been to be outside.

I did my work, I was most often alone. Was that the right way to go? I wasn't sure, but there I was.

"Show me yourself, spirit. I mean you no harm."

The black veins slowly retreated under Gloria's skin as the being pulled itself out through her mouth in a slow, growing mess of branches and roots. The summoning was hideous, the spirit shaped vaguely like a woman, but also that of a diseased beech tree—its outer bark stripped away exposing smooth naked wood with patches of loathsome, fleshy growths. She was sick and dying. Something between sap and blood oozed from the growths.

I studied the spirit, then stood and held out a hand to her. "I see you're ill. What's been done to you?"

She spoke, or, she communicated through the sounds of leaves rustling and branches scraping against one another.

The mystical place of mine is dying.

Drained by men.

I am starved. I am to die.

I am old. I am not ready to die.

I have too many good secrets.

Like where you went, god-eater.

She did not take my offered hand, but I could understand why.

I breathed out. "And so you found fertile soil and planted yourself."

I did. It is survival.

"You're killing the soil."

The rustling sound grew more violent.

Then I will find MORE SOIL.

The golden light flickered and swelled, traces of green sparkling through. Perhaps the spirit intended to consume the space? I wasn't sure. Could it replant itself in my ritual space? Or was it trying to overtake me?

"This doesn't have to be a struggle. We can find a way. But you have to be ready."

Gloria's body grew very still. Too still.

"Don't. Please." A swelling grief filled me, and my eyes leaked all over again. "Please. Don't uproot. You'll kill her. She's a kind being. She doesn't deserve this any more than you do."

Humans should not have taken my home.

"No. But humans can give you a new one."

The storm lightened a little, the green flickers fading back in the golden light of the magic circle. It was listening.

"Union."

Impossible!

"Not impossible, and you know it. This would be work. For you and her. If you willfully kill her without even trying, I will have no choice left. Do you understand me?"

The being recoiled, her wood groaning as she moved away from me, but stayed rooted in Gloria's mouth obscenely. The sap-like pus from the spirit's wounds pooled in the bloody cracks of Gloria's chapped lips.

I heard Henri shouting, but distantly—she was in the real world only seeing us through the threshold to the liminal. Like screaming down a hallway through a cracked door.

"It doesn't have to be the end for any of you."

And when the soil dies on its own?

"I'll replant you somewhere else. But this soil, this soil is a solid fit for you. She will nurture and nourish you. You understand that. You sensed it in her when she came to you. It's why you did what you did."

The being hesitated.

It's not strong enough. It is ignorant of the secret ways that once were between us and you.

"She will be strong enough. I'll see to it. She’ll learn the secrets even if I have to teach them to her against her will."

The being considered me a moment longer, and then, all at once, undid itself, sucking back into Gloria's mouth, leaving her gagging for breath.

"Blow out seven candles," I shouted through the circle. "Then you can join me for the next part safely."

I sat back down beside the woman, and took her hand in mine. "Gloria? Can you speak?"

"My throat," she whimpered. That made sense.

"It must hurt.” I no longer spiraled, lost or confused at the bevy of emotions. The task was clear. The task was simple, but not easy. I saw, then, how handy it might be to have a coven, if my practice allowed for it. I mouthed the word “water” to Sasha who gave me a weak smile, but instead of getting up herself, Riley answered my request.

“Your lips too." She lifted a hand to wipe the sticky mess from her lips. "We'll get someone to bring you water. You're going to need to try and drink and eat whenever you can. This will not go quickly."

I spotted signs, though. Promising ones. The black roots spread through less of her skin, and the rattle in her breathing lightened. I felt something close to hope.

Henri crossed into the circle and turned to me, her eyes wet, still shaking, but not so badly now. I motioned for her to sit on Gloria's other side.

"I'm going to be very frank. We don't have a lot of choices here. Gloria won't survive an exorcism in her current state, and I don't think the spirit is malicious or cruel enough to warrant that. Any other heavy spirit work I could do, again, needlessly destroys the being whose only crime is trying to survive. Men tried to kill her. I don't know why."

"So what do we do?" Henri asked softly. Sasha sat beside her and held her other hand. Riley brought a bottle of water. The three of them helped Gloria sit up and sip from it.

"It's an old practice. The spirit call it ‘secret ways’. Easier in cultures that still perform these rites. Like horse-riding Henri, from those traditions. It's called, sometimes, adorism, and it's a way for a spirit and a human to coexist within a body."

Henri pressed her lips. "With my ancestors it was temporary visitations only. Willing possessions for a night or a week. And we don't have access to those rites here." I didn’t need to explain her ancestor’s practices to her—she knew them well enough.

“They’re forbidden.” Sasha studied my circle rather than look at any of us as she quietly reminded us what had been taken.

“Then we break the laws.” I turned my attention to Gloria. "Anyway, this wasn't entirely unwilling, was it, Gloria?"

She shot her eyes to me, and looked down at the ground, but was a little too weak to go on. Or scared to. So I did it for her.

"The spirit you asked for help was dying. You don't have to be a spiritualist to see that. You pitied her. The way you pitied Henri in her fear for me. You opened yourself up. I don't know that you knew how far it would go. But you invited her in."

She didn't look at me, but she didn't protest either.

"Goddammit, Gloria." Henri clenched her teeth. Sasha squeezed her hand and patted her arm. The intimacy of the touch told me the relationship with all four women was more complicated than I wanted to consider. Some people are just like that, I guess.

"Don't." Gloria wheezed.

"She's right." I told Henri. "You love her because she's got a loving, open heart. Don't you dare shame her for doing what it told her to do."

Henri didn't argue with me, but she certainly wanted to. More pressing matters at hand, for all of us.

"Can you do it? We've lost those ways, that knowledge." Gloria asked me, now, looking at me slowly. Riley helped her lie back down.

"We can do it. It won't be easy. I've helped people through this before."

"And was it successful? Joining a person and a spirit?"

I frowned. "Most of the time. The goal here is only partially for that integration. Unless spirit and woman want to keep it up. Our goal is to help Gloria through this, to be strong enough to part ways with the spirit later."

"If I want to." She whispered.

I smiled as much as I could. "That's the right energy for this."

What followed was so much missing time. Another few days to the rite. Under other conditions, I would have insisted on breaks. To spread things over a month or even a few months. Gloria was doing so poorly we didn’t have that time. Both spirit and woman were fading.

But that similarity, that yearning to keep on for the sake of each other, that was a bridge of understanding between them.

We chanted and prayed. We burned incense and sacrificed small gifts of food and paper money. I had the witches do their level best with spells of healing and stasis. I spoke to the spirit directly many times, and fed her parts of my energy as spirits sometimes need. We struck new deals, new agreements between the two. Things Gloria would have to do. Things the spirit must never do. We slept on the floor in the ritual room when we could, in shifts.

Late Wednesday night, we hit a breaking point. Gloria curled on her side and wept. She whispered spirit secrets that only meant anything to me, and she cried. She cried and spoke in terms of 'we' not 'I' or 'her.’

The feeling changed. I remember wiping sweat off my brow as Henri literally crawled across the ground from where she slept to pull Gloria up in her arms. The other witches joined them, wrapped up in an embrace and wept together.

The moment was beautiful.

I left a bit of myself on the ground, I think, and let that part fade off into nothing within the old magic.

"She won't be fine, but she's out of the woods. You must keep your promises. You'll have more work to do, in time, and I'll give you instructions. But you can handle things yourselves. You're strong enough." I told them, getting up.

"Molly, we can't ever thank you enough. You can come sit with us for a while? You're a part of this." Gloria offered, sweetly.

I wasn't. "There's a bathroom down the hall if anyone needs to clean up. I'm going to take a shower and get some rest."

As I went into the hallway, I saw my roommate's door open, perhaps she could hear how it was all going. I got closer to it on the way to my own room, and her door slid shut as I got near.

"I understand." I said to her, and closed my own door behind me.













CHAPTER THIRTEEN













I think I slept through Wednesday. Again. So much lost time. But when I woke, it was Thursday morning, with a message from Russell hoping I hadn't forgotten about dinner. 

sorry... a thing came up. possession. you know how it goes 

Actually do not know how it goes. You okay? 

yes 




No, but, he didn't need the gory details. And if I searched my feelings, some old ones weren't as raw as before. Not great, but not raw. 

Six? Seven? The witching hour?

 

He texted me a bit later as I brushed my teeth and fought to force my wavy hair into some kind of reasonable ponytail. 

i only eat the early bird special 

Is that a joke? 

yes 

Okay, good. It was funny. I'll come meet you somewhere and bring you over? Your house? Wherever you work?




Yes, these were flags as well, but I didn’t see them at the time. 

i have a thing or two to look into first, but I'll let you know by how far away I am closer to dinner time? 

Deal. Don't message me from Bear Pines if you can help it.




 Bear Pines, meaning one of a few logging towns up in the mountains that surrounded San Jenaro like a crescent. Bear Pines suggested I’d go two or more hours out of the city and then ask for a ride back. I’d wade through Hell first before I’d inconvenience someone like that.

Despite a feeling I ought to be cautious about the other side of the veil, I did take underroads from my mother's cemetery to the Flip to cut down on bus time. Don't worry, I berated myself for taking the shortcut, you don't have to. 

Once I got to the Flip, however, I found I wasn't exactly sure what my plan was. My check-in with Sam suggested no outrageous activity on the WeHelp app, which I fretted meant most of the recruits they found were killed off in the month I was lost. Or more hopefully, frightened away from the app entirely. 

That hope lasted about as long as it took for me to watch a city bus drive by with an advert for WeHelp. Smiling young faces confidently looking at an EVP reader and gesturing to a door. I don’t know why you look at an EVP reader, since it’s sound based–uh. The wehelpers–uhhhhh–had that uncanny, unnatural look of stock photo people in brightly colored sweaters on a yellow background with context-insensitive expressions. "WeHelp '' it read. "We investigate the spirit world like no one else can! Get tested today!" 

I thought about throwing up on principle, but it wasn’t long enough since the adoration rituals to have any excess of energy. Besides, the Flip didn’t need my fragility.

I love the Flip, possibly more than I loved my own neighborhood. But for the house my mother left to me, I would have ended up here. Convenient to the rest of the city, central to shopping, and the best botanicas and apothecaries in the entire state. Not to mention the street art. The sparkling re-used broken-bottle mosaics. The guy with the guitar singing popular songs out of tune but full of love. The shop windows and signs having playful arguments with each other as to where people should spend their money. A guy on a bike rode by, towing a cooler full of water bottles on ice. He stopped just down the street from me to where two young men, reeking of cannabis, stood, offering them water for cotton-mouth. Two for a dollar. A bargain. Anywhere else in the city, someone doing that would charge three or more per bottle. The Flip was strong, stronger than gentrification and tough-on-crime bills meant to criminalize poverty. The Flip wasn’t going to produce a whole lot of kids running half-cocked at shadows and ghosts. The Flip was smart—smarter than the rest of the city because it had to be. 

I told myself. It was one city bus with one lousy sign. Not like the #iHunt ads I saw all over the place. Things weren't so apocalyptic yet. 

I thought about walking over to Baker and Rose. I thought about the shop and what I'd find inside this time. 

No, I didn't have the energy. 

"You, you Molly?"

I did have enough energy to jump out of my skin. I turned to face the person urgently asking my name, my legs ready to run with or without my say so—as if I was going to outrun anything. Ha.

He was eclipsed by early morning light, and so I only got an outline. "How do you know me? How did you find me?"

"If I told you, you'd be able to stop me from doing it in the future."

I squinted. He wasn't Sam, though that was a very Sam thing to say. I took a step to the side to be less directly in the sun. He possessed a sort of Sam energy. Though he wore slacks and a dark hoodie rather than her khakis and checkered shirts, he shared with her a hunch and a squint. Unlike Sam, there was a pallor to his face. Like sickness settled in too long. A look that was everything to do with staying in front of a monitor all day and more. I hoped I was wrong. I hate to stereotype strangers. "That's ridiculous. I'm walking away now." I turned to the side to go anywhere else.

"No, wait. I work at WeHelp. I need to tell you what I can before I have to go."

Right. He got my attention. I gestured for him to go on.

"The app. It's a front. We built it to satisfy the investors. We were trying to sell the test."

"I got the idea already."

He arched his brow. "Listen, something is wrong at the office. Something is off with our CFO. I don't know how to describe it. There's this push to find everyone like you. Everyone who is sensitive to the spirit world. It's hush-hush but aggressive."

I did not ask him if the CIA was involved. That demonstrated personal growth, I think. "Where do you find your instructions for the jobs?"

"What?" Confusion sent sparks through his presence. His emotional cloud glitched and sputtered like a dying video game.

"I know you're here to tell me about a grand conspiracy theory to rock San Jenaro. But first I need to understand what I need to understand. Where did you research the instructions on your website and on the jobs?"

"I don't know?"

"When someone accepts a contract, the app gives them a map to the location and some instructions on how to handle the spirit or entity. Where are you getting the information?"

He squinted. "Algorithms. We've got some spiders to comb archived OCR scans of old occult documents and websites for specialists in the field. Just a computer guessing what the right thing to do is."

I will admit, I felt a certain blood boiling rage. Still. I tried to hold myself together. "Do you have any idea how dangerous that is? Do you realize how many people you are going to kill by giving them where to go but not actually what to do when they get there?"

"Things didn't start out that way! We didn't. When I got brought on to the team I didn't even believe in," he looked around and lowered his voice. "Ghosts."

"But now you do, and you're killing people with your app." I folded my arms, so I didn't give into some base nature and try to strangle the little monster.

"I mean, shit. We were trying to use the test in a practical way! I figured the algorithm would just spit out nonsense, they'd see it was fake or if they didn't, they wouldn't be able to do anything because it was all fake."

"None of this is fake." I pulled a hand from my folded arms and jabbed at him, though not near enough to touch him. "You sent people out with instructions that were more than just wrong, they were dangerous! I ought to grab you by the ear and drag you over to the Butcher's shop myself!"

"I don't know what you mean." He hissed at me. "But it doesn't matter. I have to go before I'm missed. There's something wrong at the office. Like the worst corporate takeover in history. I'll be in touch."

He turned and broke into a run. I'm not too proud to admit he lost me almost immediately. Not the sort of work I'm cut out for.













CHAPTER FOURTEEN










"SO HE FOUND you on the street?" Sam asked. I leaned on a wall, sipping tea that was a little too hot outside a different Gorgon's Grounds, wishing the mom-and-pop place I used to go to hadn't closed. They blended black tea and roses. They hand balanced the blends every time and it was perfect. Well. That shop was long gone. "Yeah. He came up behind me and asked if I was me. Which I guess he already knew? The whole thing was weird."

"When you get a chance, I want to swap out your phone. You wanna come by for dinner and I'll do it then? I'm a little worried he's tracking you. Or someone he's working with is."

I grimaced. "I would normally leap at the chance to say yes but..."

"You have a job?"

"No."

"You have an appointment to get your nipples pierced?"

"I like how you jump to body modification before jumping to assume I had a date."

The mic on my phone cut out because Sam shouted "YOU HAVE A DATE?!?" on the other end of the phone. I grimaced.

"Maybe? I'm having dinner with someone. Maybe it's a date. These things are obscure and occult to my understanding."

"...Is it someone like, alive?"

A weird question, but I couldn't fault her. "As far as I can tell? I haven't gotten close enough to check his pulse."

"Him? Really? I thought you were gay."

"I don't like labels."

"Fucking Bis." Sam laughed. "It's cool. You got condoms?"

"That's both presumptuous and inappropriate."

"So no."

"No. I don't see the evening going that way."

"If you want, I can send you some videos to remind you how it all basically works."

"I am not going to be tricked into seeing another mecha hentai video from you, Sam. I will never forgive you for last New Year's Eve."

She laughed hard, I did not. "I tease because I love. Girl. Get your freak on, whatever getting on happens to be. You've earned it."

Because I am not one to kiss and tell, I kept to myself what getting my freak on actually meant. Well. There wasn't any kissing. But still.

"I'm going to have dinner with someone, Sam. Don't rush ahead of me, here." 

"Yeah, yeah fine. Can you do me a favor though?"

"I can try." The tea was nearly cool enough to drink. This is not a metaphor.

"I put an app on your phone with a smiley face for an icon. If anything feels weird, anything at all, you open that app and then put your thumb on the screen. Okay?"

"What will it do?"

"Record where you are and send me an audio of what the mic picks up. Just in case?"

"Is this a modern dating thing?"

"Afraid so."

"Thanks, I hate it. I'll use the app if the situation gets weird."

She let me go, and I finished my tea. I thought mostly it was simply too sweet to do what I needed.

I needed to settle my nerves so I didn't have a heart attack while debating on if I should call him for a ride or not. Before I could be sure, I got another call. Modern technology meant, if you were plugged into it, never getting left alone.

"Hey you. You still into dinner?"

"I, yeah. I just. I don't know what neighborhood you're in and..."

"Why don't you tell me where you are, and I'll come by and grab you. I was stepping out the door to grab some stuff anyway. It'd be no trouble."

"I'm in the Flip now, but I can grab a bus."

"Nah. Not necessary! I'm happy to drive you."

I thought about the smiley face app. Ugh. I was being stupid. "Yeah, okay. You know the Gorgon's Grounds near the Church with the nun hanging on the front?"

"Hanging? Saint Philomena's? Is she hanging? I thought she was just standing on something."

I decided not to tell him about the apocryphal form of torture the Catholic Church probably imagined up to make their martyrs sound more impressive than the truth. Or that particular church belonged to a vampire cult. "I meant she's on the front. But that's the one, yeah."

"Great. Can you give me about half an hour?"

"Sure. I need to finish my tea anyway."

He pulled up outside of the shop when he said he would, and leaned out the passenger side to wave at me. I waved back and collected myself and walked to his car. I opened the door and the passenger seat was filled with some grocery bags, which he apologized for and moved to the back seat. I sat down, tucking some loose hair behind my ear and gave him the nicest smile I could.

My smile probably wasn't a stunner. I'm not a stunner.

"Damn girl. You okay? You look tired as hell."

I blinked. "Uh. Sorry." As I thought of how to answer, he reached across me again without warning to grab my belt and buckle it. "I had a thing. Kind of grueling."

"Ghost stuff?" He asked me, taking off the brake to pull away from the curb. I settled my purse in my lap and shrugged.

"Spirit stuff, but basically. A friend was in a bad way. I had to help her out."

"You do this, basically, all the time, huh? Even without the app?"

"The good work predates apps and app technology by a few thousand years."

He hummed and adjusted the air conditioning. "Your tradition or whatever is old?"

"No, not really. The practices I use started at the turn of the century, but they pull from a lot of older traditions. Dealing with spirits is as ancient as human beings are."

He glanced my way, and fussed the air conditioner more. I pulled my overshirt in as it got cool enough for me to notice, but not quite cold enough to say anything. "Yeah? I mean, I believe you and everything, but like it's weird no one like, knows about it?"

"No one you know, maybe." I shrugged and tried to avoid my reflection in the car window. 

Did I look tired? 

I should have canceled.

"We're a rare breed in San Jenaro, but you'll still find enough of us to gather around the Finger Lakes, New York, and Philadelphia. We hid behind a lot of hokum for a long time to conceal the real work. Harry Houdini and the Fox Sisters. That sort of thing. It was safer that way."

"Hokum?" Of course, he might have heard of Houdini, but not in a relevant way, and who the heck would be aware of the Fox Sisters? No one normal.

"Knocking on the bottoms of tables during seances and hidden film projectors. Wet gauze to make fake ectoplasm. Psychic surgery with raw chicken hidden behind the client."

"So you're all frauds?" He laughed.

I frowned. "No, that's all old school stuff. By Sinclair, my mentor's generation, we weren't bothering with those tricks. It was meant as a way to help people get into a more open mindset, so we can move on to important work with less friction."

"So you lie to tell the truth?"

"Well, not me. But spiritualists in the past."

He glanced my way, scanning my face, and shrugged. "Didn't mean to touch a nerve."

"What? No. Nothing like that. I'm fine. I'm tired. Maybe I should have canceled."

"Hey." He gave me a full-blown smile which made the skin near his eyes wrinkle. "If I can't handle you at your worst, I don't deserve you at your best. Anyway, too late." He turned off the city street into a parking lot beside an apartment building. "We're here." He parked.

I offered to help him carry the grocery bags up to his apartment, he told me they weren't a big deal. He was on the 4th floor, which looking back now was something like a sign. 408. Not quite a number which has a strong mystical significance, but adjacent. I tried not to think about numerology and instead be in the moment with a nice guy who was offering me dinner.

"I never got a chance to ask you how you got back after the thing in the hospital?" He set down the groceries to fuss with his keys and the lock.

I remembered a voice in my head, one calling my name, holding my hand, a safe voice, one I could trust. "Oh. That's complicated. But sometimes you can take paths through the liminal to go here or there in our world."

"The real world."

"Only to us." I smiled. He glanced my way but didn't reciprocate. The door swung open and he grabbed up the bags.

"After you."

I stepped in ahead of him. I don't have a lot of experience with what a single guy's apartment is supposed to look like, or how to use the information to quantify taste or economic standing. The apartment was small, certainly, with furniture which felt too large for the space. The TV, for example, took up most of one wall, and the stacks of DVDs or video games were neat. So many of them added visual noise. Same with metal shelves like I might expect in a garage. It was crowded with books. Not stood up neatly, but in piles. Again, clean, not a nightmare, but noisy.

I suppose I could have drawn conclusions about him based on what I saw. I wasn't sure how. I let go of my failed analysis and watched him carry the groceries to the kitchen, where I followed. Some holistic detective I was.

"I got this thing from a co-op. Just gotta heat it up. You like pasta and cheese?" He glanced back at me. While the words were framed like a question I didn't feel like I was supposed to answer somehow.

"Oh, that's fine."

"Oh shit. Meat. You're not a vegetarian are you?" He turned on his oven after messing with the digital controls. The oven didn't get a lot of use by the looks of it, but who used the crappy ovens in their tiny apartments anyway?

"I am sometimes. But not at the moment. Meat is fine."

"How's that work?" He looked over the instructions on the back of the packages, squinting. "You only care about animals sometimes?"

"I care about animals all the time. But I don't eat meat sometimes as a part of..."...ritual purity. Huh. How to say the truth without inviting the sorts of questions I don't love?

"Spiritualist things?"

"Sounds about right." If I sounded non-committal it was because I was. He was being overly simplistic, but maybe that’s how normal people chat?

He glanced my way. I, myself, am quite used to silence. Among friends I can withstand it a lot longer than them. I find peace in quiet. Or, usually I do. Somehow now, watching this good-looking guy puzzle over the instructions on a pre-made pasta dish in a foil pan, the silence crawled around under my skin and tugged at my nerves. Maybe it was because I had no read on him. I told myself that's what I was sensing. He seemed pretty content to let the quiet linger.

He broke the silence when he was ready to. "Do you drink?"

I cleared my throat, finding my voice after the quiet. "Not usually."

"Then I guess we're being unusual." He reached in one of the bags and took out a four pack of beer with a clever name and fantastic graphic design. He popped two open and handed me one. "Beer's already open. It's cool."

I took the bottle because it'd have been a waste not to. I gave him a faint smile and he sipped instructively, as if a cue I should do similarly.

I don't care for beer. I don't need any additional depressants in my life, spiritual practices aside, but when I have enjoyed a drink or two, it was not beer. This beer, an IPA or something according to the label, did not exactly go down smoothly.

"Smooth, right?" He asked me, grinning. I guess I did a better job of controlling my facial expression than I expected of myself.

"Hm? Sure is." It was not. Truth Coming Out of Her Well would not have been especially pleased with me, I think.

He took another sip and slid the foil pan of pasta into the oven, glancing at me as he straightened up. "Dinner's got about an hour. I hope you're not too hungry."

Was I supposed to be hungry? Was I supposed to imply I’d eaten recently, or was I supposed to have eaten already so I could take dainty little bites and leave a lot unfinished and waste? 

I was overthinking things. 

He moved on without me.

"Why don't we grab a seat and relax? It'll be awhile." He motioned to a black faux leather overstuffed couch. I smiled at the suggestion and headed there. 

"You forgot your beer. I got it." I grimaced on the inside. He came up behind me, setting it down on a table next to the couch.

"Oh, thanks." I sat, and he sat down beside me, picking up the TV remote out of habit. Out of habit he turned it on too.

"I bet horror movies don't do anything for you, huh?"

"I don't care for them? Like how you can't be a doctor and enjoy medical dramas?"

"This one's amazing, though. Really gets to you. Real creeping dread." He didn't see me frown, because he was sorting through a menu on the screen.

"Oh. I mean sure." I considered my beer.

"The light in the room is perfect on you."

I blinked. "I'm sorry?"

"No, sorry. Just that the light where you're sitting from the TV screen or whatever, really brings out the emerald in your eyes. Your pupils are reflecting the light and it makes your eyes just sparkle." He turned to look right at me. "I pick up things. Sometimes. It takes me a minute to process them."

I, myself, processed that slowly, bewildered. "I guess I understand how that goes."

"Anyway. I'm big on consent. You know what I mean?"

I did not. He lost me, and I was afraid I couldn't drop the expression from my face in time.

Instead of being offended, he laughed. "You don't do a lot of dating, huh?"

So it was a date. "The work tends to come first. I have obligations."

"No, I feel you. These days, it doesn't seem worth it. City's full of vapid idiots who just vibe with no idea what they want. No one cares if you have anything in common if you've got the right car and credit cards. On both sides of the fence. I heard there's some dating app matching people based on their credit scores. Can you fucking imagine?"

"I don't have one. Necessarily off the grid as much as possible. Is that, is that a thing for you?"

He laughed. "What? No. I'm not shallow. You don't have a car. No problem for me. We've got things in common, right?"

I gave in and sipped my beer. Because I was for certain wound up too tight to have a good time. "Do we?"

"Well. I mean. You do the whole ghost thing, and I have too. Then you've got your gifts and I've got mine. I'm saying, we can understand each other in ways mundanes can't. Right?"

I couldn't follow him at all. But perhaps I was being lazy. Leaning on my gifts as a crutch. I sighed and smiled in chagrin. "Yeah, I guess you're right. We've got plenty in common."

A woman in panties and no shirt ran across the screen screaming, covered in blood, with a large brooding shape walking behind her with an ax and the head of another woman in his hands. 

So much in common.

He wasn't watching the TV. It was more like he was watching my response to the movie. When I dipped my eyes, he smirked slightly.

"I don't grasp the normal here." I admitted. "I'm not sure what the protocol is. What I'm supposed to be doing or how I'm supposed to react."

Things were never this awkward with Henri. But that was that, and this was this.

"You're blushing." He reached across to barely touch my cheek. "It's cute. You're shy, huh?"

"I'm not sure if I'm shy. I'm a little out of my depth."

He showed me his teeth, like he was smiling but it never quite hit his eyes. "Well, like I said. I'm big into consent. So I'll ask. Or you can ask. And we'll go from there." His hand drifted away from my cheek and rested on my shoulder. "You know what I mean?"

Nope, still didn't. But by the way he leaned into me I was starting to have an idea or two.

"You're perfect in this light. I could sit here gazing into your verdant eyes all night." I have green-ish hazel eyes. Like brownish tree moss, not so much sparkling anything. I mean, I hoped he meant the color rather than the fertility. Could have been the lighting.

I blinked, suddenly aware of how intensely I felt to have his direct eye contact. Not good or bad, just intense. I suppose I blushed again and looked away.

He laughed, and I was kindly rewarded by a screen suddenly covered in blood as another thin buxom woman in the movie was cut in half and fed into a wood chipper. So I looked away from the screen too.

"You're squeamish? Really? You didn't act squeamish in the hospital. If you want to come over here, I'll cover your eyes at the gory parts." He extended his other arm to invite me into his arms.

"I'm not squeamish. I mean. I am. The good work takes priority, and in the field I suppose work helps me make it through."

"Offer still stands."

If I was being honest, I was cold. Inside and out. In part because of the temperature of the apartment, in part because of my loneliness.

And he was real and right there. Not a ghost. A human being like me with a pulse and an interest in me, no matter how strange. I shifted where I was sitting none-too-smoothly, to move into his arms. I put my back against his chest, and he closed his arms around me. "See? Not too bad. I don't bite." He teased quietly. "Unless you want me to."

"No, thank you. Hard passed on vampires before for important reasons." The reasons? Their mind tricks worked better on me than most people, and their psychic maelstroms were more violent than most humans could imagine.

He laughed. Then he paused. "Vampires are real?" 

"Oh sure. Vampires, werewolves, witches. I used to date a witch."

"Hot." He said, squeezing me a little. "She witch or he witch?"

"I think they prefer man-witch, but no."

Finally, a joke of mine landed, and he laughed. "Was she hot?"

"Hot? I'm not sure. She is staggering in her beauty and poise. Tall and proud and defiant. Peerless in her grace and confidence."

"Oh shit. Am I a rebound?"

I laughed. "No. We've been over for a while. She has a really wonderful partner these days." That didn't hurt to say. Which was nice. "We're good friends. I haven't stopped admiring her because we're–"

"No longer banging?"

I glanced up at him over my shoulder. "Don't be crass. She's an inspiring woman and an ideal to emulate."

"So you weren't banging? Just dating?"

I breathed out hard. "That's difficult. In the throes of passion, even the best person in the world is still thinking and feeling some grim things. Sometimes more than normal. Sometimes they think things about their partner, heat of the moment things. Those thoughts don't mean anything, in the grand scheme but," I trailed off, everything felt like saying too much.

"But they're gross as hell if that's not what you're into." He finished for me, and gave me another squeeze. "Oh for sure. I'm big into consent." His hand briefly brushed the curve of my breast. Merely a brush.

I breathed out, uniquely vulnerable. "I guess that's a lot of it, yes."

"I'm different though. You said I was? You can't read me? So if I pressed you down into this couch and made love to you," he squeezed my shoulders, "my only thoughts you would experience were the ones I whispered into your ear between moans."

I swallowed. This estimation seemed correct. Have I mentioned he was warm and he smelled spicy? Some sort of cologne musk? "You certainly paint a clear picture."

"Am I going a little fast? Don't worry, Molly. We can take all the time you need." He slipped his arms back down around my body and hugged me again, resting his head on my head. It might have been sweet, but the scene was lit with screaming, fleeing, nearly or actually naked women and blood sprays. I think I began having difficulty holding on to reality. Too many mixed signals and my own awkwardness. I was aware of a certain transparency to the building. Too young, too transient in inhabitants, this apartment building was only a place people crashed, no one lived here, with almost no spiritual reflection.

"Hey, you okay?" He asked me gently, and I sat up more stiffly, a little way out of his arms.

"I think so. There's no coexisting liminal space here. The building has no reflection."

"Like it doesn't exist, spiritually?"

"Yeah, kind of."

"And I don't either?"

"I wouldn't go that far. More like you're hidden or something. Heck."

"Heck?" He chuckled. "Is it bothering you? Worried I don't have a soul?”

I swallowed. "Me being able to see your reflection does not indicate or bring into doubt the existence of your soul. That would be a cruel thing to suppose."

"Sure, but, if anyone could be sure one way or another, it would be you?"

"I'm not sure how to answer. What the soul is," I paused looking for words, then waved my hand a little. "a complicated idea."

"Do you think I have one?" He pulled back to meet my eyes, but I simply couldn't read the subtlety of his expression.

"A soul? Yes. Of course, you do."

"How can you be sure?"

I opened my mouth to answer him, but my phone made an alarm sound Sam triggered before, and I looked toward my purse where I set it on the ground by the couch.

"Leave it." He said, leaning in. "That's cool, you've got a friend to call you a half hour in to check in on you. I feel you. Let it go to voicemail. You're fine, right?" He cupped my cheek and pulled my attention back to him.

"I wish I could say I thought of that. No. That's a problem call. Something urgent."

He squinted at me, but leaned in more. "Molly, you need a break. You need to take some time off for you. Let this happen tonight, huh? I can make you forget all about everything. If you let me." He leaned in, into my space, a breath away from kissing me. 

I thought, academically of course, how pleasant it would be to give in and forget for a while. 

To be someone else. 

Someone normal. 

His hand gripped my upper arm, tighter than I would have expected but it wasn't unpleasant. I was deciding if the grasp was unwelcome when my phone's alarm went off again.

"I'm sorry. This might be something important." I tried to lean away from him, toward my purse, but he didn't let go of my arm.

"You're not a doctor on call, Molly. They're ghosts. They're already dead. Let's have tonight."

I looked at his hand and then back at him. He let go and held his hand up, as if in surrender. "Hey, no offense meant. I'm all about consent."

"I uh, sorry. I have to check this."

Sam's message read only, "UCSJ" and I got a cold spike of fear.

"I have to go." I got up, and he sat back.

"No, I get it. You've got this shit to do. I get it."

"The problem's in a dangerous area, and if any WeHelp people are on their way, lives are actually on the line."

"No, really. Molly. I get you. Do your thing. I'll make you dinner some other night, really. It's no trouble." He got up, scooping up and handing me my purse as he did so. I smiled weakly, taking it from him.

"You don't mind if I don't drive you anywhere? I've been drinking and," he motioned to his empty beer bottle. I glanced at mine, all three sips taken.

"Don't worry about that. Thank you. For the beer. Some other time." He saw me as far as his door, but didn't offer to walk me out.

"Hit me up. You got my number." He waved me goodbye with a faint smile. He slid his phone out of his pocket and sent a text to whomever. I scurried down the stairs and into the street to find my way to the university. Fast.













CHAPTER FIFTEEN













San Jenaro has a lot of ghosts. Any major city does, and it's not like some old cities on the east coast literally built on hellmouths. But they do concentrate, and one of my least favorite places where they do that is the sweeping campus of UCSJ. The Home of the Fighting Wampus Cat is also the home of a shockingly large number of ghosts. In the 1890s, the university expanded into a neighborhood to make room, and wasn't really worried about how the barrio was getting cleaned out. 

A large population of Hispanic and Jewish locals and immigrants were forced out. With nowhere to go, a lot–and I am not being subtle when I say a lot–of people were killed to clear land for the Ivory Tower. But the killing wasn't the worst of it. It was the magic used to salt the earth and cut off the inhabitants' own magical traditions. Traditions which would have helped them protect themselves or at least move on more peacefully. Magical manipulations designed to cause hauntings at a much higher rate then would naturally occur. I have long suspected there was more to it than simply driving the “superstitious” off the land and a lot more to do with some greater rite or ritual. 66 dead on one full moon, for example, is not a coincidence. It's spellcraft.

But history wasn't the concern on that day. 

[Multiple Embodied Dead] Difficulty 5

On campus. Lay to Rest. Map Pin

<<Click Here for a Guide to Abjuration for Beginners>>




The pin went to old student housing. This ad was my concern. 

Now, I couldn't be sure exactly what the app meant by embodied dead. Possessed corpses? Maybe? Shambling dead? Very possible. Something else? Sure, that too. So I didn't even have any idea what to do with the information. The worrying part came from the location and the difficulty listed with the contract. Five. Their highest possible score. I certainly couldn't judge it against anything else, but it did fill me with a growing dread thanks to the location and what I knew of it. 

I girded my loins before “clicking here” for their supposed guide to abjuration for beginners when dealing with embodied dead.

I won't get into how twee and insulting the 'prayer' was at the close of the instructions, or how the brand of bottled water does not in any way affect the outcome, or it's not "adjuration," it's "abjuration" despite the text using them interchangeably. The important thing was, the steps would not work as written for any number of reasons, and frankly, no advice at all and going by instinct was more effective nine times out of ten.

Anyway, I didn't take a bus. I took underroads. It seemed important enough. I came out through a shadow reflected in a pool under a big piece of modern art—just metal angles extended toward the sky at irregular bends. I thought of Hounds chasing me through woods in vast gray planes, but shook it off when I spotted a car parking nearby and recognized someone who got out. A tall, medium skinned man with an easy smile and soft eyes. He had a friend with him? A slightly shorter, slightly thick guy in a banana-themed Hawaiian shirt. Not a friend. He looked up, and Elion, the man from the haunting at the start of all this, looked down. They exchanged a brief kiss.

I could have been kissing someone. I could have been back in a little apartment just kissing away. But oh no. I was here. It was nearly enough to make me curse again. But, none of this was Elion or his friend's fault. Anyway, I hurried their way.

"You take this contract?" I called out to Elion, who looked a bit like a ghost popped out at him at the Haunted House ride at Movieland. It was me. I was the ghost.

"Hey, Molly? Is that right? Dom, we got a real expert on the scene. Couldn't get luckier!"

Dom looked at me and gave me a little wave. "Hey." His voice was a touch higher than I would have expected, but pleasant, and suited his soft, sweet face.

“Dom’s my partner.” He smiled brightly, looking down as Dom looked up. Ugh.

 “The app has this friends and family special that when you get family to take the quiz and sign up, you both get deep discounts on spiritual tools once they can roll those out.” Dom explained to me with perfect sincerity on his face as they looked at each other and he explained how screwed anyone signing up for the app truly was.

Now I felt sick all over. Could you imagine the sorts of ‘ghost hunting tools’ they’d sell to these marks? Gweneth Paltrow wept. 

“Remind me later to explain to you and everyone you know what an MLM is.” I folded my arms and both men looked at me quizzically.

First Elion smirked. “Sweetie, I think that’s something we’re kind of subject experts on...” Then he grinned. Then Dom laughed.

Then I blanched. “Multilevel marketing. Though you could probably use the Marxist stuff too.” I unfolded my arms to rub my face. Before I could get the conversation back on track, Elion went on like he hadn’t heard me.

"Hey, about the other day. I know I called you a bitch. I was kind of in a panic, but I was way out of line."

I gave him as gentle a smile as I could summon. "People say things when they're afraid they're going to die. I do seem crazy, I get it. Are you here for the contract?"

"If I say yes, are you going to try to chase me away so I can't pay rent this month?"

I grimaced, then folded my arms. "What's your plan?"

"Uh." Elion and Dom exchanged a look.

"I can sort of see them. Or, a fuzzy shape where ghosts sometimes are. So I figure I'd give Elion a heads up, and he'd do the whole thing."

"What whole thing?"

"The "adur" thing in the app?" Elion asked.

I breathed hard out of my nose, showing more frustration than i probably should have. "Abjuration. Look, it doesn't matter. Nothing on that listing will work. Forget you even read it."

"No, see, I can't get chased away from this gig, Molly. If it's a turf thing, maybe I can cut you in."

"This is not a client of mine. It isn't about the money. It's about you all not getting killed because you're unprepared."

"So prepare us." Elion said, smiling easily. He was confident, it filled the air around him with smooth geometric shapes. Like the statue over the reflecting pool, but softer and more pleasing. Like pop art. Dom gave off colors, and between them, the sort of presence of their emotional states shared the nicest harmony.

I nearly forgot I was supposed to be chasing them away from danger.

"You want me, in the time it takes us to walk over to student housing, to teach you what it took me much of my life to learn?"

Elion shrugged and gave me a lopsided smile. "Beats driving Uber."

I squinted at him, and glanced at his boyfriend. "Can you..."

"Elion's super power is he gets through shit no one else should. His heroic weakness is he keeps testing his super power. I'm Dominic by the way." He offered me a hand, which I took and shook. "You can call me Dom."

"Just not in the bedroom." Elion teased, and Dom shoved him lightly, blushing.

"This is adorable. Anyway, why don't you tell them you did the job? I'll handle it." I turned away, a little sick to the stomach but it was no fault of theirs.

"Hey. Listen." Elion took a few steps toward me, Dom following. "It said embodied on the job posting. I don't know exactly what 'embodied' means, but if they're like, physical somehow, you shouldn't be doing this alone."

"At the very least let us help you?"

I glanced back at the two of them, then looked up at the sky. Everything I could think to say sounded like a grizzled veteran telling the recruit they're going to get themselves killed in a certain kind of movie. I hate those movies. The story only goes one of two ways. I thought it better to flag a different sort of tale. "You flagged the app’s test, you've got sensitivities. Trust your gut. Trust my experience, but also trust your gut. Including if your gut tells you to run. Understood?"

They gave me sweetly similar smiles, held hands, and followed behind me.

Third wheel is kind of a funny term, isn't it? Because if you think about, like, a tricycle or a wheelbarrow, the lonely wheel is at the front, not dragged along in the back.

Campus housing simply wasn't what it used to be. I don't know the details but I imagine it has to do with property taxes and public spending and the university’s pivoting expenses and energy to administration over education and student support. The area I was headed toward was a row of empty fraternity houses in what must have been a huge party spot on campus in its heyday.

"Ominous." Dom summoned a fairly good stage whisper. 

"Don't let your mood get too far ahead of reality. Mood has a way of changing the rules if you get too deep into them."

"Got it. Don't do this shit high." Elion considered, glancing up and down the quiet narrow street the houses sat along.

"Or do it very high if you're any good at controlling those moods." I couldn't see any movement in any of the houses, but the veil was thin in the area.

"Dude, Molly? You get high?"

"When it's called for, professionally." A half-truth. I saw something hazy out of the corner of my eye, and as I turned to look I saw Dom was looking in the same direction.

"Hey, awesome. We should all go get professional after this." Elion grinned at me, then saw the two of us were looking in one direction. "What? What is it?"

"Not sure." Dom said. "Something fuzzy and moving." He started drifting in that direction, I followed, with Elion behind us.

"What's embodied mean, anyway?"

"I mean, in terms of actual parapsychology? Pretty much nothing. Literally the word means something is "in a body," sometimes with the assumption it is something which normally doesn't always have a body. Nothing on the app I've seen so far is using correct nomenclature. I don't think anyone working on the app knows anything real." Well. Someone did, and nearly killed Russell over it. But this wasn't the issue.

"You think it's like zom–"

"–We don't use the zed word."

Dom blinked. "Sorry?"

"The zed word, like Rob. It's racist. What you're thinking of, the hungry dead or walking dead, sometimes the shambling dead. There are more technical terms for them depending on what caused them, but we don't use the zed word."

He swallowed. "Got it." He looked at Elion who shrugged.

"Anyway, I don't think this is one of them. Hungry dead don't have souls in them usually. There's nothing sapient, not really, and it's not like with a polterg–"

A low moan cut me off. Human but not human echoed through the empty street from the direction we were headed.

"The fuck was that?" Elion pushed ahead of me like we were in a horror movie he thought he was the hero of.

"A disembodied moan like a suffering soul calling for rest or perhaps revenge?" I offered. Dom snickered. He got my jokes.

Elion looked back at me. "You uh. You can help?"

"Maybe, maybe not. Just like there are different sorts of hungry dead. There are different kinds of spirits with different needs. Sometimes talk therapy works." 

"Oh shit? That's what my useless Masters is in." Dom chuckled. A picture of him was forming in my mind. I mean, a profile, I suppose.

"Maybe not so useless." I told him, as we got closer to the house where the haze was. This one was not in some sort of ownership limbo, unable to be sold. This place was legitimately abandoned, with hazard signs out front warning away trespassers.

"The signs are really old." Elion pointed out. "I mean like, this place has been abandoned since before these other places emptied out." He walked across the lawn to squint at a notice in a boarded up window. "I wonder what kind of bullshit the frat bros got up to in here. I mean. This is an unusual amount of notice to stay off the property."

"Which we are ignoring." Dom pointed out.

"Breaking and entering is, sadly, a part of the good work." 

Elion tilted his head. "That's what you call what you do?"

“No, that’s what the police call it.” I glanced sidelong to see how Dom responded.

Dom smirked. Yes. This was good.

Elion, on the other hand, didn’t seem to get it. “I mean your work. Not the B&E part.” 

"That's what some folks have called it for a long time. But yes. We should see if we can safely get inside." 

The three of us moved around the house to see if there were any other, more accessible way in. 

"No go. The backdoor's nailed shut, it looks like. Huge fire hazard." Elion said, testing it. Dom's eyes shot up to a second floor window. 

"Something's up there. The window!" He pointed and backed up. I saw nothing. Neither did Elion. "Wait! Wait, stop, don't!" He shouted, and buried his face into Elion's chest, gasping. 

Elion looked at me helplessly, then wrapped his arms around Dom. "Baby, what's wrong? We don’t see anything." 

Dom looked up first at Elion, then at me. 

I wasn’t sure what was going on, yet, but this felt like a spook show.

To normal society, spook show was something magicians and haunted houses did to make a name for themselves and pull in rubes. Take your average magic act, make it psychologically dangerous for the participants as well as the mark, and you’d get a spook show. Like one of those haunted houses that make you sign a waiver before robbing you of a sense or two and beat you up a little while threatening to pull out your teeth. A lot of carnies and professional entertainers warn against doing them. Dangerous for the performers if the wrong audience member gets set off in the wrong way. People get killed at spook shows. 

The line between big-top mesmerism acts and actual occult studies is, shall we say, liminal. Sometimes spirits simply existed and it was frightening for the living. Sometimes they did it on purpose–a spook show.

Dom turned his head slowly to look at a spot on the pavement under the window. "Someone jumped. I saw them hit the ground…" he couldn’t finish the thought aloud.

From the house, we all heard giggling. 

"Uh oh." I said.

"Major uh oh." Elion pointed, the back door, previously nailed closed hung open. "We go in or...?" 

"I don't think we should." I said, breathing out. "But I'm not sure you're going to listen to me."

"The ghost is, what, like mean or something?" Elion rubbed his face, asking. Dom was still studying the pavement where no one had died moments ago.

"Not a ghost maybe. This kind of, eh, playful malice suggests something else. Might be poltergeists, might be some small spirit of mischief. Might be an imp or demon. I'd lean toward the latter." I started for the back door.

"Wait, why?"

"Because the listing said “embodied.” Look, it's hard to explain, but demons and devils are much more likely to be described as corporeal as they are incorporeal depending on their classification and strength. Spirits, maybe, I don’t know. I have a suspicion I need to feel out."

"Should we go with you?" Dom asked.

"No. But that's not going to stop you, I'm sure." I stepped through the open back door and found myself…

Well, in a kitchen. Dilapidated and abandoned some twenty years, as you'd expect. The space wasn't liminal. Just old and spooky. "Huh." I stepped a little further in and looked around so the boys could follow in behind me. "This isn't what I expected."

"What did you expect?"

"Oh. Rattling chains. Bleeding walls. Maybe a vortex of oily, sticky energy pulling all souls nearby into an abyss."

"Is she joking?" Elion asked his partner.

"I don't know." Neither of them asked me directly.

"What makes you so sure this is demon stuff? Or, I guess. What are we trying to feel out?"

"Salt. Broken glass. Fluids you can't identify. An infernal or demonic summoning circle would be really convenient, but don't hold your breath."

"Oh, no never." Dom said with a grin, but the two of them did fan out poking around in the kitchen pretty thoroughly.

"Looks like we go out this way into a living space or downstairs into a basement. Who votes we do not go in the basement unless we absolutely have to?" Elion said, raising his hand. Dom did likewise and they both looked at me.

"Yeah, we'll check out the rest first. We did only see activity on the second floor and–" The basement door flew open and something roared like a big cat made of meat and rust. Dom and Elion jumped. I gestured toward the living area. "It's playing with you. Playing with your fears."

"Not yours?" 

"Not mine." I frowned. "I have training I can't teach you right now, but I suppose it's possible. Look, we probably need to abjure the place. Demons aren't so location bound, so if you drive them off, they're not likely to return to the same location." 

"Can't we like, slay it or something?" Elion asked, but lowered his voice. 

"Do you kill a spider when you see it in your house, or do you set it outside with a bit of paper and a cup?" I asked him, purely out of curiosity. 

"Put it outside? What if it jumps at me or something?" I gave him a look and he shrugged. 

"What if this demon jumps at us when we try to put it outside?" Dom asked, looking around the space. It might have once served as both a living space and a dining room, separate from the kitchen, but barely more than one big room. Beyond the decay of twenty years and a lot of graffiti and casual destruction by bored college kids, it appeared shockingly mundane.

"It most certainly will. Again, you didn't have to come with me."

"Because you're immune to hellfire and demon punches?" Dom looked right at me.

"No, but I hope it won't come to–" something moved down the stairs. Something big and coming down strange thanks to backward knees and a shape better suited to walking on four rather than two limbs. It moved slowly. Red eyes glowed through its furry, somewhat featureless head which focused on all three of us one by one.

"That's not a ghost." Dom said, and Elion stepped in front of him. "It's not that potent?" He said, peeking around his partner's side.

It wasn’t. I muttered a little Latin. It stopped where it was and looked mostly at me. Its glowing red eyes betrayed no higher intelligence. The being looked at me because I made sounds it somewhat recognized. "It's sort of like a goblin or gremlin."

"That's a big fucking gremlin." Elion muttered. "It's like, real? Like physical?" 

"For now, yes. When spirits push through the veil they're not physical. When we meet them in a liminal space, they're only vaguely physical to us. Demons and devils tend to be physical in some capacity no matter where you find them. Unless they're bodiless by nature. Which happens."

"It's not attacking us?" Dom noted, nudging Elion. "Why?"

"It's just an animal, basically." I said, and took a step toward it. It took a step back, and we heard the distant sounds of skittering feet and laughter. Elion and Dom turned in the direction of the sound. I didn't—there was nothing to see. "It's got some good survival tricks to keep people away from it, because ultimately it's not especially dangerous." When I didn't fall for the distraction, it made a whiny, growling noise and swiped the air in front of it with a giant, clawed hand.

"Not especially dangerous? Look at those claws!" Elion gently pushed Dom a little further behind him. 

"That was a warning to keep your distance. Like a cat will do with strangers." I stopped, but met its eyes and took a step backward. It lowered its paw. 

"Why isn't it attacking, though?" 

"It doesn't have a reason to yet." I suggested. 

Dom squinted at me, head tilting. "Or it senses you're a bigger predator." 

I looked his way, only briefly and shook my head. "I have no idea why you'd say that. It doesn't matter. We need to get him home before someone gets hurt." 

"Him included?" Dom asked. 

"Yep." 

"Now, wait a minute. Why are we all worried about the infernal dog-boy here?" 

"Because it's part of a natural order somewhere. Just not this world or whatever." Dom said, pushing around Elion to get a closer look, but careful to get no closer to it than I was. Dom kept me in the corner of his eye, I guess. 

"Hey, I'm not saying 'no fuck that' I'm saying okay how?" 

"Abjuration. Not what your app says. But a raw force of your will to push him back through the veil where he belongs. He was most likely dragged here by a summons anyway. These types rarely seek out ways into our world. He's probably as scared and confused as you'd be in his realm." 

Elion gave me a look, gesturing to all 3 yards–not quite three meters–of dark fur, claws, and teeth.

"Well, okay, maybe not as, but somewhat." I admitted.

"How do you do an abjuration? Not what's listed on the app?" 

"I don't know if they're giving you shitty advice on purpose or accidentally but," I stepped forward, and it stepped back. "If we can find a mirror or a large puddle of water."

"Bathroom?" Elion suggested.

I stepped again, it backed up with each step I took.

"I don't get why it's scared of her." Elion said to Dom, who shrugged. He did give me another serious once-over, but probably didn't have the vocabulary for what he was sensing in me. I wasn't about to give it to him.

Once the goblin hit the floor at the top of the stairs, it dropped to all fours and skittered further from me, the space was small, and so its fumbled attempts to move were almost comical.

"Alright, how do we get it into a bathroom?" Elion asked, coming up behind me, with Dom behind him, crowding the scene on our end as well.

"I can corral it a bit, but I'm not sure how long before he gets mad at me about it and lashes out in frustration."

"How do you actually do the abjuration?" Dom asked.

"Dominic," Elion’s voice dropped into a gentle warning.

"No, how do you do it?"

"Instinct? Mostly? There's methodology and ritual which can improve instinct but study takes years. Your best tool is instinct."

"Molly, listen, that's great and all but this thing is dangerous!"

"What's your gift?" Something about the easy shapes of Elion's spiritual reflection was catching up to me. Something about the way the shapes moved and formed and flickered off of each other like little sparks.

"What?"

"You got on the app through a quiz for sensitivity like Dom did, right? But you don't sense spirits like he does. What's your gift?"

Elion looked at me and tilted his head. "I uh."

"Elli, tell her."

He huffed. "I can start fires. Small ones."

"Can you control them when they start?"

"Yeah, basically."

That was more than enough to get something done. "Fine. I'm going to block the steps. Elion, you're going to put a little fire behind him to get him moving, and Dom is going to meet him in the bathroom."

"And I do what there?" Dom’s voice cracked just a little as he asked.

"Get eaten." Elion sneered.

"No, you follow your gut. Look, kids do this all the time. As a child, you ever sense something under your bed that the adults couldn't see and as soon as the lights went off it'd be back?"

"I mean, sure, everyone has."

"Probably real. Eventually you learned you could push it away with your mind, right?"

"Wait, but…" he waved his hand around without finishing his thought.

"Dom, no time. Yeah. I remember. There was something in my brother's closet, and he couldn't see it. I made up a stupid rhyme in my head and when I whispered it, the thing would go away for the night."

I clapped my hands together, which made the goblin stiffen up. "That's it. That's what you do. You can do it."

"Say a rhyme Elion made up when he was a kid to drive away a real, actual demon?"

"I mean, it doesn't have to be just like his."

"What's the poem?" Dom said, looking at Elion, dead serious.

Elion looked back, and there was a lot of communication happening between them. Wordless. Shapes and colors flickered between them, intimately, I tried not to pry on the emotional communication. It wasn't easy. The goblin took a step closer to me.

"Beast beast, fuck right off, get your dick caught in my brother's stinky sock." Elion admitted, all at once, like it got ahead of him.

"Would it help if I told you it isn't the silliest I've ever heard?" I offered, Dom held back laughing, probably only because of the demonic presence.

"I uh. Yeah." Dom squeezed his partner's shoulder and nodded to me, circling wide behind.

"Wait." I stopped him, handing him a small container of blessed salt from my bag. You know, once I awkwardly dug in to find it. "Make a circle around you. It'll keep you safe temporarily. Your abjuration shouldn't be disturbed." Dom went into the bathroom, no real hesitation, muttering the phrase under his breath to get used to saying it out loud.

I stepped there onto the top stair and dug up an old charm in my mind, picturing the seal I'd scribble on the floor if I could. It wouldn't be too strong without the drawing, but the mental image would have to do. "Noli timere," I told the being, but it was impossible to say if it understood me anymore in the spell work than if I'd said it in English.

"Alright, Elion, let's see what you've got," Elion said to himself, hopping up and down on the spot and shaking out his hands, rolling his shoulders, ready for a fight. Which was good—that's what he was about to have.

"Any time now, babe," Dom said, watching me, watching Elion, watching the goblin every time it moved.

"Hey, you know I gotta be in the right mood." Elion rolled his shoulders. "Alright man, you got this. You got this!"

I admit, even then I felt the change in the air. "You do have this. Air's warming up. Nice work."

He tossed me a big toothy grin and things got hotter, a palpable radiant heat rippled the air in a sort of sphere behind the beast, and it looked and sniffed. The build was slow but obvious, and the thing whined until finally the air burst into flames in a tight circle. Flames whipped outward as the heat pulled away from the little ball's gravity.

Huh. Like a little tiny star. I decided not to think about the potential there too hard.

As the flames erupted, the goblin howled and ran at me to get down the stairs, but bounced off of the protections I held up, and recoiled.

"Chase him in here, Elion! You got this!"

"Shit yeah I do!" Sweat beaded up on his forehead and upper lip. He moved the ball of fire to force the beast into the bathroom, where Dom stood in the bathtub. He must have laid the salt circle down in time—the beast was ignoring him. 

Elion kept the fireball localized outside of the bathroom, using a hand to assist in visualizing its movement and stability in the doorway. Mudra, gesture, or whatever you call technique of using your hands to guide your abilities comes natural to some, and is revolutionary to those to whom it didn't realize it would help. Elion was a natural. Unfortunately, it made it a little harder to see and hear into the bathroom. Fire is kind of loud.

Not louder than the beast's sudden howl and Dom shouting at it. But nearly.

"Beast beast, fuck right off, get your dick caught in a, uh, Molotov!"

"Hey!" Elion shouted. "I love it!"

"Yeah, it works."

"Beast beast, go away, get lost before you have to pay!"

"He's a natural." Elion smirked, wiping sweat from his upper lip with a finger and then his nose with a thumb.

I agreed. The goblin howled. I lowered the protections I built up since the fire was keeping it in, and shifted around some old magic to strengthen Dom's work. Not take over for him, if he was serious about this, he had to do it himself, but just tickle the edges of his ability with my old good work. Training wheels, if you will.

"Beast beast, run through silver, leave the world 'n go to Other."

The build up was palpable, and though I could sense the goblin resisting, he was a small being in the grand scheme of things. I wondered if there was a more peaceful way I could have helped him back through the veil. But only briefly; time was of the essence. Elion's fire was growing more sporadic, he was sweating harder.

"Push him through Dom. Don't give him an inch. You've got this."

"Beast beast," I heard a sort of gurgle, a shuddered groan, and instead of the childish off-the-cuff poem, Dom muttered and then groaned out something, eh, let's say close to Latin. I was familiar.

"The fuck?"

"Worry about it after. Hold the fire in place."

Dom shouted in the constructed magical language again and the thing howled back. The thing’s sounds grew further away, further and further until it was gone. I felt liminal space, for a moment, past the fire, and then it faded. Dom shouted again, in English. "That's fucking RIGHT you ran!"

"Shit." Elion sat down on the stair below me and the fire burned out in an instant, dripping a little ectoplasm onto the ground with a splat. Unusual and interesting, but I didn't have time to investigate it. Dom came leaping out of the tub, the bathroom, and into the hall.

"Baby did you SEE that? I fucking WHOOPED his ass back into Hell!"

"Not Hell." I corrected lightly, stepping out of the way of the two as Dom stooped to wrap Elion up in an awkward stair hug. I considered the room the thing came from and drifted that way. "The liminal space between worlds. He can find his way home from there."

"So where is its home?" Dom asked me, standing back up and squeezing Elion's shoulder as he opted to remain sitting, catching his breath.

"I have no idea. The worlds beyond are impossible to understand or describe. Like a two-dimensional being trying to comprehend three-dimensional space. We've only got impressions and theories."

"Oh." He looked down at Elion and followed me down the hallway. "Do you think there are more of them summoned?"

"No. But I'm wondering if..." In what would have been the master bedroom if the house were still in one piece, I saw a circle of black salt and a dead rat in the middle. Candles and some scraps of paper told the rest of the story.

"Someone did this on purpose?" Dom asked me. That was about the size of it. I approached the small ritual remains. "Why?"

"I'm not sure."

"To test if any of the people on the app have the resources to solve the problem." Elion suggested. He pulled himself to his feet and came after us.

"That's probably about right."

"So someone at the app knew how to do this, but not how to uh, banish the spirit? That seems…" Dom scratched his chin, considering.

"Might have been different people. Might be someone there knows real dark magics and is keeping it secret. Or it could be the right hand not knowing what the left hand is doing." I didn't have enough parts of the puzzle yet.

"But I did banish it, right? I mean, I did that?" Dom asked excitedly. I knelt by the salt circle and carefully brushed it away, disconnecting it from magic just in case.

"You did. You've got a knack for it. And with Elion's help, you two will be very good at the work."

Why did those words sting to say?

"Shit yeah." Dom said, and Elion slung an arm over his partner's shoulder. "What are you doing with this stuff?"

I stacked the sheets of paper on top of the dead rat and sat back. "Elion, if you wouldn't mind?

He lit the stack up, a small pyre for a rat who didn't deserve that kind of end. 

"The rat looked healthy. Taken care of. Raised for this purpose." I stood up. "You have a lot to learn. The app is dangerous and maybe actively trying to get people killed."

"You saying we shouldn't take jobs? We're good at this, you said so!" Dom pressed, and I looked between the two of them.

"You're adults, I'm not going to talk to you like children." I pointed at the pyre. "That's a sign of a set up. I've seen others. Take the jobs if you need to, but never trust what the app says they are."

"We've got to shut it down, eventually, huh?" Elion said, watching the fire consume the papers.

My breath rushed out of my nose. “Seems that way.”

"So we retire?"

"Not necessarily. One step at a time, alright? I know this shiny new app seems to be solving a problem, but it's a problem people like me have always been working at."

"Like an old school taxi driver, huh?"

I agreed, but found my mind wandering to my tired human shell. "Can I ask you one favor?"

They both straightened up, expectantly.

"Give me a ride to Magnolia Garden? I don't want to take a bus when I smell like roasted rat."













CHAPTER SIXTEEN










EARLY EVENING, DINNER time even. The boys insisted on treating me, stopping by a chicken place they loved nearby and bought me a little too much dinner. The chicken smelled fatty and fried and completely delicious. When I invited them to at least come and eat with me, they gave me a raincheck. Something about celebratory sex not being able to wait. Which I could understand academically. To watch the two of them, hand in hand, giving each other long glances and secretive smiles.

So often, it's me, standing at the glass looking in on the way normal people are. How I could be if I didn't have the work. I peeked at my phone. Russell hadn't called to follow up, or yelled at me, or checked-in.

Elion and Dom dropped me off and I stood on the walkway to my broken old house, with her peeling paint and her demolished second story wraparound porch. I wasn't looking through the glass—I was living my own life. A life too strange to call normal. I steeled myself for my Auntie's mood then went to the door.

Not locked. She tended to lock the door behind me.

The TV in the living room wasn't blaring. When I peeked in from the front room, the TV was off. She wasn't there.

"Auntie?" I turned to my left. We had fine curtained glass doors into what would have been a formal dining room, turned into her bedroom since she couldn't manage the stairs. But past that, the kitchen, I saw movement inside and went that way.

Auntie, dressed for guests, sat at our kitchen table with a few cardboard boxes around. “Dressed for guests” always looked a bit like Victorian mourning attire via some exceptionally wealthy 60s mod fashion critic. Not corsets and bustles and hats, mind you, but highly tailored and stern in its lines. Overly simplified but stiff. Fascist, but on a long holiday weekend. I wasn’t being fair. Agatha’s energy was about mourning not hate.

"I asked some of Miriam's boys to come by today to bring some things out of the basement for me. I hope you don't mind. I didn't want to bother you, with how busy you are."

Was it Agatha speaking? I blinked a few times. 

It was.

The snake venom that usually hovered around her was dormant. Present, but dormant. I even detected the hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth as she looked through an album. 

"I don't mind. I brought home chicken. Way too much for me, I'd be happy to share." 

"Later." She said briefly and glanced up at me over the top of her glasses. "I thought I'd get some things in order before I'm gone. Won't be long now, I think."

"Auntie, you're 65, not a 105."

"Still." She motioned to the seat across the table from her. Not next to her. Across from her. "I don't think you've ever seen these photos. I put them away after the funeral and never found the time." Her voice drifted away, a ghost flitting away from the present into the past.

I sat, and she turned the album with its thick black paper pages so I could see. Old pictures. More than half a century. Two odd little girls holding hands. Playing. Existing in browns and whites. 

"You were good friends." 

Her head bobbed to agree, but she wouldn’t look up at me or away from the photo. "When she died, half of me died too. I don't think I ever figured out how to live without her." She said, shockingly candid with me. She turned the page to show a larger studio image of the two strange little girls with matching braids down each side of their head and matching dresses all out of lace. They posed, looking right at the camera, surrounded by taxidermied animals and a painted forest backdrop. I imagined the staging was supposed to look like they were frolicking in the forest, but it missed the mark in an uncanny way. I loved it immediately. Lana would have called it extremely cursed.

"Look at you two." I said, touching the edge of the photo. "Which one is you?"

"You know, I honestly don't remember?" She laughed. "Thinking back, sometimes I'm never sure what of my memories were her and what of them were me. She's been gone so long, I forget if I'm thinking of my first kiss or hers, you know?" Her eyes were focused elsewhere. Or elsewhen.

"I don't remember her at all. Sometimes I feel like she never existed. Like I came from nothing."

My aunt didn't look at me. She looked at the picture. "Well. The photo says she existed. If that's all we have, we have it."

I swallowed down the murmur of heart ache. I thought about photos, and how we interact with them as if their only sensory input is visual. Yes, you see a photo with your eyes, and process it in that way. But there were other ways too, the vestibular sense when you shake an instant camera’s photo. Even simply touch, or smell if the photograph is old or damaged. There are so many other senses. When I looked at that photo, it was as if I was sensing it with a sense of time as well? That part of you that lets you guess if it’s been about an hour or not. It reached out past this one photo in this one moment, but all the moments before. The last time it had been handled, packed up in this dusty box to be put away and forgotten. The moment before that when it had last been looked at with a wistful joy. When it was taken. All the eyes that had seen it were like my eyes, like I had the ability to look and see in a hundred directions both in this moment and so many others. There wasn’t much to perceive—not really. Just the truth that as this photo existed, everyone who had seen it also existed, and everyone in it also existed. I was connected to all of that existence because I was there, in that moment, also looking. 

"This picture shouldn't be hidden away in a book in a basement. It should be in a frame where we can see it often."

I expected a snap-back. How dare I tell her how to live. How dare I expose her to the saddest memories in her life daily. How dare whatever. 

To my surprise, that didn't happen. "Yes. This and a few others. One of these boxes is just empty frames I never got around to using." 

I glanced at her. Behind her wireframes, her eyes were also wet. But she had decades of practice at not crying—so they stayed wet but didn't spill tears. 

"I'll help, any way I can." I offered. 

"Well, see if you can get this one out without tearing, will you? My hands aren't up to the task. The glue is old, it could go either way." 

I drew the album closer to me to carefully work at freeing the photo, eventually getting up to find a paring knife to slip under the photo and through the glue. Auntie took out another, newer album. Well. Newer in the sense that it was only a few decades old. This she opened with more hesitance. Her breathing tightened and her reflection curled in tighter around her. Like her spirit grew armor to brace itself, metaphorically speaking. 

"Your birthday." She told me, her voice husky, opening the cover to show nurses with 80s hair in a hospital room. The woman in the bed might have been me, a few years younger, maybe, but me. She held in her arms a baby, smiling at the camera, her hair stuck to her forehead. Over her hospital gown, she wore a double strand of small, round blue beads. It stood out strangely against the other washed out colors of the aging photo. But beyond that, it was only my mother, the baby, some nurse, and whoever took the picture. "You look so much like her, I get confused."

That was a thing I could empathize with. "You too, I guess." There, in a shot, proof that I came from somewhere. I felt again a sense of time, of myself here in this moment and also that moment in that hospital. Briefly, I felt a connection to this stranger that made me and then vanished. The baby was me.

I got the picture of the twins free and set it aside, taking a glance at that album as she glanced through hers.

"I don't see any pictures of you with your parents." I said, absently.

"Our mother wasn't like that. I got that album from an aunt of mine who kept it until our mother passed. Mother didn't believe in photography."

I knew nothing about my grandparents. I knew nothing about so much. "And my grandfather?"

Agatha reached up to touch her snowy waves. "No. Her husband died in a car accident right before we were born."

“Her husband,” not “my father.”

I looked to her album rather than looking at her. My mother, home from the hospital. A number of family members around. I saw Sinclair in the background, smiling at me and my mother. A few other uncles and aunts and cousins I recognized. Even Agatha looked happy in the image. "What about..."

"You didn't have a father, Molly." She said, following the line of conversation to its conclusion. "Not in any way that mattered. Your mother wasn't the sort to play around, you understand. Not like me in my youth." She smiled at a memory. “There were a few mistakes that might have given you a close cousin.” She waved a hand away after admitting something so intimate so casually. I was once again impressed by her honesty and her bravery, but I wasn’t about to interrupt her. "Oh, the men chased the both of us, but she said no and I said yes. When she turned up pregnant... No one was really sure what to think. I wasn't about to judge her. Our mother was gone. The whole family is so strange." She shrugged faintly. "She had friends, of course she did. But she never suggested any of them were involved." 

It was the most honest she'd been with me, I think, my entire life. I breathed out hard. "That's weird."

"Your mother was weird. Talked to things that weren't real. Sometimes things answered. You know she studied with cousin Sinclair for a while when she was a teenager?"

She reached across to my album and turned a few pages to show me an image of me as a teenager sitting next to Sinclair peering over an old tome together. Only the picture wasn't of me. The photo was too old, the clothing and hair were wrong. Sinclair was too young. It was my mother. "I had no idea."

She shrugged. "She didn't stay with it long. Long enough to be able to appear normal, I suppose. She wasn't cut out for the work, she said. Wanted to devote herself to you."

I processed, but so little of the fragmented stories made sense. "How did she...?"

"I don't know. None of us do. I just know that when she died, I knew. The moment it happened. Like it was me instead. And there was a blackness, a sucking terrible force under my feet. I could have gone with her." She stopped talking a moment, staring down at the family photo right after my birth. "I could have followed her to that place, that she knew, and I didn't. But then you would have ended up raised by Sinclair. And think how strange you would have turned out?" She snorted. "I tried to teach you what he couldn't. I don't know if it ever got through."

I tried to think past the hurtful memories. The pain. The violence. I pushed away some of the most horrific images I had of this woman in my heart to replace it with this broken woman deciding not to die when her better half did. To live so she could take care of me only to realize how poorly she was cut out for parenting. "I'm glad you didn't go with her that day." I managed.

"Are you?" A little venom. Just a little. She was being careful. "I suppose you are. I know I haven't–"

"Forgiven. Look at how many pictures are here. Why don't we take a break and have a little dinner? We can look at more later tonight or tomorrow."

She dragged in a breath, then looked at the bag I placed on the counter. "I hope it isn't too greasy. You eat too many greasy foods. You'll never attract a man if you let all that oil ruin your skin."

Ah. Yes. There she was. I laughed, setting the album aside and got up to fix us some plates. "I love you too, Auntie."













CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










WE DID END up looking at pictures late into the night for Agatha–10:30! The scandal! After she went to bed, I cleaned up a little and headed upstairs. 

I have a roommate, sort of. She inhabits the other bedroom on the second floor. Sometimes she has a real hard time, and I'll hear her screaming and crying at night. Beyond that, I tend to only know she's around because her bedroom door opens or closes when I pass. That night, as I came up the stairs and headed for my room, her door creaked open just a crack. Something slid out, and I bent to pick it up. A little blue paper flower folded and made by hand. 

"Thank you." I said to the door. In answer, the door slid closed, but slowly. Not to cut me off, just to end the communication. "I'm sorry I was gone a while. I'm here if you need anything." I got no answer, but I wasn't expecting one. 

When I went into my room, I went to set the paper flower down on top of my bookcase as I entered, only to find I already had a pink paper flower on the shelf. I saw it before, since getting back from wherever I went, but I hadn't processed it fully. The pink flower was a match for the one in my hand. 

"Thank you." I said to the wall between our rooms, and set the blue one down next to the pink one. I didn't really know what they meant, but I knew they meant something, and that was enough.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN













I think I made it to Monday, because we all know about Monday's child. Russell had not yet answered a polite apology I sent him, so I was releasing that energy into the universe. If he couldn’t take me doing my work, then, well. It didn't matter how warm he was, how nice his touch, how handsome his face was. I tried my damnedest to make peace with the probable loss.

As if relationships are ever so easy.

I made my way down to my mother's cemetery to bring her flowers and check in with the denizens there. Claude the groundskeeper and Sir Carlton the guardian. Maybe play with some of the yellow fever children and see how Bee and Kyle were getting on. Whatever I got up to, I committed myself to a quiet day living with the dead and enjoying their company. I was only half right, sadly. 

Just before I could step through the gates and into the cemetery, my phone buzzed with a message from inside my purse. I checked, embarrassed to find I was hoping it was Russell.

It was.

hey




That was all, like a trap. A frustratingly vague message out of the blue with no quantitative evidence of what he expected or wanted. I should have ignored the bait. I could have been clever. Hindsight and all.

hi. how are you? hope you're good. turns out it was a demon thing. got that done. 




Nothing. Not even three nasty little dots to tell me I needed to wait on an answer.

Ugh.

Claude waited for me by his little maintenance shack, his hat in his hand, smiling warmly. "Glad to see you, miss." Claude said he was from the old country without ever defining what old country he'd come from. His accent said hammer horror eastern bloc states more than any real place, but maybe Movieland influenced my perception. "We were all a bit worried."

I stuffed my phone into my bag to ignore it. "Sorry. Turns out time over there doesn't work the same."

"No. Not a bit. One of the reasons I don't go. My little cemetery stays still and quiet, most of the time. Which I prefer."

"Most of the time." I agreed, but a holler caught my attention and I looked. "What was that?"

"Oh. Those fellas come 'round to let off steam, I think. You'll like them, miss. They do good work, like yourself. I'm surprised you don't know of them already."

He didn't mean the Butcher's Boys, because he wouldn't have been so pleasant. I admit I got curious. I looked back at him, and he gestured for me to go ahead.

I followed the curved road which went through the cemetery. The quiet path was as much in the real world as in liminal space, all green and growing but also dead and decaying. The twisting path took me near enough to my mother's empty grave. I stopped a while to leave her flowers and tell her about the photos I saw. She wasn't there, of course, but I had to direct the conversation somewhere.

"Molly?" I recognized the voice, one I trusted. Even as I turned I smelled the leather of his coat, though he wasn't wearing it—I was.

"Miles?"

He stood on the path behind me, hands stuffed down in his jean pockets. It'd been more than a year for me, maybe, and he changed from the odd ghost boy I met him as at first. He wasn't a ghost, though at the time he thought he was. He learned better, and came into his own power, I think. He wore a pair of dark jeans, cuffed over sneakers, a clean black long sleeve shirt across his slim, strong chest, suspenders and his Mohawk down, hanging over one of his eyes. Like a picture of the Nazi-hunting French resistance boys I came across in the past. A lot of pent-up energy. A bit of menace. But still Miles. The tide of feelings, my own feelings, caught me off guard.

He didn't wait for conversation to grow awkward, he marched across the grass to me, dropped a baseball bat he was shouldering, and grabbed me up into a hug, picking me up off the ground a long moment before setting me down without letting me go. "Shit, Molly." He was solid, corporeal when he wanted to be, which was another thing that set him apart from most spirits. "Feels like I haven't seen you in forever. How long has it been for you?"

I thought a moment. "A year or more? Except that time on the far side of the veil? I heard your voice, right?"

He gave me a crooked grin and nodded, planting a kiss on my forehead in an agonizingly brotherly fashion. "Yeah. Wasn't sure if you'd remember. I didn't realize fleshies could be there without breaking apart." He squeezed my shoulders, then playfully touched my sternum and stomach. "Everything still where it's supposed to be? You check your spleen or whatever?"

I smacked his hand away and laughed. "Yeah, everything appears to be basically operational." I stepped back and gestured. "You uh, have adopted a new look huh?"

He smiled slyly. "Eh, the uniform. Come on. You have to meet the fellas." 

Miles kept me under his arm and dragged me along the path to where I heard the holler from earlier. "Fellas" was a bit of a misnomer; a third to a quarter of those spirits present weren't clearly male. Some were female. Somewhere not so simply defined.

A set of spirits dressed similarly to Miles greeted us first, patting his arm and welcoming me warmly. I suspected them to be much closer to an actual ghost than Miles was; they were translucent and blurred where details should have been. Louis, one of the fellas, on the taller side with really impressive mutton chops, had a way of blurring as he turned without coming into focus until he held still again. He didn’t stay still long.

Simone introduced herself next, before Miles could. She slid up to me with a warm smile and a coyness to her expression. She was shorter than me, wearing a puffy bomber jacket over a Hooverette—You know, that sort of standard 40s housewife dress. Also, most of her stomach and right hand were simply missing. No blood or gore. Just nothing there. She giggled when I glanced. “50 Cal, before I died. I was living once.” She told me with an accented purr. Not French like Parisian, French like the countryside.

“That’s Carmina,” Simone gestured with a hand missing several fingers in the direction of another spirit. Imagine a painting, a lovely pop art painting of a woman in a brown trench coat, brown beret, and long flowing black waves of hair and bell bottoms. A picture perfect reflection of the California Chicano movement. But she existed in all three dimensions, and she moved, spoke, and interacted with the other spirits. Sometimes as she moved, her paint would break, cracking, and blood or tissue could be plainly seen beneath. She gave me a nod, but that was all.

A pair of flames, one red and one silver in the rough shapes of a man and a woman, leaned to the side. “Antoine and Big Sister.” Miles told me, waving to them. The red flame, masculine, lifted a fist in the iconic gesture we associate with the Black Panthers. But maybe I was missing some context.

There were others I wasn’t specifically introduced to. A man who was some kind of chimera. A tree. Near the back of the crowd, sitting quietly, was a gentleman in a turn-of-the-century suit and skin of cracked red clay. I couldn’t see much more of him—the crowd was overwhelming.

Freedom fighters and urban revolutionaries from throughout history. All spirits, but more than ghosts. They were absolutely radiant in energy and power.

I went dizzy standing there in their presence, but Miles propped me up. "You okay, Molly?" he lowered his voice, his words meant just for me.

I cleared my throat. "Introduce me to your new friends?"

"A spiritualist?" The brow beret asked Miles. He scratched his head and then grinned.

"The one you told us about?" Simone purred.

"That's right, comrades. We got ourselves a friend in the flesh." He squeezed my shoulders and gestured to the others.

"What are you, uh, fighting?" Sure, it was assumptive, but they all laughed.

"It's kind of complicated. I took a walk, you know, after what happened with Kaylee. And I guess I ran into some boys here doing their work and realized I could probably help."

"Help? He pulled us together." One of the young men, Louis, punched Miles in the shoulder, which pushed us both. Miles tightened his grip to keep me from stumbling right to the ground. Which would have been a great first impression, surely.

I was surrounded by cool people doing something seemingly important. 

What a nightmare.

"We had a lot of success against the enemy, thanks to Miles' help." Simone purred.

"We'll have more. The enemy got a win, but that's not the end of things." Carmina spoke thoughtfully, slowly. A number of the spirits grumbled.

"Right. Look." Miles gave me one more squeeze and gestured with his other hand. "The exile is a win for them. But it's not the war. Just because I can't go back for now doesn't mean the work ends."

"What are we supposed to do without you?" Simone folded her arms.

"Kick ass and take names. Fuck sake, look at Antoine, he's been at this longer than I've even existed. You all don't need me on the front lines. I'll just find other ways to help." Miles gestured to the red flame, who shrugged.

I love the thing where you're only hearing half the conversation and you have to put it together on your own.

"He's a good fighter," Antoine, the red flame, admitted. "But not even our best."

"Right." Miles grinned. "That's you, handsome."

They all kind of laughed.

"So what's the plan?" Someone else asked, I couldn’t process who. Maybe the tree. I remained overwhelmed by the potency of the energy around me.

"The plan hasn't changed. Just the targets. We fall back here where they can't reach us when we need to. We reorganize, and we keep hitting them where it hurts."

"Your spiritualist looks like she's going to puke." The silver flame noted, gesturing to me.

"No. I'm okay. You're all just very strong in presence. It's easy to get swept up in this sort of energy."

"Sort of the point." Carmina put a finger onto her chin as she spoke. Every pose of hers was its own painting.

"She's weird for a human." Miles said, nonplussed. "She's alright, though, tougher than she looks."

The man in the old fashioned suit moved out of the crowd. He might have been in his late 50s, and carried himself as if just on the edge of exhaustion. He had an energy of dignity to him and wore the side locks and hat of a Rabbi. "She's a theophage, isn't she?" He looked right at Miles, who looked away but nodded anyway.

They all went quiet for a moment.

"My name is Molly. I'm 38. My favorite color is purple. I don't have any brothers or sisters but I wish I did so I'd have nieces and nephews to spoil. I'm not very good with people because I'm strange. I do the good work. Anything else about me is probably less important than those things. If you have a specific problem…" I let the rest hang in the air.

The old man waved a hand at me and laughed once. "Eh. It's fine. You seem like a nice girl." He moved back into the crowd to find a place to sit. The others parted to make room for him.

"Changes a lot, having a theophage on our side." Simone admitted, considering me.

"She's on our side? Says who?" Antoine gestured in general. "She doesn't know shit about shit."

"Says me?" Miles offered. "Look, she'll be on board. At least to help out."

"I'm sure I want to help." I offered. "But maybe we can't get very far talking about me as if I'm not right here? Who exactly are we fighting?"

"And here it gets complicated." Simone smirked at me and came to stand right in front of me, making eye contact. "If we name the enemy, it has too much power. Things work differently beyond the veil."

"I can understand that, at least. You can't name it, but it's of the void?"

Simone arched a brow and shrugged. "As good enough a description as any other."

"You're not all ghosts. Like Miles. Some of you are thoughtforms and ideals made souls?"

Carmina shot Miles a look and smirked. "Oh, she is clever."

"Told you."

"I'm sure you can fill me in on the gruesome details later. I've heard things are... tumultuous. Stories about ghosts and spirits consumed or worse. I understand there's a force of something terrible out there. My duties are pretty terrestrial, you understand, because of my physical limitations." Meaning I was made of meat, unlike them.

"But we'll work with that. You have skills and knowledge we don't." Miles’ hand stroked my upper arm and it was a concerted effort not to rest my head on him and close my eyes and forget all about everything else.

"I have duties here." I told Miles.

"You'll do them." The old rabbi said.

"They may be more connected than you realize." Antoine touched his brow and pointed toward me. "Anyway, we're not here to talk business at the moment. We're here to regroup and unwind."

"Right." Simone said. Carmina bristled. A rush of responses followed, a lot of them, strong ones, and the spirits' emotions seemed to fight as to which one would get to overwhelm me the most.

Ripples of thunderstorms moved across Miles’ face and shirt like a film projected on him. Louis gave Miles a shove, and Miles shoved back, letting me go a moment to do it. They communicated something in their physicality, and settled with Miles turning to me. "Let me walk you home. We can talk more later." He offered me a hand, and I thought I saw Louis up-nod when I took it. A few of the spirits made their goodbye, but mostly I was forgotten in the midst of their willful presences.

A human fading away like a ghost from spirits. I can't say I didn't like it.

We walked a while, hand in hand, without him saying anything. Memories and thoughts I didn't really understand flickering across the back of his hand or up along his arm.

"So you'll be hanging around a little more, maybe?" I finally asked.

"Yeah." He breathed out. "The last assault from them caught me up in a binding. I can't pass through doors on that side. For a while anyway until we sort it out."

"This is all new to me, but I can think of some places I can do more reading."

"Yeah?" He laughed. "Well, don't hurry. It's been a long couple of years."

"Years?"

"Time moved differently for me."

"How long?"

"Not sure. Ten, fifteen years? I didn't have a smartphone and calendar apps on the other side."

"Gosh." I considered that. Before I could ask anything else, he tugged on my hand and swung in to face me.

"I, uh. I missed you a lot. I thought about you a lot. I," he breathed out. "I expected to come back eventually and find you happily married. A bunch of kids. Me little more than a forgotten spicy dream. I had this whole thing in my head about what I'd say."

"It's all up in the air." I finished for him.

He looked over me sadly. "I mean, fifteen years or whatever doesn't mean shit to me. But it would have been too much to hope that you were waiting."

I shrugged. "I wasn't exactly." I couldn’t look right at him, glancing at the ground, away. Is there a German word for being embarrassed and kind of relieved at the same time?

"You're married?"

I laughed. I was wearing his jacket, which I guess he hadn't noticed. "Uh. No. Nothing like that."

"But you're seeing someone?" He scanned my face, breath held, hand tight on mine.

"I don't know. Maybe? Humans are confusing."

"You're telling me." He stuffed his right hand in his pocket, still holding my hand with his left. "But look. If you're serious, I'll back off. You have every right to do what you want."

"I don't think things are serious. I don't want to blow the guy off out of nowhere while we figure things out."

He squinted, thinking. "Yeah." He laughed. "I guess that would be way too ‘cruel’ or thoughtless or whatever for you."

I didn’t hear any spite or sarcasm in his voice, but maybe I was misreading. "Miles, I'm not like, blowing you off either."

"Hey." He lifted my hand up to kiss my knuckles. "No harm no foul. I am absolutely going to be here. The second you realize this other idiot is not fit to clean my boots…I'll be all about the pursuit."

I laughed. "Oh yeah? How do you know he's an idiot?"

"Because it's not serious." He told me, well, seriously. Unlike spirits, I couldn't read him unless he was broadcasting. So I was left to interpret his words. Still, nice not to be overwhelmed. Just like with Russell.

"I will uh, take that under advisement, I guess." I gave him a weak smile, and he turned away to continue our walk back to my house. He'd been there, before all this, and helped me paint my second floor hallway yellow. My phone buzzed. Because of course.

"That him?"

"Maybe."

"You should answer. Maybe he's got to confess he's gotten a goat pregnant, and he's got to make an honest woman out of her."

I arched a brow at him, but developed a smile I couldn't suppress. "If she's consenting, who am I to judge?"

I did check the phone. It wasn't Russell. It was Sam.

Got a lead. You free?




"Oh, the plot thickens." Miles teased, looking over my shoulder. "Who's Sam? He hot?"

"She's got a wife and toddler."

"That didn't answer the question."

"How do you feel about Hawaiian shirts?"

"Oh shit. Can I have her number?"

I gave him a push, because it felt stupid to do anything else. He laughed, caught himself with only one foot back, and then stumbled back toward me and pulled me in with one arm. "I want us to be friends, either way. Okay?"

I chuckled. "Yeah. I hear that a lot, really."

"Well. Enjoy being the receiver, as long as it lasts."

"Because you're going to grow sick of me?"

"Because I'm going to win you over." He grinned at me. "Answer Sam. I gotta go back to the fellas before they get rowdy."

"Yeah."

He took a step or two backward. "Molly?"

"Yeah?"

"I'm glad I'm back." He grinned at me, all teeth.

"I'm glad you're back too. How do I reach out if I need to?"

"Uh. Spirit." He held up his hands and kept right on grinning. "If you need me, I'm there." He pointed at me. "Anyway, you got my coat."

He would probably have walked backward the whole way, so I had to turn and walk away.













CHAPTER NINETEEN













Sam had a lead alright, which was to say she got me an appointment to meet with Jacqueline. No last name. The CEO or C-SOMETHING-O of WeHelp. She apologized for springing the appointment on me, but it had all happened through a series of miscommunicated emails and a bunch of corporate jargon I did not want to learn about. I had to be there on Tuesday at one. At least it wasn't Wednesday, which had never been any kind of lucky for me.

As I stood in front of my closet bemoaning all the clothes I had that didn't really fit, Russell called me. I closed the closet door in disgust and picked up.

"Hey beautiful." He said, right off, and I chuckled.

"I thought you weren't talking to me in full sentences."

"What? Nah. I've just been busy too. Handled a haunting in Eva Blue all by myself. Aren't you proud?"

"Uh, yeah? How'd you manage?"

"It wasn't a haunting. I showed the home-owners some shitty wiring and the plumbing problem that had caused it. The 'blood' in the water was rust. They were so relieved."

"At least until they find out how much it'll cost to repair all that."

"True, but worrying about that wasn't in the scope of the contract, so."

"So."

"I'm a little flush, thanks to the gig. You wanna grab something to eat? My treat?"

"Oh. I uh. Maybe? I have something to do tomorrow that's sort of important."

"That's tomorrow. What about tonight?"

I sat on my bed looking at my closet door, as if it betrayed me. "No, I mean. Maybe. I have to find a suit or something. I have no idea."

"Oh, hey. I've got great taste. I'll take you out."

"I don't think I was planning on paying 'great taste' amounts of money."

"Cheap? I got you. I know a place. Let me take you out. Then we can grab dinner, bring it back to my place or something after. I understand shopping can be stressful for women like you."

I missed the 'like you' as I was too worried about clothes and meetings and ghostly revolutionaries. I sighed away from the phone. Still. A ride was a ride and I didn't hate the attention. So. Why not give it another go? "Sounds great. Thank you."

"Great. I'll come by your place in about an hour, okay?"

I gave him directions. And then a pinned address when he didn't quite understand them.

I waited an hour downstairs with Auntie as she went through her photos. "You seem excited." She noted dryly.

"I have to pick up some clothes for a meeting tomorrow. I have a friend coming to take me out."

"You hate clothes shopping."

I did.

"And you don't put on lipstick to meet friends."

I didn't. "He's nice."

"Oh." She said, focused on razoring some glue off the back of a photo from some Christmas long past. "Well. Don't let him run away if he's normal. You need normal."

"He's about as normal as I can hope for."

He was also late. An hour passed. I checked my phone a few times–more than a few times. An hour turned into two. Agatha, bless her, did not ask me any awkward questions when I didn't leave. I gave up by five and made us dinner. By six, I hadn't heard from him despite a few messages. By ten, I gave up on trying to make something in my closet look 'business professional.’

At eleven, I got a text.

Sorry. Shit came up.




That was it. I screamed into a pillow. I thought about like, I don't know, crying and reaching out to Miles and venting.

But, maybe Agatha was right. Normal seemed so nice. Not an imaginary friend caught up in an unending spirit revolution or a poly witch with half a dozen girlfriends already or whatever, a giant death god. Just a guy with a name like Russell.

Truth did not rise up from Her Well to scold me and point me in any particular direction, so I went to bed.

Thinking of you.




I threw my phone into the hallway in the hope I'd stop hearing it and went to bed angry instead.













CHAPTER TWENTY










I WAS ASLEEP and dreaming. The rushing of blood through my heart was loud enough that I could feel it in my head. The line between asleep and awake thinned as I became aware that I was dreaming, safe in my bed, but my pounding heart said I was running through the ever-gray hunting grounds beyond the veil. 

I was curled up around a body pillow that had gone flat under a blanket that needed replacing, but I was also being pursued by the yellow eyed Hounds. Tindalos Hounds. With their impossible joints and dripping oil jaws. They hated me. They hated me and would hunt me forever. Even death would not stop their pursuit. There was nothing to do but run, and run forever. 

"Molly, your friend is here." Agatha's voice drew me the rest of the way from sleep. As the gray ever-hunted-grounds faded from my mind's eye, my awareness shifted from my night’s suffering to my dull bedroom and the poster behind the door of Agent Scully I kept meaning to take down. It was early for a night worker. Maybe eight? My single bedroom window lit with cold morning brightness and I wanted to pull the blanket back over my head. But what had Agatha said? Friend? Did Agatha say friend? I didn’t really have those? Not the sort to visit so formally. Miles would have popped into the hallway outside my room and knocked. Henri or anyone from the coven would have come to the kitchen door and thrown rocks at my window rather than bother Agatha.

Russell?

I threw on some clothes and hurried downstairs to the sound of chuckling from the kitchen. Agatha set aside some of her photo albums to make room for Russell. He just sat at my kitchen table across from Agatha, you know, chatting. She was laughing the way she did when she was younger and entertaining men. Batting her eyes. The tableaux was kind of sweet and strange.

"Wow. Uh." I said in the doorway.

"Oh, hey. I didn't want her to wake you up. But she insisted." He gave me a big grin. Whatever his charms were, they were working on Agatha with Eddy-Hascal-like efficiency.

"You're damn right I insisted." She turned to look at me. "You see what he did? This boy? He felt so bad about last night that he brought you breakfast. How sweet is that?"

"Well, I did kind of screw up your whole night." He rubbed the back of his neck and smiled at me differently than before. I looked between the two of them and my shoulders dropped.

"Three coffees?" I noted.

"You mentioned you lived with your aunt, I think?"

Had I? I wasn't sure. It didn't matter. "Thank you."

"Donuts are behind you, too. The ones on the right half are vegan, but don't let that scare you. They're amazing." He got up from the table and reached around behind me to grab the box. He carried it over, offering one to Agatha, who took from the left. He held the box out to me. A decent thing to do—I was being defensive.

"Thanks." I picked something that looked like chocolate but was, apparently, vegan.

"If you have time, I can still take you shopping. Seriously, the least I can do."

I pulled up a third chair and shrugged. "No, it's alright. It's already going to be a really weird scene. The last thing I need is to be in an uncomfortable suit pretending to be someone I'm not."

"She never even tried to take her work very seriously. Always lurking around like a hippy or a Gothic novel heroine." Agatha told him breathlessly. He chuckled, but I couldn't tell if he was appeasing her or not.

"I get that. People have to be who they are. My mother hated that I grew my hair out. Former military."

"Your mom was in the military?"

"Basically. My dad too. I don't know what they did. Sort of hush-hush."

I chewed my lower lip. The stranger you are, no matter the flavor of strange, the more anxious I think you naturally become about the government and especially the military. Sam assured me I wasn't on any CIA watch lists. And yet...

"She hates the military." Agatha said and I rolled my eyes into the back of my head when I thought she wasn't looking. "When she was a little kid, the school sent her to the state who sent her to a military facility to test her out." She lowered her voice. "Because of how different she is. You know."

Thank God he did know or that would have been some amazing sabotage. The worst part, I don't think she even knew she was doing it. Causing trouble was as natural for her as flexing muscles to stand up and walk.

"They tested her for a few days and then sent her home. We still can't get her a social security number."

"I don't recall much." While the two of them were warmed up, awake, and jovial, I felt cold and outside in my own kitchen. Again.

He leaned in. "No really, what kind of tests, though?"

I rolled my eyes. "Like the app uses, but old-er school. They were testing for latent psychic abilities."

"Only hers aren't so latent, are they my dear?" Agatha grinned at Russell even as she spoke to me, as if she'd ever had anything to do with my gifts.

"What happened?" He leaned in more. Like I was about to spill the juicy bit. I guess it was true enough.

"I saw a child hanging around nearby. He pointed an accusatory finger at the man overseeing the interview. I said so, described the kid and how it appeared he died, and the sergeant or whatever the position he was freaked out and had me escorted out. Imagine looking for psychics and being horrified when they do the thing you're looking for them to do."

Russell laughed, looking at me from the corner of his green eyes, still facing Agatha. "Do you figure you're psychic, then?"

"Eh. Not my term, theirs. I'm sensitive. Lots of people are."

"No, but not like you." Agatha said, patting my hand. I arched a brow at her, and she smiled coyly. Over the years her demeanor would switch. One year, she pretended she had no idea what I did. Some years, she acted like she knew my work better than I did. This was a new twist, pretending she admired and supported me. 

I didn't hate it.

"I imagine there isn't anyone like Molly anywhere, huh?" He smiled at me, and I wished I could have read him better. Something else was behind that smile. I couldn't place what.

"Oh don't look so sour." Agatha said, tapping the table in front of me to draw my attention. "Forgive him. He's a good boy."

"I...?"

"Yeah, I'm a good boy. You should forgive me." He laughed. "Seems only fair, right? You flaked on me and I forgave you, after all."

Oh, there was truth, sending cold water through my veins. "Excuse me? Flake on you? I left because I had work to do. Tell me you didn't set that whole thing up last night—" heat rushed into my cheeks and I lost the words to finish the thought.

"Hey, hey," he cut me off, looking genuinely hurt. "Molly, I'm an ass, but not that much of an ass. That would be so manipulative. You feel me?"

I didn't. Which is why I was saying something. But he seemed sincere and I found it difficult to argue the point one way or another with my Aunt glaring at me. I couldn't read her mind, per say, but she was most certainly thinking 'don't mess this up' at me so loudly I was afraid the neighbors could sense her. I held up a hand like waving a white flag. "Right, sorry. I'm still a little sore. Haven't let the coffee hit yet."

He smiled. "Forgiven?"

"Forgiven."

"Fantastic! So let him take you shopping?" Agatha pushed her way into the moment with words alone.

I laughed. "Don't worry, Auntie. I'm set up for this afternoon. I don't need to go shopping."

"That's fair. That's fair. Offer stands in perpetuity though." He grinned at me, not quite taking his eyes off of me as he sipped his coffee.

"Do you want to see baby pictures?"

Ah. 

Hell.

That was what was happening. 

I died in my sleep and I woke up in Hell.

"Would I?" He teased.

"I don't think that we're at the 'embarrassing baby pictures' stage."

"Well you are now," Agatha told me in no uncertain terms.

"I don't think we can argue with her, Molly." Russell said, and reached across to squeeze my hand.

"Who ever would." I sat back in my chair as Agatha produced the cream of the crop as far as embarrassing pictures went. She had a rare gift—one she clearly waited years to unleash.

"Do you remember how you lost those teeth?" Agatha asked me, showing us both a picture of me at seven or eight years old, smiling with both my top and bottom front teeth missing.

"Did you get in a fight?" Russell asked me, grinning.

"No. Nothing like that. She's no fighter, our Molly. If she fought back maybe…" she trailed off.

"A boy and some local girls decided I was responsible for their dog going missing and kicked my teeth in when I told them the dog was still with them and trying to protect them. The person who killed the dog later kidnapped one of the girls before he was caught. They never found her head."

"Oh Jesus." He said, sitting back in his chair. "That must have been terrifying."

"It wasn't that bad." Agatha muttered under her breath. "Anyway, you did help them catch that man, didn't you?"

"I did." I didn't elaborate on how the cops didn't believe me. How I snuck into the guy's house and his basement of horrors and then called 911 from inside and waited there to scream in hopes they could hear me and come find the mess and evidence below.

I also didn’t elaborate on how the killer’s defense attorney tried to blame me for the killing, claiming that I knew so much about the case that I had to be responsible. Me. Eight years old. I should have been in a theater with my family watching A Muppets Christmas Carol. But instead I was in state court, testifying that I didn’t murder one of my friends and hide her head. The judge threw it out, but the experience still happened, and everyone in school knew I was being questioned for murder. 

Kids can be so mean. 

Not murderous, but mean.

I went through elementary, middle, and high school with those kids. Some people would have moved, but this was my mother’s house—my house. Funny how a lot of those kids grew up and came to me when they needed to find dear old grandpa’s will, or they swore they heard their family dog a decade after it died. Spooky Molly. Never belonging, but always needed. 

Agatha never cared for details like those. 

No one did.

"Anyway. She went to prom alone. Do you want to see her dress? She picked it out. A disaster, really." We both looked back to the album as Agatha turned a few pages like watching a train wreck in slow motion.

Actually I didn’t go. I let Agatha buy me a dress and put my hair up in a pile on top of my head 'like the other girls your age are doing.' I stood at the front door of the house, and she took pictures of me with an instamax camera. She still smoked in those days and I remember the smell of it was still in my hair the next day. "You'll have good memories of tonight. You'll thank me later."

I did thank her. Not after the prom, mind you. After she was done taking pictures she tapped out her cigarette on the sidewalk and went inside to drink chardonnay and left me to 'go to prom' on my own. I didn't. I went to the cemetery with some friends who drank and boned and I sat with my hair in a mess of hairspray in a dress that made me feel naked waiting for it to be over. I got felt up by a ghost of a boy who died a few years earlier. He got hit by a car on his way to his prom night, and being my "afters" date helped him move on. 

The work never ends, huh?

"Certainly a look." Russell said, kindly. "It's funny," he trailed off.

"What's funny?" Agatha asked him. I still hadn't regained the ability to speak. Confronting my 'prom dress' shut down my higher brain function, maybe.

He looked at Agatha and shrugged. "Just thinking out loud. Molly's got that kinda… fat girl in high school who got it kinda together in her twenties… energy."

Agatha squinted at him before glancing at me. "I can see it. No. She wasn't ever as fat as she thought she was."

As fat as Agatha told me I was, anyway

"Fat's a normal way for some people to be." I did manage.

"Oh sure. And no one's saying you're skinny now. You look fine. I'm just saying I was expecting something different."

"Why are we talking about this?"

Russell shrugged. "I'm just being honest. No offense meant."

Yeah, okay. I closed my eyes and breathed in and out once. "I have to get ready for a meeting. I'll call you." I stood up.

Russell stood up too. "Uh. I feel like I fucked up. Molly, I'm sorry. I'm just saying you're beautiful now, and you were beautiful then!" He tried to catch my elbow and look into my eyes. "Just beautiful."

I swallowed. "I, uh. Thanks. I do have to get ready."

“Let him drive you wherever your meeting is! Least he can do!” Agatha smiled with her mouth, but stabbed me with her eyes. It’s as if I could see the words, ‘DON’T YOU MESS THIS UP’ 

“Least I can do!” Russell careened his head back to smile at his accomplice in crime. Agatha was always dangerous, but with an enabler, deadlier than anything in Alchemilla State.

I looked at him, hoping to see something sympathetic, seeing me cornered like this. But, to no surprise, I saw nothing. Nothing at all. 

I admitted defeat. "Sure. That'd be great. I'll try to get ready fast." 

I glanced at Agatha who withdrew her emotional knives. "And if you need any help, I'm sure he'll rush up the stairs to help you." She said, coyly, grinning at me from behind him.

"Sure thing." He touched my chin.

Weird, I withdrew. "Thanks."

After 45 minutes of trying to figure out what the hell I was doing and why I was being so touchy, I was basically ready to go.

"Look at the green! A fantastic color on you. I like it." Russell said as I came back downstairs. I smiled. "You should wear it for me more." My smile weakened, but I didn't have the time to self reflect, I had a bunch of psychics to save or something.

"Thanks. Let's go. My appointment isn't exactly close."

"Have fun you two." Agatha said to us from her recliner, the morning's flirting must have exhausted her. Still, she managed to bat her lashes at him one more time.

"Sure thing." He led me outside, holding the door behind him for me. "You mind if I drop you off? I got a thing this afternoon, I realize."

"Sure." I glanced at him. "Thanks for taking me. And breakfast."

"No problem. It feels good to do things for you, and I am all about feeling good." He put an arm across my lower back and squeezed my hip to him. Grasp might be better word. He grasped my hip.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










WHEN WE GOT to his car, there was a big duffel on the passenger side seat. "Wait a minute." He moved it out of the way and then held the door to shut it behind me. I went for business casual, with a turtleneck and a knee-length skirt. Maybe more substitute teacher than business, but I am what I am.

"No heels?" He asked as he came around to his side of the car.

"I don't have any?"

"Wow. I'm surprised. You'd look good in heels."

I tried to imagine fleeing a haunting in heels, or meeting with a dealer of occult curiosities in a shady alley, or strutting up to a mourning client in heels. Hah. "I don't have a lot of use for them."

"They're decorative. They really look best up on someone's shoulders." He glanced my way.

"I can see that." I said, noncommittal. It was difficult to guess how serious he was. I couldn't read if he was actually trying to talk sexy at me, or if it was more of a performative horniness some guys felt pressured to exhibit around women.

Either way, I steered the conversation somewhere else by asking him what kind of music he listened to. I don't have, you know, a lot of male friends or associates? Not human men anyway. But if you want to have a pretty harmless, shallow conversation with just about any man in the modern world, you can get him to talk for hours about his opinions on music. Even if he doesn't like music. Sometimes their tastes are interesting. Dead guys, too. Did you know that there’s a whole Clash album the living world will never hear because they recorded it after they were dead, for other ghosts?

In Russell's case, I knew of exactly zero of the bands he had listed in his phone. Which delighted him—he could explain all about them while playing them. A few carefully chosen questions and they just.. go on. This isn't manipulative per se. You can learn a lot about a guy by how he answers those questions.

In Russell's case, he was very excited to show what an expert he was, and sort of reveled in all the blank spaces in my understanding. (Real or a little put on.) He got excited once or twice and sort of talked over me or corrected me and then quickly apologized. I don't know. It's always interesting to hear someone talk about things they're passionate about, regardless of how much or little I cared about the subject. Plus, it passed the time. I guess Hozier's okay. That one song anyway.

Russell pulled into a parking lot and peered up at the building which matched the address we had for the meeting. "Are you sure this is it?"

"Uh. Not sure. But this is the address."

We were both in the small parking lot of a tall building, easily 9 or more stories. The lower floor was one big, open information desk and elevators upward. On the front of the building was a sign for one of those 'office share' companies that let you rent real office space or co-working space or a meeting room for the afternoon. They operated on locking you in to a low price for many years at a time, or a much higher rate for three to six month contracts. I knew a guy who briefly lived in one because they didn't have background checks when you rented. He wasn't the only one.

"I'm not sure what I was expecting." I admitted.

"Me either." Russell squinted up at the top of the building. "I wonder if #iHunt runs out of this kind of thing too?"

"At least at first. A city of start-ups building towers for quick legitimacy." The sadness of modernity settled in my chest. "Thanks for the ride, Russell." I got out of the car and situated my purse. It was heavy. I carried too many things. I leaned down to the window as he leaned across the seat to talk to me.

"Yeah? I'll text you a list of some bands you'll want to listen to."

"Thanks." I smiled at him, but he was already adjusting his rear view and preparing to back out of the space. So I straightened up and waved. I don't think he saw.













CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










I BREATHED IN and looked around. The whole building was a dead space, so far as spiritual reflections go. Not super unusual for the creeping expansion of development. Arid land and commercial business space that grew up out of property values rather than built up from established community land tend to be pretty quiet, spiritually speaking. Eventually, if the area stays business focused for long enough, used by tech and corporate types for long enough, you get some gremlins and critters that feed on stress or anxiety or even greed. This place was too new for that. A spiritual reflection of soullessness, its own kind of oppressive weight to it.

I lifted my chin and shoulders, trying to look confident, and made my way to the open lobby. There were some plaques with business names on them, but none of them listed WeHelp. I checked my message from Sam again, to check if it gave a floor or directions or even a name besides Jacqueline. Nothing. I heard a creak of leather behind me and my senses lit up with a familiar scent. Leather and tobacco—the plant not cigarettes—a sort of sweet body scent that was as pleasant as it was intense. A scent you can't put in a bottle that some people, sometimes men, produced. I turned my head slightly and saw from the corner of my eye, Miles leaning on an elevator door, grinning like he won something.

He gave me an up-nod with his chin and thumbed to the elevator. I glanced around. The woman behind the desk felt, I don't know, muted somehow. Like whatever normal energy I might have read from her was stifled by the dead zone. She hadn't seemed to notice me, so I turned and walked to the elevator. I slid an ear bud in, plugged it into my phone, and gave Miles the barest glance. It opened, I stepped in, Miles right behind me. "Hey, what are you up to?" I asked my phone.

"I should ask you the same thing, but honestly I can guess. Hey. You look great." He leaned on the back wall of the elevator lazily, smiling softly at me. He was sort of glitching, like a VCR with poor tracking. It was hard for him to even be there. I don't know that spirits changed to reflect modern perceptions of them, static and glitches and so on. I think they've always been like that, we didn't have good words to describe it until now. Chicken or egg questions when it comes to the spirit world are, however, pointless.

"Yeah. I have this big meeting with the head honcho, I guess, it’s going to be weird."

"You going to do that the whole time?" He chuckled. "We're alone on the elevator."

I looked up slowly and pointedly at the camera in the corner and then the screen that showed me but not him.

"Sure. I mean, if I were you I'd stop worrying so much about how people think of you."

I breathed out. "I'm doing my best. But it's situational."

"Yeah it is. You going to talk to the lady behind this weird app?"

"Mmhmm. What was your plan for the day?"

The elevator doors opened, and I was on the 4th floor. I didn't recall pushing that button, but from the elevator I spotted a small sign for WeHunt on a door down the hallway.

"I was going to poke around on my side, maybe I can find anything suspicious. Funny coincidence, huh?"

"There is no such thing. But we'll sort that out later. Talk to you soon." I acted like I was hanging up the phone and took the ear bud out and headed for the door. He chuckled and followed along, close behind me.

"Action Molly, huh? Gotta grab you a baseball bat and some boots. Take names, kick ass, have sad feels afterward?"

I harrumphed and shot a quick glare his way. Which earned me another big goofy grin, an utterly disarming one at that. As I reached for the door to knock or open it—I hadn't decided which one—the door opened inward and a man looked startled to find me standing there. Me and maybe anyone else, to be honest. He recognized me before I recognized him and muttered profanity under his breath before pushing past me and walking right through Miles. Miles tossed his hands up in the air and shouted. "Yo, man, watch where the fuck you're going, huh?"

I almost laughed. Almost. Thanks, Miles.

The guy vanished into the elevator, having not noticed Miles. At about that point, I put a face to a memory, and took out my phone to type a message to Sam, but held it up in a way Miles saw.

guy contacted me earlier trying to tell me about app. shady as heck. 




A cheerfully dull voice drew my attention away from the phone. How embarrassing. "Hi, can I help? Oh! Please take your shoes off by the door? The mat is right there."

The front office area was open, with low chairs and bean bags spread around. The lights were dim but warm, and they had a few wax pots heating scents that were meant to smell like incense without breaking fire codes or smoke bans. Somewhere a CD played Tibetan throat singing, but it was turned down so low I only got a creeping feel of it without the musicality.

"Wow. Hate this whole place." Miles pressed his lips into a flat line. I nodded. Maybe to him. Maybe to the instructions. Newsreel-like images of, er, collective action played across his skin. The sort of collective action that involved black face masks, bottles full of gasoline with rags going through windows. That sort of thing.

If I'd anticipated I might have to take my shoes off, I might have worn stockings that didn't have a hole in the toe. I tried to fix that as I slid my sensible flats off and set them aside. Miles went past me, squeezing my shoulder as he went and squatted down next to the woman who greeted me.  

She was young, early twenties maybe, with long, straight blonde hair in a loose ponytail. She wore Boho style, a soft blouse with some kind of African-looking stitch work around the collar and yoga pants that left little to the imagination as she sat cross-legged on a mat. She was white femininity and soft in a market-tested sort of way.  She had some clipboards with pens on ribbons near her, so I thought maybe she was something like a receptionist. There was nothing wrong with the way she looked. Her teeth were perfect. You know how ‘white’ teeth aren’t really white? They’re gray? Hers were white. Her skin, pore-less. Like the stock art version of normal people.

"Are you Molly?" She tilted her head. "We're incredibly glad you've come by to share energies with us. Jacqueline will be out shortly to meet you. Would you like some fair use tea? Or to meditate with me? I have some quick breathing exercises that will drop you into beta so fast, it's amazing to be that mindful, you know? And so important that sisterhood is shared between women, isn’t it?" In that moment, the claim of sisterhood rang strangely. Not that she shouldn’t assume my gender since I was dressed to make some gendered statements, but at the strangeness of both the assumption AND the assumption that it somehow connected us. I’m a bit of a universalist, obviously, and feel kinship to many different people and souls and all that. But somehow, this woman did not feel like family.

"I think she's CGI." Miles said, and passed his hand through her. I drew from my thoughts at the joke and barely suppressed a laugh. She didn't respond to Miles's attempt to touch. I felt more like him. Not just unable to touch this stranger, but no real way for the stranger to be touched. Not even a shiver most people do when they run through a spirit. She also didn't glitch out like a hologram in a sci-fi movie. "I want to bring her some pants. Or buy her dinner." He grinned at me. I didn’t even spare him a glare.

"I, no thank you. I think I'll stay in alpha for now." Her meaningless smile never faltered, and she closed her eyes to breathe in deeply. The stock art lady was meditating, out of the blue, ignoring I was there at all. So much for being present. 

I looked at Miles, and he snickered. "I forgot the worst part about being stuck on the fleshside—everyone’s always so…dead.” His snicker became a full shi—poop-eating grin. “I'm gonna poke my head in that room with the open door, then I’ll spot you in that meeting, okay?"

I watched him walk past. I couldn't imagine sitting in a beanbag chair in my choice of skirt, and so I stood there awkwardly as this blank California blonde mispronounced her way through a sutra. Miles slid through the door, literally, moved through it, and I lost sight of him. Or did until he stuck his hand back through the door to flip me off. At this point, I was sure he was trying to blow my mundane cover.

She didn't leave me waiting long, thank heavens, because I was considering a long discussion about trappings of spirituality and the commodification of tradition when the other door from the main room opened and I got my first look at Jacqueline.  

If the meditating blonde had big stock art energy, Jacqueline felt like one of those computer deep learning generated Not-People. She was pretty, with bright eyes and smooth skin and yet somehow it was wrong. Perfectly symmetrical but not like a human—like half an image duplicated and flipped on a computer. I couldn't even describe how, but the light behind her eyes was wrong. Like the computer that made her basically understood what shapes make up a human face, but didn’t know where the parts should be in relationship to one another. Her mouth moved strangely when she greeted me—her cheeks and chin never moved or stretched, her lips somehow contracted and retracted effortlessly with no effect whatsoever on the rest of the face. "Molly! I'm so glad you chose to join us today to share energy. Did Asia offer you any tea? Would you like some Fiji water? I've been getting this better brand that uses just a touch of Himalayan salt. Really good for the base chakra."

Miles stuck his head out from the open door. A computer room by the looks of it. "I'm impressed you haven't run screaming from the room yet, because I am seriously considering it." He paused, like he was going to say something else—staring at me. Then, he waved his arms wildly like one of those balloon cactuses at car dealerships, and just shouted, “HEEEEELP” with a smile on his face. I crushed my lips together and bit down to maintain composure. I nodded to diffuse attention. He strode over to me and stood behind me, like I might shift my weight back and lean on him. I did. It was nice—Miles makes a better pillow than wingman.

"Actually…Fine. Fine, er, I’m fine. Actually.” At some juncture or another, Miles will have to get a lesson in how to work a job with me. “Thank you for offering. My friend said you were, hmmmm fine to sit down and talk with me about your app?”

"Not only fine, delighted to share energy with another sensitive soul! We're drawn to each other, don't you think?" She reached down and "Asia" the stock art reached up. They touched hands a moment. It was weird. Then Jacqueline gestured for me to follow her back into her office.

"That's weird." Miles said out loud the things I could not. I followed her wordlessly.

"I do not belong in a room like this." Miles muttered, bookending the moments before and after we stepped into Jacqueline’s office with words only I heard. But, I agreed.

Jacqueline turned, at first I thought she heard Miles, and by the look of surprise, he thought so too. But it was just a coincidence. She was turning to face me. She leaned back on her desk and crossed her ankles and gestured grandly.

"Please. Let's talk. Have a seat. I am an open journal. I'm on a journey, walk with me a while."

A frame on her desk had most of those words written on it in cursive font on a pink and gold marble background. I briefly got lost in thought wondering whether she got her words from the picture, or if she put her words onto a picture—either would upset me. It was getting to me. This place. These people. Too much to weather the niceties.

"Wow. I’m just so impressed…" I lingered. I knew her kind, and she did not disappoint. Everything in her face suggested she was used to, and expected, flattery. She wasn’t going to get it. 

Like I’ve said, I’m not good with people. 

“—To see someone have so much confidence while being so unbelievably wrong.” I blurted out. A sacrifice to Truth, we’ll call it.

That swipe, that flail of truth, and only one corner of her mouth twitched to indicate I’d gotten to her. She wasn’t a pushover. “Confidence is what it’s all about. You should try it. Empowerment.” 

Her reflection was cool and calm. Like a vast blue ocean that a breathy-voiced woman would describe to you on a Mindfulness for Beginners CD—the free demo in one of Agatha’s women’s magazines in the 90s. The genre of new age that images the ocean as one big perfect woman metaphor without examining the gendered essentialism in those images. Femininity—narrowed down and turned from usefulness to hierarchy and conscription to a bigger, grander persona. Not we are women and together because we are the same, but I am woman, and you best do as I do or lose the title. It was a shield. Carefully developed, I think, either through her slavish obedience to self-help, or something more occult in nature. I couldn't be sure. 

I know a few people who shield their real feelings to some extent or another. Lana can… although I think that’s part of her hunter training for fighting off supernatural mind control. Sometimes kids from abusive homes learn something similar—not that Lana wasn’t abused. It simply wasn’t the case with Jacqueline. She was something else. Not invisible like Russell—all her thoughts and emotions I could sense simply manifested as… her. She was almost mythically self-centered. Nothing she thought or felt was not about her. If being a woman meant being like her, I was not a woman.

“That’s what you’re doing here? Empowerment?” Power comes from a source. I wondered about hers.

"What I'm doing here is connecting sensitive people, like you and me, to the problems we are uniquely cut out to solve. I am actualizing a scalable win-win." She smiled serenely at me. Serene not like a graveyard, but serene like an empty cul-de-sac. 

"You're sensitive."

"I am. I sense a great seriousness in you. A dedication to the task at hand. You're super driven, some might even call you ambitious?"

Miles smiled, and then, broke out laughing. "Oh shit."

I knew what this was. So I kept my expression relaxed and carefully guarded. "Interesting."

She moved around her desk to sit behind it, gesturing to me. "And I can tell you're in love, as well. Complicated. I'm sorry to sense so much conflict in your aura."

"Mmmhmm." I folded my hands in my lap to wait until she was done.

"What the fuck is she talking about?" Miles squinted at me and my lack of response, and then back at her with her vague one.

I nodded slowly for a moment and just when she was about to speak again, I said, “You have always felt you were meant for greatness. That there was always a wall, a… ceiling above you. But you grasped through every time. At some point, you briefly—just briefly—wondered if there was ever a limit, a point where you could not break through no matter how hard you tried. I’m here to say that, no, you can be whatever you want if you just believe.” I winked when I said the word believe. It felt like catharsis.

Miles fell on the floor, laughing. This is not a euphemism. He literally fell between Jacqueline and me, on the floor, rolling and hooting like a character in Hee Haw. Agatha was mean, sure, but meanest when she made me watch Hee Haw. 

I almost kicked Miles away. I didn’t—I guess I set him up for that by being cheeky.

Her placid expression fell and I nearly saw behind her mask in that one moment where she knew I could see right through her like the rest of the world sees through ghosts. Only briefly. "I read body language and expressions. That's a form of empathy. You're shielding." She pointed a finger at me. "Being that closed off, that's an insult to the air of openness and honesty I've developed here." She gestured to her office.

The office was so sterile. I mean, it at least had something like a reflection unlike a lot of the rest of the building. But it was clean, too clean to exist in that way naturally. Effort had been made to effect the spiritual reflection. I shifted in my seat, tugging the collar of my turtle neck lightly. "You're blocking. The surges of the ocean aren't how you feel. But, I respect your right to protect yourself however you must. I don't pry and I don't assume."

She squinted at me, processing what I said. It took a moment, but realization hit slowly. She sat back in her chair. "Ah. You're the real deal, huh?"

I let her answer her own question.

"Molly, eat her alive and let's just burn the office down already." He looked around. "I bet I can find three types of accelerant in the time it takes you to destroy her with your words or whatever." I spotted two, but didn’t say anything. Rituals sometimes need fire.

I didn't look at Miles, I kept my eyes on her. He shrugged and moved around the office to look at her laptop screen and anything else that was out in plain sight but still too awkward for me to come take a look at.

"You see spirits."

"I do."

"And you practice, what, some old dull homophobic Catholic thing to deal with them?"

Ugh. Again. The assumptions—the use of language meant to explain and… restore.. and protect used to put me off? Feminism’s trappings as a cudgel. Not so different from that same old homophobic church using messages of love and salvation as weapons. I rejected that a long time ago—or never really respected it in the first place—thanks to Sinclair. Similarly, it was important to reject this woman in the present.

I folded my arms. "I practice a branch of Spiritualism that came to San Jenaro in the 20s and blended with the cultural mysticism here."

"And yet, the city is overrun with hauntings and spiritual disturbances. There's no order. San Jenaro is dangerously unsafe for sensitives and insensitive alike. So clearly, you're not getting that much done, are you?" She gestured openly, then pressed a manicured fingernail into her chin as if pondering. “Not very girlboss of you, is it?”

I bristled, despite my best intentions to keep calm. "I do the good work. Thanklessly. I respect the balance between this world and the next."

She snorted. "Oh, sure, you've got the whole thing figured out, and your theory is the correct one, based on nothing but your feelings." She waved a hand dismissively. "Your good work is getting nothing done. You operate alone without the potential for growth. Give me a quarter, and I'll have this city's spiritual crisis under control."

"San Jenaro is not having a spiritual crisis. At least, not on the spirit side of things." I folded my hands together in my lap, steeling myself. My mind’s eye wandered to how her solution looked in her mind. I imagined an entire city-scape, its spiritual reflection the same sterile nothing as mirrored here in her office. I shivered, but perhaps not noticeably.

"That kind of small-minded, old-fashioned thinking is why you can't solve problems." She stood up again, gesturing to me.

"I can probably push her out a window if you want." Miles muttered. I nodded subtly, mouthed “okay,” and gave a thumbs-up cupped under my other hand. He winded up an arm like a football player in an old cartoon, then charged through her. 

I rolled my eyes. Either at Jacqueline, or at Miles. I still don’t know.

"I think we're talking about two different things. You see every haunting as a problem."

"How is it not? They slow down development. They cause workers to lose sleep or need expensive therapy. Every haunting out there is undercutting some business's bottom line. I guess you'd rather small businesses all over San Jenaro fold so, what, you can pretend to be the savior of the spirit world? San Jenaro's very own Ghost Christ?" She came at me with a thin smile and rabbit kicks with her words. They didn't hurt because I knew she was wrong, but the intent to harm was breaking through her calm ocean goddess energy. Behind it was all jagged glass and needles. And something else, something squirming. I couldn't place it.

"I don't put profit motivations before souls here or beyond the veil."

She snorted. "Ghosts had their shot at life. They failed. Why should they hang around making it dangerous for those of us who haven't given up yet?"

Anger boiled up inside of me, which is a feeling I do not care for. Images of wildings and curb stompings flickered across Miles’ glitching surface, which was how he was when he was really emotional.

It wasn’t pop feminism exactly. Her weapon was the misuse of the language. It was intentional to make me sound rotten or crazy by my own terms. A toxic femininity if you would.

I wouldn’t. I imagined the goddesses in actual antiquity. Their failings. Their personalities. They bad choices and their benevolence. They were not floating clouds of ‘vibes’ and ‘mood.’ They were spirits, creatures, with their own transformative powers even with their failings. They were like us. Or. We were like them.

Excuse the metaphor. Jacqueline built a factory. In that factory, other women were beholden to her manufactured femininity. Those who do not fit her sizes were not femininity. 

I rejected that. Femininity was the way I felt and the way I thought. It was something I was but what I was… was not the whole of it. It was the girthy phallus in my imp-inspired nightmare. It was energy so pure and powerful it felt wrong just trying to restrict it—like putting a muzzle on a dragon. So, to say the least, my, um, root chakra was heavy. I was one with the ground beneath me in that moment as my anger gave way to… Truth.

"They died, Jacqueline, not withdrew from their 401k early. We're all going to die someday. Having no empathy for the dead means that you cannot possibly do this work correctly."

"Are we?" She turned away from me, walking through Miles. "I have empathy for the dead. I think the living take priority. And honestly you'd have to be pretty mentally unstable to put the dead before the living. You have the sort of death-cult mentality I would expect from a right wing conservative."

She was still doing a cold read, but she was hitting her targets better because she wasn't striking randomly. She'd gotten a good enough read of me to know what buttons to push. The frustrating part was how effective it was.

Still, I hung on to my defiance.

"Did anyone ever tell you where they took your mother?" She turned away. Well, her head turned away—just her head—right the way around to look at me. Her face was all rot spilling out of the perfection, one eye melted down her cheek and under her skin—long, thin shapes, like veins or worms, twitched and moved.

I stood up all at once and pulled my purse to me. Strength fled from me and I considered the windows. Miles stood at a window, swinging his arms, as if to suggest he’d help toss me out. Like he completed my internal sentence.

She wasn't facing me. Her head was on the right way. If she said anything, Miles wasn't reacting to it. Instead, both of them were looking at me.

This was, as they’d say in the old days, a spook show. 

Anger rolled up, but I massaged it back down, seeking to be cock-sure. "I think we're of different minds on this. I'll leave you to your disruption." 

A smirk coiled at the edge of her mouth. She lifted her chin like she won.  

I gave her a moment to enjoy the win. I wasn’t here to win or lose. I was here for answers. I collected my purse and made like I was going to leave. Then I shook my finger in the air as if something else had occurred to me by chance. Of course, the beard I’d wear would be Columbo—not Schwarzenegger. "One more question, I'm curious about certain trade secrets you've gotten access to."  

She arched her brow. "Fine."

"Who writes your instructional guides? The advice you give to app users when they take a job?"

She tilted her head a little. "I'm sorry, I don't know what you're talking about."

"When someone takes a contract on the app, there's a description of the job and some advice on how to manage it. I'm curious where you're sourcing your, uh solutions from?"

Again, she gesticulated as if everything I was saying was foolishness. "Oh, I don't know. I don't have time for that sort of small work. I'm a big picture thinker. Maybe the programmers." She trailed off. "No, you know, I think Asia manages that? She like, medititates or something and the solutions come to her. It's in a database somewhere. Then the algorithm attaches the advice to the job based on some keywords. We're not stealing your secrets." She sneered at me. "The universe is giving them to us because we are actualizing our competencies. You should consider it and reconnect with the reality. Blood is thicker than spirit water or whatever."

"I'll still push her out a window." Miles wasn’t smiling anymore. His offer had some real gravity to it.

"I don't think it would help." I answered both of them. "I think you need to stop this whole thing and figure out a way to make money without exploiting the dead as well as the living. Profit isn't a god worth worshiping."

"Of course you're some kind of dirt bag So-Cal-ist. I am utterly unsurprised. Don't make trouble for me, Molly." The rest of the threat went unspoken.

As was my counter threat.

If she wanted war, she’d get it.

I was going to make trouble.

I left, Miles trailing behind me literally watching my back. As we passed through the front room, Asia was standing and staring at me like she was starving and I was made of meat. Or, you know, unethically-sourced quinoa faux-gras with a truffle compote. At least she didn't look like stock art anymore.

As we left the final door, Miles slapped my shoulder and let out a long sigh. I think maybe I did, too—I don’t know.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE













I stood outside of the office building shivering a little, but not from the cold. Miles put a hand on my upper arm, or reached to, but stopped himself. "You okay?" 

"I don't know. I need to get out of this area. I need to go somewhere real." 

He squinted, covered his eyes like the sun was in them, glitching in and out as he looked around. "Got it. I think I got a sense of an entrance to the underroads nearby, if you wanna."

Busstops and stopped buses would be few and far between this far outside of the city proper. Tech bros spoke blue but voted red and fought public transit. The underroads were dangerous—at least they existed.

He offered me his elbow, but I didn't take it so no one saw me walking around with my arm out in thin air. "You're still kinda glitchy."

"Yeah, this place sucks." He tilted his head in a direction and started—this boots making more noise than they should have as he walked. I imagined how much noise he'd make if he was embodied.

"Why were you looking into WeHelp? Was it a coincidence?"

"I like this. This take-charge thing. You're taking less bullshit. Honestly, it's awesome." He grinned at me. "So in the spirit of that, yeah. We have some feelers out for spots where the enemies' energies pop off. We've seen a spike or two here. But no current presence. I don't know. It's like..."

"...something breaking through only for a moment? A brief glimpse of something horrible only to be gone in the blink of an eye?"

"Uh." He rubbed the back of his neck, then shrugged. "I mean I guess. Molly, what are you talking about?"

"I had a brief flash. Just a moment where she said something terrible she couldn't have known and her face did a full on jump-scare from a Blumhouse movie."

He squinted at me. "That's why you jumped out of your chair."

"It was. It wasn't her, exactly. But something maybe inside of her? Something that let the mask slip for a moment."

"Possession?"

"I don't think it's that simple."

"Molly, possessions aren't simple."

He wasn’t wrong, but I was more worried about how much my shoes hurt.

He stepped between two buildings sort of all at once, vanishing. His hand came out of the shadow between them. I took it. He pulled me through to the underroad, gripping my hand tightly. Here, in the paths through the veil, I was free to cling to his arm. He pulled me into him.

"You travel this way a lot?" His voice was everywhere, his warmth enveloping, though I still saw him and felt him as palpable, the underroads still confused my human senses.

"More than I should, less than I want to. It's dangerous."

"Yeah, it can be. But you manage anyway. If you don't think that woman is possessed, what do you think is the issue?"

"I have to think about it but," I stopped, even as he trailed a little ahead of me. "There are a lot of Hounds in the area."

They didn't howl or snarl, and I could barely see them. The liminal space was thin and dry thanks to the deadness of the area—a desolate reflection of roads and parking lots, without even the towers reflected. But I could see their eyes, glowing, watching Miles and me. I could guess at their horrific shapes, all bent bones and jutting angles that could not exist in the world I'm from. All salivating with oil-slick hunger for destruction.

"Shit." Miles said, pulling me in close to him. In his left hand, I saw the bat he carried around earlier, only now it had a light glow to it. A magical baseball bat. Why not?

"They won't come on the road. Or at least, I've never heard of that. Still. We need to go."

We hurried along the path. The Hounds watched, but never left the distance. They didn't move closer, but the unblinking glow of their eyes ate away at my reserve of confidence and it was all I could do not to tremble until we got far enough away that I couldn't see them anymore.

"Hey, hey." Once we were nice and clear, Miles pulled me in and gave me an affectionate hug. Hands way above the waist. "You're alright.”

I breathed out hard, letting the pent-up stress slip away. I pictured it, making it exist in the liminal. In my mind’s eye I made it roll away and down from me into the soil where it could be remade into some more useful energy. Magic is recycling. Recycled stress and anger and hope and love and frustration and all of that stuff that humans think they've cornered the market on. "I'm sorry. It's been a long, weird day."

"No, I get it." He squeezed again and kissed me on the forehead. "I like this badass Molly. But I'm okay that she still gets soft once the coast is clear. Balance."

I smiled and shrugged. "I don't know. Only if it's safe, I guess."

"You're safe. I'm here." He said it softly, and we were standing so close. I was looking right in his eyes again.

I licked my lower lip, as if anticipating. This was a bodily response, mind you, not forethought from me.

“I ever tell you where I got this scar?” Miles tilted his head to the side, a coy grin spreading across his face.

“Scar? Miles? What scar?”

He blinked. “Er. Bat. Sorry. The bat. Did I tell you the story? I got it confused with Scarface for a second.” Thankfully, no moments of Al Pacino with an assault rifle played across his skin.

“You didn’t.” I smiled back, but if it looked coy or just silly and sloppy, I had no way to be sure. “Tell me about the bat.”

“Yeah? It’s a long story. You have the time?” He reached up and pushed a frizzy strand of hair off of my face.

“I sincerely doubt you would let a story be dull enough for anyone to notice its length.” How my hand kept finding his was beyond me. Just a brush across the back of his misshapen, battered knuckles. Could I memorize the bumps and breaks there? The arches of bone and valleys of skin? 

Did I have any choice but to?

He flickered his glance away from me at the compliment and his smile weakened, or maybe grew more sincere. I was guessing, as always. I know people’s expressions have patterns. That’s how normal people read each other’s moods and thoughts. I’d just grown up with such a mismatch between the smiles and the feelings behind them. People lie with smiles all the time. Not Miles. I mean. I hoped not Miles.

“So you're going to tell me about it, or am I going to have to make something up?” He laughed as I teased.

“Yeah, yeah. Although I bet your version would be funnier. Nah, I went back to where this guy was buried.” He gestured up and down at his body. Miles wasn’t the ghost of some dead punk. He was the creation of a spell inspired by a picture of a dead punk. He had no life before he came into existence, just a series of implanted memories and assumptions given to him by his creator. Or rather, that was what he was when we met. He’d lived by now. Or, he’d existed on his own, made choices, fought the good fight and had experiences to draw on. But still, the body of him, his face, his look, was largely from a photograph of a dead punk.

Where my fingers brushed his knuckle, I slid my hand further to grip his, giving a supportive squeeze. At that, he reflexively twisted his wrist so we were hand-in-hand.

“It took a little digging, following the article the picture came from. They called the place the Disco Inferno.” He laughed as I grimaced.

“Tasteless.”

“They didn’t know it was going to burn down.” He chuckled.

“Okay, sure, but I thought it was a punk venue.”

I set him up, maybe a little, giving him room to breathe out the things he’d learned. His real actual experiences and thoughts. The real him, the self made man. “I mean, yeah, but back in the SoCal punk scene way back when, they loved using shit from other genres.”

“Defamiliarization.” Probably not the time nor place to explain post-modern philosophical movements from France.

He wasn’t following.

“No, nothing.” I squeezed his hand. “Go on. So you found the club where the guy died.” We didn’t say his name, as if we’d mutually agreed on an unspoken rule. I didn’t know the guy, but I felt like he’d like it if he knew a bunch of people called him The Guy.

“I did. They’ve actually called a few places “Disco Inferno” since that fire, but the actual location was Palo Verde.”

“Cities shift and change so much.”

“They do.” We naturally drifted, together, to sit on a bench faced into each other. If we were in the real world or the liminal, I wasn’t even aware. It was just this bench we were sitting on, and him, and me.

“But I did find the location, and from that and making some friends in the area, found out where he was buried. The scene and some locals got the money together to get him a real plot. I guess he’s kind of a local legend, like very local.”

“He was a hero.” He died at a show, or moments after, having kicked down an accidentally locked exit door so a bunch of people could escape. He took in too much smoke in the process. His lungs gave out. That was the story as I knew it. The story of The Guy who was Miles before Miles existed. The punks in Palo Verde have a very specific cartoon of him they feature in graffiti all over the strip. Just that jacket, that bat, that face.

“Yeah.” Miles glanced off into the middle distance. “Anyway.” He started again after a moment of contemplative quiet. “He has this baseball bat, everyone knew him for it, I guess. Sometimes they say he used it to get that door open, but who can say, right? The bat survived the fire. Or, a bat survived the fire and people just decided it was his, right? So after the state funeral, a bunch of the kids from the scene went to his grave with the bat. They got some industrial strength epoxy and melded that thing right to the headstone.”

I watched him as he spoke. When he was projecting, when his thoughts and ideas drifted across his skin like a movie screen, it was often pop culture references, or images from movies he knew. LIke a music video of cut up film reels and random images, but the music was his heart and I couldn’t hear it.

Now, as he brought the memory to mind, I saw parts of the moments play across him. I saw his expression at the moment superimposed by the expression he might have had back at the grave site, like a double exposure photo of him at both times.

“You went to visit the grave, and saw the bat there?” I prompted, nudging him to get him to go on. 

“I, uh, yeah. I don’t know what I was expecting when I got there. A vision to guide me? Forgiveness for basically stealing The Guy’s whole thing. I don’t know.” 

“You didn’t steal anything.” 

He breathed out hard, a little more slumped in posture than usual. “No, I know. But still. I thought, after all that looking I’d find something important.” 

I thought about my own graveside visits. Or the number of people I’d accompanied to theirs. The number of times I held the hand of a ghost or a human and walked them to a grave to face the truth. It rarely ended in epiphany. It rarely ended in some sweet and perfect closure. But often, it ended with some kind of relief, or some kind of change in the person at the graveside. We all die when faced with a grave of significance to us. Just a little death every time.

“But you did, didn’t you?”

He shrugged, leaning against the backrest of the bench. We’d first met sitting on a bench. I think I was crying. A little on the nose, I’ll grant you.

I reached up and brushed his mohawk away from his eyes, brushing my fingertips across his brow, his crown. “This is the part where you tie the story you’re telling me to the one you promised to tell me.”

He looked up at me, we were in each other’s eyes again. He didn’t hold the look long, glancing back into nothing. “I tried the bat. You know. Like one of those sword-in-the-stone things. I don’t even know why. But I grabbed the bat handle and pulled. The physical bat stayed there. I guess I’m not the king of the SoCal punks, huh?”

I laughed. “But you did pick up the spiritual reflection?” 

He nodded, like it troubled him. The moment, in his memory, of him lifting up the glowing golden bat played across his skin over and then reversed in a cycle a few times. “Maybe I shouldn’t have. It isn’t mine.”

“Do you know why you remember it as glowing golden white?”

He shrugged. “Just some ghost stuff, I guess?”

“No. It was filled with old magic. Enough people put enough thought into the bat that it came to exist separately as an imbued thought-form.”

His brow knit and he looked back at me. “I’m a thought form. That’s what you and Henri called me.”

“It’s a classification, not a definition.” He looked at me blankly. My clever pedantry was not as soothing as I’d hoped. It was my turn to sigh and take his hand up in both of mine. “The magic that made that bat accessible to you is, yes, the same energy that made you. Which is basically like saying I’m made of meat and so am the same thing as a slug. You get the difference between me and a slug?” 

“Slugs are alive, Molly. They’re real.”

“So is your bat. You can touch it. I assume you’ve used it in er, violent altercations?”

A few moments that I couldn’t really process flickered across his shirt. The bat swinging. Something fluid and awful popping and exploding outward with goop. Him, covered in goop but looking satisfied. “Yeah, I mean I guess.”

“The bat exists because many people wanted it to. You exist because you choose to.”

“That doesn’t give me the right.” His eyes searched. Me, the ground, the middle distance. Like he was lost.

“The old magic gave you the right. How many people, over the years, tried to pick that bat up?”

He shrugged. “Lots. But I don’t have the physical bat.” 

“No, but it’s magic Miles. If any of them was meant to have it, they would have picked up the magical version made manifest. It was meant for you.”

He pressed his lips and looked at me. “You can’t be sure of that.”

“You can’t be sure I’m wrong.” I grinned at him as big as I could, trying for the toothful grin he gave me on occasion. He laughed too hard at that for me to assume I nailed it.

“Yeah, okay, fine. Sure. Maybe I am the king.”

“I wasn’t going to go that far but, who knows? You live that life long enough, you’ll be the weird spirit god-king of punk, locally. Stranger things have happened.”

He considered that, then laughed, reaching up to weave his fingers into my hair and cup the back of my head. Then, swiftly, he stood with me, spun me, and left me hanging in his arms looking up at him as he looked down at me. “Hail to the...”

"Miles, man, where you at?"

Bro-tus interruptus.

The bench that we found ourselves on was right smack in the middle of my cemetery, and I guess I hadn't paid attention to the journey’s end. Louis, one of Miles’ nazi-hunter friends, tromped up along a footpath between headstones.

Miles helped me stand up, the both of us stiff beside each other like we’d been caught doing something. I rolled my eyes as I realized it, as did he, but not at me. "Yeah, man. I'm right here. You better be on fire or something." He looked over his shoulder and Louis held his hands up defensively.

"Shit man, no harm meant. We were waiting for intel. I didn't think you'd bring the spiritualist back with you." He smiled at me and gave something like a bow. "Hey ma'am. You uh, got a whole look going, huh?"

"Yes. And I hate it. It stinks like corporatism and Silicon Valley bullshit. I'm going to need to shower for hours to get the smell out."

"Well if you need any help–"

"Louis!" Miles turned from me like he was going to march over and swing at his comrade.

"Hey, hey, kidding! I wasn't going to offer my services anyway!"

"Oh good, machismo adds to the aroma." I huffed, folding my arms. "I'm sure you have the intel to debrief. I'll talk to you later."

"Sorry. I wasn't sure if you were still tender from all that," he deflated.

I did too. "It's fine. Louis, nice to see you. Go on. Catch up. I'll change and come see you all later, alright?"

He gave me a weak smile. Louis looked between the two of us and opted to back away slowly rather than open his mouth again and make anything worse.

"Soon, yeah?"

"Soon."

I made my way home, my phone buzzing as I exited the cemetery.

Molly? We gotta talk. This is big. - r













CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










I STOPPED AT the cemetery gate and closed my eyes, then answered Russell.

where are you? what danger?

He dropped me a pin for the address. Palo Verde. I roughly knew the place. At least the area. Old homes. Very haunted. Built on the bones of the native people who fought to retain their land. That kind of thing.

Poltergeist.




I mean, that's a very specific term in the study of ghosts, but I couldn't be sure he knew what the experts meant when he said poltergeist. The movies—cursed as they were— gave the word to the public and a lot of people used it without knowing what they were dealing with.

can you leave?

No. Everything's locked. Need help.

Shit.

Now.

OMW




 I ducked back into the cemetery and hurried behind graves and around a mausoleum and through the rich people's graves, taking a left at one of the city's founders, leaving my cemetery and coming out of a posh one in Palo Verde near many of the hauntings. The difference was stark, going from the old and worn-down modest headstones I knew well to striking, elegant mausoleums and statues in memoriam. Stone headstones in my cemetery gave way to marble and polished brass in the cemetery of Palo Verde.

The wealthy built up the dead in grand gestures, meant to control the future by making their memories unforgettable. Ironically, what they tend to realize is that those grand displays of wealth and power tend to get remembered without the names attached. I mean, how many more people know the pyramids than know the names of the pharaohs for whom they were built. 

Still, both were beautiful. The overgrown age of my cemetery, the shining perfection of the other. I did not have time to get lost in those thoughts, however. I was thinking about Russell.

"Molly?" I glanced behind me as I hurried onto the street and toward the address in my phone. Miles saw me rush by, I guess. "You okay?"

"Yeah. I uh. WeHelp has all sorts of people out trying to solve spirit problems."

"Someone was in trouble so you went running." He picked up his pace enough to fall in step with me.

I didn't argue with him. "The situation is more complicated than you think, but basically."

"Not just some person?" He pushed his hair back with both hands and jogged easily beside me.

I bit my lower lip, considering. "Not just any person."

He didn't say anything. We turned a corner and I saw the address for the haunting. "Oh. Ohhh." He slowed a little. "You want me to take off?"

"I want to make sure no one gets hurt. My priority is safety for everyone. I always want your help."

"Always?" He grimaced, like the question slipped out ahead of him. "Not the time, sorry."

I hurried along the walk to the front door, which was already cracked open—not surprising. Haunts, by their nature, tend to let people in. More victims. Poltergeists, if this was one, fed on fear, and more humans usually meant more fear for them. I went in, hearing Miles a few steps behind me.

"Huh." He said.

I looked around and saw, well, nothing. No blood. No gore. No horrific faces lurking in the shadows. No rattling chains or inhuman moaning. Another haunting that simply didn't feel like a haunting. At all. This was just some empty house in a nice neighborhood. A lot of these existed in Palo Verde. Homes bought and held empty by investors to keep the overall prices of the housing in the area inflated. Artificial scarcity. Artificifical taste in the carefully planned furnishings left in the house for showings that would never come. Artificial like the silk flowers that matched no color in nature sitting in glass vases. Everything was glass and white travertine and emptiness.

I did note that the room smelt of freshly burnt herbs. A charcoal and spicy scent I always enjoyed.

"I don't see any signs of a poltergeist." Miles said, walking the perimeter of the room.

"Me either. Maybe I have the wrong address." I checked my phone again.

"Oh Holy Shit. Molly? You got here fast." Russell came in from a door I assumed went to a kitchen. He was fine. Not terrified. Not beaten and battered by psychokinetic violence. Fine. "Who were you talking to?"

I blinked a few times trying to process. "Where's the haunting, Russell?"

"Russell." Miles muttered to himself, walking over to size him up. He stood beside Russell and waved up and down, like a game show model appraising a prize for the audience. “This?” He mouthed. I didn’t know why he didn’t just say it.

"Oh. I handled it. S'all good. I mean, I got everything under control."

"You have it under control, but you messaged me like you were being murdered by angry ghosts because...?"

He shrugged, trying to give me big soft eyes and a small smile. "You're always dropping things with us to go run off and help anyone. I guess I wanted to know if you'd do the same thing for me."

Miles looked at me, both brows up. He cracked his knuckles, his eyes begging for permission.

This was a lot harder to manage with an invisible audience. I closed my eyes and tried to find the cool calm of the Well. "I was scared you were in real trouble, Russell."

"Hey. Look." He walked toward me, stepping through Miles and tried to cup my upper arm. I twisted to pull away from the grab, and he held his hand up defensively. "I feel you. I scared you. I'm sorry. I just wanted to feel more secure with you. With us. I didn't want to be jealous. I would have called you either way to help me make sure I sealed the deal here." He lowered his head a little, hunched a little, to look small? Apologetic?

Miles snorted. "You want me to toss him out a first or second floor window? I'm voting second. Roof?” 

"I don't have as much experience with all this as you do, Molly." 

I rolled my eyes and looked away from him. "Russell, this was extremely not okay."

"I get it. But," he moved to be standing in my eye line again. "It means a lot to me that you came. I guess I mean a lot to you, huh?" He reached up to touch my chin.

"Of for fuck sake." Miles reached to grab his hand away, to start a fist fight maybe. But, non corporeal, so his hand passed through Russell and then me. I shivered. Russell didn't.

I spared a glance to Miles, frowning, and in doing so pulled my chin from Russell.

"Tell me you're not too mad at me, Molly. I'm dying here." Russell took a step back, hands up, almost pouting.

"Oh, this is killing me. Knee him in the balls and let's go."

"Stop."

I was talking to both of them, and they did both stop. Miles slumped his shoulders and stuck his hands in his pockets. Russell straightened up and dropped his hands to his sides.

"One thing at a time. Was there a haunting here? Did you find a listing on the app?"

"Huh? Yeah. The haunting was some wispy whining thing. Whatever the thing was, it didn't put up any resistance at all."

"Uh. Okay. A spirit didn't put up any fight. What exactly did you do to solve the problem?"

"I don't know, what you do? I exorcized it or whatever."

"He what?!" Miles stiffened but didn't go at him, possibly waiting for a cue from me.

"No. Russell. Not good enough. Did you follow any directions from the app? What exactly did you do?"

"Yeah. It had a prayer and said to burn some herbs. But I like, talked to it first. Tell the ghost everything is okay and that it should like, follow the light or whatever." He shrugged.

"The living only say that because they don't know what's on the other side of that light." Miles pulled his hands from his pockets to cross his arms and stare daggers at Russell. Across his face, his chest, brief flashes of light and images I couldn’t not process. Pain. Pain and fear.

I nodded faintly, but as much to what I was thinking as what Miles had said. "So you talked to it, burnt some herbs, and said a prayer?"

 "Basically, yeah."

"No salt. No Latin or Enochian. No purified and blessed water. You didn't spend six hours of struggling against the spirit?"

"Uh. No. I told you, everything went quick."

I rubbed my forehead. "First, that wasn't an exorcism. Second, is talking to ghosts all you think I do?"

He shrugged. "I mean, I guess it must be a little more than that. But I'm not even sure what you're so worked up about. The problem is handled. I think you're still mad at me and being a little irrational?"

"I'm going to feed him his own testicles." Miles spat out through his teeth.

I shot Miles a look, which probably didn't make as much sense to Russell who didn't know he was there. "I'm not angry. I'm trying to work out what's going on here, and if further efforts are required." Well, fine, I was a little angry. And getting angrier.

"So you forgive me? Please? Say you forgive me?"

"He's fucking with you, Molly." Miles brooded. Some people get Better Angels of their nature. I get Bitter Angels.

"I forgive you. Now. No more games. Is that all you did?"

"Yes. Jesus, Molly. I handled it. Why don't we go somewhere? Grab something to eat?" He moved into my space again, catching my elbow, like I would turn and go with him because he wanted me to.

The front door slammed shut.

"Shit." Miles manifested his baseball bat and looked around, moving to put his back to me.

"Did the app call this a poltergeist?"

"Yeah, but I handled it. This doesn't make any–"

The air buzzed and suddenly felt too heavy to breathe. Russell let go of my arm and grabbed his ears. I grimaced but fought off the spike of fear. Not mine. Fear came from Russell. The man I couldn't read, was suddenly flickering with ice cold fear. I didn't have time to figure out the why and how.

"We have to get him out of here. He'll panic and feed them." I shouted to Miles. He sprinted toward the door and gave it a try. It simply didn't give. "Try the windows!"

"Who are you talking to?" Russell shouted at me, hunched, hands still over his ears.

"A friend. You have to go. I can't deal with this thing while it feeds off of you."

"Feeds off of me?"

"Fear. If we're dealing with a poltergeist, it gets stronger the more afraid you are. Like in the hospital."

"Then I guess I'd better not feed it." He sneered, but I wasn't sure at whom. The room quieted a little. The presence within was, maybe, confused.

When I looked back to Russell, he was still a little hunched, but something was off. His features were vague. I could only see him as I might see his reflection in water. I knew he was physically there, but not only could I not read him, I couldn't totally make him out.

"Your boyfriend vanished." Miles reported, coming back to where the two of us were, eyeing Russell, but I think, not sensing him.

"You can block yourself from spirits all together?" I thought. "And this is a liminal space, so I'm only seeing you through the veil. You can turn it on and off?"

"Yeah. Well. We've all got something special about us, huh?" His voice came to me as if through a far away radio turned to a station that wasn't quite coming in. We were a veil apart.

"How long can you keep it up?"

"Not sure. Never tested it.” That didn’t ring true, somehow, in my body, it simply felt weird. “Especially not under the stress of you being so angry at me!" Ah, there, he answered my doubts.

And hurt me, as intended, I was sure.

"Or he could drop it and feed the spirit he tried to exorcize." Miles, once again, spoke my inner feelings aloud. Aloud to me, anyway.

"Not now," I muttered to Miles under my breath. "We've got work to do." I said at full voice. "Russell, I need you to stay with the door. If it opens, shout to me. That way we can escape out in a hurry if this goes poorly."

"Sure." He headed for the door, but without the urgency I would have hoped for.

Miles tossed his hand in the air. "Are you kidding? Is he going to leave you to do this on your own?"

I glanced at Miles and pressed my lips. "I do this work on my own. Nothing new." The heaviness in the air now seemed more directional. That and my instincts told me to head to the kitchen and have a look there.

"You shouldn't have to be. You have friends. You have help." Miles stomped after me, driving his hands into the pockets of his jeans, body hunched, head hung.

"How's the war effort? You figure another year? Six months? Next week? When do you vanish again?" Truth stirred in her Well in my gut.

He sneered. "This is stupid. It isn't about me."

"Right. I am surrounded by friends who do what they do. Happily. They're all building families. They're all living nice, happy, normal lives."

"Is that what you want? For real? Normal?" He gestured behind him, “because even if you do, is that what this is?”

I didn't answer him, instead I scanned the floor, checked under tables and counters. I opened old empty cabinets. One of them, a door fell right off the hinge when I touched it.

"Molly..."

"Miles, this is a haunting. I know the two of you want me to make huge decisions when I'm trying to do my fu–my job. But maybe we can select a situation where I am under less pressure."

Knives. A lot of them. Tumbled first out of an open drawer I'd already checked, then stood up straight and went flying into the opposite wall.

The wall behind me.

I wasn't there, luckily, because Miles grabbed me and yanked me out of the way. But if I had, a lot fewer of those knives would have made it into the wall.

"Sorry." He whispered, letting me go. "What are we looking for?"

"Markings. I'm aware of the area. This kind of haunting is weird. I think this was manufactured."

"That's a thing?"

"Yep. If you wanna phase through some stuff a little. Look for black circles or markings like you'd see on a cute dress in Hot Topic."

"I do not follow."

I chuckled, despite myself. "Fair. Sorry. Should look like witchy stuff. Magic seals or sigils. It should–"

Miles stuck his head into a cabinet near where the knives appeared. "Oh. I bet I found it."

The cabinets started rattling. Shaking. Like a very localized earthquake. Or like the spirit in question was trying to pull them off the wall. I hoped the cabinets were installed by union labor, not amateur.

"Yeah, there's a couple of circles and weird markings here in the back of the cabinet. What do we do?"

"Well. Either I try to smear the markings and end it, or you see if you can put a knife in it. I'm pretty sure if I go near the markings, the spirit is going to bring the cabinets down on me."

"Knife?"

I gestured to the wall. "Knives."

"Oh shit, yeah." He didn't hit his head on the cabinet as he straightened up. Across his back, his shirt, his neck, I saw images of knives, knives cutting and getting stabbed into walls. He was concentrating, and it manifested visually across his skin.

"Can you interact with them?"

"I'll have to. I doubt you'll call your hero in here to take care of things." He looked at me, pointedly, and yanked a knife that'd been stuck nearly to the hilt into the drywall. For a moment, he dropped his eyes, his expression fell and he rubbed his face. A ripple went through him, like water settling down to normal after being interrupted by a drop of oil. He looked back up, cracked his neck, ready.

"You're strong." I blurted out and then felt my cheeks warm. Whatever had settled on him, be it his own emotions or some influence from outside, he pushed them all away while building up the energy to interact directly with a physical object.

"That's me, baby." He waggled the knife at me and then crouched to reach inside of the cabinet with his more physical presence.

As he did that, hands, a few dozen of them, grabbed me from a shadow on the other end of the kitchen. They hoisted me up, pushed and squeezed, trying to crush me. I tried not to scream, but I was caught off guard.

"Molly!" That time he did conk his head on the cabinet, as he had to physically interact with it.

"Knife the wa–" Fingers fish hooked into my mouth and cut me off. I tried to bite, but they were too far back in my mouth. The strain on my Carver brand "office clothes" was also clear. Believe me, when ghosts are rending your clothes, it is considerably less titillating than when on a screen.

"Right. Hold on a second." He ducked back into the cabinet and grunted as he pushed the knife into the wall. Driving one physical thing into another was exhausting, and the strain in his voice was clear.

"Molly?" Miles stuck his head out from the cabinet and narrowed his eyes at the being that still had a good grasp on me. "Oh that is fucking it." His bat appeared again, but this time had a strong glow to it. Light, but not any specific color. An energy I was familiar with having been outside of the physical world.

I tried to warn him not to hit the thing—he'd hit me—but with half a hand in my mouth, that wasn't happening. He didn't run at the thing, but glitched to be within batting range and nailed the entity with full force. I felt the percussion of the bat as it connected with the spirit. The spirit buckled with the blow, but the bat passed through me and left only warmth behind. He swung the bat again from the other side. It passed through me again, but connected with the spirit. I heard sounds like gasoline hissing and burning.

"You wanna back off, fucker, because I sure as fuck will end you right here and now." He hefted the bat ready to swing again.

All at once the hands released me and I hit the ground. That sucked. But sucked less than being groped to death by the dead. My blouse was ruined, and not just the ripping and tearing alone. There were oily, sticky smudges all over me and my clothes.

"Not a poltergeist." I coughed out.

"Nope." Miles took another swing. The thing? The spirit? The being was a mass of hands extending from long boneless limbs that slapped and flailed as they moved. Each of a dozen grabbing limbs came from a center mass made of more limbs and digits. Slick and wet and goopy with oil, undulating, and twisting over. Oh. It was ugly. It shrieked. It hated. It oozed hate.

Well, at least, it did up to the point when Miles stopped wailing on it and it melted down into an awful puddle of sick. He stepped back, panting, sprayed with the being’s fluids.

"I've never seen that type before." I breathed out.

"No. It was from the deep far side. Sure as shit didn't find a way here on its own. How the fuck does anyone on this side even know how to summon one?" He squatted down next to the puddle. "Shouldn't be possible."

"Unless an expert from the other side was feeding someone information." I got to my feet and pulled open the cabinet that hid the sigil. I squatted down to take a few pictures. Unfortunately, it meant less than nothing to me, like absolute nonsense.

"You seen this symbol before?" Miles asked, coming to join me.

"No. Unless you smeared it when you stabbed it somehow. But I'm sure you didn't. This looks like nonsense to me."

"All your sigils look like nonsense to everyone who doesn't understand them."

"True. I'll try to print physical copies of these pictures so you can share them with your people. This was of the Void."

He tossed a hand into the air. "Of course. I need to talk to them, sure. But let me take you home first."

I glanced his way, smiled a little, then got to my feet. The house remained still all the way through the living room.

Russell was waiting outside, leaning on the wall. "Molly?" He perked up immediately, looking up from his phone and stuffing it into his pocket like he hadn't been using it the whole time. "Jesus, are you okay? What happened?"

I looked at him and held my breath trying to decide how Truthful I was going to be. "I... have to go."

"Let me give you a ride home, at least." He reached for my arm. I pulled away.

"No, no thank you. I don't want to be touched right now. That was kind of rough."

He held his hand up. "Oh, yeah sure. But I can give you a ride. You're a long way from home."

"I guess I am. It's okay."

Miles snorted.

"Anyway, I'm basically okay. Or I will be after a shower. I'm going to go. But, before I do, Russell?"

"Yeah, what?" I couldn't read his tone, his expression, but at least I could see him clearly.

"Did the app instruct you, I mean, in the job listing, did it instruct to you draw anything? Anything that looked like a magic circle or weird witchy stuff?"

He looked away, maybe in thought. "No. Nothing like that. Did you want to read the ad?"

I held a hand out to see the phone, but he didn’t even seem to consider handing it to me.

"Oh, weird."

Miles and I exchanged a look, which might have looked odd. "What's weird?"

"Listing is gone. Not in my queue. Nothing. Shit. I am going to be on hold with IT all fucking day, I know it." He muttered, not actually giving me more than a glimpse of his blank app screen.

"Third floor. Fourth? I can find a fourth floor somewhere to toss him out of."

I shook my head. "Okay. I'm going home now." I said to no one in particular and started back to the cemetery I came from. No one tried to stop me.













CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










ABSOLUTELY NO ONE interrupted me on the trip home and then up to my room. No further drama. Nothing. I made it all the way through a shower without ANYTHING getting more complicated. I got dressed again, tossing my day's clothes in the trash instead of my hamper without a single emergency message or email.

It was heaven.

Not that I wasn't disturbing myself, mind you. Russell had three or four arguments with me in my head, and then Miles started one with me while I got dressed. None of this was real, mind you.

“I will not live unless you forgive me, Molly! Forgive me, Molly! I know I’ll do something even worse tomorrow, but forgive me!”

“Oh hey Molly did you know the guy who is crushing on you is a jerk? I could beat him up for you.”

Truth hadn't risen from Her Well or anything. I was being stupid and surly. I sat down on my bed for a while without turning on music or a podcast or other human performed sounds. My roommate, in her room, tapped at my wall.

"I'm around. You okay?"

Two knocks. I think we established that it was 'okay' or 'yes' most of the time.

"Good to hear." She tapped at the wall again.

"Do you need something?"

Two knocks.

"Do you want to put a note under your door?"

Two knocks.

I got up from my bed and stepped into the hallway. A little slip of bright pink paper came out from under her door. It was a slip of paper with a little yellow heart on it in colored pencil.

I looked at it a while, but it was a self-contained message—nothing further I could divine from the little pink scrap of paper with a yellow colored pencil heart on it. Nothing complicated.

"I love you too. I'm glad you're here, as long as you want to be."

Two knocks.

I leaned on her door a while, wishing I could understand more. Help more. But she was the way she was. Things are what they are.

"Molly?"

Miles' question caught me off guard and I jumped slightly.

"Sorry. I tried knocking but you weren't near your window, I guess. Hate to walk in on you without warning."

I wiped at my face and tucked the note into a pocket in my skirt. "It's okay. I get it. Not like you can call me or anything."

"Yeah. Look. I'm sorry this is weird." He stuck his hands in his pockets. "Are you okay? That thing didn't hurt you bad, did it? Everything happened so fast."

"Miles, I'm fine." I looked at my roommate's door, and left it to go back into my room. But I left the door open behind me.

He trailed me, but hesitated in the doorway, leaning on it. He was tall and lean, built like a long strong cat, he could take up space when he wanted to. Like then. The doorway took on a new purpose, to frame his shape. Like a painting some horny old renaissance painter would do of his young lover but pretend it was Saint Sebastian or something. "I was a shit back at the house. I should have backed off when you mentioned it was a whole thing with your–with that guy. I know I made it harder on you."

I sat on my bed, folded my feet under me, and looked up at him. "If you left, that tussle with the entity would have been a lot worse and a lot more dangerous."

"Sure, but I could have just shut up and helped."

"Probably. But you made it easier. So. Look, your instinct was correct." I gestured to him.

"Yeah but…" he glanced to the side, noted my desk chair, and pulled it over to the foot of my bed. He sat down on it, backward, to lean on the back and put his chin on his hands. "That doesn't excuse adding to your stress because I'm kinda jealous."

I gave him a little smile. "I get it. It's okay. You're funny even when you're annoying."

He smiled back. "I am, aren't I?"

We fell quiet looking at each other. It was easy to do. He had a stillness to him. When strong feelings overcame him, he could still communicate, but it wasn't so overwhelming as with other people. When, like now, soft thoughts of the quiet fields projected across his skin, I wasn't swept away. I didn't know what all those wildflowers meant to him, I wanted to ask, but it didn't feel right. I knew at least it meant something without it consuming me in his feelings.

 "Molly, why...?" He stopped himself and looked away. The fields faded from his skin.

"Why what?"

"He's not good enough for you." He said, all at once, flat.

"You don't know that." I pulled a pillow in front of myself to hug it to my chest. "He's, he's sort of thoughtful. He doesn't overwhelm me. He's pursuing me. Do you know how long it's been?"

He grunted, sitting up enough to lift his chin and gesture in an open way with his hands. "What part of that doesn't apply to me, though? You want me to guilt trip you and try and fail to mess with your head? Is that like, a thing for you?" Light anger, little sparks of fire rippled across his skin, his shirt, his jeans.

"Alright. I get that's what that looked like from the outside. And that it looked awful from where you were standing."

He snorted. "And how did it look from the inside, Molly? Where you were standing?"

I squeezed my pillow. "People are imperfect. He was right. I have blown him off a few times to do the work. Which must hurt when you don't understand how important it is."

"I understand how important it is."

"Right. I know. Miles, doing this point by point comparison isn't going to help anything."

"Why not? What's the edge he's got that I'm not seeing?" He kept his voice soft, but I could hear a tugging to get louder. The sparks sputtered across him faster.

"Miles..."

"No. Molly. Look, we don't play a lot of games. I know I wasn't always honest with you—" I cut him off.

"But that wasn't your fault. Mind controlled lying doesn't count."

"Okay, fine. Thanks. So I'm not going to mess around with you, and I'm asking you to be honest with me. Don't protect my feelings here. What's the deal? Because even if it wasn't with me, you could do a lot better than that jerk."

"I,” a false start, so I had to try again. “I can't read his feelings. It's nice and quiet."

"Right. But you can't read me. either. It's got to be more than that, Molly. Come on. The truth?"

She Came up from Her Well when summoned, I guess, and I blurted. "It feels normal."

"What, what do you mean?"

"He's," I breathed out, "he's basically a normal guy, almost. When we're out together I don't have to pretend I'm talking on a phone. I could hold his hand in public if he wanted to. I could, I don't know. I could start a family with him someday."

Wounds, not knives. Wounds ripped open across his chest, in projection anyway. I frowned. "You want to start a family with this jackass because you... What, you can?"

I grimaced. "I'm not. Well. No. Not him specifically. My aunt can talk to him, you know? He came by with coffee and chatted up my aunt. She showed him humiliating pictures of me from prom. Normal stuff. Almost normal stuff."

"You want normal?"

I didn't have an answer for him. I looked away.

"Molly, if you want picket fences and babies, whatever. Okay. But don't do this stupid human thing of settling for the first taste of normal. Don't. Don't throw what you've got away because this kinda nice looking guy gives you the time of day."

"It feels almost real. Miles. I'm sorry. I've never felt so close to a real, normal person. There's no coven drama, or higher calling, or high-stress occult mystery. He talks about music I've never heard of, and we have mediocre coffee. It's, I don't know. It's like a fantasy."

He was quiet, looking at the floor of my bedroom instead of at me. "You want normal."

"I can't have normal. Miles I get that. I know," I choked. "I know how this is going to go already. But. Is it so stupid to pretend for a little while?"

"Honestly?"

"Sure." I wiped at my face with one hand. "Honestly."

"It's stupid. You're worried about “real” and “normal.” But you want to play house with someone you don't like. I know he's not fu–" he stopped and licked his lips. "...loving your brains out because that didn't come up."

I blushed, shaking my head. "Not that I don't want to but–"

"But you don't trust him. That's what's real here. You know there's something wrong with all this." He pointed at me. It was, okay, a little aggressive. I saw billowing heat and fire roll across the surface of him.

"Thanks, Jung. Do you bill hourly?"

He snorted. "Joke all you want, but you know I'm right."

"I know something's wrong because there has to be something wrong for anyone to be interested in me."

"Molly, I'm right the fuck here."

"But you weren't always. And you might not always be. And anyway it's not r..." I stopped myself, but it was too late.

"Real. I'm not real."

From a certain perspective, he wasn't real. He wasn't a proper ghost. Someone like me, with a taste of the old magic, made him up, used her gifts to create a man who would take care of her, who couldn't leave her. And most important to his creator, a man who never disagreed with her. I helped him free himself from all that. But, he was still what he was. A thought-form. A very strong one. An imaginary friend with a monster-destroying baseball bat.

"Miles..."

"I'm real to you. I'm as real as you want me to be." He got up from the chair. "I," he stopped and looked at me. "I left when I did because I was afraid of you. I'm still... I'm still afraid of you. You know where I came from. You're probably the only person in the world who could, for sure, end me if you put your mind to it. Or control me.” He added bitterly, wringing his hands literally. “But. It was still wrong to do that to you. If me leaving means you can’t trust me enough to give me a chance, okay." He turned to face my door. "But not him, okay? Do better. You deserve better. You deserve more than almost normal.” He turned away from me, folding his arms.

“You deserve happy."

I tried to say something, anything assuring. I barely got out a word.

"Don't, okay. I gotta think. So do you." He left. Not like, by the door or anything. He flickered out of existence and was gone.













CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










I MEAN, OBVIOUSLY, I cried a while and took a nap. That's a pretty normal response to the day I had. Of course, a nap became one of those "I slept for 16 hours and what day is it now?" sorts of things.

Wednesday–it would have to be a Wednesday–when I was able to pull myself out of bed. No messages from Russell. No, um, ghost messages from Miles. That's not how that works, but you get my point.

I did that thing that people do when they lay in their bed with their phone in their hand looking at the tiny screen, or looking at tiny pictures on their tiny screen while saying, often out loud, "I should get up and do something." Then they just don't?

I just didn't.

I have this app that, as far as I can tell, is not actively endangering people, just boards where people share and reshare images and articles they like. The whole thing has a very strong suburban housewife energy a lot of the time. But with curation, you end up with a lot of religious iconography, pictures of album covers, recipes for one pot dinners, and really fancy fingernails. Well, you do if you're specifically me, which I hope you aren't. Sometimes I would get a whole string of eyeshadow looks and witchy jewelry. The images were nothing. All of it was just visual candy. It meant nothing, and almost never did anything. But I was soothed watching things that are purple and black and blue and silver roll past my eyes thanks to my thumb-scrolling. It felt like, at least for a little while, I was in control of my own experiences.

Still, I was not actually doing anything.

A message slid down the top of my phone screen, interrupting my nearly-mindless scrolling. Which was fine, I wasn't going to try those Top 10 One Pot Cooking Hacks anyway.

Sorry. My name is Yeona Yi. Elion gave me your number. Can we talk? 




I considered the message for a while. It wasn't a demand for help. An emergency. I was afforded a minute to think about it. If she got the number from Elion, it was something to do with WeHelp. Maybe. Or spirits. Or who can say?

yeah, okay. what did you need to talk about. 




I expected to wait a while, but the three little dots of a live conversation appeared at the bottom of the screen. She was waiting around for my answer.

Spirits. Sorry. Elion said you knew a lot. I'm not in trouble or anything. But I don't want to do this stuff unprepared.




Well, that was different. I sat up in bed and considered how stiff I was from being in bed exceedingly too long.

we can meet and talk. coffee maybe?

I can grab you coffee. Least I can do. But maybe we'd have better luck in the library? I attend UCSJ, and maybe that's good because we can sit and talk a while and I can take notes?




 UCSJ did not have the best occult library in the city of San Jenaro. Rather, the school thought it did. I'm aware of a few better, private ones, and one inexplicably at the community college.

sure. when's good for you?

Are you free today?




I was, but I gave my answer a minute like I wasn't. At that point, I realized it was six am. I was up at six am. Way to blow your internal clock, Molly. I considered the ramifications of this co-ed contacting me—and being shockingly alert—at six am.

Noon? I can be up at the campus by then.

Great! You know where the Marisa Moreno Memorial library is?

i do

Great! I have lavender hair and I'll wear my UCSJ hoodie.

Ironically.

haha, okay see you then




She sent me a smiley face emote and the energy that came off of the whole text communication was better than coffee. I didn't know what her voice sounded like, but I could imagine, and I was certainly reading in a voice.

I got up, I got ready, and just took a bus. No rush. No panic. No drama. Just a leisurely bus ride from my part of town to a bus depot and then on to the university.

I don't like UCSJ for a lot of political reasons, but I do admit the campus is quite lovely in the real world. It is nice to walk under trees and along vast swaths of green lawn. Young people running around learning or partying but probably not both existed all over. At night, the area was simply crawling with monsters, but in the bright late morning sun, I wasn't especially worried about all that.

I passed by what I assume was a few Freshman lounging under a tree. I overheard one of them ask another what class they figured I taught.

"Protection against the dark arts?"

"Dude, read another fucking book." They laughed. I concurred.

I was dressed comfortably. A long loose dress. A long open cardigan in case I was cold on the bus. Yeah, okay the dress was all black, but the cardigan was a pleasant hunter green. Surely I didn't look...

Okay, fine. I looked like a 30-something millennial doing her Stevie Nicks cosplay on campus. Which suited the role I was likely to play once I found Yeona. Managing expectations is everything.

UCSJ was a hospital once, a long time ago. A haunted one, like so many, which became a community library when the hospital closed. That failed hard thanks to the spirits. Eventually, it was absorbed by the university, becoming a hall or something. The books were moved to the memorial library, I suppose in the hopes that the spirits wouldn't follow. 

Ha.

The stacks and desks and collections didn't have the energy of a lot of the libraries I do my real research in, but still. A collection of books, no matter how small, develops an energy. Almost always a good one. I made my way inside and walked along the stacks past the librarian with a faint nod. I wasn't sure if the library was open to the public, but I figured if I looked like I belonged, no one would ask.

I did see enough students studying or reading or whatever to confirm that the UCSJ hoodie was obviously popular. It had nothing to do with the season, and more that the library was kept cold no matter the time of year. Something to do with the microfiche storage. Of course, the hoodie was especially popular with people who had brightly colored hair. I suppose lavender is an especially difficult hair color to maintain, or do in the first place. So I passed by a blue and a green and even a pair of pinks, but nothing I would really consider lavender. It was nice to see. When I was college age I spotted one or two kids with dye jobs like that, but they were sending some very specific messages. Now, colored hair was just another facet of self-expression. Like tattoos and piercings, so common that they barely read as counterculture. I like counterculture, and I do hate when the culture at large absorbs what the counterculture created to signal their identity to the world. But bright colors appeal to me, and so I tried to not bemoan the "normies” expressing themselves.

Yeona appeared—at least over several axes—a normie. Aside from the lavender hair with big, loose, Instagram-worthy curls, she didn't strike me as anything but a nice normal girl. I guessed she was Korean by her name rather than her looks. She wore her own ironic UCSJ hoodie–that wasn't so ironic. She spread out in front of her a stack of books, neatly arranged notebooks in several sizes and a positively envy-inducing collection of shiny pens and highlighters. I imagine somewhere she had her day scheduled down to the minute in some cases.

"Yeona?"

She stood up as I said her name, and gave me a quick, efficient smile. "Molly?" I imagined as she looked me over she was doing the internal work of sizing me up, sticking labels to her mental image, and making the assumptions she needed to engage me further. No indictment of the behavior, after all I was doing the same, wasn't I?

"Right! Thank you for getting back to me." She motioned for me to sit across from her. As I did, the impressions of her physically faded away as I took closer note of her spiritual reflection. I found an excess of brightness. High, excited, and excitable energy. Effervescent. As organized as her table full of notebooks and colored highlighters appeared, she had so much chaos in her bearing. A bright glittering light flickered here, then zipped there, then faded only to be replaced by a different color. Manic, but not bad. Pixie certainly. I hope no one tried to dream-girl her, though. She seemed far too interesting for that vapid existence.

"I hope I didn't message too early. Sometimes I get an idea and start following it before I even think things through. I'm a little fixated on the app, which I guess you know about?"

I smiled. "Let's take things one thought at a time if we can? You're way ahead of me, here."

She tilted her head. "No, I don't think so. You've been studying these phenomena for what, decades? Most of your life? I'm not even sure how I'm going to catch up." She smiled after she finished.

"No, I get that. No worries. By catch up, do you mean you want to study all this more seriously? Not just do jobs on the app?"

She glanced around and back at me. "Can I be honest with you?"

"I'd prefer it." I leaned back a little, opening my posture.

She leaned in. "I'm doing really shitty this semester. I can do these big bursts of focus where I'm sort of ‘intense’ about something, and ‘intense’ carried me through school so far. But this year requires constant and regular, consistent focus and, honestly, it sucks. I don't think I'm going to make it to med school."

I frowned. "I feel like I have to advise against going into app-based gig work instead of going to medical school."

She waved a hand. "Yeah, of course. But there's got to be more to this than gig work. Right? Every culture in history has some sort of witch doctors and shamans. If ghosts are real, that means that the professions are real too, right?"

"Sometimes."

"Well. Listen, I've had weirdness my whole life. Not even just that my brain is a gerbil, but I've dreamed about dead relatives giving me advice and once I sort their messages out, they're always right. Probably how I got through school so easily when I'm really not cut out for it."

I licked my lower lip. "If your dead relatives are giving you advice, which is totally possible, surely they have a more specific path they want you to walk."

She shrugged. "Maybe. But, hey, granddaughter of immigrants, this is diaspora, right? I can't just do what people did in ancestral times. There are no mentors here for that kind of thing."

"Are you sure?"

"If there was, don't you think my dead aunts would have already sent me to them?"

I considered that. "We're all just cobbling together what works and what doesn't, I guess. Traditions come and go unless we find something worth keeping."

"Exactly!" She grinned. "I came across the test for the app, and it said I could help. I read ELUAs. Just a weird habit. But if there’s tiny text on something, I’m reading there first. Their training plans and merch seemed kinda… pyramid schemey? Then I looked at one of the jobs, and I cross-referenced the advice." she opened her laptop and brought up a web page. A blog with a dozen advertisements along the sides and the bottom. Pictures of a fit woman of about my age. A fairly bog-standard mommy blogger page.

"I'm confused."

"Yeah, so the ancient prayer to exorcize the demon that's in the job listing is just a cut and paste from this mommy blogger's "yoga meditation." I read a few of her posts. She's not even working with a guru. She just makes the stuff up. I knew something was wrong."

Huh. "That's really resourceful." I sat back. "From my understanding, the company that runs the app has an algorithm searching old scanned books and the internet and kind of guessing? Most of the instructions are nonsense. Sometimes they're dangerous. You’re really better off following your instincts."

"But the jobs are real?"

"What?”

"I mean, the advice for how to solve the problems are just random bullshit, I sussed that out myself. But the jobs, the problems, they're real?"

I sat back thinking. "Well, yeah. Most of them are. With paying clients as far as I understand." I had not actually confirmed with Elion that he got paid. But he did do at least a second job, a month later, so I hoped for his sake that he did.

"So the problems need to be fixed." She waved a hand around a little, her presence bright and popping with sparkles.

"That’s sometimes true. I’d say not a problem every single time a person has contact with the worlds beyond, or when the worlds beyond influence our world. I do my work through word of mouth. The city has… mmm… let's say an occult underground. Normal people never really need to worry about these things, but if a problem comes up, I hope it isn't hard to find someone who knows I'm the one to contact."

She squinted at me. "You're the only person busting ghosts or whatever?"

I shrugged. "I'm not the only one, no. But I am the best." She made a little face, flickers of amusement sparkled through the vibrancy of her energy. "That's… that's not bragging. People have devised a thousand ways to manage spirits. I can think of few practices that treat spirits with dignity and try to solve these problems humanely whenever possible. Not in San Jenaro anyway."

She nodded, thinking. "So just your tradition?"

"Yeah, if you want to call it a formal tradition. There aren't any other practitioners in the city though. They're more common back east. The practices didn’t travel this far west right away since the native people had things pretty well balanced."

"What changed?"

I shrugged. "Powerful magicians, white supremacy, and the genocides of native cultural aspects that would allow them too much power. The suffocation of immigrant folk traditions in a rush to embrace whiteness. That sort of thing."

Questions danced around her presence, a little dim to her brilliant sparkling energy. "But why don't you teach more people how to do what you do?"

"That's an excellent question. Not really sure? I didn't want to burden anyone? I do difficult, lonely work."

She scrunched up her mouth on the side of her face, thinking. "Okay, but why? I mean I can tell it's highly skilled and probably emotionally demanding. But why is it lonely?"

I didn't have an answer for her right away. It was lonely for me for the reasons it was. But would that apply to anyone else?

Did that even really apply to me?

She didn't like the contemplative quiet as I thought about an answer, and filled in the air with more words. "I mean, people are already burdened with being in touch with ghosts right? Plenty of Haley Joel Osments running around?"

I've never seen the Sixth Sense. Honestly. I liked him better in The Boys. But I knew the reference. "I guess I don't fully grasp how many people who are, let's say, in the correct open state for the work."

"What about the app though? Couldn't you use that to headhunt some new spiritualists?"

I slouched, which relieved a tension in my neck I didn’t realize I was carrying. "Maybe. The thing is, the test isn't really for that? Those assessments just detect a probability of certain sensitives. They judge the likelihood that someone is open to the liminal."

"So psychic doesn't mean open? Does open mean psychic?"

"From my reading, yes. They tend to go hand in hand."

"So how are you psychic?"

I grimaced, especially as I realized she was taking notes. Her notes were a mess despite all the organization tools. Doodles and writing in all different directions. Some words appeared mirrored backward. I didn't think she knew she was doing it. "I'm sensitive. I'm seeing through the veil as often as I'm not. The spirits of people show through. A bit like the way fiction describes aura reading."

She brightened up. "So you're reading my aura right now? Do you know if I'll get married?"

"Do you know if I will?"

She squinted at me, then laughed. "Okay, fair point. Sorry. This is just a lot. I realized in like, the course of a week, I'm not crazy and that I wasn't imagining things my whole life and that I can find people in the world like me! I just–"

"Hey." I put my hand down on a part of her notebook she already wrote on to pull her attention back. "It's okay. You're going a little quick for me again, but it's okay. Your feelings are very strong right now, but I like them a lot. Your energy is good, your instincts are good, and even if med school isn't for you, I can tell you're going to do a lot of good in this world and maybe the next."

She brightened even more. "So you're going to train me! Great! I have to make some arrangements here. I still want to finish out at least an MA. But I guess I can move to something relevant like, uh, folklore? Would folklore be good?"

"What? Yes. But wait. Yeona, slow down." I laughed and tried to catch my breath. She was so very keyed up, I felt my own energy level spiking. Honestly? I loved it. "Are you asking me to actually train you as a spiritualist? Formally?"

She paused what she was doing and focused on me. "Yeah? Isn't that what we were talking about this whole time?"

"I didn't realize this was an interview." I laughed.

"I can't pay much for the training."

I grimaced. "Well. Look. Let's work that out. My time is valuable, of course, but maybe we can set up something where we work jobs together and you help me out while you learn. If you're doing the occasional job with me, you don't pay, you get paid."

This didn't compute, but she shrugged. "Do you mean app jobs?"

"Maybe." I stopped myself just before chewing on my lower lip. "I was thinking more traditional. Word of mouth or whatever."

"There's got to be something in between. I'll figure that out. Don't worry."

Something tugged at the back of my mind as I watched her take her notes. Most of the words made a certain amount of sense. Shorthand that was only clear to Yeona. Some quotes from me, sort of, and characters that looked Korean. I gestured. "I think it's really neat that you take notes in two languages like that."

"That's the ghosts." She told me plainly.

"Automatic writing?" I asked for her notebook with a gesture, which she passed over to me. I flipped through pages of notes, curious.

"I don't know what that means. Like auto correct?" She pulled a pen to her. One of those thick ones with the clips on the side so you could change the colors. She fussed the clips with little clicking noises as the colors popped in and out of the barrel of the pen.

"Yeah, on a spiritual level. But instead of a computer guessing how you should spell something, it's spirits using your hand to send messages." I, and this won't shock you, can't read Korean. I just recognized it because I frequent a Korean grocery store within walking distance from my home that has an amazing vegetarian bibimbap. "They send you a lot of messages?"

"Yeah. I really wish I understood it better. Like, I roughly know. I wish my grandmother was still alive. She was the last person to really teach it to me."

"I can understand that instinct in a different but very deep way." I set her notebook down. "I hate to state the obvious, but you are in a university. Maybe you can take some classes to brush up?"

She shrugged. "Maybe. I'm sort of embarrassed learning my own language with a bunch of white kids, you know?"

"Of course, but if you want to pursue this line, you're going to have to put in the work. I hated Latin nearly as much as I hated Ignota, but they were both necessary."

"Do you speak Latin and whatever that other one was?"

"No one speaks dead languages."

"Except the dead."

I smirked. "You're going to have to allow me some mysteries as we go forward." I smiled–she laughed.

"Right. Spooky witch lady. You got the whole thing going."

"I'm not a witch. I've a maddening respect for them, and you'll need to learn some witchcraft, but that's not what this is and I wouldn't want to steal valor from the hard-working witches of San Jenaro."

She jotted a couple of question marks down next to the word witch, and didn't press me. Then her hand shot to a blank part of the page and started writing a couple of characters quickly and a few times in a row.

"Oh, that's weird. The aunts and uncles have never been this aggressive before."

I squinted at her writing. "What do the wor– lette– What are they called?"

"Hangul." She told me, staring at her own hand as it scribbled the characters out over and over again.

"Okay. Can you read what they mean? The same thing over and over?"

"Yeah. I uh, I think," she considered the character. "Phone? Just the word phone. No message or anything."

"Phone." I repeated. "Phone. Usually this is the part where your phone mysteriously rings." I mused.

"I'm not sure. I may be wrong. Let me look it up. I have an app..." She grabbed her phone without thinking about it, pressed the button to unlock it with her finger print or something. Modern smart phones felt like science fiction to me. While I mused, she stopped dead.

"Check your phone?"

"Check my phone." She held her phone out to me to show that the last message to her was from WeHelp inviting her to check out a job in her area. "Okay, that's spooky as shit."

"Welcome to the good work." I smiled tight. "Old magic and old spirits work hand in hand to put you where you need to be." I stood up.

"We're going? You haven't even given me a curriculum."

"Nor am I likely to. First lesson. If something feels this pressing, it probably is. Learning when to ignore your instincts is a 300 level lesson. So for now, just rely on your gut whenever you can."

She scurried to put away her books. "But we're going to do this job? We're just going to drop everything and go do whatever this is?"

My phone buzzed. An automated message from Sam. A job in a trouble spot. "Writing's on the wall. Or I guess in this case, the writing is in your notebook."

"That's cute."

"I'm doing my best." I grinned mostly at myself and followed the automated message back to the job in question. Local address. Listed at score of five out of five. The description was only, "a devil. help." I frowned.

She scooped the last of her stationary addiction into her backpack and zipped up. "You're frowning."

"I am. This is going to suck. Are you ready?"

"No."

"Great. Let's get going."













CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










WE LEFT THE library and started walking. "You don't have a car?"

"I live on campus. A car is an unnecessary expense." She told me plainly, like I should just know the ins and outs of collegiate life.

"Good. Get used to living frugally. You can make a living, but that's not super easy, and there are dry spells. If you're serious about this, you want to have other sources of income."

"That's how things are for everyone now. My older brother DID graduate medical school. But he's still got to do deliveries on an app to pay off student loans." She shrugged. "Sucks to be Gen Z."

Oh. Right. I wasn't in the youngest and most screwed generation anymore. Thanks for that, late stage capitalism. As I dislodged that emotional knife from my chest, I gave her a pained grin—the kind that can mean one thing or another but the person looking at you always assumes it means the other. "Yeah. No, I understand. Either way, we don't have a long trip even by foot. Let's enjoy, uh, leg day, I guess."

She laughed at that. She didn't say 'nice joke, grandma.' But I felt it. Oh, did I feel it.

"Anyway, first, I don't think this is a devil, or a demon. But are you particularly religious?"

She had to think about it, her eyes drifting up as she tossed around my question. "No. My parents are like, assimilated Christians, but they didn't raise me that way. My grandmom and mom kinda raised me superstitious though."

"You're describing magic."

"Huh?"

"Old superstitions, when applied right, are magic. We pass down folk magic secretly through old wives and superstition."

"Are superstitions all real? I broke a mirror one time." She reached up for a big lavender curl and twisted it around her finger.

I laughed. "Oh no not at all. No need to start counting seven years from the day or anything. Superstition is like a game of telephone. I whisper something to you. You whisper what you thought you heard to the next person, and so on until the message is so twisted and changed that we have no idea how the components relate to real folk tradition. But, almost all superstition started with something real."

"So how do you sort through the real traditions and the noise?"

"Practice, mentorship, and a modest amount of good luck?"

"I don't know how I feel about that last part." She frowned, and the bright sparks all went dead in her energy.

I glanced her way. "Well. We can talk about making your own luck later. Have you ever read the Secret?"

She tensed, breathing in sharply. "No? What? No. Isn’t that book like scientology for Gen Xers?"

I glanced her way, then grinned. "Or magic beans. Anyway, good. Total hokum. Just wanted to make sure I wasn't going to have to unteach you."

She glared at me, but with a little smile. "A set up?"

"Maybe. But clever word play and unexpected responses only lend credence to my air of mystery. What other truths are there in my dark humor?" I gestured vaguely and spotted the place. An abandoned corner store. Boarded windows but still shelves with some products scattered about them. They just left the place, and no one had yet looted the remains to emptiness.

"Dark humor. I don't know if I like the sound of that."

"Well. You're going to have to reject the dichotomy of light means good and dark means bad. Especially in this line of work, there's a lot of goodness in the dark. And a lot of danger in the light." I trailed off as we got closer. Under the door, locked and chained, an oozing puddle of slick green oil.

"Do you see?" I gestured to the ground.

Yeona squinted. "I think so. Someone spilled motor oil inside or something?"

"No. I think this is serious." I breathed in and out. "This is not a 101 situation. If you want to bail..."

"No. Is this like, the worst your job gets?"

"Difficult to be sure. Maybe not? Maybe?"

She glanced at me. "If the work looks too hard, I go back to planning for med school." 

"Well, if this doesn't decide for you–" 

Someone inside screamed. That ended the debate. I tried the front door—but again—locked and chained. No one got in that way.

"The back? Or maybe upstairs and down?" Yeona motioned to an emergency escape to the second and third floor.

"Well. Two of us. You go up and then down, I'll try the back. If you get in before I do, do not engage with anything. Trust your gut. Especially if your gut is to run."

"Trust my gut. Okay. Okay." She smiled weakly, her brilliant presence dulled with gray clouds of doubt and worry. Still. She was brilliant, and she headed for the stairwell. I hurried to the back, following around the alley past her, trying to guess which similar steel door would let me in.

Rather, I would have guessed but for the fact that one of the doors was cracked open. Not by supernatural means, however. It'd been jimmied open by whoever screamed—I was simply following in their poor life choices.

I glanced back and I saw her ascending. In that moment, I saw her. All of her but her heart. Ripped out, in a way I had yet to burn from my mind—Harmony. Alchemilla. But then she was gone. Up the stairs.

I'm not built for stealth–I'm built for quiet. As I pushed through the metal emergency door, I prayed that would be enough. I held my breath as I breached the doorway, but the space did not shift to the liminal. I was in the back of a real, physical corner store. I didn't hear Yeona moving around above me, which meant she wasn't obviously giving herself away. Whoever screamed earlier? They weren’t screaming anymore. Which didn't bode well. The back was crowded with overstock and abandoned shelving. 

Some of the boxes contained something which shouldn't have been left out too long, and the room was thick with a musky-sick stench. I resisted gagging audibly, but only just. I doubted the smells would get any better the further on I went. The rainbow-oily substance was all over the floor in big, thick drips, like the substance oozed off of something large as it undulated through the room. I trailed behind. And judging by the sneaker prints in some puddles—I wasn't the first. Someone came this way and–at least at first–didn't notice the creature's leavings.

Creature, I say, because I already guessed what I would find. At least in part.

Bones cracked ahead of me. Not like the sometimes satisfying sound of your spine popping when you stretch after a long time in the same position. No. Like the singularly awful sound of a rib cage being pried open by the jaws of life. If you don't know that sound, please don't go looking for a sample. Live in peace without the sound trapped in your brain.

I guessed well, as I came into the room fully and found that the person ahead of me was already gone.

Above him, and having cracked open his ribs like someone eating hot wings the correct way, was a spectre. A massive, oily being made entirely of angles which should not exist in reality. Bony protrusions that might have been parts of its extremely long snake-like body. Constantly bending, warping, glitching against the tapestry of what humans can sense. The entity shimmered rainbows against every visible surface as it moved. All this as it fed on the heart and organs of the man not ten feet away from me and only a few moments ahead of me.

Did it need to eat to live? No. 

This peculiar sort of being ate out of spite.

Spectres don't come from our world and are well outside our natural order. Perhaps they’re outside of any natural order. They do not belong in our world. When they come–or are forced–into our world it is agony for them. When they are forced to exist, most of what they seem to know is pain. Existence is to them what out of control, metastasized cancer is to us. We cannot bear to carry cancer and the time with it is excruciating as our bodies attack themselves to end the burden. Only the spectre can't die—not in the way we can—to escape its suffering body. There is no chemo for existence.

Understand I'm speaking in metaphor, mostly.

The spectre killed and ate the man because it hated all living things—all things that exist. It cannot rest until it is unmade or it theoretically destroys all of existence around it. The shelves nearby, for example, were warping and twisting and melting down to nothing just by being in the thing's presence. A wrought-iron table leg bent the way aluminum foil might bend in the wind, right in front of me. The wood grain of the table became visually closer to a glassy, translucent tie dye.

It had so many eyes. None of them saw anything but a veil of pain and destruction over our reality. It reminded me of old depictions of angels, but the opposite. Not a matter of good or evil, a cherubim will end you heartlessly if it has reason to. For the spectre, the reason is that it should not be. 

By now, it's many, many eyes, some of them growing into each other, focused on me. Eyeballs popped with its every movement only to grow a few in clusters to replace it. All of the eyes stared at me, it made a noise like acid burning through concrete and my skin crawled. I can't even begin to guess what the sound meant, if it meant anything at all.

"Stay back." I warned, which felt so very futile.

The entity didn't lunge at me immediately, though, not in response to my request. I couldn’t guess the emotional reflections of the spectre—even if I could, my brain may not have been able to process it. Its storm of jagged violence meant nothing within reality. I certainly couldn’t read the expression of a being made of eyes and angles and spine bones. I went through a mental checklist of what options I had, quick as I could manage when a woman's scream drew all attention to its source.

First, I must say I do not blame Yeona for her response. No one, no one was mentally prepared for their first sight of a spectre. Let alone stalwart enough to not panic. With no preparation, how could one do anything but scream? Her scream spiked a sympathetic desire in me to do the same. I didn’t scream, but how I wished I could. The thing continued to look at me as it looked at everything all around it with its hundreds or thousands of eyes. It was also looking at Yeona, on a set of stairs from the apartment above.

"Run!" I pointed back up the stairs from where she came. To her credit, Yeona responded to the barked order by turning to run instead of hesitating. When people come face to face with some horrific truth about reality, they tend to break down. The most accurate thing I’ve ever seen in a horror movie is the stop and stare and get killed moment when the monster’s revealed.

Yeona had the presence of mind to run. 

I wish it had been enough. 

Distance rarely meant much to spectres, and the limits of our bodies to live in one space at a time was not a limit for them. So, as it stood—looming over the corpse of the man just ten feet from me, it was also on the stairs ahead of Yeona—the distance between its locations crushing and squeezing, destroying walls, floors, stairs, and reality daring to limit it.

The scream she let out as she ran face-first into the thing that shouldn’t have been, standing both in front of her and behind her… It dug into my soul and shook my bones. I was unable to resist the impulse to scream with her the second time. “Leave her alone!” My throat ached as the words whipped out of me so quickly and loudly—piercing through the veil the way most people’s screams could never.

The spectre hesitated. The span of time it takes an eyelid to shut and open again, that was all the time I had to think. “Close your eyes! Yeona! Close your mouth!” I couldn’t see if my warnings worked—her back was to me. The part of it that was near to her closed in around her, wrapping around her like a sick vine covered in eyes like swarming aphids. The tip of the limb, like a pustulant finger, prodded at her face and head as if looking for entrance. She screamed again, but it was muffled through a tight jaw and closed mouth.

I needed its attention. I needed it fast. “If you want to see the inside of a human mouth that badly!” I shouted at it, pushing myself to run toward it against my instinct to flee away. I grabbed at another limb? An arm? A leg? A tail? Something worse? I grabbed it somewhere and...

Yeah. I bit it. I was operating on instinct, sorry.

My teeth sort of… squeaked across the surface of a few eyeballs. They’re not soft—at least not as soft as I hoped. Rather, they were thick and tight and rubbery. Stronger than I expected, but not strong enough to resist my completely ridiculous, ill-considered assault. No. A few of the eyes popped between my teeth. They were different sizes you see, so as one popped and flooded my mouth with hot, salty and viscous liquid, a second and third popped after. I did not think for a second I would defeat this otherworldly monster by biting it. I wasn’t sure I could do much more than confuse it, frankly. I tried to work my fingers into other eyeballs as I recoiled, spitting aqueous humor and jelly-like vitreous humor all over myself and the spectre. Yes, I looked it up later—no I didn’t know the terms at the time. More eyeballs popped in my hands, under my nails, and I retched.

“Molly?” Yeona’s frantic scream washed over my disgust and I realized it had let go of her. Which. Hey. I accomplished something. I had that going for me.

“No questions.” I gagged and spat like that would save me from the taste. The spectre curled around me, ready to crush. To annihilate. “Find some laundry detergent. Hand soap. I saw some on a shelf!” The creature started a slow crush, bursting its eyeballs against me as it squeezed slowly but surely.

I heard her stumbling around, a shelf knocked over. “I got it. What do I do now?" 

"Soap! Soap is civilization. Soap is real. Soap limits their existence. I can't explain right now. Get the soap on it." I couldn’t be sure how much of the instructions she heard right away. I couldn’t get a lot of volume out of my chest.

I could still smell the thing, which was unfortunate. The already sweet rot of the dead man, the stink of his entrails, and older, stranger odors that came from the spectre. Like dust and salt water. Ozone. Not really what it smelled like, but rather the scent it created as it tried to displace reality around it. Then, all at once, I smelled a rush of clean, drying linen—or the chemical approximation of—as Yeona splashed both me and the spectre with an economy tub of laundry detergent.

It hissed, or the air cracked around it and that sounded like a hiss. A burning, crackling noise followed the hiss as the soap ate away at the spectre’s being. Not enough to kill it. But enough to increase its misery a hundred fold and stop it from inhabiting multiple spaces at once.

“What are you doing? Is the soap going to kill it?” She wheezed with every word, and I worried about her ribs and lungs. Then my own.

I wondered if this was how Harmony felt before she went. What a bad first experience with the good work.

“The soap is only containing it, and only for so long.” I didn’t answer her first question.

Indeed, the entity was slowly craning its head-limb toward me, tendrils of spinal bones and eyeballs extended from the central serpentine body, as if it was creating them to further engulf me. It moved slowly, burning from the soap and oozing peacock-colored oil. Still, its intent was clear—to take me with it to unmaking. 

"You can't destroy me." I spoke as steadily as I could. Maybe the being understood that on some level. "Do you want out?"

The space the spectre inhabited felt like spears of agony and ever-growing chaos. The spectre was hurting, all hurt, and pain, and suffering. It coiled closer in around me, but there was no sense that it was trying to constrict or attack. The spectre wanted something else.

I–heavens knows why–I extended my arms out, and it laid its horrific, pustular limbs in my arms and against my shoulders. The entity coiled, but coiled as if to be held.

To be helped.

"I'm so sorry you went through this." I told it, and as grotesque, skin-crawling awful it was, I clutched the spectre closer to me.

Yeona said nothing, though I could only see her from the corner of my eye, I knew that she was faint, trembling. This was not the first experience with the good work I'd want for her or anyone else. Or for me.

The thing made a sound. I think. There was a sound—it could have just as easily been its eyeballs squeaking against each other as they burst, but there was the suggestion of a kitten mewling. Or a terminal, premature infant crying for the last time.

"I'm so sorry." I closed my eyes and found the part of me which is always open. The part of my energy which is always receiving. I pulled at my opening, metaphorically, expanded like a Sheela na Gig. "It's alright." I told the thing, and as I opened up, the entity pulled into me, atomizing and changing into nothing but also something new. A part of me. A part of all I was and would be. Not a spectre–a thing that hates existence because existence is pain. It was now something else. They don't cover this in the occult tomes, catechisms, or sacred books, so I can't explain more than what all this. The spectre was gone, and I was still me. More or less.

"....Molly?"

Yeona's voice was so small. She was afraid to call attention to herself, but then she went on—curiosity defeating fear. "What, what was that thing? What just happened to it?"

"I can tell you what the being was. I'm not sure I can tell you what happened. We do need to get out of here because there is a dead body and crime and all those things."

She nodded, shakily, and clutched the detergent to herself.

I won't belabor the explanation as I walked with her back to campus. I gave her the 101 level course on spectres, and how they would so very rarely be a problem for her. She asked where she could read more, I told her there wasn't anywhere.

"Then why don't you write about them yourself? I can help." She was as serious as the grave.

"We'll see."

We parted on that, and I fully expected her to never contact me again. I was unable to explain what exactly happened when the thing encircled me. Or why the entity was gone. Because I didn't know, not enough.













CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










YOU WILL BE none too surprised, I imagine, to find out that I felt really weird by the time I got home. Disconnected. Disassociated? But settling into a new normal took some time. So I did what I often do at times like these.

I climbed into my bed to take a nap.

The nap itself is not the interesting part, of course, but waking to the faint sounds of two people talking downstairs. My Auntie and a low voice. Russell? I got up in a hurry and stopped at a mirror to fix my hair.

I don't care for mirrors. And not only because of poor self esteem–but also that. For even the most banal person with no special psychic sensitivity, mirrors can cause dramatic preternatural experiences. Mirrors are windows. Sometimes they're closed and simply show you a mundane reflection. Sometimes they're open and show you something else.

For example, my mirror was showing my reflection, but also my spiritual reflection. Too bright. Too many eyes where two should have been. While unpleasant to look at, the reflection wasn't as horrific as you might imagine. My face with my eyes—but each eye was more than one eye. I didn't open my mouth to see if there were eyes between my lips, or checked my fingertips for eyes there. Instead, I hurried away from the mirror and snuck downstairs, straining to overhear what I could. Maybe it was a cousin visiting Agatha. Maybe everything was fine.

"I don't think so. I think it's cute. Is this her father?"

Not Russell.

"No, nothing like that. Sinclair taught her, you know," Agatha lowered her voice conspiratorially. "After she started being strange. Sinclair wasn't her father. She didn't have one." I could always count on Agatha to over-share on my behalf. She sat in the kitchen again, the smell of coffee and fresh fruit filled the air. Warm bagels, too. Was it morning? Had I slept through until morning? I peeked through the window by the front door to have my eyes–however many there were–struck by morning sunlight as it streamed in.

I lost time again.

Was I here before? 

But this time, Russell's car wasn't parked out front. I turned from the door and headed for the kitchen.

"You have to understand, her mother didn't play around the way I did. She could have. We were both lookers in the day. I used to have a body, let me tell you. But that wasn't how things unfolded." She spoke theatrically. Dramatically. In moments like this, she was so alive. Her in her element, somehow it took the edge off her over-sharing.

"Do you mind if I ask?"

Miles. Sitting in my kitchen. Talking to my aunt. And most importantly, her talking back.

I stood in the doorway watching, too shocked to say anything. I think he knew I waited nearby, but she hadn't noticed me yet. Her attention was on the past—not the present.

"She just got an idea in her head one day that she was going to be a mother—she just decided to. Like she could summon a child from nothing. And so she did." Agatha lowered her voice. "Not magic exactly… I don't think, but I'm certain no man was involved."

He inclined his head faintly, glancing at me, only briefly.

"So are you going to let any man into the house if says he knows me, or what? Sounds pretty dangerous, Auntie."

Agatha jumped and I tried to look casual as I came the rest of the way into the kitchen. Fresh cut fruit and bagels were set out on the counter, not by Agatha certainly.

"I will if they're all this handsome. Molly, you've been hiding some sort of hexes you're using on these men?"

"You got me." I gestured to the air. "Luther's mooncalf, parthenogenesis and all. Slipping menstrual blood into marinara."

"I don't know what any of those things mean but it sounds vulgar." She pressed her lips, voice turning grim. I shrugged it off.

"Molly, sorry. I can't exactly call yet, but I'm working on that. I got a weird uh, energy? Yesterday? The energy didn't seem like an emergency, but I wanted to check in and.." he gestured all around.

"How did you manage," I breathed out, looking him over. He hadn’t brought the food of the dead into my kitchen, so eating it wasn't dangerous. "Thank you." I sagged my shoulders and let my empty stomach respond to the situation.

"Is this the boy whose coat you wear?"

"Yes, Auntie."

"How old are you, son?" She turned and looked at him. "Because I remember the 70s. I was there. While the cocaine fell like God’s own snow over New York, I can spot what a crustpunk from those days actually looked like."

“It’s complicated, ma’am.” He said, getting up to pour her more coffee.

"Isn't that always the way," She purred bitterly. Still, she accepted another cup from him. "Anyway, I wasn't kidding about what I said earlier."

"It makes as much sense as anything else." I said, and ate a strawberry. I was aware of him watching me. Auntie remained focused on her photos. A new stack. That is, I never saw any of them before. Mostly my mother and her as young women. Partying. Agatha hadn't been kidding about the coke, at least for her.

"You do look exactly like your mom." Miles said, sheepish, trying to catch my eye.

I glanced his way. "This is not even in the top twenty weirdest things this week."

He smiled when I met his eyes and I smiled back and then waited for Agatha to interrupt us.

"So are you done with that other one, or are you pitting them against each other? That's what I'd do." She said—mask off—and smirked at me.

"Yeah, Auntie. Exactly what I'm doing. You got it in one."

She smirked, and Miles chuckled. Then, Agatha stood up, walked a few steps to be toe to toe with the man.

"Son?"

"Yes ma'am?"

"You’re a ghost."

He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck, looking at me for approval. I shrugged and ate some melon.

"No, ma'am. I'm not a ghost."

She gestured at nothing. "Point is, you're not going to suddenly vanish the second you find your missing sock or whatever happens when ghosts stop being miserable?"

He shook his head. "No, ma'am."

"Good." She seemed about done with both of us. Miles gestured out of the room, and I led him out. I grabbed my purse by the stairs and pushed open the door, holding it for him, though he didn't need it.

We walked a while, not talking. I think I was headed to my mother's grave without having actively planned to do so.

"I'm sorry if that was too much." He thought, lips pressed into a thin line, brow furrowed. "What you said. I got kinda fucked up about it."

"Miles, I'm sorry."

"No. Not because you said anything wrong. But because of how weird it is that I've never done, well, anything."

"You've done more than most souls will ever experience. You've got stories you can't even share with me because I wouldn't understand them."

He stuck his hands in his pockets. "Over there. I don't know. I think of myself as a person basically, but I've never actually been anyone."

He needed a set of ears, I thought, not a lot of my baggage. I thought about beings that existed that never asked for it.

"I wanted to see if I could do something sort of normal? I don't know. I was probably out of line."

"No. It's alright. I get it." I touched his arm, and he slowed a little to let the touch last a moment longer. "If something went weird, it wouldn't have been too explosive because I was nearby."

"Yeah, I guess." He shrugged and studied his boots. "Where are we, Molly?"

"Oh, I think this is Chestnut and 3rd at the corner there." I gestured to the street sign, and he laughed.

"Is that the best answer I'm going to get?" I watched him slide his hands into his pockets, change his mind, and slide them out again.

"Best answer I have to give."

He settled on leaving his hands out, and so folded his arms, like he forgot what to do with them. "You're different every time I see you now. Not bad. Still Molly. But different."

I instinctively reached up to touch my temple by my right eye. "You're not seeing the eye thing, are you?"

"Eye thing?"

"I guess not then." I blushed when I laughed and it was my turn to study his boots.

"Are you okay?"

"I'll be better when I find the thread connecting all this. There's something dangerous behind WeHelp?"

"Not the work, Molly."

I looked at him a while. "I'm doing the thing I need to do."

"Yeah, but you're more than your work. You keep up, that's important, but you can't keep up if you can't keep up."

We were looking at one another again. It was quiet. No sound on the street. Not even him breathing, because, well, he didn't. If you put a gun to my head at that moment, I wouldn't have been able to tell you what street I was on anymore, what city, what planet. It was only him and me.

He took a step toward me and entered my space, face a bit above mine. "This isn't nothing." His voice dropped so low it was almost a whisper.

"I agree." I put my fingertips on his cheek. Reality slipped away. I don't mean that metaphorically like a romantic poet. I mean literally, we slid from here to there. Out of reality and past it. Deep into the liminal.

"I'm the girl in the story." He laughed and cupped my hand on his cheek.

"What?"

"I mean, sorry. Kaylee…"—the will-worker who made him—"when she was a kid, she loved this fairy tale about some girl who falls for an elf or something, but to keep him, she had to hold on to him while he shape-changed into a bunch of different things."

"I'm a shape-changer now?"

He squeezed my hand and leaned in to kiss me. Was I so different from the last time we kissed? Maybe. Truth in Her Well probably had a thought or two for me on that matter.

Not that higher thinking was happening. He was warm, and he smelled good and maybe strong enough for all of this—after his time on the otherside. I wasn't flooded by what he was, and could be whoever I was. Mooncalf, or fury, or theophage, or spooky ghost girl, or… whatever.

He put his hands on my skin, because I guess why would something like clothing matter to him? I experienced his skin, because his clothes were projections, and aside from the sort of static electricity that buzzed whenever I touched a spirit, it was so very normal.

"Is this okay?" He kissed my jaw. Under my ear. My neck.

"We're not in Kansas, so I don't think we're breaking social norms." His hands slid along my sides, pulling me closer to him.

He chuckled at my words. "I don't think that made as much sense to me as you think it does, but I don't mind." He smiled briefly, then his lips went flat again." I mean, are you okay if I, uh, if we?"

"Yeah." I brushed my fingers through his hair and kept him close enough to kiss my throat and shoulder.

It was, perhaps, more literally zipless than Jong's depiction, as nothing fell away like petals, and my clothes basically stayed on. But his hands caressed me, kneaded my skin. The emotional reality was the opposite the author described in her book about airplane sex. Rather than being without strings, free of consequences and joyfully seeking pleasure for its own sake, I experienced the opposite but not the antithesis. His hand cupped my breast. Mine found his erection. And little gossamer strings stretched from one of us to the other. He kissed and teased what parts of me he found through my clothes. I cupped and stroked what I found as his clothes just stopped being. He was fully hard in a modest but handsome display of physiology. I didn't reject the connections. They were as satisfying as his tongue. And like his tongue, the threads were fleeting. Anything could disrupt the connections.

Not, mind you, that I was considering the tensile strength of the ephemeral manifestation of feelings between us. I was rather focused on being laid down on my back, of having him inside me, lingering there, and touching me to climax with ghost-light fingertips before he proceeded to his own. I was focused on him pulling me on top and squeezing my hips as we worked the rhythm of pleasure between us. I was lost in feeling, at least then, complete. It was just a moment in time, and if it was the only one I was going to get, it was the one I was going to enjoy unafraid. In that, I guess, I understood some part of what Jong was getting at.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










I DON'T HAVE a lot of sex for a number of reasons, the biggest reason being that it puts me in a very open state. That's not a crude or sexy joke. I mean metaphysically. When the company is kind and nurturing, the environment is safe, my mood correct, everything is fine. Better than fine–it's actually amazing. But let's say for example, the company I'm keeping has some pent-up issues with sex or women or me or whatever. Not actually a problem because they're dealing with it and they're not ever going to let it instruct their behavior. But for me, wicked, gruesome thoughts become shades and colors and images that wash over me and a moment of pleasure feels suddenly like a moment of harm when no harm was actually intended or executed. Or, let's say the space where we're at has a residue, a psychic stain that I normally ignored as a part of the background radiation of life. In the throes of passion, I'm open enough that the taint will rub off, stain me, seep into my skin and spirit, and leave me filthy, but not filthy in the way you might want to be in such an encounter.

I craved intimacy as much as the next person, but I long ago recognized how delicate a proposal that was. Most of the time the payoff wasn't worth the cost.

In this case, with Miles, the payoff was more than worthwhile. Not just the payoff. The whole journey was perfect. He hadn't overtaken me with emotions. Nothing that wasn't a normal wordless communication between beings. The space, as deep as we were in the inbetween, possessed no stains from human misery or suffering, and so I went untouched by my surroundings and only touched by the spirit I laid with.

We stayed a while entangled in limbs. Maybe he lightly snoozed because that was what people did, and he was experiencing that 'normal.' But eventually I realized I wasn't holding on to him, nor him to me. I was in a space outside of reality, all alone.

Spirits move through liminal space when they need to. He might have been needed elsewhere suddenly. Or I was, and the space wasn't worried about mundane societal constructs like 'goodbye.’

I could find him later, I wasn't worried. I was a little glowy, I guess, a little flushed, and so I got up and looked around. I could find a path back pretty easily, but a neon light in the distance caught my attention.

Strictly speaking, neon lights do not naturally exist beyond the skin of reality. So to see distant and unmistakable neon tubes—their light dispersed beautifully by an ethereal fog—I admit a strong feeling of curiosity.

I went toward the light—which I generally don't advise—to get a better idea of what I was seeing. I knew I stepped onto one of the many underroads, the subtle shifting of pressure told me as much. But not any path. The Weirdest Path, I thought, of the old magic feeling. My brow itched as I walked along it toward the neon.

Imagine then, a roadside bar, one meant to look as much as a shack as possible. Now imagine much of the structure, the rough wood and clapboard was interwoven with bones and feathers. So now if you're picturing something like if a roadside biker bar were constructed by giant predatory birds, you'd be half-way there.

I heard of this place before but never experienced it myself. People who know to call the shack anything know it has a litany of names. The Halfway House, the Bone House, the Nest, the End Place.

But the neon sign over the door-whose light I spotted from such a distance-blue and pinkish-purple read "Midnight Chapel" and only that.

This place was built by old magic.

I know two important classifications of true occult energies, splitting them into magic and old magic. If you ask a sorcerer in their colleges or councils, they'll cite as many of 512 different distinct types of magic. So far as I can tell, those arguments were all hair-splitting, and in all their 1,000 page papers on magical classifications, they never mention anything remotely close to old magic. They ignore it. Pretend the golden energy doesn't exist. Mostly, I figure, because it is old and wild and cannot be bent from its unknowable agenda. Old magic finds a path, and for all their power and their theories, they simply cannot control it. Because you don't control old magic—you experience it. If you know the old tricks you can access it. If you can't, old magic responds better to instinct and gut than formal training. No one can train you to use old magic. They can point out when it's happening and you figure the rest of it out on your own.

Old magic is when you lose your wedding band the day before your 1st wedding anniversary. Your grandmother visits and searches your apartment with an egg balanced on a spoon. She doesn't find it then, saying "I guess you don't need it yet." You do find it later, stuck on the handle of that old spoon, a day before your fifteenth anniversary and it somehow triggers the start of a healing process for your crumbling marriage. That's old magic.

I sensed this place was a place to experience and not control. I also sensed I could walk away, but that I wasn't going to. I had the choice, but the path was somehow already determined for me. I would go and listen to what the chapel had to tell me.

Ahead of me, a shape slipped inside, a tallish, thin man, remarkable in the fine cut of his custom-tailored suit in pastel. And the golden wings of feathers and flames that trailed behind him, luminous and glorious.

This was not a bespoke angel slipping into the Midnight Chapel ahead of me, I want to note. It was Sinclair, the gentle elf-like man who trained me how to do the good work and died when I was a teen. I don't think it was literally him. I don't want you to take anything I describe here literally. Rather, I think it was what I needed to see. Maybe I needed to know Sinclair came to this place before. An echo of a memory of the old magic rather than anything happening around me. But still true. Everything that happened was both true and not literal.

Regardless, it was nice to see an echo of the old man, and I felt a little thrill through my system. I hurried after him, not because I could catch him, but because it felt good to do.

Inside, the chapel was small, not a bar like the outside, but a broken down chapel. Post-apocalyptic in its chaos. Road signs and neon, some lit and some not, held up the roof. A large arrow with distinct light bulbs, only some of them unbroken and lit, pointed toward the tabernacle. Benches and chairs for worship were strewn about, not in any particular order. The seating of a thousand different places of faith. Prayer rugs and meditation stools, too. All facing no particular direction. Not the tabernacle. I picked my way through the benches and seats, trying to avoid stepping on any rugs. Ahead of me, I didn't spot Sinclair, but rather I experienced the glow of his presence, and as it faded, the altar was obscured by the massive shape of the Butcher. I saw him from behind. His head somehow above the light of the mess of signs holding up the roof. I slowed, but kept moving toward him.

Before I could reach him, he glitched away. He was still present, in the corner of the chapel, but if I turned to look, he flickered and was somewhere else instead. He left lilies on the altar, their petals wet, and dripping on the simple stone surface of the rough-hewn pedestal.

Beside the recently placed flowers, I was laying on the altar.

Not to say I moved to be there, but rather I saw a perfect copy of myself laid out. Or maybe my mother in her youth. Or my aunt. Or my maternal grandmother, apparently. Me, them, or no one—but an echo of a memory. Whomever it was looked deeply content. The body-me lay curled loosely on her side, an arm propping up her head, no worry on her brow. An emotionless calm of sleep or recent death. She wore a bright sort of sheath, and tucked against her—her other arm draped over it—a gown. Or, if a gown was attached to the skin of a person bloodlessly, but the person had long vacated. Skin, hair, lips, but no bones or teeth or muscle. I stood in front of the body.

I wouldn't try to wake her–she was too peaceful. I turned and looked for the Butcher or Sinclair or anyone else. The pews and benches and rugs and stools and pillows were full now when they were empty as I approached. Me. All of me. Or maybe a hundred of my mothers. A hundred of my aunts. A line of women going back centuries who were all, on some level, only me. Some of them looked fine, for as strange as it was for them to all be sitting there facing the altar. Some looked sick. Green veins of an unpleasant hue sat under the skin of their faces and arms. Some had only a hint of the veins, some were absolutely covered in them. A few pointed behind me, and I looked back to the body on the altar. I watched as an oil slick dripped in the wrong direction from the floor up to her toe and started a very slow spread of greenish ill through the skin of her foot.

The congregation of women-who-were-me stood up then, all pointed not at the altar or the body, but at the skin.

"I can't take this for you, Molly. I'm sorry. I tried. It's too heavy for me." The Butcher told me. I was pulled lightly by the gravity of his presence behind me, the warmth of his massive hands getting near to, but not gripping me.

"Is that what the other day was about?"

"Yes."

"Will I understand all this when I leave the chapel?"

"I don't think so." He squeezed my shoulder then my opposite hip. "A perfect cut."

Some congregants came up and circled the altar, each taking slices of the body as if she were carved and served. Most of the slices came from her foot, but the veins were spreading, and as fast as the women ate her, they couldn't seem to get ahead of the spread. The loathsome veins grew closer to the skin, and they ate her more and more frantically. Still, she didn't wake.

So I took the skin. I grabbed by a warm but empty hand and yanked it away from the body. It was heavy, like leather, and so it only made sense to swing it wide and drape it over my shoulders. To secure it away from the green ichor. Its heaviness vanished as I wore it like a cloak. I didn't understand the significance or what would change. I took the skin and I pulled away from the body as she was finally consumed. The veins never touched the skin.













CHAPTER THIRTY










WHEN I WAS back in my mother's cemetery the skin was gone and the memories became eerie, dream-like glimpses rather than actual events. You know those moments, you wake up directly from a dream and the events or images or sounds fade, washed out, spreading like ripples in a lake until you can’t remember anything but the strongest memories.

Not to say my trip didn't happen, but that I was remembering through the fog of sleep.

I headed home, but my phone rang as soon as I stepped through the cemetery gates into my neighborhood.

"Is this Molly?"

I vaguely recognized the voice, through the fog and my general inability to recall voices and connect them to faces. "WeHelp? I mean. The guy from WeHelp?"

"Yeah. Gotta meet. It's urgent."

"Alright. Where do you—"

"Gotta hang up. Send you a pin." He hung up.

Magnolia Park is essentially a part of San Maria Cay, which is not a Cay at all. But a lot of things had the wrong name in San Jenaro. That’s part of Her charm. Parkview Elementary down the street from my home didn't have a visible tree in any direction by sight. Oceanside was a whole neighborhood which was, you know, not beside any ocean.

Point being, San Maria Cay was not exactly a happening spot for anything but suffering. Ground zero of both a werewolf plague and the headquarters of the witch resistance in San Jenaro. Plus, most recently, some wildings from violent vampires further up in the hills. The area around my little patch of homes was simply so full of dramatics it sucked the energy right out of Magnolia. Nothing happened in my neighborhood–comparatively, anyway. So when I saw that the pin was in my neck of the woods I suffered anxiety that stabbed straight through me like a rail spike.

The WeHelp informant who called me at exactly the right time was held up in an empty apartment building within walking distance of my home.

None of this was good, safe, or correct. Still, my path was already set, in a manner of speaking, because I was already walking that way as I considered how dangerous it was likely to be.

Housing being strained all through the city, the apartment building I was headed toward was probably kept empty on purpose rather than out of some legal state of limbo or lack of interest. I knew of a ton of those properties in and around my neighborhood especially. I charted the fledgling spirit activity springing up around economic practice, but didn't have enough to write about, yet.

I also recalled the building to be accessible. It wasn't locked up, and strangely untouched by squatters or the unhomed.

The vibe was too intense, I guess. All I'm saying is, I wouldn't want to have sex in there.

There was no angelic visage ahead of me as I approached the building. The door was as unlocked as the last time I went there.

Inside, everything was quiet. Sounds of screaming and unholy wailing from beyond the grave would have been more welcome.

I walked inside what would have been the lobby of the building. A manager's office off to one side. A wall of cubbies for keys or mail. Another wall with newer mailboxes. The building was, for San Jenaro, old. Before mid-century. A sort of old movieland charm that I would have loved under other circumstances. A previous owner had put carpet over the beautiful tile of the floors, but it had been torn up, and I saw the remains of carpet glue that hadn’t been fully removed. Maroons faded and brass unpolished and dusty. This had been a place built with an eye for artistry, I loved it and imagined it in its prime. Buildings can have ghosts too, after a fashion, and I got lost a while, seeing that haunted memory.

"Hello?" I asked when I realized I was letting time slip away from me.

I got no answer. I didn't recall the name of the man, or if I was ever told it.

A nameless stranger called me to an abandoned property too close to my home in a moment of perfect timing.

If this was a movie, I would be deeply suspicious. But as it was, old magic did this to your life sometimes. Coincidence and synchronicity rarely surprised me.

Don't worry, I was still suspicious. Though maybe not as much as you might be.

Then I got an answer to my call. "Molly." It was gurgling and weak. My contact inside WeHelp, stumbled down the stairs to the second floor two stairs at a time. He faltered with every step and I rushed toward him to maybe stop him from falling? Collapsing?

I reached him as he reached the lower stairs, so he ended up in my arms instead of on the floor. In grabbing him, my grip slid from a thick wetness on him. In hugging him to stop him from falling, I found that thick wetness spread, smeared along my arm. He was bleeding terribly. I felt the rush of his pulse through the relatively small cut in his dark hoodie. Not just any stab wound. A carefully placed cut along the left side of his back close to the base of the spine. A stab wound that went, I guessed by the cold of his body, right into his kidney.

I was holding a dead man, it was only time. Had we been in a hospital ER, he wouldn't make it. We weren't. He grabbed me, a rictus of pain all over his face.

A punch to the kidney allegedly killed Harry Houdini–actually it was toxic masculinity. He got punched in the stomach and wouldn’t admit how bad his pain was, so he died after getting treatment too late. That's how bad the pain from a gut wound can be. The blood loss wasn't what killed this man. Yes, he was still breathing, but he was also already dead.

I could not save this stranger from an untimely death.

I could, maybe, save him from a horrific and unnecessary amount of pain.

I reached through, touching the other side while staying in our reality and pressed my hand, spectral, into his open wound. His agony pulsed into me at such a pace I wondered if my nervous system wouldn't opt to shut down as well.

But, it wasn't actually physical pain, I thought, and so I kept my touch inside him, draining some but not quite all the agony into myself. We both buckled at that, him with relief as the blood loss caught up to him, me because, well, half a kidney shot is still an incredible amount of pain. It’s not like when you break a toe and you basically know the problem is in your foot. Instead, my brain spun and all my nerves shot off trying to sort out where the danger was. What part of me was being bitten off and chewed alive. Nothing was, so my nerves just kept firing. Like a phantom wound.

By the time we were both on the ground, me sitting, him draped in my arms and against my shoulder, he was mostly gone.

I have been around for the last moment of life and the first moments of the afterlife.

It's never easy. I don't know how doctors do it.

For me, there's a momentary teetering. A shift in the tectonic plates beneath me. Like leaning too much in any one direction would toss me right into the chasm where souls often go. Going whole cloth into that other place without dying first did not appeal to me in the least. His journey—I hoped—would be an easier path. I had only a moment to wish as much. If I were to have followed him, it would have been terrible. Sinclair frequently told me never to follow the dead into death. And in moments like this, I felt all too clearly what he meant, even with the residue of his pain still throbbing through my mind, I knew not to follow him on his lonesome road.

I looked up as I noticed more footsteps descending the stairs at a quick but much more controlled cadence.

"Russell?"

He spotted me holding the cooling body, his eyes scanning me for a moment. As I spotted the bloody knife in his hand, he gasped and dropped it. There was a pause there, though, before the drop, before the words.

"Fuck, Molly? Did he hurt you?"

"I, what?" Oh, I experienced a world of pain, but what Russell asked didn't make any sense.

"I've been following him. He was up to something. I overheard him on the phone with someone talking about meeting you here for 'the job.' He had this—” he self corrected, “that knife on him. Molly, he tried to kill me, and I just know he was trying to kill you too." As he spoke in a hurried rush, Russell pulled me up to my feet and patted me for signs I was injured. I wasn’t, but everything still hurt.

"You killed him?"

"What?" He searched my face, trying to find eye contact. "Molly, I followed him. He was coming here to kill you. I think WeHelp is cleaning up loose threads. You're in a lot of danger." He tugged at me, trying to direct me toward the door. I pushed away at his hands, but he resisted the gesture, gripping me harder. I cried out, the residual pain of the dead man spiking at his grip.

"Dammit Molly, I don't have time for your histrionics. You're in danger. I have to get you somewhere safe." He pulled me harder, eventually grabbing me around the waist to give me a full shove toward the door.

"Jesus, Russell! The kidney. I'm in a lot of pain. Give me a fucking second!"

He sneered but let go. "We have to hurry. Come on."

"Okay, fine. But I nearly left my purse at a crime scene." His sneer remained as I stepped back to the body where I dropped my purse. It took me too long to take a knee and pick it up. He snorted in annoyance, then rolled his eyes and marched toward me to pull me back up, purse or not. That gave me a split second to grab the guy's cellphone and slide it into my purse. I thought he hadn't seen it. Prayed he hadn't seen it.

"You always do that. You use your problems to make everything harder on me." He grabbed me again and yanked me to my feet, this time I went along if only to spare myself more grabbing and shoving. He shouted but not enough for his words to cut through the pain. Yet, anyway.

As he led, I focused on the spectral pain, visualizing it as a few hundred spiders with dagger-like feet. As I walked, though they hurt me, they were falling off and scurrying away or dying from the drop. With a little will work, the pain faded with the spiders falling away.

"I saved your life, and I don't even get a "thank you"." He told me as we stepped out onto the street.

"I'm not sure why you think you can talk to me like that." I said to him plainly.

He flinched and turned on me sharply, grabbing my upper arm. Truth Woke in Her Well. "What did you just say to me? After all I've done for you?"

I lifted my arm and rotated it so that he lost his grip. Thanks Lana, I remembered at least one self-defense thing you taught me. "You don't get to talk to me like that. In fact no one actually gets to talk to me like that. I appreciate you saying you saved my life here, but everything about this is suspicious and I'll make my own decisions, thanks." He stepped toward me–I stepped back.

He snarled and instead of grabbing my arm again, he jerked out his hand and grabbed me by the hair. "Dammit, I'm going to protect you even if you're too stupid to realize that's what's happening."

This is what we call a bridge too far. I imagined, then, what followed from here. Death was for certain on the horizon, but a lot of bad harm came between then and now. But I would not passively allow for it.

First, I tried to slip away, or at least shout into the liminal and hoped I was heard. But. Reality was too strong. I grimaced as he yanked me toward his car, realizing that however it was that his gifts let him block out my ability to read him, they also could be used to nullify a space around him. It didn't seem to be a very big space, a bubble, but I was stuck in it. Calling for help or running away wasn't going to do it.

I needed another plan.
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THE PLAN WAS to survive, and in that, I let him think I was done, and shuffled along as he pushed me into the car.

The car was his plan, but he left an ominous looking black bag on the passenger seat on his way into the apartments, and had to let go of me long enough to move it.

I used the moment to reach into my bag and grab my phone. All I needed to see was it light up and the smiley faced app Sam put there for me. I got my thumb on the screen. I hoped it was enough.

"What are you doing?" He snapped at me, grabbing at my bag to pull it away.

"Getting out a gun to shoot you with, Jesus, Russell who do you think I am?"

He punched me, right in the jaw, and to say that was a surprise was an understatement. I've been hit a time or two in my life, but a direct punch from a grown man with intent behind it was something else entirely. I admit I went numb and stopped doing anything.

My cousin Lana would not have. Henri would not have. Hell, Sam probably would not have—and she was a computer nerd. What a funny thing, in a moment of pain and shock, to have my mind drift to people I admire and how they'd never let themselves be where I was then. How quickly we blame ourselves.

Anyway, he took the opening to shove me into the car, so he did.

"Jesus, Molly." He said as he opened his side and got in. "I'm so scared for you, okay? We can't fight about this right now. I have to move you somewhere safe."

Because I couldn't read him, I couldn't say if he actually believed the things he was saying, or if he was saying them to maintain his world view.

"Where are we going?" I sounded calm, to hear myself, like I was sitting in the back listening to us talk, not me in the front seat doing the talking.

"Somewhere I can keep you safe until we figure this out."

"You're saying WeHelp is trying to have me killed?" He started the car.

"Yeah." He pulled away from the curb.

"Okay, why don't we go there and confront them?"

"What?”

"It's like two women in an office. You killed a third of their staff already, and you clearly don't have a problem punching women."

"FUCK SAKE!" He hit the steering wheel with both palms and it made me flinch. "Why are you making me out to be the bad guy here? I'm trying to save your life!"

I didn't come back too fast because I just couldn't. Fear, I guess, is the only thing that works really great to shut up Truth when she's enraged. I was more scared than She was angry, to get metaphorical again.

"Russell, I'm not trying to do anything. I want you to look at this as an outside observer. Would this look good to you, at all, if you were someone on the street seeing all this?" Again. Calm. To my own ears I sounded so strangely calm.

He went quiet. Thinking? Reasoning? Empathizing? Or just calculating? I couldn't be sure.

"Fine. Fine! Sure! Let's go to the office building where some crazy fucking bitch is trying to kill you. That sounds like a great idea." He turned sharply, the force of the turn pushed me into the driver's side and broke half a dozen traffic laws.

He was driving too fast, and kept glancing to me to make sure I wasn't doing anything he didn't like. I imagined a dozen things I should do. I imagined grabbing the wheel and driving us into something, and the horrific crunch of our bones as we crashed. I could grab salt from my bag, throw it in his eyes, and again, the crunching of bone and concrete. If I grabbed the emergency brake? I wasn’t actually sure because I know so very little about driving I just pictured a Fast and Furious disaster. I imagined flailing to draw another driver's attention, or maybe even the cops, but maybe he’d put a knife in my kidney while my head was turned. Could I throw open the door and toss myself out? How fast were we going? He’d probably just back over me at high speed or something. None of it ended well—none of it was my moment.

I was stuck in the car with him for now. If there was a way out, it wasn't until he stopped the car.

"I don't understand why you're so mad at me." He said after a while of quiet.

"I'm not angry. I'm trying to understand, Russell. That's all. I'm trying to understand why you’re pushing so many boundaries."

"What?" He glanced my way, then back to the road. "Fuck if I understand, it's... Listen. Freaks like us, we have to stick together, right?"

"You're not a freak, Russell. Neither am I."

"Yes I am. I know I am. I was made." He shook his head, cutting himself off.

"Being sensitive, gifted, is natural. Russell. Just as natural as having red hair or not liking the taste of cilantro."

"No." He snapped. "The government made me. I mean, they made my parents. When my parents had to go into hiding, I happened, and it only got worse."

I spared a glance at him. "The government can't make psychics or whatever you want to call it, Russell. They've done experiments, sure, but you are naturally–"

"You don't understand shit! I'm not some fucking magical crystal fucker, Molly. I understand exactly what they did. Generations of eugenics. Building an answer to Russian psychic spies!"

It sounded like he believed what he was saying. It fit a narrative, for sure. But was it real? Could he even understand if it wasn't? Did I have any right at all questioning the story he was telling me?

At least for that last question, I felt like I did.

"Okay. I'm listening to you. But I'm not sure how any of that has anything to do with WeHelp or why you're treating me like this."

"You really don't get it?" He took another far-too-sharp turn and I recognized the tower of an office building rising up from the horizon. We were headed for WeHelp HQ after all. "They're using military technology to find us. To find all of us. They're going to kill us all. That's why I have to protect you and kill off the others."

I couldn't have understood that last part correctly. "I'm sorry. The rest of WeHelp?"

"No! Well. Maybe them too. But the other psychics. The ones you've interacted with. The ones I've run into. Everyone who passed the test on the app. They're all links to you and I. We have to take them all out. We can't ever be tracked down if everyone connected is dead."

Right. We crossed a bridge at that point. "Your intention is to murder a bunch of strangers because they did an online quiz."

"NO!" He punched the steering wheel and drove us up onto the pavement in front of the building, narrowly missing someone from the cleaning staff who dived into a bush to avoid getting hit. "I'm killing off any witnesses to us existing so that the government can't come and find us and put us back into those facilities. My parents told me all about them. Constantly. I know how bad it will be if we get vanished."

I was going to rub my face, but my jaw hurt too bad, and the motion to touch my face reminded me of the pain. The pain was grounding, if nothing else. "WeHelp isn't working with the government. The test is old tech. The government doesn't care about—"

"They do! They'll never stop looking until they've got me back. I don't care what it takes, who I have to kill, to stop that from happening!"

I closed my eyes, then opened them. "I have his phone."

"What?"

"The man you killed, from WeHelp. I have his phone. If he made a call to the office after calling me, you told me the truth, and we can figure out where to go from there."

"I AM telling you the truth."

"Fine. I'm going to take out the phone, then, and see what the call history is." I reached for my bag.

He slapped my hand away. "Molly, I'm telling you the truth! You don't need to check the phone! You need to believe me!"

I clenched and unclenched my fist. "I have trust issues. Let me look at this phone so you can say ‘I told you so’ and I'll have evidence I was wrong, okay?"

"No!" He grabbed my wrist so tightly I heard cartilage pop. Nothing breaking, but still, that tight. It did not feel good. "I am so FUCKING sick of this! You were supposed to believe me!" He pushed up out of his seat, still holding my wrist, and pushed me back into the passenger side.

I was fairly sure I had backup coming. But, I was also growing sure that backup wouldn't come fast enough. He put his other hand on my throat. Did the worker Russell nearly run down and rush inside to call the police? Would that happen in time? Did he have the conviction to kill me before anyone intervened? I looked in his eyes, for anything I could read. Any flicker of understanding.

I saw nothing.

I wish I could say for sure if that was my own inability to read people without my gifts. I think it was more than that. I saw nothing. He was going to kill me, and for what, his ego and his self-story?

No. something deep in me, something stirred in a stone well covered in moss. She stirred in me, but she was different now. I was not about to let myself die. Not when I was so close to stopping WeHelp as well. I knew, roughly, what cousin Lana might have done. A capable fighter, a monster hunter, an expert. I was not those things. I would have to do it my way.

In climbing over me, he knocked the rear view, and I got a brief glimpse of my own face. I blinked with so very many eyes. I looked back to him, and whispered, "Don't do this" as best I could. He cut off my windpipe.

He didn't let up.

I had no choice.

I let something out. I have compared Her to this painting, but that separates Her from who I am for the sake of literary effect. In fact, Truth in Her Well was me, just a part of me I didn’t know how to embrace. My eyes hurt, my neck hurt of course, but my eyes and head hurt so much as he tried to choke the life out of me. The pressure in my head, the pain in my eyes, I imagined my eyes bursting like the spectre just days ago. If that was Truth, the part of me that had become changed by the entities I drew into me, well. She/I would be terrible if released. The edges of my vision grew dark. The forefront of my brain, the ego, or maybe just the superego, gave up.

Somewhere, far away, I heard the baying of Hounds. I knew that they thought they were my ultimate end, but I refused. I found myself in death, breathless, without a heartbeat for just a moment.

No. I wasn’t going to let the Hounds have me. Even after death. 

Far away, the sounds of baying became like the howls of mundane dogs, and then, like car alarms. A bunch of glass breaking and then, car alarms.

I might have, in the moment, been dead, but I wasn’t interested in staying that way. Not when I’d so recently reclaimed my gifts, my strength, my skin. That meant only one thing left to do.

The deeper parts of me won out. My otherness manifested.  My mouth opened, and from it, tendrils. Oily and shifting in colors from purple to teal. They were physical despite their spiritual nature. Physical enough to wrap up around his neck, but did not simply squeeze right away and start the process of strangling him back. The efforts of this other part of me was, let's say, too efficiency-minded.

“The fuck!” He let go with one hand to push the tendrils hanging out of my mouth away from his neck. That didn’t stop him squeezing, putting his weight on his arm to push even harder. The corners of his lips twitched up into a cruel smile. With one hand, he couldn’t keep the tendrils away from curling up along his neck and behind his ears, through his hair.

“Fucking bitch!” He squeezed even harder, and my eyes lulled closed. Seconds had past with a stopped heart and no breathing, really. But somewhere there was breaking glass and car alarms and a world I would not leave yet.

My eyes snapped open, and more of my otherness leaked out. He saw into my eyes. I mean, really saw into my eyes. All of them. His face drained of color and he opened his mouth to scream, but didn’t have enough time.

The tendrils gripped and in a heartbeat, snapped his head to the side.

He collapsed on top of me, heavy and very suddenly dead. I gasped a new first breath, the tendrils recoiling back into my mouth without effort or discomfort. I pressed a hand to my chest, my heart beat. Truth returned to Her Well, satisfied.

But Russell was still dead.

I killed a man. But then, he killed me first.
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"JESUS, HOLY FUCKING shit Molly!!"

The cavalry.

Specifically, the profanity was coming out of Yeona's mouth as she ran up to the car. I guess I was a bit of a sight. With the blood everywhere, the rising bruise, the dead boyfriend on top of me. The scene probably raised eyebrows.

"Fuck fuck! Please, uh. Get the door open for me?"

That was Miles. He was right behind Yeona, but glitchy. The area, as I mentioned before, was kind of hostile to spirits, and I figured he was having trouble remaining in the area. Especially while panicking.

"Yeah, yeah. OMG." She said the letters, not the words. "Molly, are you like killed or something?" Yeona pulled open the door. She hesitated to do anything about the body on top of me.

"I'm okay. There was a struggle." I said, already trying to defend myself out loud. Knowing the truth wouldn't work.

"It's okay." Miles came around Yeona and gave Russell a shove. "We can see clear as day what he did." He held out his hands to help me out of the car, but I figured he couldn't support me in his state. I put a hand on his, squeezed it, then pulled up out of the car mostly on my own.

Miles searched for something in my face, then he glanced past me to the inside of the car.

"Spectre involved or?"

He knew more than he was saying, I thought. "No. Just a very damaged person. How did you find me?"

"Honestly, I didn't. Sam contacted your friends here in the physical, and they were tracking your phone."

"My guardians wrote your friend's name on my notepad while Elion and his boyfriend and I were following the GPS in your phone. Sorry about the misspelling." Miles scarcely seemed to register Yeona’s apology.

I smiled at her as best I could around a swelling jaw. "Where are they?"

"They went up ahead, coming from the other side of the building. As soon as we saw the address we were headed toward, I guess they figured you were upstairs."

"We have to go." I said hurrying toward the building.

"Molly, you're hurt, you're covered in blood!" Yeona followed after me.

"I guess we have to hope no one calls the cops on us." Miles said, right beside me. “I would pop up to peek ahead of you, but this place is like swimming through pudding."

"Don't worry about that. Elion's smart. Dom is capable. If all we can be is backup, we'll be backup."

One of the six elevators was already open as we got to the center of the lobby. The woman at a desk at the other end stared dead-eyed at her computer terminal, and never so much as glanced at me and Yeona, let alone Miles.

I added the 8th floor to my superstitions right along the 13th and the 4th as the elevator ascended. Nothing spooky happened along the way. No flickering lights. No sudden stops. A mundane trip up.

"Thank you for coming."

"Wouldn't miss it for the world." Yeona said, tense but smiled weakly.

"Oh, I like her. You've got cool friends now." Miles said with a grin. "Other than Henri." He corrected himself.

I was too numb to defend Sam. Sorry Sam, Miles didn't know you at the time. The elevator doors slid open and the WeHelp office was down the hall. The door was open, no lights inside.

"Hate this." I said, and broke into a run for the darkened office, listening for any signs of Elion or Dom inside.

Miles glitched from spot to spot to keep up with me because of the environment. Yeona–more fit than me by decades–broke away from me and as a result, vanished into the dark office ahead.

"Hate this." Yeona repeated my words as I came up beside her, speaking so I knew where she was. I felt a cool touch to the back of my hand. Miles tried to make contact, but physical interaction was impossible.

It wasn't dark inside—it was lightless. Which was just as well, considering the smell.

Rot.

Rot and recently spilled offal. Like the Platonic opposite of the Butcher's shop, which smelled of fresh death and meat in an appetizing way if you were a meat-eater. This was appealing to no one. Filth and body waste and old, lingering death. The floor under my feet as I shifted weight from one foot to the other was sticky and gooey.

"I can't see anything." Yeona's voice was muffled, probably from a hand over her mouth and nose.

"Count that as a blessing, I think. We need to navigate back to the CEO's office–"

Candles flickered to life. I wish they hadn’t.

The earth-child-yoga-instructor was, uh, around. Bits of her were all over the office. The grossest body ichor I could recall seeing covered by rainbow sheen oil slick in green and yellow shifting colors. Her head still laid on the pillow I saw her sitting on days ago, but rather than her body or even a clean cut, it seemed like her spine was still attached, and to that, other bones and stretches of tendons and meat, like she was pulled apart and strewn around, but still held together by rough connective tissue. Despite the horror she'd been transformed into, her teeth remained perfect, spotless. More aggravating, her makeup was totally intact.

"Would you like tea?" The head asked as it rose up off the pillow, not floating, but lifted by the still attached and somehow animate spine.

"Oh holy crap." Yeona ducked behind Miles who was sort of also stepping in front of me even as he barely existed in the office.

"WOULD YOU LIKE TEA?!" The limbs started to move, and because she was pulled apart, it meant she took up a lot of space in the room long-wise. Like a giant skeleton with an intact, normal sized head. Of course, she didn't move like a human. She moved like a horrific marionette, too heavy and clumsy for its strings.

A limb lashed out at the three of us. Miles managed to grab it, but it was a struggle. His free hand folded into a fist and within the fist, his baseball bat appeared. "Go ahead. I'll hold her back."

"If you need to vanish…" He didn’t need me to finish. We didn’t have time.

"I won't get myself destroyed, Molly. Go help your friends."

Another long limb came at Miles, wrapping itself around him—a sort of pseudo hand made out of arm bones. I pushed Yeona ahead of me, trusting Miles to respect his own limits.

We passed by the door to the part of the office where the tech guys did their thing to manage the app. I noticed only a few of them sitting where they sat in life. Three of them, maybe? All dead, rotting into their seats like they died on the spot. No signs of violence, despite the peculiarity of the situation. Three men simply died at their desks and stayed to molder and putrefy. I couldn't tell you how long they were dead. Maybe since before I visited the first time?

"Yeah, no, sorry lady. That's some bullshit I ain't hearing!" Elion's voice came to us from the CEO's office ahead. I hurried that way, pushing the door open. Elion stood in the middle of the office, on a ...yoga mat? One he and Dom brought, it seemed like, because they pre-drew a circle on it in marker. Clever time saver, impressive. Dom squatted beside Elion, hands on the mat, possibly keeping the circle going.

It was kind of genius.

"Where's Molly?" Elion shouted. "What did you do with her?"

"She's right behind you." Jacqueline stood behind her desk, back to us, but feet apart and arms crossed in front of her. Her tone was annoyance, not malevolent rage or anything.

Elion did a double take looking back to spot me. "Shit."

"Yeah, looks like. Still. I guess we can finish this now, huh?" I walked ahead, around the circle.

"Yeona? Give me a hand?" Dom asked through gritted teeth, and she hurried his way. She stepped into the circle and squatted to put her hands on it. "Like this?"

"I think so."

At that, the strength of the circle was palpable. Undeniable.

Jacqueline snorted. "So what, you're going to rush into my office and have a sit-in or something? Is this the new Occupy Movement? Cannot stand the idea of people doing good work and still managing to make a profit?"

She turned her head to us. Only that. Her whole head turned, her body did not follow. The sound that came from her neck was especially unpleasant. Far worse than the sound of celery being twisted like in the movies.

"So help me, if you ever put those two words together like that again…" I bristled. "You're not doing good work. For heaven's sake, there's so many bodies here I'm surprised the neighbors haven't complained about the smells."

"Price of doing business." She said coolly. I kept my slow approach. "A business, I'll note, that is helping all of you, like I said it would."

"People are dead, Jacqueline."

"Merely people." She snapped back. "Normal, mundane, useless feeders. People who could never hope to grasp the reality of the universe the way you all naturally do." 

"Oh here we go." Elion said, rolling his eyes. He was tense, wanting to step out of the circle, throwing the colorful shapes of his aura against a mystical wall the circle created. I imagined him maybe throwing a punch or tossing a desk. Wisely, he stayed within the protection.

"Love that we’re not so different energy." Dom added, grunting. Sweat was apparent on his brow, on Yeona's too. It didn't look like it, but Jacqueline, or whatever energies were behind her, were fighting the circle. And those three were fighting back.

I needed to protect them.

"You're not seeing the truth." I told her, sitting down in a chair on the other side of her desk.

That was enough to force her to spin her body in one direction to face me while her head spun in the other to match her body' alignment. "What is that supposed to mean? I've seen the vastness of the universe! I've heard the whispers of our secret masters! I feel the truth of the Void. You all can only dream of it, but I have seen it! I have abandoned everything to submit to the power."

I leaned back in my chair. "The secret masters you're describing say what to you, exactly?"

"What?"

"What exactly do they say?"

"They want in. They want us to rise up, all of us, above these pitiful humans and join in union with them!" She raised her hands above her head like it was the end of some grand sermon.

"They said that to you, in so many words? They communicated directly?"

"I, what?"

"You got a glimpse of the void, and from it, you received a specific message and specific instructions to do all of this?" I gestured around.

She lowered her hands. "Not in so many words, no. They're from outside of space. They don't use human language."

"Then how can you be sure that's what they want?"

Everyone was looking at me.

"Because I function at a higher level. I wake up at 4am for mindfulness. I do keto! I understand! I interpret their wishes. I am their mortal vessel."

"Imagine getting a tapeworm and the tapeworm assumes it understands your will and scale. Or imagine being slowly eaten by a bear and thinking you're enacting some divine plan on the bear's behalf." I sighed dramatically and stood up. "Come on kids, she's no threat. We can go."

No one snapped to their feet, but she stammered.

"I am in communion! I sense their deepest desires. It is quite physical and erotic!"

I grimaced. "I think you mean carnal. Anyway, that's impossible. You're the parasite to a host that doesn’t realize you exist. What you feel as communion may be the equivalent of being destroyed and absorbed by white blood cells for all we know. It may be otherworldly in nature, but that doesn't change the fact that you're already dead." I felt like there was a lot of that going around today. The worst day I've had in forever.

"No! Stop. I'll show you. I'll show you the power I wield." Grotesque green veins moved and twitched under her skin, rushing along her face, hands, and neck like a time-lapse of some aggressive kudzu vines.

I did stop and held up my hand. "Listen, I get that you're flush with Void radiant psychosis and everything, but I had a rather crap day, and I need to go take a shower. I don't have time for this."

"How dare you?!" A vortex, a rip, appeared in the space behind her, glowing lambent with colors human eyes can't perceive but the soul can sense. "I'll show you."

"Step back into the Void."

The three held their breaths. She sneered. "What?"

"The home of your beloved masters is right there, right behind you. Anyone, and I do mean anyone can summon entities from beyond the veil through a rip in reality like that. It’s old hat. I could do it in my sleep."

"You blaspheming cun–"

"Careful, language. Your gods are listening." I folded my arms. "If you're such a blessed chosen priest of your horrific gibbering star-children, step into the Void. Surely they'll take you in and make you even more powerful."

"Molly? Are you sure this is a good idea?" Elion gave me a stage whisper. I waved the question away.

"My purpose is here," she hesitated, stammered and unsure.

"If it is, then won't they just plop you back here?"

"Are you actually trying to out-logic a cultist of some space monster?" Yeona whispered. Again, I shrugged.

"You know nothing."

"Then prove it." I gestured to the hole. "Step through. Your return would be all the proof you'd ever need that you're right and I'm a fool."

She sneered at me. "FINE! I'll show you the might of my devotion!" She turned away from us and faced the vortex.

I motioned for the others to get up, just in case.

Jacqueline hesitated there a moment, and that was all I needed to see. "Yeona, you might want to look awa–"

Before I could finish the thought, limbs, hands, of serpent-like bone and metal reached through the portal and grabbed her. "I come in service to you, my beloved masters!" She cried out.

And then she screamed. Her right arm was pulled, smoothly, from her body, spraying blood along the wall as it came away and then was pulled inside. Horrible crunching noises followed.

"Oh my god." Elion doubled over and wretched.

"I serve only you!" She screamed in agony, but also in worship. I wish I was wise enough to know how to fix that kind of brokenness. I found myself having more regrets than I expected as the limbs lifted her and pulled her kicking legs into the void—more crunching and chewing noises followed. Whatever poked through and grabbed her was not in a hurry to finish eating her. Even as blood flowed freely from her mouth, she gurgled prayers and then—begging to be spared—so she could be of service. By the time she was up to her chest in the vortex, she stopped making any sounds at all.

She was dead.

The three with me were silent.

Her head vanished into the vortex and it closed after her like it'd never been there to begin with.

Well, there was still plenty of blood, of course. But aside from that? Nothing. Jacqueline was completely gone.

"Holy fuck." Elion said, finally, wiping the puke from his mouth. "What, what just happened?"

"Tale as old as Seattle." I pulled my hair up with both hands before remembering I didn’t have an elastic, and so let it fall. Yeona silently reached out to hand me one. "Startups thinking they can disrupt an industry and mess around in a field they know nothing about because they've got some cool tech. Arrogance before the fall."

"Let’s call it a startup messing around with military tech they don’t understand, nearly causing an interdimensional crisis.” All four of us turned, and a woman stood in the doorway wearing a skirt-suit colored Washington black. She regarded each of us before focusing on me.

"I’ve read your file. You go by Molly?"

"Because that’s my name? I don't have a file."

The woman strode easily into the room, regarding the mess and then Jacqueline's computer. "Correct. You have multiple files." She said, expressionless and not so surprisingly, impressionless. She could mask, I thought, not as Russell had, but through training. "This is going to take a lot of sensitive cleanup. You all should run along."

"I'm sorry, what? Who are you with? What is going on here?" Yeona demanded. Dom rolled up his magical yoga mat and then went to check on–and fuss–Elion.

"You can call me Agent King, but please don't try to contact me in the future. For everyone’s sake."

"The timing of your arrival is miraculous." I muttered to myself, the pain in my jaw and the residual pain from the kidney shot reminded me it existed.

"Isn't it. I have a lot of friends, Molly. Just like you." She gestured to the assembled.

I narrowed my eyes at her, but the expression went unseen.

"The police—" Dom started to say.

"—aren't ready for this kind of work.” She straightened up, tugging down on the hem of her jacket. “Roughly two years ago, Molly, your cousin Lana Moreno was at a party in Eva Blue. Unbeknownst to her, an anomalous person of significant power had an emotional breakdown. She melted the brains of dozens of people, killing them instantly. We didn’t have to deal with the dead—that was the easy part. The trouble was the survivors. A hundred people who had to go home and work jobs and care for families. Minds completely broken from what they’d experienced, and they couldn’t even describe it to a therapist if they tried. The system doesn’t have tools for that. Did you know that people witnessing psychic phenomena have a 42% greater chance of becoming mass shooters? Every one of the eleven cops on the scene ended up in a hospital or a grave. That’s what happens when normal, everyday people run into the truth. That was just a young woman losing control. Now, imagine the cops trying to grasp contact with an outsider? Who do you think will end up in a padded room? You, them, or everyone involved? Or worse, strapped down and prodded by organizations founded by the Nazi scientists the United States hired after World War II. I think you get the jist.”

No one really knew what to say.

“I understand you've all had a real rough time. But the best thing you can do is quietly walk out that door and forget as many details as your brains will allow.” 

"Are you with the government?" Elion asked.

She looked up. "No. Not anymore. Not after what they’ve done. Do you want this to go to the local authorities? Do you want to expose what happened here to a bunch of people who aren't allowed to have over a certain IQ to get hired for their job?"

"The IQ test is racist." Yeona said, though I imagined she still had some brag-worthy number.

"Yeah. Now imagine the guys who are proud they couldn’t pass it." King smirked. "But the question remains. Do you want me and my people to clean this up in peace?"

The four of us looked at each other.

"Yeah, fine," was the basic answer from all of us.

I hesitated though, as we went to leave. "Were you hunting down psychics or whatever you call them?"

She looked up from Jacqueline's computer and shook her head. "Not us, no. Believe it or not, we came to help. Far as I can tell, none of the groups like that are on this tip.”

"You sure?"

She shrugged. "I hope so, but I can't be 100%. No one really can. Good luck out there. Really glad we didn't have to vanish you." Her mask briefly slipped, and I knew that was sarcasm. Like she knew how to get the message across.

We left. There were already people in PPE cleaning up the remains of Asia, the stock photo.

By the time we got down to the first floor, Miles was waiting by the door out of the lobby, arms crossed and shaking his head.

"Almost wish I still smoked." He said as we approached. I made a face at him, and he threw an arm over my shoulder. "I said almost."

The car was gone.

I got a shiver.

"Shit, what happened with that?" Yeona asked Miles pointedly.

"Well, after I slayed the mini boss in the waiting room, I popped down here to see that some van with no plates pulled up. People in like, Outbreak Halloween costumes climbed out, loaded the whole car into the van and left with it."

"Christ." I whispered. I, at that point, remembered a dead man's phone in my purse, took it out, and checked it. No calls before or after he called me today. No weird calls at all.

"What is it?" Miles asked, looking over my shoulder.

"It’s a lot to explain. Even if he was telling part of the truth, he wasn't telling all of it. I'll never really know, either way."

"You're not going to explain that at all, are you?" Yeona asked.

I let out a heavy breath. "No. I need a shower. Who's got a car?"










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE










WE PILED INTO Dom's beat up old Civic. Miles made a pretty cute joke about sitting in my lap, which wasn't a problem because he was mostly incorporeal. To them, all of this was a win, if a weird win. The mood of that was, naturally, infectious. Miles was in his prime, I think, being seen and being communicated with without a lot of effort. This was good for him.

I tried to explain what I could—what I was strong enough to. Not about Russell or the weird clandestine suited people, but at least about the void. How I understood it to work, and how I knew Jacquelyn was full of herself.

"She decided she was chosen, special, above it all, and she rode that all the way to a horrific end."

"Do you think she was sensitive or whatever, like us?" Yeona asked, hesitantly.

"I do, honestly. Maybe she was especially sensitive to the Void. I don't think it's unheard of. You find cultists and worshipers pop up from time to time. The only difference here was she happened to be trying to use tech to build an army rather than the more traditional brainwashing, bribery, or sex."

Everyone went quiet a minute, likely considering if WeHelp had been a dating app instead of what it was. Disgusting.

"But if she bothered to learn more about what she was dealing with rather than trying to master those energies alone," Miles offered, "she probably would have run into people like Molly. It wouldn't have gone too far."

"Ugh." Elion said from the front seat. "I guess we're super lucky we ran into her first, huh?"

I looked around the car. "Sure, but if you hadn't, I'd have been screwed… so old magic goes both ways."

"I like that." Yeona said.

"Yeah, we should all go both ways." Dom said from the front with a snicker.

"Gross!" Yeona sneered. "Molly's like fifty, leave her alone."

"Oh, ouch." Miles laughed and hugged me awkwardly from his position pretending to be in my lap. "Don't make fun—us olds are sensitive."

"Yeah, stop. Yeona, you wanna drive them to watch Fox News or something?"

"Okay, that’s ageist." I shook my finger in the air. "In my day, no one talked to their mentor like this."

"Because you all hadn't formalized a writing system yet?" Yeona asked. "Or were you carving into clay tablets?" Dom followed up.

I was outnumbered.

Teasing went on, basically, for the rest of the trip home. They all exchanged numbers, someone called Sam to let her know we were all fine, and Miles lingered when I got out and stood in front of my home.

"Can I stay a while?" He asked me quietly, hands stuffed down in his pockets.

"I wish you would. I'm going to grab a shower. Are you up for causing a distraction so my Aunt doesn't see me looking like this?"

He glanced me over, then nodded. "Yeah, no problem."

We went in–him suddenly and performatively friendly–calling out to Agatha to explain away why I was headed up in a hurry and I snuck away.

The house was calm. The house was quiet. My roommate's door was open, but did not slam as I walked past to the bathroom. I heard soft moving inside. She was peaceful for the moment—a kind of blessing.

The water was warm and soothing. I stood still there for what felt like hours but wasn’t. The bathroom door creaked open.

"I'm not going to barge in, but can I hang out? I won't try to peek." Miles asked from the door. I turned my face up into the water, minding the growing bruise.

"It's okay."

"I mean, if you need to be alone."

"I said it's okay, Miles. Come in. I want company."

The door slid closed again, and I could see his outline, foggy and backlit through the shower certain. He sat down on the lid of the toilet. 

"I'm sorry. I should have known."

"Me too." I told him. "But we're not blaming ourselves for the bad actions of others, right?"

He was quiet. "Easy to say."

"Yeah." I laughed, but without too much humor.

"I couldn't find you. Like your presence was just… gone. I know you've told me stories about how you could never quite reach out to your mom, and I panicked thinking that you'd vanished like that and I'd never..."

I breathed in and out. He was crying. He was doing a fine job of talking through it, but he was most assuredly crying.

"Russell’s whole thing manifested in an ability to stay spiritually invisible. I couldn't reach out or send a signal or do anything that close to him."

"I should have known."

"Nope. Listen. I understand that you were scared and now you're letting that go. And I'd really really love to just reach out and hug you but I still haven't gotten all the blood off and there's a shower curtain, and I am so tired right now."

Poof, or glitch, or whatever word you want to use, he was standing in the shower behind me, wrapping arms around me. He didn't say anything, and didn't have to. He held me like that awhile, in the water, as it passed through him. He was not there as much as he was.

I turned to face him, to turn up my face to him.

"Does your face hurt bad? Is it okay if I kiss you?"

"It'll hurt worse if you don't."

So he did, and it hurt, but not as bad as if he hadn't.

When he broke the kiss, he looked down at me. "You killed that guy?"

I nodded.

"It was weird, how did it happen?"

I had the experience, but not the words to explain it to him. “I’m not ready for that.”

"Okay." he breathed out, but didn't disappear. Didn't make like he was going to leave.

"You sticking around?"

"Looks like."

I smiled at him, weakly. "Then can you hand me the body wash that's behind you? I'm starting to feel a little ‘Lady McBeth’ with this blood stuff."

He reached behind him and grabbed the bottle, handing it to me. "Out out, damn spot."

He spent the night. He was around in the morning. I saw no Hounds in my dreams that night. For a while, anyway, it was nice.




The End










INTERMISSION







HEY YOU, THANK you so much for reading Reaching In, my novel about a sad girl and her new friends. I really appreciate you taking this trip with me. We descended together into death, and like Molly, I hope we all came out of it stronger. Ready. Cool. 

Any author will usually tell you ‘this book is deeply personal to me’ about almost any book they’ve written, so I won’t belabor the point. 

I will say that this book marks a number of transitions for me as a writer, and my partner Liv as an editor. She made this book read–and sing–in ways I could not have done so on my own. If you loved this book, you have her to thank as well! 

Speaking of, hey, you wanna hear more about what cousin Lana was doing while Molly was learning about Nice Guys the hard way? Well, read on! 


You can find us at: 


https://machineage.tokyo 


http://filamenayoung.tokyo


https://twitter.com/filamena


https://twitter.com/machineiv


Thank you so much for walking the labyrinth with me.
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#INTHENAMEOFLOVE







“Stop in the name of love…” 

This is my favorite part. As the Supremes say those words, she puts up her hand and shakes her head. On her hand, the letters “AN” come up. She closes that into a fist, and she spins. 

“Before you break my heart…” 

She stops, and looks down to her hand, her fist. Her fist shakes a bit, and she bulges it like a beating heart. Then she bursts her fingers outward. On her palm she overlays the explosion emoji. 

“Think it o, over…” 

Her hands blast outward and her fingers do that thing where they sort of wiggle downward slowly like confetti as she mouths the last line. 

The lesson here is that if you’re using ammonium nitrate, you have to be careful not to store it with a fuel source. I don’t know if blowing yourself up would break her heart, but it’s an important precaution because I don’t think most people making a bomb using ammonium nitrate really want to blow themselves up. 

@SarahTops1917 is my favorite Tiktoker. She goes over a lot of the essentials of bomb making, reinforcing a safehouse, protecting yourself from surveillance, where to get supplies without being flagged on federal databases, and lifehacks like tricking vending machines to spit out money. Best of all, she does them while dancing to Motown hits. Maybe the best part is that her name is a double entendre referencing her sexual preferences and the coolest dinosaur. I dunno. I’m not, like, the TikToker ratings board or whatever. 

Sarah gets away with her videos by chopping them up into little bits. For a bomb making tutorial, she breaks it into 14 distinct parts, each one just a few seconds long and, individually, not illegal. She makes sure to change clothes between the videos for plausible deniability. Yes, if you do all 14 of these things in this specific order, you get an IED. Technically.

It’s not like I don’t know how to make a bomb. I do. But watching her videos keeps my nerves calmed and acts like a checklist so I can double check my work and not blow up my apartment. Sometimes I like to put on a playlist of them when I sleep. Some people try to learn French while they sleep. Well, je suis la jeune fille, and I prefer to learn important life skills like how to turn a wall AC outlet into a shaped charge that can take out a werewolf’s legs.  

One of these days, when monster hunters are the rockstars they deserve to be, I’m going to walk on stage to accept my award for Best Monster Hunter Ever and I’m going to thank the people I couldn’t have done it without. And by that, I mean @SarahTops1917 and the Supremes. 

Ammonium nitrate is kind of annoying anyway. You can’t just get it in its pure form anymore, and you have to dissolve out the calcium in the stuff on the civilian market. I live in a city so I don’t have to be wrist deep in fertilizer. It’s also, like, THE precursor chemical federal agencies look out for when they’re trying to find a bomber. I think we should normalize other chemical agents. I prefer urea nitrate. For one, it’s a little easier to get. For another, I think there’s something funny and poetic about blowing someone up and showering them with animal piss at the same time. #NormalizeUreaNitrate

Hi. I’m Lana. I hunt monsters. 
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#NONLINEARSTORYTELLING




You know the best part of making a bomb? Knowing you can. Sometimes I go through the steps just to remind myself. If the whole world goes to shit, if my enemies are at the gate ready to bust in, I can always make a bomb. 

Actually I really shouldn’t start with the bomb part, should I? Alfred Hitchcock said you lose all suspense the moment you detonate the bomb, so we should indulge in some non-linear storytelling here. You’re smart readers. You just put up with like two hundred pages of Molly. I can’t even listen to twenty minutes of her moping. You can get this stuff. Also, I’m gonna spell it out like super fucking clearly, so Memento with bombs this ain’t. 

Besides, this is a short story, so we really don’t have a lot of time for weirdness and confusion here. Just two time jumps. The first one, I’ll go back to the time I met my cousin Molly’s psycho twink boyfriend. The second one, I’ll go back to explain why I met my cousin Molly’s psycho twink boyfriend and became part of an international conspiracy to—I probably should show, not tell, right? Lemme think about the creative writing class I took at San Jenaro Community College. 

In medias res. That’s where we start.

“Owowowowowowow ohmygodyoucrazybitchlemmego!”

Yep. That’s it. That’s where we start. 

“The fuck did you just call me?” I turn the psycho twink’s wrist further behind his back. They call this a police hold. I think that’s racist, so I call it my psycho twink hold. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t mean it it’s just I think I broke my wrist and you’re—”

“You think I don’t fucking know about your wrist?” I twist it harder. He falls to the ground. If you’ve read Molly’s story so far, this should be like deja vu. 

“What the fuck?! Doesn’t anyone just talk to people anymore?” 

“Shut the fuck up Randy. This isn’t about you. Well. I guess it’s about you. But it’s not about your input and the only thing I need from you is your complete and total agreement. Capice?” 

“My name’s Russell.”

I twist it harder. I hear a pop. That’s definitely his shoulder coming out of socket. Wrists aren’t that loud. 

“I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry what do you want?” 

“Well, Randy, I want you to leave Molly alone.”

“Oh god you’re Molly’s cousin! She said you were jealous of—”

I twist harder. He screams the way only a redhead with a man bun can scream. “It’s not jealousy. I don’t want Molly. I’m telling you that you’re going to leave her alone or the next thing I pop out of its socket is your dick.” 

“But… The dick doesn’t have a—”

I put my knee on his back and force him to the ground. 

“Okay. I get it. Leave Molly alone.”

“Or else?”

“Or else you’ll pop my dick out of socket?” 

“Yeah…” I sigh and stand, letting him go. “That doesn’t sound very threatening, does it?” 

I look down and he’s now sitting on his butt, cradling his maybe broken but definitely dislocated shoulder. In retrospect, I debate the virtues of dislocating the other one. He shakes his head slowly at me, as if asking permission to agree with me. 

“Okay. Randy.” I kneel to meet him eye to eye. 

He opens his mouth. Briefly, like he’s about to correct me again. He snaps his mouth shut and nods. 

“Randy, you’re going to leave her the fuck alone, and if I find out you’re with her again, you’re going to beg the clandestine agencies that are hunting you down to take you into custody, because no matter what zany Doctor Gershwin Schnitzelnazi comes up with to torture you with, I promise you it will not compare to the way you will hurt if you fuck with my family. I’m gonna call the Butcher and make sure he sees this shit because I will make him descend into a spiral of self-doubt when he sees how much I’m going to fucking hurt you. Do you understand?” 

He nods quickly. I slap him hard across the shoulder. Hard enough to knock him back down. He looks up at me and quivers in fear. “What?!”

“You DON’T understand!” I leer down to scare him again. 

“I do.” 

“No. You don’t understand. Because the things I’m going to do to you, there aren’t words for. You can’t understand them because I haven’t made them up yet. I have ripped the fangs out of vampires, cut the balls out of werewolves, put wizards through wood chippers, and that was before the Book 2 escalation. I’m gonna peel off some of the skin on your inner thigh and put scotch tape on the raw flesh underneath. Then I’m gonna rip it out and while you’re screaming I’m gonna put a thermometer in your dick hole and smash it. The old glass kind full of mercury so even if I let you live you’ll end up like that Mad Hatter guy and everyone will laugh at your poisoned, dickless, tape muscled ass for the rest of your life.” 

“You’re not going to kill me?” 

“Oh I’ll kill you. But I want to see you fucking suffer first.”

He looks at me, a little defiant. The way people get when they think you’re absolutely going to kill them and they’ve got nothing to lose. “You don’t know anything about me, lady.” 

“I know all about you Randy. I know all about how you negate superpowers. Vampires can’t hypnotize you. Demons can’t possess you.” 

His eyes go wide.

“But there’s one superpower you can’t negate.” 

He swallows. 

“Mine. I want you to look me up like you looked Molly up. Lana the Impaler. Google. Bing. Duckduckgo. I don’t fuckin’ know. Just do it. You’ll see my one superpower.” 

“What… what is it?” 

I reach down and snatch his wallet from his pants pocket. He briefly tries to slap me away, but one mean look and he backs off. I pull out a twenty dollar bill and hold it up to show him before pocketing it.

“I win.” 

I knew he’d go back to her. That was the fun part. 
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#HAVEICECREAMCONE




“Miss Moreno.” 

“Nuh uh. Don’t pull that ‘Miss Moreno’ shit with me. It’s Lana, or I walk.” I turn a chair around and sit on it backwards, leaning on the backrest and looking to my two new lunch partners. We’re out on the sidewalk of one of the nicer sushi places in Palo Verde. One’s got simple, straight brunette hair, wearing a soft blue blouse and a navy scarf. She’s gotta be paying. The other’s blonde with a pixie cut with black and pink glasses, in a simple black dress with a denim jacket over it. They live together—the same white cat hair’s on the scarf and the black dress. 

“Would you prefer Lana?” The brunette says, while the blonde sips a coffee. 

“Yeah. Lana works. What do I call you?” 

“Agent Ki—” The brunette starts, but gets a knowing stare from the blonde. “Johanna King. Jo’s fine.” 

The blonde says, “Naomi. We used to be coworkers.” 

“Oh! I didn’t recognize you with that hair. Goth Miranda Kaye!”

“Yeah. That’s the one.” She shook her head a little. Clearly, she didn’t like that name. Clearly, she hated it enough that she changed her hair. 

“I like your new hair. It suits you.” I wave over the server before they can renege on their offer. “Give me the sushi and sashimi sampler. The big one. And some miso soup. Some gyoza. You ladies want anything?” 

Jo seems a little bothered as I’m ordering. Naomi nods. “Just for the record, we’re not with some agency. This is all out of pocket. I’ll have the vegan California rolls.” 

“Oh.” I consider that. “Then how about the little sampler? And don’t bother with the gyoza. But the miso comes free, right?” 

The server nods. Naomi mouths ‘thank you.’ 

Johanna just points to something on the menu, then folds it closed. 

“So wait. You’re not with an agency? I thought you were feds.” 

Naomi shakes her head and Johanna looks up at me. “Sorry I misled you. I… used to be a fed. Naomi and I have been working with a different group. Unofficial.” 

“Oh sure. I get the story. You found something the feds didn’t like you knowing. So now you’re on the outs. But you’re still doing the work because it’s the right thing to do, right?” 

Jo nods. 

“Got it. Well, hell. Then you get civilian pricing if we end up going forward with this contract.”

Naomi pulls a tiny, discrete little set of birdwatching binoculars from her purse and glances down the street. She taps Johanna’s shoulder. 

“Excuse me for a moment.” Jo takes the binoculars and glances down the street as well, in the direction of a few tourist spots. But, I quickly realize she’s honing in on a Gorgon’s Grounds. 

Naomi takes a deep breath in and looks me in the eyes. “I’m sure you’ve heard of this new app.” 

“WeHelp, right? Shittier ghost #iHunt?” 

She nods. “I don’t want to get into all the details you won’t care about, but one thing the app’s done is surfaced a bunch of people related to some awful government experiments from the 50s to the 70s. It’s shaken some real scary stuff out of the woodwork.” 

“Supersoldier shit?” 

“Something like that. Ever hear of MKUltra?”

“Yeah. Psychic phenomenon and all that. And there’s all that weirdness where a lot of mass murderers are tied to it. I’m more or less familiar. Doesn’t intersect much with my line of work, but we hear stuff.” 

“Alright. Well, some of the kids and grandkids of the original MKUltra specimens have manifested abilities. Some benign. Some deadly.”

Johanna hands the binoculars across the table to me. I take a look. A couple of seconds later, I see what they want me to see. A redhead with a man bun and an arm brace sits down at an outside table. Across the table? Molly. She’s not technically my cousin. 

I stare. I watch. I speak. “You’re telling me an MKUltra reject is sitting down for coffee with Molly? And you’re telling me not to just go over there and beat him until his face looks like a maxi pad I had to use twice because I was stuck on a stakeout?”

Johanna winces. Naomi crunches her lips together and shakes her head. “We can’t yet. He doesn’t really pose a threat to Molly. His powers won’t affect her. We need him to have a flare up before we can stop him. That’s going to take some time. We think we know what can trigger it.” 

“Flare up? What kind of flare up can’t hurt her?” 

The two ladies look between each other. Johanna nods to Naomi, they both look to me, and Naomi continues. “His power is that he nullifies supernatural energies around him. He’s completely blank to any sort of psychic senses. He’s immune to monsters’ mind control. He can shut down their abilities with just a whim. Ghosts can’t even see him. He doesn’t even know the extent of his strength, but we have reason to believe DARPA does know the extent of his strength, and they want to turn him into a weapon. It’s called Operation Have Ice Cream Cone.”

“That sounds stupid.” 

“Every DARPA program sounds stupid. It’s a sequel to hits such as Operation Have Donut and Operation Have Drill.”

Naomi chimes in. “And Operation Acoustic Kitty!”  

“You’re not shitting me?” 

“Not at all.” 

“Shit. Okay.” Molly and he seem to be having a perfectly normal coffee date. Whatever. I put down the binoculars. “So where do I fit in?” 

“We need you to stick with us until the job’s done. It shouldn’t take more than a few weeks, but we’ll pay you for your time. When the time comes, we need you to neutralize him.” 

“Nope. Sorry.” I shake my head and stand up.

“Please!” Naomi gets up and puts a hand on mine. This matters to her. It matters a lot. 

I sit. “You’re not telling me something.” 

“What do you need to know?” Naomi sits as well. 

“Why you need me. He’s just a normal guy if everything you’re saying is true. So, why do you need a monster hunting specialist to take him down? Jo here’s got a .45 in her purse. Why not just kidnap him old school?” 

The server’s eyes go wide as she approaches with our food. 

“In Minecraft.” I follow up, but the server doesn’t seem convinced.

The server carefully puts our plates on the table and scampers away. I have that effect on people sometimes.

“Well.” Johanna takes a deep breath and rearranges the plates to go with their correct owners. “The reason is that he’s surrounded himself with some really awful things. Just a bit ago, he took a job to exorcize the Butcher.” 

I laugh out loud. “You’re kidding me. He could stop the Butcher?” 

Jo shakes her head. “No. Far as we can tell, Molly saved his life. But he’s been in some hot spots lately and we’re afraid that when we make our move, some of these awful things are going to attack because the second he’s disempowered, they can strike hard. That’s why we need you.” 

“Okay but you know I don’t do that shit, right? I’m not a ghost hunter. Hell, you could have gotten Molly for this job.” 

“You don’t want Molly involved. Right now, those government agencies don’t know Molly’s involved, and they have no interest in her.”

“And… if they stumble upon her, if she’s directly involved, then they’ll become interested in her. And we don’t want that.” 

Naomi nods. 

“So how about other ghost hunters?” 

“No. Not ghosts. It’s…” She shakes her head. 

Naomi picks up where she left off. “The things behind WeHelp aren’t ghosts. And a lot of the things they’re dealing with aren’t ghosts. We don’t know all the details, but we know they’re digging through some old declassified MKUltra records for their mapping data. Most of that’s ghostly energy. But some of it’s not.”

“It’s aliens?” 

Johanna shrugs. “We don’t really know. That’s why we need the best. You’re the best.” 

“Aw shucks. So, you call me up, I gank the guy and deal with whatever tries to come through?” 

They both nod. Johanna pulls out a little device that kind of looks like a glucose testing kit, with some much longer lancets in a clear plastic case. “Once you’re able, we need you to get a sample from the base of his neck, in his spine.” 

“Does he have to be alive?” 

“No. But he has to still be warm. Spinal fluid’s fairly volatile. So, five minutes, tops.” 

“Alright. Kill the motherfucker. Take some spinal fluid. Stop whatever comes across. That doesn’t sound too hard. What are you doing with the fluid?” 

“We can’t tell you.” Johanna is firm about that. 

Naomi puts her hand on Johanna’s, with a pleading look. 

Johanna faces me again. “We need to replicate his ability in someone else. With the right training and temperament, it can be an important tool for doing essential work. It’ll save lives.” 

“So you’re doing what DARPA wants to do, you’re just doing it without government oversight?” 

Johanna looks at me, concerned. She thinks I might walk. I can see in her eyes that she knows without me they’re shit out of luck. “Yes.”

“Alright then. Fuck the feds.” I shrug. The two women’s faces show not just surprise, but the kind of relief you only show when you’ve come a long way and thought you were gonna lose anyway. “But one condition.” Their relief turns to concern.

“Yes?” Johanna tilts her head quizzically.

“We’re calling this Operation MacNCheese.” 
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#OPERATIONMACNCHEESE




After three chapters, we’re finally in the present tense. That’s so weird to me. Like, am I supposed to narrate in the past tense? Or present because I was still there and acting? I guess it all comes down to a stylistic choice.

To connect the parts, it’s been a few weeks since we started Operation MacNCheese. Yes, they agreed to my terms. No, they’re not quite paying me as much as I’d hope. But also, Molly’s involved so if I’m being honest, I’d probably have done the job for free. 

We’re in a van. A big, nondescript van. Rental. It smells like body odor and sex, and some shitty body spray someone used to try to cover the smell of cigarette smoke. It didn’t work. We’re driving through Sunrise, the big tech hub of San Jenaro, where it’s just nondescript office building after nondescript office building. If you don’t know exactly what you’re looking for, it’s a labyrinth. 

Jo’s driving, calling people and hanging up furiously every time. I guess when you leave an agency like that, they burn a lot of your connections. At least she’s using the hands-free thing instead of trying to dial while driving I guess? 

“Lana, what are you doing? Molly’s in transit with Russell. We’ve bugged his car. He’s on his way to WeHelp HQ with her in tow.” Naomi looks over her laptop at me to say that. She’s been doing all the necessary tech stuff. Recon. Tracking. Scanning. She says she’s made friends with another sorta hacker type—a friend of Molly’s—that’s also concerned about this whole situation with Russell and WeHelp. 

I’m sitting in back with Naomi. I tap around on my phone. “I was this close to winning Miranda Kaye’s heart and approval. I have the perfect outfit for the Oscars party and if I get a five star rating I’ll get in her next movie.”

Naomi looks at me like I’m explaining the plot of a weird app game to her. “What in the hell are you talking about, Lana?” 

I hold my phone up so she can see my app. Because, you know, I’m explaining the plot of a weird app game to her. “Miranda Kaye: Movieland. It’s a stupid game but I’m addicted. The dialogue sounds like it was written by an AI. Check this out, I—”

“I see what you’re doing, but Molly’s in danger. Russell’s driving like a maniac on drugs. He almost hit some people. He’s swerving all over the place. They’re almost at WeHelp.”

“Yeah. And Jo’s driving there. It’s not like I can have a plan about a situation I don’t know about. I’m an improviser. An action girl. You get me there; I’ll do the job. But in the meantime, I’ve got undiagnosed ADHD and if I’m left to my thoughts I’m just gonna get pissed. So, I’m trying to hook up with fake Miranda Kaye for fake social media followers.” 

A few moments go by. It seems like Naomi’s just silently going back to her work. Then she says, “I can introduce you.” 

“Huh?”

“To Miranda Kaye. I can introduce you. We’re sisters.” 

“Really? That explains a lot. Well—it explains one thing. Why you look like her. But why’s a mega star’s sister working at Movieland theme park and trying to chase aliens?” 

Naomi looks forward to Johanna, who nods back to her. 

“Because if it weren’t for aliens, we wouldn’t exist.”

“Oh god. Like, humankind? Were we an alien experiment or something? Are we their giant ant farm?”

She shakes her head. “Nah. Not like that. Back in the 50s, after the Roswell incident, the government did some really messed up experiments using alien genetic material, blending it with humans. For the most part, it was a massive disaster. Nothing came of it but a lot of dead fetuses and very short-lived mutant children. That was, until the early 80s.” 

“Shiiiiiiit.” 

“Yeah. Shit. So, Miranda, my sister Tiffany, and I were some of the more… positive end results. The bad stuff gets swept under the rug. But it’s bad. Real bad. A few years ago, we fought for our independence. We succeeded. Now we’re all doing our own things. We stay in touch, but we try to keep a low profile.” 

“Damn. So that’s why I haven’t heard Miranda’s name in a while?” 

She nods and types something on her laptop. “Yeah. She needed a break from the limelight. At the peak of her captivity, she accidentally slaughtered a bunch of people at a party up in Eva Blue.” 

“Oh my god THAT party? 2016?” 

She nods. 

“I was THERE!” 

And with that, I became aware of the book series’ greater metaplot. 

“Yeah. You were. So were some vampires. Some demons. Some real awful stuff. It was a perfect storm of weird shit, and the whole thing sent Miranda over the edge.” 

“...Fuck.” 

“That’s an understatement.” 

“So wait. If Miranda killed all of those people, do you have superpowers, too? I guess that would explain why you need me to take Russell down.” 

She shook her head. “No. I don’t. I lost them in the fight for independence. It puts me at a disadvantage in this work, but the work’s gotta be done. Turn right here. They parked a few blocks away. They might still be in the car. My reader’s getting a giant null spot. I think he’s flaring up. This is it. Lana, you ready?” 

“Yeah. Do me a favor. Stop two blocks over that way first. Gimme thirty seconds. Don’t turn off the engine.” 

Without protest, Jo does exactly what I told her. 

They trust me. 

That’s good.

I slip on some gloves and slide a sledgehammer out of my duffel. A ten pounder. Absolutely not fucking around size. 

“What in the hell are you going to do?” Naomi looks at me like I just pulled a sledgehammer out of my duffel.

“Sh. You perceive art. You don’t question it.” 

Johanna stops the van. I pull up my hood and tie it tight so my face isn’t visible. I hop out. Instantly, I see exactly what I’m expecting. A bunch of overpriced cars. Most importantly, three Teslas all within a few feet of each other. The great thing about Teslas is that they have a very easy to find accelerometer right up front. That means if you know where to hit, just to the right of the license plate and up slightly, with enough force to bend the metal, you trigger the accelerometer, you trigger the airbags, and you cause their alarms to go off. Then, in Sunrise, that means super sheltered tech bros get alerts that their cars are in danger and they call the cops. Three Teslas in one neighborhood, and you might as well void the local police department’s entire patrol schedule for the rest of the day. 

Is it weird to think of cars in terms of how you can use them to distract the police?

I dunno. I’ll ask my therapist later. I love the look on her face when I ask questions like that. 

Imagine three classic Batman style sound cues. “Bang!” “Bop!” “Boom!” 

I jump back in the van. “Alright let’s go. Let’s park on the other side of the WeHelp offices.” 

Johanna sighs. “I got that much.” 

Maybe I am good with a team. 
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#BLINK182




“The guy from Blink 182 just published a lot of documents that were freely available, declassified with the Freedom of Information Act. Anyone could have done that. The only reason people associate him with the search for extraterrestrials is that he’s sold 50 million albums. I have thirty people just in my phone contacts who have done more work for the cause, and they’ll never be recognized. And that’s just the ones the government hasn’t erased from existence.” 

“Jeez, it was a joke, Naomi. Chill.” I sit next to the van’s door, my trusty sledgehammer on the seat beside me. 

Is it really trusty if I just picked it up online for $35 for this job?

Yes. And her name is Sledgy. 

“Sorry. Sore point.” 

“It’s cool. Teammates gotta learn each others’ lines and limits and shit.” 

“We’re a team now?” 

I shrug. “At least for now. We’ll see how long you stick around San Jenaro. I could see doing a whole novel-length story like this.” 

“What are you even talking about?” 

Johanna stops the van. I opt to leave Sledgy in the van just in case a cop drives by and sees it. I hop out and jog over to the car. One of the doors is wide open. It looks, of course, empty. But it’s parked weird and my gut tells me to check it anyway. 

My gut’s right. 

In the driver’s seat, leaning across the passenger side is a redhead with a man bun. Absolutely brutalized. Dead, no question. It looks as if an octupus got pissed at him for being a shitty shitty shit head, and did him in. 

“Ladies?” I say over the intercom headset thing they gave me. “You’re gonna wanna see this.” 

Seconds later, Naomi and Johanna walk up. 

“Oh hell, Lana. Did you do this?” 

I shake my head. 

“How long do you think he’s been dead?” 

I check his vitals. 

He’s still warm.

“Few minutes? If I had to guess, he had a struggle in the car. Probably with Molly. Then something happened. Something with tentacles. You can see around his neck there. Those red marks? There was a fight. He lost. The doors are open because…” 

I look around, scope the open car door and look at where the glass broke. 

“Looks like a group of people came and tried to get Molly out. So I’ve gotta make sure she’s okay.” 

“Wait. We need to get the sample.” 

“Molly’s alive. That might not be true for long.” 

“Lana. We can’t do it. Please. The sample.” 

I look to the two. They’re not commanding. They’re pleading. This is extremely important to them, and it’s one of those things where I could hurt them very badly or make friends for life. Besides, Molly’s a tough girl. Unless you show her horror movies. She totally pretends she’s ‘criticizing’ them and not scared out of her wits. 

“Fine.” I shove Russell to the side and pierce the back of his neck. I’ve never actually done a spinal tap before, and it’s not really something I’ve given a lot of thought to. But Naomi and Johanna aren’t correcting me, so I guess I’m doing okay. 

As I put the sample into the machine, it quickly runs a bunch of numbers across the screen, then stops with an ominous “Code: Green.” 

“Yes!” Naomi snaps. “Now me next.” 

“Huh?” I turn to face her. She seems downright excited. 

“Sorry.” She swallows. “Take the lancet and pierce my neck.” She turns around and lifts her hair—not that she has enough to really lift, but she makes the motion to expose the back of her neck. “Same way. Don’t worry about it.” 

“The same one? What if he had, like, Hepatitis Delta or something?”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s safe. Please. Quick. It could go bad at any second.” 

For some reason, my brain stops working for a moment. I’ve given myself stitches. I’ve been literally impaled on a rapier. I’ve rigged up tubes to transfer my blood into someone else to keep them alive. But this tiny half inch needle? Terrifying. 

“Fuck.” 

I choke it down and put the needle up against Naomi’s neck. 

“Are you really fucking sure?” 

She nods. 

“DON’T NOD YOU’RE GONNA FUCK ME UP!” 

“Oh shit I’m sorry I didn’t mean to—” 

I thrust the needle in. Every single muscle in her body locks up and she stands there, tense with a tiny lancet in her skin. 

“Gotcha.” 

She turns around, wincing and slapping me a few times playfully. “Fuck you!” 

“I expected a thank you, but I’ll take it. Now can I go save Molly?” 

They both nod. “We’re coming too.” Johanna says, and Naomi nods once to confirm. 

“Thanks.” 

“It’s as much for science as for Molly.” 

“You could just say ‘you’re welcome.’” 
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“Lana, this spike is bad. What’s going on here, it’s a full-on temporal anomaly. No matter what happens with Molly, we can’t leave this place as it is. There’s so much baggage. It needs to be destroyed.” Naomi says as we enter the offices. 

I brought Sledgy this time. 

“Molly’s first priority. Then we talk demolition. Hey!” I yell at the receptionist. She just stares forward, glass-eyed. “Where’s the woman who just came in here? Probably in a black dress and full of self-doubt and shit?” She just stares. 

“That’s not a human being, Lana. That’s a husk. The creatures, they use cloned bodies to—” 

I rush forward and take off its head with Sledgy’s help. 

“It didn’t pose any danger!” 

I shrug. “Can you use its computer to find Molly?” 

Naomi thinks about it for a moment and sits at the former receptionist’s chair, accessing the computer. 

“Yes. Actually. It’s connected to the security feed. Gimme a second…” 

It took seven seconds. I counted. 

“She’s… in the CEO’s office. With a couple of other people. It looks like the CEO is very, very dead.” She slides the chair back so we can see it. 

“Great.” Johanna says. “I have a crew on their way to handle some of the sensitive cleanup. Lana, Molly’s safe. It’s probably best if you and Naomi make scarce and prepare to handle the building and any straggling entities. She’ll have a lot of questions if you’re here. I’ll check on Molly.” 

I want to protest, but she’s right. 

Besides, I made a bomb. I don’t often get to use bombs.
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Naomi goes to the van with me, and we each take one of the extra special duffels. 

“I get destroying certain places of interest. I’ve burned down my fair share of haunted houses in the day. But what is it about this place that requires demolition?” 

“You know why the government has been so bad about tracking alien encounters with the Earth?” 

I shake my head. We both sag a shoulder a little with the heavy compounds inside. I have to break a lock so we can access the basement, but all in a day’s work. 

“The secret is, it’s not as if they just fly here. They use temporal anomalies, basically warping their crafts billions of miles to wherever in the universe they want to, instantly. They tend to come pretty close to the Earth but never actually land on it because they leave it up to the pilots to determine where it’s safe to land.”

“So you’re saying the US government has interstellar teleportation technology and they’re just keeping it from everyone?” I say, pointing to a support pillar. As she goes to that one, I go to another one. I think about @SarahTops1917. She does this really great tutorial on how to prepare a building for demolition, set to Al Green’s “Let’s Stay Together.” 

“No. The crafts themselves don’t have that tech. We imagine they keep that stuff at home, wherever home is. The pilots are mostly scientists and military minds. They don’t have the know-how to actually handle that stuff themselves. They have little devices that they can activate to warp back home.” 

“Hell. Have we ever figured those out?” 

She shakes her head, strapping a bomb to the pillar. “Nah. The military used three of them. But the people that volunteered haven’t been heard from. Poof. Gone. We don’t know if they made it, they died, they simply stopped existing, or what. Far as we can tell, they’re just… gone.”

“Have we been able to communicate with them?” I say, strapping mine up. “Oh, and can you hotwire one of those cars and park it in front of the bomb? That’ll help direct the blast since we don’t have sandbags.”

“Kinda yes and yes. My sister Tiffany taught me how to hotwire.” She says, going over to an old Buick. Perfect for hotwiring. “They communicate telepathically, at least with us. But when they do, it’s too much for us to handle. Well, it’s too much for most people to handle.” 

“But you’ve talked to aliens?” 

She breaks the window to get inside. “I wouldn’t say ‘talked.’ I made contact. Once. With both of my sisters helping. It was almost too much to handle. But I guess our alien genes gave us the tools to survive it.” 

Seconds later, the car fires to life. Meanwhile, I slide under a different old car, looking for the transmission. I disconnect the power cable from the transmission and snap the lever so it clicks twice, shifting into neutral. I slide back out and push the car the few feet to where I need to go. “Did you learn anything?” 

She starts toward the next pillar I point out to her. “That’s a hard question to answer. The best way I can think to explain it is I learned everything and nothing all at the same time. It was a lot. I’m still sorting through some of it.”

Right around the time I prepare my second pillar, the last we need, Johanna speaks over our intercom. “Molly’s safe. Everyone’s out. We need to move quick and end this problem forever.” 

“Alright. Don’t have to tell me twice.” I say, throwing the last duffel to the side and marching toward the stairs. “But Naomi. You didn’t explain why this place is a problem.”

“Well. We have reason to believe this place has been designed as a sort of… landing pad?” 

“Fuck. So the thing in that room with the CEO was an alien?” 

She shakes her head and we walk up the stairs together. “I don’t think so. I would have sensed it. I think it was a big spiritual being of some sort. Not my area of expertise. But these things often coalesce in the same places. A friendly landing pad is a friendly landing pad for a lot of things.” 

“Okay. Got it. You said you would know? What’s that feel like? Are you sure?” 

Naomi stops as I open the door to the lobby. She puts a hand over her ear and bends over in pain. “Feels like this.”

Well, hell. 
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#BOSSFIGHT




I love boss fights. I really excel in boss fight situations. This is both literal and figurative. One time I told off my shift manager at Movieland. Also, one time I shoved a grenade covered in wood into an ancient vampire’s chest so when it exploded it sent hundreds of toothpick-size splinters into his heart. You know.

Boss fights. 

We get upstairs and as we step through the door, we’re in the boss arena. The huge, mostly empty space that was the WeHelp lobby, now home to something too big for the space. Vertically, it takes up enough space that it’s busting into the second floor. Realistically speaking, this means the building’s only got a few minutes of being vertical, and any spunky #iHunters or half alien girls with pixie cuts would become the consistency of good marinara if they stick around. The thing takes up half the lobby. How do you measure shit like this? Square footage? No, cubic footage? Water displacement? I don’t fucking know. 

Oh shit oh shit oh shit I get to do one of those things! 

You know, the things. 

Like when you say “It was indescribable! The features were alien and too much for our petty human brains to handle! What follows is what our human brains might perceive it as!” 

You know. Those things. 

Eat it, Molly. 

So it’s big and alien and all that shit but I CAN explain to you what it looks like. Okay so this is like totally specific. But that’s better than that Lovecraft-ass “humans have limited perceptions when faced with outer horrors” shit. Have you ever bought a bratwurst but couldn’t figure out when was the right time to make it? But you know they last for a while so the next time you get groceries you push it back further and further into your refrigerator week after week until you’ve completely forgotten about it? You forget for a few months until the fridge is so messy you decide to do a deep cleaning and take everything out. It went bad, but instead of getting green like normal meat, all the spices and chemicals meant to preserve it turned the sausages a sickly gray? They actually shrink and shrivel a little, but harden. Now imagine if you took it out of its package, and bent it until the skin of the bratwurst snapped and the chunks of meat squeezed out from the pressure, and spread out like meaty broccoli. 

No, wait. Cauliflower. 

Yeah. 

That’s what its head looks like. Dead center of the head, an eye opens up. It doesn’t look alien. Not at all. In fact, it looks perfectly human. Hazel, with little gold flecks and some forest green clouding. A little bloodshot, but not enough to cause concern in a normal person. Not that I think a normal person usually has an eight foot tall eyeball. But, like, if they did. 

From under the lids of the eye, huge red appendages… like the veins in a bloodshot eye but big enough to wrap around a car, they sort of slithered out and began grabbing support pillars and smashing desks and pulling the monster across the floor. Or, more like pulling it hard enough to squeeze it through the walls, the floor, and the ceiling. More ceiling fell, dust and those polystyrene tiles they use on drop ceilings fall all over the place, making it cloudy. 

We see the doors across the lobby. It’s not quite in the way. Not yet. But it’s quickly closing the gap. 

“Johanna are you out of the building?” I say into my earpiece thingie. 

“Yeah. I have a team upstairs wrapping up. Three minutes?” 

“We don’t have three minutes. There’s a monster here. It’s big. Real big. Can they be out the back in ten seconds?” 

In the background, muffled, I hear her yell “GO GO GO GO!” 

“Hell.” She’s panting from all the yelling. “Minute and thirty maybe?” 

The ends of the giant red tentacles begin glowing. As they lash around, they cut like a hot knife, literally, through everything they touch. 

I heft Sledgy over my shoulder and look the thing in the eyes—er, eye. “Not one second longer. You owe me.” I look to Naomi and take a deep breath. “Naomi. Run to the door.” 

I run forward at the creature, Sledgy over my head and ready to swing. While I’m facing the creature, rushing it, my eyes dart around the environment. Desks. Fire extinguishers. Bolted stools and benches. Artificial plants. Office supplies. Fountains. Papers. 

The best thing about indescribable alien horrors is that, to them, you’re also indescribable and alien. To Squigglesplorp Zed from Alpha Quadrant B-52, you’re this strange star-shaped thing with five limbs, two seemingly dedicated to locomotion and two dedicated to manipulating the world around them. To them, running at them is no different than walking at them because they can’t understand your rage, your intensity. They have no basis of comparison for your speed. You simply have metabolic signifiers that are beyond their understanding. This is to say, it doesn’t seem to understand what I’m doing when I leap up and smash it in the eye like the little Mario guy from the original Donkey Kong but if the barrels were giant eyeballs. 

It screams. 

Actually, it’s not really screaming. Not really. 

It whistles. It blows air out from under its eyelids, which knocks me back a few feet and to my ass, and makes a painful fucking whistling sound. 

“HOLY FUCKING SHIT!” I yell before I even know that I’m yelling. It was extremely the HOLY FUCKING SHIT you yell when you fall hard on your tail bone. My vision goes black or red or just flushed so hard I can’t see shit, but I feel hands on my shoulders, tugging me back and coaxing me to my feet. 

“Naomi?! I told you to go!” I wasn’t 100% sure it was Naomi. But she was the only one in the lobby with me a moment ago, and I feel like when you tell someone to leave when you’re staring down a monster, you’re basically asking them to stick around and help. 

The whistling might even be drowning out my words. How the fuck should I know? It’s loud. 

“Get up, Lana. The team’s on their way. We need to hold it off for just a few seconds. You don’t get to die here.” Definitely Naomi. I hear it through the whistle. Just barely. Like someone yelling at you when you’re a few feet deep in a swimming pool. 

I stand, but put my hands to my ears instinctively. “This sound! I can’t!” I yell, and keep it simple. “Too loud!” 

I reassess the situation as my sight returns. The monster’s still close to where it was, but it’s closing distance. Sledgy’s on the floor between us. The eye is reverberating. Or, maybe waving? Wobbling? Like a divorced guy’s waterbed from the the 80s. A guy with an REO Speedwagon poster and maybe one of Eddie Van Halen’s guitar. The red one with the black and white stripes. 

The whistling increases. It’s so loud it’s crippling. My head hurts. I feel like I might go out Scanners-style any second. 

Naomi takes off her glasses. She stands there, clenching her muscles, concentrating, tense as someone trying to shit out the 750ml of Jägermeister they drank the night before. 

“Distract it!” Naomi shouts at me. I don’t blame her. Jägermeister is some absolutely vicious shit. Black and bilous, truly indescribable and incomprehensible to human sensibilities. 

The tentacles are whipping around. This time, they’re not burning, but they’re knocking shit over and they look like they wouldn’t feel great. I make a mad dash for Sledgy, but one of the tendrils wraps around his handle in a way that would have made a perfect meme, were I not trying to survive. 

I keep one eye on its eye, and one eye on Sledgy. The big eye’s waterbed waves are slowing. It seems like I upset the fluid inside but didn’t manage to pierce the eyeball. In its presence, there’s a rising, oppressive heat. Like standing on blacktop on the hottest summer day you can imagine. If I had to make a scientific guess, I’d say it’s approximately one million, eight hundred thousand, sixty nine degrees hotter in here than when we opened the door. I realize some of the cloudiness in the air is from the drop ceiling tiles, but a lot of it’s steam from when it touches the fountain water. 

Naomi shouts out an “OW!” 

I look over. She’s got a tendril around her legs, wound through them. Her clothes are falling apart, dissolving at its touch. 

“Lana!” 

I rush over and pull my boot knife out from, well, my boot. I slash at the tendril, but it doesn’t quite cut it. See what I did there? But my hand hits the tendril and it burns. It burns like heat. It burns like acid. The adrenaline’s too much for me to scream at this point, so instead I take off my leather jacket and wrap it around the tendril. Before I can even think of the expense report I’m going to send these people, I use it to grab at the tendril with one hand, while I saw at it with my boot knife with the other. 

“Get OFF OF HER!” It’s less like an animal limb, more like a tree branch. The red is like bark, and it comes off in chips and chunks. The inside is yellow, wet, and fibrous like a jackfruit. 

In my periphery, I see Johanna’s team coming from a stairwell. The tendrils, now maybe thirty of them, all encircle the area where Naomi and I are, threatening closer and closer. Still cutting at the one, there’s no way we could escape thirty before melting or burning alive. 

Then comes the gunfire. 

Rapid, loud, bright, Johanna lets loose a clip from a machine pistol. The monster’s eye’s closed, and the bullets just bounce off. But, more importantly, the tendrils all go haywire, flailing all over the place. That’s enough for me to shred the last bits of the tendril on Naomi. Naomi falls to the ground, batting the remaining tendril off her, and gasps in some air. 

“Team A is out!” I hear through the earpiece. “Team B incoming in thirty seconds.” 

“Just a few more seconds, Lana!” Naomi shouts to me. She’s back to that Jäger state of mind. 

I leap behind one of the overturned desks, hoping the thing would chase me once the tendrils came to their senses again. Sledgy, fortunately, was thrown into a support pillar a few feet away. 

I rifle through the desk as quickly as possible, looking for something to throw, something to distract. Something. Anything. 

Yarn. Staples. Paperclips. A weird butt plug shaped trophy. Pens. A Hoover Dam snow globe. 

I grab that and throw it at the eye, now open. The monster slashes it out of the air with a tendril. The water sprays outward more as steam than as water.

Guess it’s becoming more used to our gravity and air pressure. 

I go back to the desk. There’s a knitting needle. Wooden. I usually love these things because with a pocket knife and five minutes, they spell doom for a vampire. It’s even got one of those little holes at the back part so you can hang it up I guess. 

Perfect.

I grab Sledgy from the wall. I grab some yarn. The sound is painful still, distracting, but I push my body through the pain. I thread the yarn and begin furiously wrapping the yarn around Sledgy’s head, strapping the needle so it’s pointing outward. It’s not going to be stable. Even if it was a perfect job it wouldn’t be stable, and right now I’m about as manually dextrous as a buffalo. It’ll last exactly one hit. But, if I hit with the needle perpendicular to the monster…

But that’s not all. 

I heft Sledgy and his problematic time with needles over my shoulder. With my other hand, I wrench a fire extinguisher from the support column. 

Most of the tendrils are by me now. Some are closing in on Naomi. 

I approach again, this time with hammer and extinguisher. I try my damnedest to shut out the sound. It’s hard. I don’t know why I’m trying to act tough with this thing—it has no idea I’m stunting on it. 

A tendril flies toward me, not just to wrap, but to impale. 

I sidestep and slam the tendril out of the way with the extinguisher. The monster’s eye goes wide and it begins pushing out more tendrils. 

I spin on a heel, take a full stride toward it, and spray the extinguisher. Instantly, everything is steam. The whistling doesn’t stop but it’s met with loud cracking, like glass all around us. 

The part of my plan I wasn’t expecting was the complete lack of visibility. The room is now whiter than a monster truck rally, and I cannot see what’s happening. 

I do, however, feel tendrils. They’re clinching me, wrapping around me, immobilizing me. Burning me. “AAAAAhhhhhHhhh!” That would be the burning. “IT’S GOT ME! GET OUT!” I yell to Naomi. For all I know, she’s already gone. Maybe she found a toilet. 

The cloud’s clearing slowly. Naomi’s face is pure red. Her hair is now standing out at its ends like she’s touching a Van de Graaff generator, her clothes all torn like she’s in some anime with…

Oh, shit.

I look at the tentacle monster. It’s squeezing me tighter, lifting me off the ground.  I’m being crushed tight to Sledgy. Some of its tendrils creep toward Naomi, getting closer and lifting off the ground, ready to strike. 

Then, wham! 

Naomi’s arms are thrust forward, and a shockwave shakes the entire building, shattering what few windows were left intact. The whistling stops. The monster stops. My ears are ringing, but that’s to be expected.

The tendrils holding me unceremoniously drop to the ground and release me. I shake out of them, and there’s a wave of heat escaping the building now the windows are gone. I stand, re-situate Sledgy, and look the monster in the eye again. The eye’s covered in ice crystals and steam. 

The body twitches. The tendrils begin to move again.

I charge forward, and plunge the needle through the eye, driven by the force of Sledgy. The eyeball shatters, and a wave of hot, viscous clear slime gushes out and all over me. The wave is enough to knock me down, and getting back up is its own trouble. 

“Lana let’s get out of here!” Naomi shouts. 

“Yeah. About that.” I say, fighting to stand up. The liquid’s hot, but not as hot as the tendrils. And at this point, pain is just a theory. I slip a few more times but make it to the back, closer to where we parked. Once I’m out of the slime puddle, Naomi takes my hand to help me balance. 
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#HEROSHIT




The trip to the van’s nothing. I get in. Naomi gets in. Johanna makes a joke about the van rental insurance and the slime, but it just goes right past me. I grab my detonator. 

“We clear?” I hold it up so Johanna or Naomi could stop me if they really wanted. Both nod. 

I need to press two specific buttons in quick succession. I think about Stop in the Name of Love. It doesn’t really work. I run through my memories of @SarahTops1917’s Tiktoks. Absolutely nothing sounds right to me. 

So I sing that one song to myself. The ‘ra ra America one.’ I can’t remember what it’s called. “Doo do doo do doo do do to doo doo doooooo.” 

You know. 

Is it the Star Spangled Banner? 

No. 

The 1812 Overture! That’s the one!

So I go doo do doo do doo do do to doo doo doooooo, and on the final doo dooooo part, I hit button one and button two. That’s the south and north supports for a more controlled demolition. 

I am nothing if not responsible. 

Two blasts. Three charges each. The first burst loosens one side. The second lets the rest of the building buckle under the initial damage and the air pressure. Perfect timing. Music to my ears. 

Actually I can’t hear. It’s all just ringing right now. Johanna’s driving and I lean back, trying my best to relax despite the scrapes, the burns, and the sludge all over me. 

“Where to, Lana? We’ve got the hotel for the rest of the week if you want someone else to clean up after you shower. Or we can drop you off anywhere. Want us to get you some clothes?” 

I glance forward to Johanna. “Yeah lemme get washed off there. So…Naomi… Got your powers back?” 

Naomi is in a similar state as me, spread out to minimize the body’s contact with itself, with the burns. She shakes her head softly. “Nah. But I developed Russell’s power. Unlike him, I know how to harness that energy.” 

“Damn. Psychic again. You gonna keep doing work like this?” 

Johanna and Naomi share a quick glance. She nods. “Yeah. Johanna and I were thinking, there’s been a lot of supernatural attacks going down. Big stuff. Some high profile wizards and things. With my powers, we can stop them.”

“Shit. Gonna compete with me on #iHunt?” 

“No. See, that’s the thing.” She now has her hands cleaned mostly off, but is going over them again with alcohol wipes. “The government’s going to be hunting us down, trying to make us disappear. That’d be a huge target on our backs.” 

“I don’t get it then. How will you be working while still dodging them? Freelance is hard. Word of mouth sucks. The more people who know about you, the closer you are to cop attention.”

“Yeah. But at a certain point, cop attention is good.” She pops open her laptop and navigates around a little. “If you’re so visible, so popular, that you can’t just disappear without public outcry, the feds will back off.”

“You’re going public? Doesn’t that sound dangerous? All the vampires, werewolves, and mummies on the streets will know who you are. Hell, I have a hard enough time, and that’s just because the local vampires have a nickname for me.” 

“Yeah. Trick is, you don’t let them make the nickname for you.” She turns around her laptop, showing me a complex 3d model that looks like Naomi in a T-pose, but in a black, kinda futuristic suit. Matte, with some buckles and pouches and things. She clicks the touchpad, and the head is now covered with a full mask—the face is white and black, a circle split at 45 degrees, the top left white, the bottom right black, with opposite colored eyes. Then she taps again, and there’s a logo. 

Null 

∅

The Equalizer

Like a movie. 

“Wait. You’re gonna be a superhero?” 

Naomi shrugs. 

“But your power is like, eliminating superpowers, right? Destroying magic?” 

She nods. “Yeah. Which means I’ll need help with the actual stopping power. I’m going to talk to my sisters. I think Tiffany might be too traumatized by all this. Miranda might be willing, but only if she can control her powers. I don’t want all eyes on another Eva Blue incident.” 

“Damn. Well, if you need someone who can beat up a bunch of monsters with no superpowers, that’s way easier than my current job.” 

She chuckles. “We need you doing your thing, too. One dam isn’t going to hold back this flood.”
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