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    The alligator’s tail glided effortlessly across the duckweed-covered water of the south Louisiana swamp. Its trail was illuminated by the full moon held low in the night sky. It let out a deep, rattling growl as it passed her standing along the muddied bank in bare feet and nightgown. The ripple its path caused lapped at her bare toes.  

    Normally, she would have found the chirping of the crickets or the two-part bellow of the bullfrogs soothing—relaxing even. Not tonight. Tonight, they added to the eeriness of the full moon’s omen. In the distance, beyond the shore and through the thickened brush of unkept forest, she could hear the sound of a single beating drum. The low-pitched base drew her to go deeper into the woods and away from the swamp. Sweat beaded at the small of her back as she brushed past the cascading moss hanging from the cypress tree limbs. Her steps made their own path through the overgrown brush. The beat of the drum quickened as she drew nearer to it. Its sound was a mix of base and medium-pitch tone. 

     She took her eyes from the ground to see a clearing with shadows dancing around a large fire. She turned to run back to what was known but there was only darkness. No forest of trees. No gator gliding atop the bayou. No trail from which she had just come. Only blackness. At a dawdling pace, she crept closer toward the light from the fire. Her spine straightened with the sound of a stick breaking beneath her foot. Suddenly, the shadows stopped dancing. She held her breath, frozen in mid-step, as she awaited them to look in her direction. Even though they didn’t, she remained still. Instead, each of them raised their heads toward a clump of bushes, bowed them, and then sat on their knees upon the ground. The sweat at Serafine’s back collected to dampen the cloth of her nightgown. She looked back over her shoulder for anywhere to run but there remained only blackness. It had grown around her as if urging her to move even closer.  

    The brush rustled before the blades split to give sight to a woman dressed purely in white. She carried a chicken by its feet in one hand and a gourd in the other. Both were as white as the clothes covering her body. Methodically, she walked to stand next to the drummer. The goblet-shaped djembe carved from a single tree trunk stood at waist level in front of him. His darkened umber skin the color of deep mahogany wood glistened with perspiration. Drops from his powerfully-built chest fell to dampen the cream-colored goat skin of the drum. His chest rose and fell rapidly but slowed at the touch of her hand. With her nod, he struck the center of the drum with a heavy hand and began his rhythm using his palms, wrists, and slaps of his fingers across the shaved skin. She turned to search those who knelt before her. One by one she combed their faces giving each no more than a quickened glance.  

    Serafine ducked behind a cypress tree when the woman’s eyes hunted the woods above their heads. She dared to peek back around when she heard chanting. The tuning rope tied from the fringe of the goat skin shook with the strength of the man’s hands upon the drum. The women who had appeared from the brush began dancing at the edge of the fire. She raised her arms in the air. Her cadence was more of a slither than a dance. She pulled her white skirt up over her knees, tied it in a knot, and began dancing with broad steps of her legs. Her knees were brought high to her chest with each step. The drum began to beat faster until she fell to the ground on bent knee. She began to chant in a low voice that seemed to start in the depths of her belly. Straining to decipher her words, Serafine leaned her body in closer. She pushed herself off of the tree but was weak in her knees when it came to taking a step away from its protection. She poised herself, breathed in deeply to settle her nerves, held her breath, and stepped around the tree. She was mesmerized as she watched the woman in white—pure white all but the stains of mud that gathered around the knot in her skirt. She poured a white powdery substance from the gourd into her hand and used it to draw symbols on the ground before her. The white circles, lines, and dots matched those found painted on her russet-brown skin. The white dots on her face encircled her eyes like a mask and disappeared behind the white tignon she wore on her head.  

    Serafine hadn’t heard the brush beneath her feet shifting to the weight of the snake slithering toward the firelight. She hadn’t prepared her body for the sensation of it sliding along the side of her foot. She clasped her hand over her mouth. Her fingernails dug into her skin as she tried desperately to muffle her scream. The drumbeat became louder and the chants quicker as more snakes slithered past. Her back stiffened. 

    “Go away. Please go away!” she internally screamed.  

    She squinted her eyes so tightly that even the light of the fire was held from her sight. Her back steeled itself as the sound of the drum and chanting grew louder.  

    “Vini jwenn mwen.” 

    Serafine didn’t know what the words meant. She knew them to be of the Haitian creole she had heard growing up, but that was all she knew other than the fact the voice felt as near to her as if the voodoo woman was whispering it into her ear. Her eyes sprang open, half expecting the woman to somehow be standing right next to her. Thankfully, she wasn’t. But her fixed look was in Serafine’s direction. 

    “Vini jwenn mwen,” the woman chanted as she rocked on her knees. Her eyes were cemented in the direction of Serafine as she held a snake above her head. Its blood was dripping a trail of red down her chest to stain the white cloth of her dress.  

    “Vini jwenn mwen,” she said with lips of jet black.  

    Serafine’s feet stumbled over the root at her feet to leave her face down in the mud. The black moccasin’s head raised like that of a cobra to look her in the eyes.  

    “Vini jwenn mwen,” it hissed.  

    Serafine fought to untangle her feet from the roots. Wildly, she kicked at them. 

    “Hey! What the hell?” the woman who had been lying next to Serafine screamed as she moved away from her in the bed. “That hurt,” Juliette said as she rubbed the side of her leg.  

    Serafine sat upright stiffly. She looked around her apartment. Even as dim as it was with the rising sun’s light, it seemed to burn her eyes. She rubbed them hard but then opened them quickly to see her surroundings in a failed attempt to recognize where she was. She searched for the woman in white, for the muscular man beating the drum, for those kneeling by the fire. She threw back the covers to find the snakes at her feet. Nothing. Not one thing. Just the late October morning breeze blowing through her open French patio doors.  

     

    *** 

     

    Serafine looked across Royal Street at the building directly in front of her balcony. The shingles between the two dormers of the roof were darker, having been protected all these years from the direct sunlight. They were also the only shingles that remained undamaged from countless storms. The rest of the roof was tattered and faded. The stucco sides of the building were scarred and chipped from the bashing of saltwater blown across it at terrifying wind speeds or from rising storm surges left to subside as they willed. At one time she had been colored a gorgeous peach. It was one of few lightly colored buildings along the pavement lining the street. Exit and an entrance green doors were found on each side of the two large picture windows. It was such a small building to be appointed the New Orleans Historic Voodoo Museum. In all the years of living across the street, Serafine had never gone into it. Something about it scared her. It’s not like she believed in all of the voodoo mojo that was so prevalent in her beloved French Quarter. She had never had her Tarot cards read or even ventured into any of the other voodoo shops peppered throughout the Quarter. In fact, she avoided most all of those type of things. But something about this museum unnerved her. She rubbed the chill from her arms and willed herself to turn her attention elsewhere. 

    The buildings on either side of it were still boarded from the last hurricane to threaten the New Orleans residents. Stripping the grocery store shelves bone dry, filling gas tanks of vehicles, generators, and whatever gas container found, along with boarding up glass windows was an unsettling normalcy during hurricane season. This season had been unlike any other. Except for the fact that some businesses, like the pet store and novelty shop next to the museum, didn’t find their way back to opening. Serafine hated to think of the owners who had been forced to close their locally-owned businesses. Her young adult life hadn’t found her affording much beyond meeting necessary needs and hardly any wants. It was fine because it was all she had ever known. No sense in creating a new mold. When she watched the happiness of those giddy with opening their doors for the first time turn into despair with the for-sale signs, it made her sad. Not that she felt badly for them, but that she actually felt their pain and sadness. Her mother had told her it was a gift to be an empath. Sure as hell didn’t feel like a gift to her.  

    Although, she couldn’t really say she would miss the two shops themselves. Of course, the baby animals of the pet store were cute. Their whines, howls, and barks throughout the night were not. Granted, it wasn’t every night they did that. But some nights it was quite incessant. The novelty shop, however? Serafine thought of Juliette’s surprise the night she came home with a gift from their shelves.  

    A devilish smile slid across her face. “Now, that was a night,” she said quietly. Okay, she might miss the novelty shop.  

    Serafine only briefly looked at the small grocery on the corner before her attention was brought back to the museum. Over the last few weeks, the pull of the building seemed stronger. She couldn’t put her finger on what could have possible changed in the museum to keep her attention such that it always came back to cause her to stare at it. She would spend what seemed like hours poring over every detail of it to find what it was that kept her interest so in tune. That building had definitely seen its better days. Serafine always thought with one more strong wind, the covering of the sidewalk would surely topple over. Yet there it stood with its purple, gold, and green flag hanging from it. Unlike the other homes and buildings, the museum didn’t take part in the typical Halloween flare. Not that it needed it. It was creepy enough without the need for decorations. The metal poles holding the weight of it had more rust than paint on them. One even had a rather sizeable dent in it. How it still bore the weight, Serafine had no idea.  

    She remembered the night out on her balcony when the drunk plowed right into that very pole. She may have had a few drinks herself that night but one thing she remembered clearly was the woman standing in the doorway of the museum. She had been watching the woman from her balcony that night. It wasn’t as if she was doing anything spectacularly interesting. She was merely sweeping the cracked pavement in front of her building. Even with the buzz of alcohol, she had found herself questioning why on earth she was so entranced with the woman. She couldn’t take her eyes from her. Strange on any occasion as it was Juliette who held her affection in every single way, but particularly unusual given the fact Juliette was completely nude stretched across her bed waiting for her to return for round two…or maybe it was three. That part she couldn’t remember. Her heartbeat quickened with the simple memory of Juliette’s body half-covered with exposed breasts lying across her satin sheets. She shook her head to refocus on the night of the dent. It was the screeching the tires made with a forceful break that she had heard first. She had looked away from the building in its direction. A car was skidding out of control on the wet asphalt and headed right in the woman’s direction. Serafine screamed at her to get out of the way. She had seen people frozen in fear. Hell, she herself had been that afraid a time or two. This wasn’t fear. This was defiance. The woman in front of the museum extended her arm out toward the car as if daring it to come near her. The front of the car enveloped around the rusted pole like it was steel-enforced concrete. The sound at impact was horrendous. Smoke and shattered glass all but clouded the sight of the woman from Serafine. She had sprinted from her balcony into her apartment to call 9-1-1 when she heard the foreign voice laced thickly with a Haitian Creole accent. 

    “Do not be afraid, Char,” it said.  

    Serafine had looked at Juliette, who had sat up, awakened from the sound of the crash.  

    “What was that noise? What happened?” she had asked.  

    That wasn’t the voice she heard.  

    “Look at me, Char,” the voice spoke again.  

    Serafine had scanned the room but saw nothing. 

    “Do not play these games. You know where I am. Look at me.” 

    Reluctantly, Serafine turned her head to look over her shoulder. A small crowd had formed around the car. They didn’t pay much attention to anything other than getting the man out of the car as smoke continued to billow from under the hood. They didn’t seem to notice the woman staring over the top of them at Serafine’s balcony.  

    “It’s almost time, Char.” 

    Serafine was abruptly pulled from her memory of the accident when Juliette’s arms wrapped warmly around her waist. The ends of her long hair dripped water down Serafine’s arm. Softly she kissed her neck. “That was a sweet note you left me.” Her arms of brown skin with cool, jewel undertones squeezed Serafine tighter. “Here I am. Whatever did you want to do with me?” 

    Serafine shook her head. “What note?” 

    “This one.” Juliette raised a sheet of paper in the air with the words, Vini jwenn mwen scribbled across it in Serafine’s handwriting. “I almost didn’t see it lying on your desk, silly. You should’ve put it next to the shower.”  

    “I didn’t write that.” 

    “If you didn’t, who did?” Juliette raised her eyebrows at Serafine. “Besides, it’s in your handwriting.” 

    Serafine pulled the paper closer to her. “It is my writing.” 

    “Tell me something I don’t know. Like what you’re going to do with me now that I’m here.” 

    Serafine turned around to notice Juliette was wearing nothing more than a towel and a dazzling smile that gave a hint of bronze glow to her cheeks.  

    “If it’s what I’m hoping for, we better get to it.” Juliette reached behind Serafine’s neck to pull her in close for a kiss. As she kissed her fervently, she slid her hand down Serafine’s arm to hold her hand. Walking Serafine back into the apartment to the bed, she pulled the towel from her body and let it fall to the floor. The curves of Juliette’s body swaying as she walked to the bed wiped the memories of Serafine’s dreams and thoughts from her head. It was as if they were words on a chalkboard and Juliette’s body the eraser. Seductively, she crawled across the bed to rest against the headboard. “Vini jwenn mwen,” she purred as she held her finger in the air and motioned. “Come to me.”  

     

    *** 

     

    “You’ve got to get up.” Juliette slapped the bare skin of Serafine’s bottom. “I’m serious now. Get up.” She bent down to playfully bite the skin she had just hit. “You’ve had your treat for the morning. It’s time to get our trick on. Look at this place. We’ve got too much to do to get it ready for our Halloween party tonight.” Juliette’s words spewed out of her at record speed. “As sure as I am your sister has seen you butt naked face down many times before, I doubt it’s a sight she wants to relive. Besides she wants you to run across to the market to get the margarita stuff before she gets here so she can go ahead and whip up a batch. We can have a taste test while I do our makeup.” 

    Serafine groaned in the pillow. “Makeup? What makeup?” 

    “For our costumes.” 

    “What are we dressing up as again?” 

    “Well, I’m gonna be Marie Laveau and you’re going to be Papa Legba.” 

    Serafine rolled over and shot straight up in the bed. “Wait. What? Oh, Juliette, I don’t know about that.” She pulled the sheet around herself and walked to stand on the balcony. She stared across at the open entrance door of the museum. “I mean, I don’t think we should mess with that stuff.”  

    Juliette handed her a list scribbled on a scratch sheet of paper. “Mess with what stuff? It’s not like we’re going to be sacrificing animals or doing some crazy ritual. It’s a costume party.” She glanced over her shoulder in the direction of that which had Serafine’s attention. She snapped her fingers in front of her eyes. “Come on. Chop. Chop. You’ve gotta’ shake a leg. Perrine will be here any minute. You know your sister when she gets ill. Let’s not get her in a mood tonight. Okay?” 

    Serafine gave Juliette a side glance. “And why do I have to be Papa instead of you?” 

    Vivian stood on her tiptoes to kiss the tip of Serafine’s nose. “Because you’re taller.” She winked and walked off. “Now get some clothes on and go.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Serafine jaywalked across Royal Street to avoid walking directly in front of the voodoo museum. Even at this distance, the sight of the cluttered windows gave her a chill. From afar, she tried to peer into one of the windows to see if she could see any signs of movement through them. In the window furthest from her she could make out shelves filled with different-shaped glass candles and mason jars. The jars were filled at varied levels. She rolled the uneasiness from her shoulders before looking into the other window. This was the one that always made her the most uncomfortable. Maybe it was the table filled with dolls that freaked her out the most. These weren’t like little girl dress up baby dolls. No, these were downright unnatural with “X” marks for eyes and small stubby appendages. Once she had walked by close enough to see them better. They looked like they were made from old burlap cloth or potato sacks. Or maybe it was the skull which she believed to be human sitting in the middle of the table that freaked her out the most. It held a cigar in its mouth and was adorned with things such as beads, coins, dollar bills, and cigarettes. Atop its head was an old black hat with alligator teeth around its band. Two dull pennies were placed in the sockets of its eyes. They seemed to follow her every time she walked anywhere near the museum. If it wasn’t a human skull, it was the best damn replica she had ever seen.  

    “Yeah, it’s that skull and those damn eyes,” she muttered to herself. She smelled the scent of sea from the port when a breeze blew over her. She felt the hairs of her arm stand up and wished she had brought a jacket with her. She cast her eyes back on the skull and briskly rubbed her palms across her arms. Nope, a jacket wouldn’t help.  

    “Hey! Serafine!” 

    The scream of her name caused her to flinch and scream herself. She rubbed her face before turning around. Juliette stood among the Halloween decorations of their second-floor balcony giggling as she pointed at Serafine. She continued to laugh as she shouted, “Don’t forget the limes.” 

    “Would that be before or after I have this heart attack you just gave me?” Serafine patted her chest. 

    “Preferably before,” she said. She smoothed out the stringy hair that had blown across the face of the life-size ghost standing in the doorway. She took a quick look over the Halloween decorations of the balcony. As of yet, she had not found a spot for the ghoulish humpback holding a tray for drinks to be placed among the jazz band ghosts. She arched her back to see it standing next to the door. She forced a few inches in between the ghost playing trombone and the one playing the trumpet. “Hey honey,” she yelled. “Do you think he will fit here?” 

    Serafine had redecorated that balcony three times already to try to get everything just right for Juliette. They had made a pact the last time would be the last. Two entire weekends had been spent gathering dried brush and ivy to hang in the spider webbing around the railing. Her back still hurt from lugging the statues in and out of the apartment. Not to mention the painstaking process of positioning the jazz instruments to stay in the hands of the figures. “Don’t you dare!” she shouted back at Juliette. “You promised. It stays like it is.” 

    Juliette laughed and held her arms up in defeat. “Okay. Okay. Hurry up and get back.” 

    “Ummmmm. I’m trying.” Serafine walked backwards toward the store until she saw Juliette go back into the apartment. She laughed and turned around and continued toward the store.  

    “Vini jwenn mwen.” 

    She spun around to face the balcony. “What?”  

    But Juliette wasn’t there. She strained to look past the thin curtains that gently blew away from the sky-blue shutters into the apartment to see the silhouette of her back. There were no signs Juliette had come back to the balcony to call for her.  

    With emphasis spoken upon each word, the voice said again, “It is time, Char.” 

    She didn’t want to. In fact, she willed herself not to yet it still happened. Her head turned and rested on the woman who stood barefoot leaning against the bent post. Her slender, dark-chocolate arms were exposed with the black tank she wore. They were adorned with tightly wound leather gris-gris. “Vini jwenn mwen,” she said. 

    Serafine turned around to see if there was anyone even close to her that the woman could possibly be speaking to other than her. That’s truly the first time she noticed the street. The crowds on Royal Street on Halloween, any time of day on Halloween, would rival that of Mardi Gras—most of those dressed in costume. But today, nothing. No crowds. Just her and a woman staring directly at her. No noise other than the sounds of her increasing rate of breath.  

    The woman raised her arm, flipped her long, black braid over her shoulder, and held her hand out to Serafine with her palm turned up. “Char, vini…jwenn…mwen.” Her voice this time wasn’t with the soft Haitian creole-toned dialect. This time it was laced with frustration or even anger.  

    It gave Serafine another shiver. “I don’t know you. Please leave me alone,” she yelled. 

    The woman’s voice was not as loud as Serafine’s. It was barely above a whisper. Yet, Serafine heard it as if there were only inches between them instead of yards. “You’ve always known me. And I you. It is time.” 

    “Time? Time for what?” Serafine yelled again. 

    “Time for you to get your ass moving. Get out of the street already,” Juliette yelled from the balcony.  

    The woman’s head snapped sharply in Juliette’s direction. Serafine heard a growling groan coming from her. “I grow tired of this woman,” she hissed.  

    “I’m coming. Go back inside,” Serafine said as she motioned for Juliette to get safely inside. She felt an ever-pressing need to protect her from the woman.  

    The woman held her head low and looked at Serafine with raised eyes under her furrowed eyebrows. “You will come to me, Char. Of your own free will or of mine. But know this, you will come to me.” She sucked at her teeth before disappearing into the museum.  

     

    *** 

     

    Serafine ducked her head to avoid hitting the bright green flag hanging from the pole of the entrance into the corner market. Its cloth was deliberately torn and worn for a zombie effect to match the large head hanging from the balcony. A huge dollop of green slime that had dripped from its mouth hit her shoulder as she walked into the store. She collected the blob from her shirt and tossed it at the man behind the counter. 

    “Nice,” she said with a laugh. 

    He held a remote control in his hand and a huge smile on his face. “I thought you would like that.” He laughed hardily. “Didn’t think you were ever going to come in. Been waiting for you for ten minutes.” 

    She tilted her head to him. “Why? You wanna eat my brains or something?”  

    He laughed again. “Nah. I’m still full from lunch.” He pulled off his wig and ran his fingers through what was left of his gray hair to straighten it in place. Serafine held back a chuckle at the sight of his zombie makeup next to his balding scalp. “This damn thing is hot,” he said.  

    “Hey, where is everybody today? I’ve never seen the street so empty.” 

    “What are you talking about?” 

    “The street. I’ve never seen it so empty. It’s usually crowded on Halloween.” 

    Mack looked out the window as a man dressed in a similar costume as his walked by. Beyond that was a group of girls dressed rather scantily in naughty cheerleader costumes and another guy in one of those freaky clown costumes from that movie he refuses to see. He looked back at Serafine. “Looks pretty damn crowded to me. I could do with a few more folks coming in here, though.” 

    Serafine stepped back out onto the pavement to look at the street. It was full. Packed even. There was absolutely no way she could’ve walked across the street without having to dodge someone along her way. Yet, she did. With unease, she peered around the corner toward the museum were there was a steady stream of people dressed in voodoo attire going in and out of its doors.  

    “You been starting your partying early this Halloween. Hey girlie,” Mack shouted from inside the store.  

    Serafine walked back in and handed him Juliette’s list. She rubbed the back of her neck. “Yeah, I guess so,” she said with a forced laugh.  

    “Alright let’s see what we’ve got here.” Mack pulled his readers from his pocket and read the list Serafine had handed him. “Mmmm,” he hummed. “Making margaritas I see.” He pulled a bottle of tequila from the shelf and placed it on the counter in front of him. “Now let me see,” he mumbled. “Where is that Triple Sec?” 

    Serafine couldn’t take her eyes off of the people walking along the street. Where in the world had they all come from? How was the street suddenly this crowded? There was only one answer she could come up with. “Hey, Mack. You ever talk to or have any dealings with that woman in the voodoo museum? The one that stands on the walkway all of the time.” 

    Mack continued to browse the labels of the liquor bottles along the shelves. He didn’t turn around. “Why are you asking about her?” 

    “Just curious. You know…Halloween and all.” 

    “Sure. I guess she could make for a spooky story at your party tonight.” He moved a liter bottle of Old Charter to the side and pulled the bottle behind it to the edge of the shelf to read the label from over the rim of his glasses. “She comes in a time or two here and there.” 

    “Yeah but,” Serafine stepped closer to the counter, “have you ever had any dealings with her?”  

    Mack turned around, set the Triple Sec down, and leaned across the glass-top counter. The edge of it poked into his extra fifty-pound belly. He looked from side to side and then over her shoulder to see if anyone was in ear-shot of them. “Once,” he said quietly. He motioned for her to come closer to him. “I’ve never told a soul this before.” Again, he looked over her shoulder. “You remember when I had those group of thugs that kept coming in? Chased off all my good customers for weeks. He bowed his head. “Then they went to beating us. You remember that?” 

    “I do. Didn’t you have to close for a few days because one of them beat you and your wife up pretty bad?” 

    “Yep. That be those little bastards. He pushed back from the counter and slumped his head and upper back further down toward the floor, “She ain’t been back in this store not one time since that happened. She still can’t see out of that one eye.” He lifted his feeble hands palm side up and studied them. “I couldn’t do nothing but sit on the floor and bleed while they beat her.” He swallowed hard before pointing his thumb in the direction of the museum. “She came to see me after that night. Told me she could fix it for me if I’d let her. I was scared at first because she didn’t want me to give her no money. I didn’t want to be owing no voodoo priestess nothing. If you know what I mean?” 

    Serafine nodded. 

    “But this was my wife…my life.” He turned his hands over and shook them at Serafine. “If these couldn’t protect her then maybe some good ol’ fashioned voodoo could. I reckon’ most folks would do just about anything to protect the ones they love.” 

    “I reckon’ they would,” Serafine repeated. “So, what did she do?” 

    He reached underneath his counter and pulled out a black leather band with a light tan leather bag shaped like a wine cork tied in its center. Immediately, Serafine recognized it as something similar to what she had seen on the woman’s arms just moments earlier.  

    “She gave me this,” he said. “She told me the next time they came in here I needed to get anything of theirs. Anything at all. A piece of cloth from their clothes. A strand of hair. Anything. The next time they came in, I was ready. That little shit hit me with the butt of his gun. Gave me this.” He pointed to the scar under his left eye. “But I pulled a handful of his hair out when the bastard leaned over me. I gave it to the priestess, and she gave me back this—” he said as he lifted the tan leather bag—“which I’m guessing is filled with that shit’s hair.”  

    “What happened then?” Serafine’s eyes were wide as she took in every word of his story.  

    “Oh, you know. It was all over the papers. Don’t you remember when the police got a call from neighbors who heard gunshots? It was a murder-suicide. The little shit shot and killed every one of his thug buddies and then turned the gun on himself. Blew a hole the size of a grapefruit through the back of his skull.” Mack spit on the floor. “Good riddance to every last one of them.” 

    Serafine rocked back on her heels and sucked in a breath. “Whoa. That was her?” 

    “Who knows.” He shrugged his shoulders and held the gris-gris up in the air. “But the very night she gave me this…he did that. You put two and two together.” Mack turned his back to her to grab the last bottle of liquor from the shelf for her order. “Think this will do ya?”  

    Serafine shook her head. “Oh, yeah. That’ll do me. Wait, one second. Gotta go grab some limes.” Walking to the back of the store, Serafine knew the woman had caused the murder-suicide. She knew it as true as the limes would be found in the last cooler on the third shelf. She grabbed several from the basket and headed back to the counter where Mack was bagging her bottles. She’d give anything to not have to walk across the street alone.  

    “I got you all ready. Cash or charge?” Mack asked.  

    She stood on her tiptoes to see the street over his shoulder. “Please let there be people out there when I leave,” she thought. “Debit,” she said as she handed him her card.  

    “I sure do like that Halloween Mardi Gras bead necklace you have on. Can I ask where you got it? My wife would love one just like it,” he said as he gave Serafine her card back.  

    Serafine pulled the necklace over her head and handed it to Mack. “Here take it. My gift to her.” 

    “No. No.” He shook his hands at her. “I couldn’t ask that of you.” 

    “It’s my pleasure. I’ve got several more at my place. So, no worries. Tell her I said Happy Halloween.” 

    He smiled broadly and stepped around the counter. “Thank you, Char. Let me help you with these and get the door for you.” He helped her get her bags positioned just right in her arms for the walk back and pushed the door open.  

    As Serafine walked through, she turned her head to face him. “Hey, Mack. Did you ever have to pay her back for what she did for you?” 

    Mack squeezed the beads in his hand tightly. “Yeah,” he said flatly. “I did.” 

     

     

    *** 

     

    “Look how hot my girlfriend is.” Juliette clapped her hands rapidly. “Damn, I’m going to have to keep my eyes on you all night.” 

    Serafine pulled Juliette in close and slapped her butt. “Look who’s talking.”  

    Juliette ran her finger down the front of Serafine’s chest. “Yes, but there’s this.”  

    Serafine was not what anyone would call an endowed woman. It suited her just fine because she was athletic. An ample chest would only have gotten in the way of her sports and workouts. Juliette had decided not to try to do her makeup to simulate an exposed sternum with conjoined ribs as her torso was one that left these bony structures somewhat prominent anyway. With bare chest exposed from under a black jacket buttoned at the bottom with no undershirt and certainly no bra, Serafine was absolutely delectable in Juliette’s eyes. “Now, you take a look.” Juliette turned Serafine to the floor-length mirror.  

    With all of the voodoo talk and her earlier afternoon, the reflection in the mirror caused her to flinch. She hardly recognized herself. Juliette had painted her face white like a skull with black paint around her eyes. It covered the bridge of her nose and under her cheekbones to emphasize the effect of a skull. There was a slight reddish hue to her sight through the contacts she had in. Serafine wore her natural hair coiled with finger-twists throughout it. Juliette had no problem tucking them underneath the black top hat with dreadlocks sewn in its brim. Around its band she had glued small human skulls with varied feathers of brown and black in between them. Serafine stood holding her cane in between her legs and stared at Juliette’s masterpiece.  

    “Thank goodness I didn’t have to do any makeup for myself or we would’ve never gotten dressed in time. This took forever but it was totally worth it.” Juliette was gleaming. “You look amazing!” 

    Serafine adjusted her top hat. “I look freaking scary as hell.” 

    “That too,” Juliette laughed as she smoothed the lines of her black dress. She puckered her lips to put on the last coat of her scarlet red lipstick before donning two large gold hoop earrings that very nearly touched her bare shoulders. They looked even more prominent with her hair completely tucked under a burgundy satin tignon that matched the shawl she had laid across her shoulders. “Let’s get this party started,” she said as she opened the door and turned to walk down the hall. The ruffled undercoat of her dress swished with each step she took.  

    Serafine looked back at the reflection of the voodoo king of the crossroads before following Juliette down the hall. She tried her best to shake the continued chill she felt in her spine.  

    Perrine met them in the hallway. “Y’all look fucking amazing. The king and queen of voodoo right in front of my very eyes.” She pulled out her phone and snapped a picture. “I’ll get hundreds of likes with this post.” She handed them each a margarita and held hers up for a selfie toast. “To the best Halloween party ever!” 

     

    *** 

     

    “Vini jwenn mwen.” 

    Serafine spilled her margarita with the speed of which she turned around. Standing inches in front of her was the woman from her dream…the woman from the museum. She blended in as a guest of the costume party. Yet, Serafine doubted this was any costume. It was much like her dream. Well, the body art was—not the dress. This white dress was a sleeveless, toga-style one which fit snugly on her torso. The curves of her breasts were accentuated by a twisted leather strap that came around her neck, under each breast, wrapped behind her back, and brought back around to tie at her waist. A thinner black leather braid hung from her neck and dipped down to a point under her dress. She had circle patterns drawn in white over her shoulders. From these, white dots were drawn in a spiral pattern down her arm. They ended at the tip of each finger. In her dream? Wait how can she look so much like the woman in her dream?  

    “That’s impossible,” she mumbled quietly. Although, deep down she knew it wasn’t.  

    The woman offered her hand. “It is time, Serafine,” she said through lips painted as black as the liner around her eyes.  

    “How do you know my name?” Serafine’s voice cracked.  

    “I know everything about you, Char.”  

    “I don’t understand.”  

    “You will.” Again, she offered her hand. “In time.”  

    Serafine raised her head to peer over the woman’s shoulder to where Juliette stood in the kitchen. She was laughing and talking to a couple across the kitchen bar from her.  

    The woman did not turn her head to look over her shoulder but instead followed Serafine’s gaze to the limits of the corners of her eyes. “I grow tired waiting for you to leave these petty people.” 

    “These people are my people. My family.” 

    “You know nothing of your people but it’s time for you to learn. Know that I will offer my hand only once more, Char.” The white tignon she wore shook with the anger in her voice. “Only once more.” She ran her long fingers down the leather braid wrapped around her neck and pulled out the pouch that had been hidden between her breasts. It was a light tan leather much like the one Mack had shown her, except larger. She pulled at the black Mardi Gras bead that had escaped from between a hole in the red stitching. The points of her eyebrows lowered with the scowl she wore on her face. Her eyes blackened with each bead she pulled from the gris-gris. Black. Orange. Black. Orange. Each with a familiar pattern found on it.  

    Recognition flashed across Serafine’s thoughts. That was her necklace. That was the Halloween necklace she had given to Mack. She had paid little attention to the flat tone in his voice, even the sadness of it, when he had answered her question. That is until now. He had paid back the voodoo queen. He had paid her back with Serafine.  

    “You see now. You cannot escape what is to be. You can, however, choose how it is to be.”  

    Serafine thought of the gris-gris which had driven a man, no a thug of a boy, to kill his entire crew before turning the gun on himself. Surely, had he had any power whatsoever to change or fight the outcome of that event, he would have done it. Serafine searched the faces of her family and friends before she let her eyes fall upon Juliette. Juliette, who was still the most beautiful woman she had ever laid eyes on. The one she had loved from the moment of their first kiss. She took in the apartment and let herself fall into the memory of their first night there. They had made love in the middle of the living room floor. They hadn’t had a single piece of furniture between them. Yet that night all they needed or wanted was a simple blanket on the floor in front of the open French patio doors of their new balcony. It had been a dream come true finding this jewel of real estate. It was as if pieces of a magical puzzle fell together to find their dreams answered. This place hadn’t been vacant or for sale in decades. The family who owned it had passed it down between the generations. Due to an error in filing the prior owner’s will, it suddenly had become available. Sure they had thrown their offer in like so many others had. I mean, why not. It wasn’t as if they had a snowball’s chance in hell of beating anyone’s price. Plus, even if they did neither of them had any credit to speak of. Well, any good credit that was. Needless to say they were blown away when both their offer on the home and their loan was approved.  

    “I see it’s starting to come together,” the woman said. “All the pieces you couldn’t explain now make sense.” She walked around Serafine to step in close behind her.  

    Serafine could feel the woman’s body against her back and her breath upon the skin of her neck as she spoke. Serafine kept her eyes sharply focused on Juliette.  

    The woman’s voice had turned into a snarling hiss rather than the soft creole voice of before. “Fitting don’t you think?” 

    “What?” Serafine’s voice had changed too. It was filled with the wave of protection she had begun to build in the pit of her stomach. “What’s fitting?” She did not care to mince any further words with this intruder in her life.  

    “That she would dress you up as the one who placed this curse on you.” She twisted one of the dreadlocks around her finger. “Papa Legba,” she hissed from behind her teeth. “The great elocutioner. He’s the reason you must come with me now. Your time is up.” 

    “My time? What time?” 

    The woman ran her hand along the small of Serafine’s back as she came to stand in front of her again. “Your time to live as you have lived. It’s your time to take my place. I’m old. Tired. It’s time for me to rest.”  

    “Old?” Serafine looked for signs of aging on the woman in front of her. There were none. Even with the white dots painted in a wide circle around them, she could tell there were no wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. Around her neck she wore a necklace of alligator teeth yet the skin beneath it was smooth and with a youthful appearance. “You can’t be much older than me.” 

    “Perhaps not in my face or my body. But my soul, she is old. One hundred- and fifty-years old truth be told.” 

    “One hundred and fifty,” Serafine thought. “Impossible.” 

    With an ever-increasing anger, the woman saw the disbelief on Serafine’s face. “Ugh,” she groaned. “I grow tired of this place and of you,” she growled as she looked around the room. Her eyes focused on Juliette. “Ah, the beautiful Juliette.” Her voice was like a snake’s slither. “She is the worse of them all. Who does she think she is dressed as Marie Laveau? She makes my stomach sour just to look at her. We’re the direct descendants of Queen Marie, not her. How you think she got her magic? How you think she was so powerful with her voodoo? She gave her soul and the soul of her female descendants to Papa Legba. When he chooses, he can take any one of them for his own.” She held a finger pointed at Serafine’s chest. “And now he has chosen you.” 

    “Descendants?” Serafine’s voice was lost somewhere deep inside of her. She grew nervous watching the expression on her face. Whatever she was thinking about with Juliette in her sight was making her very worried. Juliette had not a clue as to the eyes upon her. She was eating a small plate of appetizers and talking with the group that had increased by another couple. Next to her stood Perrine, who had joined in the conversation as she readied the blender for another pitcher of margaritas. Serafine’s heart was held with those two women.  

    “Ah, the sister pulls you as well,” she purred. “As I said, you will come with me. How you do so is your choice. It could be as peaceful as taking my hand or as painful as losing all those you love first.” With that, she raised her arm in the air and made a fist. The white dots shook with the force of it. Her eyes rolled back under her blackened eyelids to expose the white of them. She left them open as she began to chant.  

    It was Juliette’s laughter she heard first above the chants. It was that room-awakening one she bellowed out when something truly funny had hit her. She tossed her head back as it came pouring from her. Suddenly, her eyes popped open widely. She grabbed at her throat but no sounds came out. She was struggling to catch a breath. Perrine, who had been trying to clean the blades of the blender, noticed Juliette’s distress which took her eyes from her own task. Her hand rested on the edge of the blender’s top. With no other movement than a flick of the voodoo woman’s hand, the blades began to rapidly rotate. There was a pleasurable sneer on her face as the sound of the blender filled the room. She lifted her free hand in the air…palm side up.  

    “One last time,” she said with weight on each word.  

    Serafine’s soul filled with knowing. It couldn’t have been any clearer than if it had been a belief she had known her entire life. This was the only way. Even if she could push the woman down and run past her to cross the room, she could only save them this time. There would be another and another until the moment she couldn’t be there quickly enough to save them. This was the only way. She took the woman’s hand. The voodoo woman released her fist. Within seconds, Juliette spit the offending morsel of food out across the bar and the blender quieted. The voodoo woman turned to lead Serafine behind her.  

    “Can I at least tell them bye?” Serafine asked. 

    She nodded her permission. “Do what you must.” 

    Serafine forced back the tears that began to well in her eyes. She couldn’t let them see her cry. After all, she was merely walking across the street to get beer. Or so, that is what they would think. What’s to cry about that?  

    She hugged her sister tightly, moved her hand from the lip of the blender, and whispered in her ear, “Hey sis, watch what you’re doing.” She kissed her cheek. “I love you.” 

    Perrine patted Serafine’s hand on her shoulder. “Oh lawdt, you’re drunk.” 

    Serafine pushed her lips into a smile. “No. Not quite yet. I’ll be right back.” 

    “Where are you going?” Juliette asked. 

    “Just going to run across to the market. The ice chest is almost empty.” 

    “Oh, okay,” Juliette said. “Hurry back, Papa Hottie.” 

    Serafine had forgotten her attire. The sight she had seen in the mirror earlier flashed in her head and felt like a rock in the pit of her stomach. She pulled the hat off and dropped it to the floor as she stepped in closer to Juliette. She wrapped her arms around her, stared at every single feature of her face, and then took her lips for a kiss she could carry with her forever. For she feared, or rather sadly knew, it would be her last. Juliette had never been one to try to mask her passion for Serafine. This was no exception. She returned the heat that Serafine’s kiss had sparked. Damn the embarrassment of those who could be watching.  

    Joey hollered out an exaggerated effeminate scream, “Whoa! You go girls. Get a room already you two!” 

    The kiss was broken with leftover pants shared between the two women as they rested their foreheads against one another. They had shared numerous kisses of the same intensity of feeling over their years together. They had even shared them in front of others. Serafine held Juliette in her stare for as long as her eyes could stand before she felt the hint of tears wetting them. Quickly, she cast her stare down to Juliette’s chest.  

    Breathlessly, Juliette asked, “What is it? What’s wrong?” 

    Serafine smiled…or so, she thought she did. “Nothing. I just love you so much. So, so much. I’d do anything for you. You know that? Absolutely anything.”  

    Juliette stood on her tiptoes and kissed the tip of Serafine’s nose. “Back at ya, honey. Hurry back.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Serafine stared across Royal Street to the second-floor balcony. Days of old around the holidays would’ve normally found it to be dressed with Christmas decorations of all kinds. Juliette would fill as much as she could of the balcony with the holiday spirit. A small Christmas tree would sit in the corner with lights and garland covering every inch of the iron railing. Not this year. Instead, there were only remnants of leftover Halloween decorations that had never found their way back inside the apartment. The spider webs that hung from the skeletons found on the floor of the balcony from a strong crosswind were not the fake ones they had bought when decorating. The mums which had once been a splash of orange and yellow at the skeletons feet had become nothing more than mounds of brown, shriveled leaves and flower petals. It made Serafine sadder feeling the emptiness she felt from Juliette. Yet another curse of her empathic powers. She could hear the sobs on Juliette’s pillow at night...feel the profound sadness which brought the tears to her eyes. She found herself sweeping the pavement in front of the museum many times a day just to see her balcony, and maybe if she was lucky a glimpse of Juliette. Rarely did Juliette ever come to stand outside anymore.  

    Serafine straightened the mason jars along the shelf to display the names of their contents. Pedestrians that frequented the gift shop of the museum always left them cluttered when they perused the shelves. She read them off as she recorded the supply in her logbook. “Arrow root powder. Buchu leaf. Horse’s tail.” 

    “Excuse me.” 

    Serafine’s back straightened. She knew that voice could come from only one woman. Hesitantly, she turned around to face her.  

    “I’m sorry to bother you ma’am, but I was wondering if I could put up one of these flyers?” Juliette held a sheet of paper up in the air.  

    Serafine knew the face of the woman’s picture below the word “Missing” written in large letters. From a side glance, she caught the reflection in the glass of the display case next to her. The white painted dots encircled eyes that were not hers. The jet-black lips were not of the contour found in the picture held in front of her. She didn’t blame Juliette for thinking she was a stranger to her. Hell, she was a stranger to herself. 

    Juliette dropped her hand. “Never mind. It’s okay.” She turned on her heels to leave the store.  

    “Wait.” Serafine stepped toward her. “Of course, you can. Anywhere you like.” She dipped her head. “Someone you know?” 

    Juliette lifted the page and stared at it. She wiped a tear as it ran down her cheek. “Yes. Someone I love.” Juliette’s sobs became strong to the point they began to cause her to struggle to breathe. She felt the warmth of the woman’s hand on her arm. The white dots painted along her fingers disappeared around her arm with the squeeze she felt. Her sobs grew even stronger. She tried to speak through them. “I didn’t tell her. The last time I saw her. I didn’t tell her I loved her.” She took in a deep breath. “I didn’t tell her how much I loved her.” 

    “Aw, Char,” the woman said tenderly. “She knew.” 

    Juliette followed the spiral trail of white dots painted on the woman’s dark-chocolate skin that led up her arm. She made her way to make eye contact with the voodoo priestess. Something. There was something in her eyes that calmed her—gave her some sense of peace.  

    “She knows,” she said again.  

    Juliette gave her a strained smile. She shook the disbelief from her head. Politely, she said, “Thank you. I’ll just post one outside if you don’t mind.” 

    “Of course not. Leave as many as you like.” Serafine called to Juliette as she stepped through the doorway out onto the pavement, “Maybe you could come back some time and visit with me again.”  

    Juliette didn’t turn around. Instead, she turned her head to the side and said, “Maybe.” 

    Serafine watched as Juliette walked down the sidewalk to the market where Mack stood. She didn’t look away as Juliette handed Mack a flyer. Mack studied the paper before gazing in Serafine’s direction. Mack collected Juliette in a hug. He raised his head from over her shoulder toward the voodoo woman who stood at the entrance of the museum. The guilt he felt for where she stood was like a plague on his soul. Serafine could feel it yet it did nothing to stop the curses she had conjoined in her plans for him. There was more than white dots staining her skin that made her different than the woman on the flyer. There was a darkness in the voodoo power which coursed through her veins. He would pay for what he had done to them. For what he had allowed to be taken from her.  

    Serafine kept her eyes on Juliette until she disappeared around the corner. She looked back at the desolate balcony and smiled. The voodoo blackness in her heart when she caught sight of Mack reminded her of the essence of its power. She lifted her arm in the air. With a clinched fist she flicked her wrist at the balcony. A peace, albeit small in light of the expanding darkness within her, filled a portion of her heart. Some memories may not be that painful. With a snap of her fingers the left-over Halloween decorations vanished. In their place, appeared Christmas decorations all along the balcony. A large Christmas tree adorned the corner of it with garland covering the railing inch-by-inch. With another snap of her fingers, the brilliant, multi-colored lights flicked on.  

     

    *** 

     

    A single piece of paper with the image of Serafine’s missing photo drifted atop the light green free-floating pods of duckweed. The bayou was alive with sounds of drumbeats and crackles from embers of the large fire. The stagnant water transformed into a ripple as the alligator glided across it. The large claws of its paw pierced the page and drug it under the water with it.  
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    The space bar on the keyboard received the same treatment as the elevator button downstairs. Tap, tap, tap, tap. I knew only one tap was required for the monitor to spring into action but four index finger beats was like delivering a command, rather than requesting permission with a single passive stroke. I called up my quota screen for the day, activated the telephonic software, and settled my arse into the office chair in my teeny tiny cubicle, which was attached to three other outbound callers via a long desk, each of us separated by thin partitions.  

    “Good morning, Doreen. This is Nicole from Venture House Insurance.”  

    I paused for the required 7.3 seconds and stared at the photo of Ruby Rose pinned to the felt wall of my cubicle above the monitor. Management had increased the wait time by the 0.3 seconds last month, so I figured Ruby would help me while away the time.  

    However, my potential customer—I checked my list—Doreen Kintz, utilised all 7.3 seconds by not saying a word.  

    “Have you been keeping well?” I actually didn’t want to know. My list gave me a name, a phone number, and an age bracket. Doreen’s breathing and a faint murmur of assent indicated she was watching TV or something similarly distracting, and had tucked me in between her shoulder and her ear. I ploughed on.  

    “I’m calling because I know for sure that you’re a person who cares about your loved ones.”  

    Doreen’s murmur ticked up a little at the end, which gave me the go ahead.  

    “The reason I’m calling is to let you know that Venture House Insurance has a variety of life insurance options for astute customers such as yourself. I can put you through to a customer service agent who will talk to you about our life insurance options and provide you with a free quote. Obviously, there’s no obligation to buy, it’s just so you can see what options are available to you and your family. Would this be of any interest to you?”  

    I stared at Ruby again. This time for 2.3 seconds.  

    “Well, I don’t know, Nicole. I’m not sure I need life insurance.” Doreen’s voice wavered over the line.  

    And thank you, Doreen. I dropped my gaze to the script on the screen.  

    “I understand you’re hesitant, Doreen. But in my experience, it helps to have a bit of extra help when it comes to life insurance planning. Are you sure you don’t want to have a quick chat with one of my colleagues? I can put you through now.”  

    Three, two, one.  

    “If you think so.”  

    “I do, Doreen. I’m putting you through now. Thanks for speaking with me. You have a terrific day.”  

    I stabbed the button under the track pad, causing the transfer icon on the screen to flash. See you, Doreen. Hope you stay alive long enough to make those payments.  

    Ruby taunted me from her six by four rectangle. Her eyes smouldered with pure lust. What I would give to have a woman look at me like that. Like they could peel my clothes off with their gaze. Like they wanted to crawl into my skin. Yeah, right. There was no chance in this universe that a hot woman—scratch that—any woman was going to do either of those things to me. Not while I tentatively held down the world’s most boring job, lived in a crappy tiny apartment, and generally presented myself as bland, bleak, and banal. I was the poster child for average. Basically invisible to the world. Even this morning, I’d been waiting at the elevator in the foyer and as I moved to get inside, the guy beside me jumped a mile, staring at my face like I’d appeared from nowhere, instead of having stood right there for an entire two minutes. Weird. He must have been enjoying a seriously epic daydream.  

    I was stuck in my life. Completely stuck. I needed something to release me from it. Ruby’s hooded stare was now a sneer. Thanks for nothing.  

    Friday night—cereal for dinner—rolled into Saturday—grocery shopping and scrolling through social media and travel sites for holidays I would never go on, until it got to nine o’clock on Saturday night and my head lolled against the back of the sofa. I really couldn’t be bothered to shift the coffee table against the wall and pull out the bed from the sofa base. The other day, I’d watched a YouTube clip of a home renovation show where they created a mud room for some rich straight family. The fucking mud room was bigger than my shitbox apartment. I could literally take six strides from my front door and smash into the opposite wall. My kitchen was a mini ‘L’ with a two burner, a sink, a fridge, and a microwave. The sofa was my bedroom, and the bathroom had a toilet that got in the way of the shower curtain.  

    I could have lived happily in that mud room.  

    The arm rest of the sofa sunk a little under my head, and I dragged the blanket hanging over the back across my body. Nine o’clock on a Saturday night. Nighty-night.  

    The cold alerted me at first. My brain suggested I’d left a window open, but I only had one of those and it was in the bathroom and tiny, so I pulled the blanket closer around my shoulders.  

    “Wake up!”  

    My eyes flew open. The last puff of air from the words washed over my skin as I stared into a pale face. It was so close that I couldn’t see beyond the eyes; black like scorched earth. Black that filled the entire space of the sockets. My scream wouldn’t form. It was more a yell, a screech. But I held it. It came forward from my throat as I scrambled back, over the side of the sofa, my foot tangling in the blanket so that I went down hard. Then I was straight up and reaching for the nearest object at hand. A ceramic bowl. The remaining splash of milk from the cereal I’d eaten for dinner trickled down my wrist as I brandished the crockery above my head.  

    “Who the fuck are you? Get out!”  

    The bearer of those lifeless eyes and angry mouth was a woman, dressed in jeans and a hoodie, with long brown hair hanging past her shoulders and similar features to mine except hers weren’t so ordinary. Like she’d done a better job at my life than me. She hadn’t moved.  

    “Get out!” I screamed again, shaking with fear, the bowl vibrating in my hand, my track pants hoisted around my waist, my t-shirt askew. She folded her arms, and the movement galvanised my hysteria. I threw the bowl, erratically, poorly, so that it careened past her head, collided with the wall, and fell to the threadbare carpet.  

    “Get out!”  

    She didn’t move. Not even a flinch. I screamed, and this time my throat let loose with the entire sound.  

    “Stop.” The force of her word, and the coldness in her voice, compacted the panic and fear into my chest.  

    “Who?” I swallowed past the single word scream. “Who?”  

    “You need to be quiet, Nicole.” Her voice commanded my silence and so I was. My mouth snapped shut and I breathed shallowly, quickly.  

    Those awful eyes raked their gaze up and down my body. “You are not in danger. You are not to scream again. It is a disturbing sound. You are not hallucinating or dreaming. My name is Valentina. Your name is Nicole. Now, sit.”  

    She stood, legs apart, arms folded, and glared. “Sit,” she repeated.  

    I wasn’t sure my limbs were functioning, so I took a tentative step to assess their reliability, which brought me to the end of the sofa I’d fallen over, and I sank onto the edge of the seat cushion, dragging a pillow to my chest for protection. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. This woman was in my home, with her dead eyes and her anger, with a body somewhat fuzzy about the edges, like someone had taken an eraser to her outlines and washed out her colours.  

    “How do you know my name?” I whispered, my throat too raw to speak.  

    “You requested my assistance.” She didn’t blink.  

    “No, I didn’t.”  

    “We are not debating this. There are questions that need answering, then we can begin.”  

    “What the actual fuck? What are you doing here? I never asked for—”  

    Somehow she moved so quickly that her face was pressed into the air in front of mine, her body threatening, and I screamed.  

    “You asked for me.” The voice was demonic, and I thrust out my hand to ward off the physical blow I was expecting. It never came as my fingers travelled cleanly through her shoulder. I jerked away, staring at my hand as if I could see the skin turning blue from the glacial sensation. I looked up to find her standing at the other end of the sofa again.  

    “You’re dead. You’re a ghost. You’re not real,” I babbled.  

    “Yes. Yes. But no, I’m very real,” she said without inflection. “As I have already stated, my name is Valentina. I’m here because you need a release.”  

    “From what?”  

    “That’s your decision.”  

    “I don’t understand,” I said, a whine creeping into my voice.  

    If she’d had eyes, it was quite possible that Valentina would have rolled them.  

    “You dislike your life,” she stated.  

    “Yeah. It’s not…it’s boring and awful and I’m stuck.”  

    “And you need a release?”  

    “Yeah?”  

    “Do you date women?”  

    “What’s that got— That’s not any of your business. You need to get—”  

    “Do you masturbate?”  

    I stiffened, ready to leap. “What the hell type of question is—?”  

    Suddenly her face filled my vision again, and I yelled, backing into the arm of the sofa.  

    “Stop doing that!”  

    “Stop screaming.” She’d reclaimed her place on the carpet. “Answer the question.”  

    “If I answer it, will you leave?”  

    “No.” She tilted her head. “Do you make yourself release?”  

    “God.” I wiped my hand over my mouth. “God, okay. I guess so. Sort of.”  

    “Be decisive,” she roared. Her voice reverberated about the room, and I trembled.  

    “Okay. Fuck. No, I don’t release. I come but it’s not a total release. Not like a whole body thing, okay? My life sucks, I have no girlfriend, and I can’t even get myself off properly. Happy now?”  

    “No.” She rocked back on her heels and contemplated me, her eyes studying my shaking body. “You would like to be released. Totally.”  

    We stared at each other. Finally my single word filled the space. “Yes.”  

    Valentina nodded. “Then let’s begin.”  

    “Begin what?”  

    “Releasing you.”  

    “How?” I looked carefully at her body, and her lips curled in a sneer.  

    “Not with me. You will achieve your release with a willing partner. I am simply here to give you motivation, commitment, and confidence.” Suddenly, she was standing at the cupboard I used as a wardrobe. I hadn’t seen her move. “Open it,” she stated and crossed her arms, as I collected myself and staggered forwards, my eyes never leaving her face. I pulled open both doors of the closet, and the shame I felt at the meagre contents coupled with the adrenaline surging through my body filled my eyes with tears. My lips trembled.  

    “I don’t…please don’t hurt me,” I whispered, my arms limp.  

    Valentina slowly withdrew her gaze from the shirts and pants hanging on the small rail and contemplated my face. Those dreadful eyes roamed across my features. Then she smiled, but it wasn’t reassuring.  

    “I’m not going to hurt you, Nicole. I’m here to help. Believe me, you will enjoy the process.” She tipped her head. “Let’s begin.” She gestured to the clothes. “The dark jeans there, that red shirt, and those boots. Slick your hair back with wax, roll your sleeves up, and you have mascara so apply some. The black jacket under the pile here is to also be worn. Get dressed.”  

    My body became disconnected from my mind as I retrieved the clothing, stripped off my track pants and T-shirt, dressed, wandered into the bathroom cubicle, fixed my medium-length brown hair, flicked on mascara, and presented myself for inspection.  

    Valentina nodded.  

    “Good. Is this what you wear on dates or outings?”  

    My shoulders rounded. “I don’t really go out,” I muttered.  

    The silence grew. Then she stepped forward into my space, the chill sharp against my skin, and I wondered if a tiny spark of humanity had flickered to life in her eyes.  

    “Now you do,” she said. “You will go out, you will be seen, you will enjoy, you will release.” She blinked—an action which was terrifying because upon opening her eyelids, I had automatically, hopefully, counted on the presence of white sclera. I swallowed.  

    “I don’t know…I don’t have money…how?” My lips were dry and I sucked them into my mouth in search of moisture.  

    “You will have money. All you need is me. I will be present.”  

    “Where?”  

    “In you.”  

    I staggered back. “Oh, fuck no. That’s…no!”  

    “Do you want this,” she swept her arm about my shitty apartment, “forever? To represent your life? Or do you want to know what it’s like to be seen? To be released properly?”  

    I stared at Valentina, her weirdly me-but-better-than-me physical presence, for an entire minute.  

    “Fuck it. Yes, okay. I’ll do it.” I tightened my hand into a fist, then flicked it out. “Will it hurt? Will I know you’re there? Will I be in charge?”  

    Valentina’s smile was predatory. “No, it won’t hurt. Quite the opposite. No, you won’t feel my presence at all. And, oh yes, you will definitely be in charge.”  

    I exhaled shakily. “Okay. Well, just…do what you need to do.” It felt necessary to close my eyes. I was glad I did because, for a second, my body was bitterly cold, and I knew that Valentina had walked straight into my frame and was existing somewhere inside. “Fuck!” I gasped.  

    “Sure thing, sexy. If you play your cards right,” a low voice muttered close to my ear, and my eyes flew open. The voice belonged to a striking blonde woman in a slinky blue dress that skimmed her legs at mid-thigh. I looked behind me, then whipped my head back.  

    I helpfully pointed to my chest because it was absurd that she was speaking to me. I was invisible to the world.  

    “Yes, you. Come on. I’ve saved you a seat down the front.” I lifted my gaze. It was a club, with carpeted tiers, small tables, straight-back chairs, and a stage. A stage with a pole. A delicious surge of confidence poured into my veins and I lifted a corner of my mouth in a smirk. I was in a strip club, a woman with assets had declared that I was sexy, and a front row position awaited me. Suddenly I was someone. Someone who was seen. I sauntered after the blonde in the blue dress, strutting between the occupied tables until she waved to a single chair. I sat and averted my eyes from the lovely display her breasts were making, shifting about in her dress as she bent forward to place a beer on the table beside my elbow. Then I decided to look because I could.  

    Vague thoughts about how I’d arrived here, who Valentina was, and where I’d found the money to afford the cover charge became dust. None of that was important. I had been seen. Noticed. I was here for a release.  

    The stage lights went out and music that snaked into my ears, writhing with potential, began to fill the space. A pair of red heels were illuminated and a spotlight drifted up the longest, sleekest legs I’d ever seen in real life. Red lace panties clung to skin which shone, sleek and delicious, then high, firm breasts with a strip of red cloth, thin enough to conceal nipples but nothing else, greeted my eyes. I couldn’t look away. Her hands gripped the pole, and then her face was revealed. Black hair tossed behind shoulders, styled with precision. Red lips that smiled wickedly, taunting me. Taunting my confidence. Another sizzle zapped through me, so I lifted my chin in challenge. She swayed and twirled and twisted to the rhythm, her body both sinuous and curvaceous. I widened my legs as her rhythm became mine.  

    My blood thrummed with the beat.  

    Each beat.  

    I inhaled and exhaled to synchronise with her dips. Then slowly, so slowly, she removed the scrap of material across her nipples, walking, stalking to the edge of the stage, and as she tugged at the knot and the nipples revealed themselves, she made eye contact, and I gasped.  

    My sex was heavy. My need had reached its limit because the woman in the red heels saw me, leaned over, and dangled the cloth, breasts swaying. I reached up and took it. It was mine to take. She saw me. She was mine to take. The urgent coil of tension low, low in my core wound tighter. I clenched my thigh muscles, shifting slightly on the seat, my fake leather jacket squeaking. She noticed the movements, smirked, turned around, and finished her routine with the pole and the music and the lights and the sensual dance that was for me. The stage cut to black, and I exhaled, running the cloth between my fingers. It was silky. Smooth.  

    “I seem to have dropped something,” the velvet voice whispered, and I straightened in my chair as the woman in the red heels stepped in front, leaned forward, and gently pulled at the material. I lifted my gaze and stared into dark brown eyes, and another burst of confidence washed through my veins.  

    “I’d like to keep it,” I said. She paused, bent at the waist, her face close to mine, and breathed gently.  

    I gasped.  

    “Perhaps I can convince you otherwise,” she said, and brushed the outside of my thighs, gently closing my legs, and my sex throbbed at the tight pressure.  

    I gasped.  

    She narrowed her eyes and smiled. Then straddled me, barely touching my lap as she held her body carefully at bay. “Don’t touch,” she commanded, her gaze holding mine, and I reached behind the chair to grip the wooden back. She was undressing me with her eyes.  

    She was crawling into my skin. The woman in the red heels looked at me with lust and dragged a finger along my jaw, down my neck, meandered across the red landscape of my shirt, her red fingernail camouflaged but conspicuous, to the button on my jeans.  

    I gasped.  

    She pressed firmly on my zipper, watching my reaction.  

    I gasped.  

    She leaned forward to breathe, hot and wet, in my ear, her breasts brushing my chest.  

    I gasped.  

    Then she lowered her body, red panties resting on my pelvis, and rocked her hips. Once.  

    Twice.  

    I gasped.  

    She traced the seam at the base of the zipper, nudging at the stitching, pressing on the tight bundle of nerves hidden beneath. Hidden. But in plain sight.  

    I gasped.  

    The tightly strung coil at my core twisted and stretched and stretched and twisted, holding for only a second more, before it snapped.  

    I gasped.  

    My head was thrown back as I found a release with the woman in the red heels.  

    The rough fabric of my sofa scratched at my cheek. Disorientated, I hurled off the blanket, scrubbed at my face, and yanked my phone off the coffee table. Sunday. Eleven o’clock in the morning. I was tired, like run a marathon tired. My pupils, reflected in the glass of the screen, looked huge. I had no recollection of arriving home. No recollection of leaving home. My only recollection was of Valentina, and screaming in fear, and black eyes, and the woman in red heels and coming so hard in waves of pleasure, all without being touched.  

    “Fucking freaky dream,” I grumbled and hauled myself upright. And found the scrap of red silk flattened on the sofa cushion. My hand trembled as I forced my fingers together, pinching it and bringing it to my face, inhaling the scent of smoke and sex. The woman in the red dress had danced for me. She’d pleasured me. She’d seen me. I’d done that. For one night, I’d been released.  

    The memory of Saturday night sustained me through the next five days. I had been confident in that club. I felt its effect sizzle in my blood during the week. My walk was bouncier. I was full of vitality, yet weirdly run down and flat. Perhaps they’d used a new roast at the always busy little cafe that sold three dollar coffees; one of which I bought religiously each morning. The barista never made eye contact with me when I was handed the cup, but I didn’t care. He was onto his next customer by the time I’d muttered a thanks.  

    God, I hated my job. I was the human equivalent of junk-mail. Not one customer transfer in two hours. What a shit Friday. Last Saturday seemed so long ago. I tossed my headset onto the desk, stood up, and stretched.  

    “Christ! Where’d you spring from?” Yvette, the woman in the cubicle next to mine, jerked, and her office chair skated sideways into the far panel.  

    I peered at her, my face wrinkled in confusion. “I’ve been here all morning. You’ve walked past me four times to go to the bathroom.”  

    Her eyes were still blown wide, like she’d seen a ghost, which made me giggle a bit because I truly had. Last Saturday, in fact. I shivered at the memory. At the memory of Valentina and my tiny, meaningful conversation with the woman in the red heels.  

    My invisibility to my co-workers was not new. Last year, I was sick, and when I turned up the next day, they all swore that I’d actually been at work the day before. There were three other members in the Venture House Insurance outbound calls team. Yvette, Trevor, and EnPee—New Person. EnPee never had a chance to find out my name, and I never found out theirs, because there was always an EnPee. Weekly. Without fail, Yvette or Trevor expressed surprise when they saw me at work, as if I was the EnPee but hadn’t received the memo. Like today.  

    “What’s wrong with your eyes?” Yvette stared at me.  

    “Nothing. Just tired.”  

    She shrugged, turned back to her monitor, and just like that I was invisible once more.  

    Valentina woke me again on Saturday night. I had finally gone to sleep, despite my heart beating quickly in fear. In hope.  

    “Did you enjoy last Saturday night?” Her nose was nearly pressed to mine, and I yelled, repeating the backwards scramble over the edge of the sofa.  

    I flicked a trembling hand at her. “Fuck! Christ, can you not do that?” I shook my arms out, then rubbed my hands vigorously on my pants. Valentina peered at me like I was a specimen.  

    “Did you enjoy last Saturday night?” she repeated. My feet shifted in embarrassment.  

    “Yes. But I blacked out…”  

    “After you released?”  

    “Yes.”  

    “It will happen when you are in desperate need.”  

    “Jesus! That’s personal.” I tucked my hands into my armpits. She made me so fucking uncomfortable, but I wanted it again. I wanted another Saturday night. “How did I get from my apartment to the club and back again?” The question had bugged me all week.  

    “It is irrelevant.”  

    “No, it’s not! It’s—”  

    “Would you like to go again?”  

    I swallowed. My mouth was dry. Breathing accelerated.  

    “Yes. But I want to stay longer.”  

    “You want to delay your release?” Suddenly she was standing not a foot away, her black eyes, now with a tiny white edge that I hadn’t noticed last week, staring into mine.  

    “Yes, because I liked being seen,” I said quietly.  

    She hummed. “People saw you?”  

    “Yes,” I said, my smile widening.  

    “And you liked it?”  

    “Absolutely.”  

    The club was busy, so I perched on a stool at the corner of the bar as the women in heels and slinky dresses that skimmed their legs at mid-thigh snaked around the tables.  

    They snuck looks at me as I sipped my drink, and I raised my eyebrows and lifted my chin and smirked and glowed with confidence. I made them look.  

    “You came back,” a voice, feminine and low and full of promise, purred in my ear. I curled my lips. It was the woman in the red heels. I raked my eyes up and down her red dress, her red heels, the red lipstick on her mouth, which opened to say, “Do you want me to dance for you?”  

    “I want to dance with you.”  

    She seemed to contemplate that for a moment, her lips pursed. Then she slid, slippery in her red dress, off the stool and leaned towards me, strands of black hair brushing my skin.  

    “I think that can be accommodated. Follow me.” So I did, close enough to smell her perfume, as we smoothly side-stepped tables occupied with people who watched me, envied me, saw me. Why bother trying to fix my too boring, too mundane, too everyday, everyday life? Why try when I had this? The woman in the red heels stopped abruptly and her back cradled my breasts for a second. We’d arrived at a small parquetry dance floor near the back corner. She turned.  

    “Put your hands here,” she said over the thumping beat, indicating her waist. I did.  

    My skin shuddered.  

    She draped her arms about my shoulders, then slid a single short fingernail up the base of my neck.  

    My skin shivered.  

    I pulled her close and our bodies swayed together on each beat, on the second beat, on the fourth beat, slower and slower, until the movements were merely suggestions.  

    My skin shuddered.  

    We danced to the corner of the room. We danced to the alcove behind the column. The woman in the red heels placed her hands on mine and moved them up. Up. My fingers spread as my palms held her breasts, and she skimmed her fingers down the front of my shirt to the waist of my jeans.  

    “Don’t move,” she said in my ear, and in time to the music, with each beat, one, two, each beat, she undid the button on my jeans and crept the zipper down, beat by beat.  

    My skin shivered.  

    I cupped her breasts, and her body pressed to mine, then she angled her hand and pushed inside my jeans, into my panties, into my sex.  

    I shuddered and shivered.  

    “Now, let’s dance,” the woman in the red dress said, her dark brown eyes wicked with want. “You’re ready, aren’t you? With those black, black eyes.” The bass on the beat, beat, beat, beat, drove her thrusts. With her breasts nestled in my hands, I clamped my jaw shut and groaned.  

    My skin shuddered.  

    The steady build, rising, rising.  

    “You see me,” I managed to hiss through the tension, the tightening. She thrust and circled and thrust and circled.  

    “Yes. Now, release.” My eyes clamped shut as white light exploded from within, and I shuddered in great waves, groaning into the soundtrack of my night.  

    My face, reflected in the mirror on Sunday morning, looked like a shitty Instagram filter had been slapped over it. I was tired, my skin was more pale than usual, kind of translucent, my shoulder-length brown hair was even more mousy, and my pupils were blown so wide that they were almost to the edge of the iris. But it felt like fourteen bottles of fizzy drink had been tipped into my veins. It was intoxicating. Again, I’d woken up in the apartment, not knowing how I’d left and arrived. It didn’t matter anymore. My confidence was sky-high. People respected me. Women wanted me. I’d done that. For a second night, I’d been released.  

    It was a cereal kind of day. The one bowl in the kitchen was on the drainer, and I reached for it. And missed. Almost like my fingers passed straight through the curve in the ceramic.  

    “Fuck. I’m tired. Buzzed and tired.” I tried again and caught hold, filling it with oats, sugar, and milk. It was pointless eating anything else.  

    It was like that for the rest of the week. No big deal, really. My weeks were typically pointless. But I fizzed and buzzed and smiled at folk, even if they still ignored me. Like that same dude at work, stepping into the elevator and when I got in after him, he gave a weird squeak and stared at me, like I’d appeared in the freaking elevator as if by magic. I’d been standing right there at his shoulder two floors below. Whatever, man. I was somebody now.  

    I’d had a woman in red heels bring me to release twice and she saw me. Me. All the people who didn’t see me could get fucked. Like the prick who’d stolen my chair on Thursday so that when I arrived at work, I had to go find it, and he didn’t acknowledge me leaning on his cubicle panel, saying ‘excuse me’ a dozen times, until I basically yelled at him to return it.  

    Then he freaked out, saying that I’d snuck up on him, and why wouldn’t I at least say ‘excuse me or something?’ I strode back to my desk, wheeling my chair in front like a shopping cart. I liked striding. It was the walk of somebody with confidence. Of someone sure of themselves. An assertive walk. I could do that now. I could stride. It didn’t matter that I was a nobody every other day of the week. On Saturday night, I’d been somebody. So I strode.  

    Like into the cafe on Friday morning, which was busy and chaotic, and I stood in the group of customers who’d started as an orderly line but had collapsed into a clump of people, so that the loudest person was served first. Normally, I get my order after all the Shouty McShouties had received theirs, but I couldn’t catch the barista’s eye, which was a fairly regular occurrence. Then, after waving vigorously, he looked my way, and I stated my order and name loudly with exaggerated mouth movements so he understood. I hovered at the pick-up section of the counter. Fairly quickly, he appeared at the opening between the napkins and the cardboard coffee jackets and called my name.  

    “Yeah. Me. Cheers,” I said, moving forward. He looked around, over my head, and shouted my name.  

    “Yo, dude. That’s me. I’m Nicole. The regular latte.” I vigorously waved my hand again, not two feet away from his eyes. Finally, he shrugged and plonked the cup on the wooden bar and lifted his chin to pay attention to the next customer.  

    I grabbed my coffee in annoyance. “Yeah, good morning to you, too, buddy,” I grumbled and shouldered my way past people to the door and out onto the street, where a dog, tied to a parking sign, spotted me and barked its freaking head off.  

    “And good morning to you, too.”  

    It growled.  

    I was standing in my boss’ office on Friday afternoon.  

    “Cold calling is the life blood of all business and any organised activity. Without it nothing happens,” she stated, her tone just as starched as her blue business suit. She looked at me, her blue eyes accessorising the lecture. I wasn’t surprised she saw me. My numbers sucked. “You can define each sale. As an employee of Callz4You and contracted to Venture House Insurance, you are…”  

    It was like completing one of those fill-in-the-blanks activity sheets. My response was automatic.  

    “Positioned in a pivotal role,” I intoned.  

    “Exactly. And you hold the key to…” She turned to look out the window, leaving me as an island in the ocean of cheap, grey carpet squares.  

    “New and fresh opportunities.” My mind drifted to last Saturday night, and I felt my confidence sizzle. The memory of the woman in the red heels lifted an eyebrow and smiled. And I sizzled.  

    “And being part of the Callz4You family means…” She was still looking out the window.  

    Her heels weren’t sexy. Not like the woman in the red dress. In the red heels.  

    “That I am empowered to define, determine, and take control of my own future,” I muttered.  

    “Yes.” She breathed loudly at the glass, then turned and slapped a hand over her chest, her lips a perfect circle. “Oh! You’re still here. I thought you’d left.” She huffed a breath, like she’d pulled in some air and forgotten to inform her lungs. “Get going on those targets, okay?”  

    Nice. Perhaps she thought she’d been monologuing to the blinds.  

    “Good morning, Marco. This is Nicole from Venture House Insurance.”  

    Ruby Rose smouldered at me for 7.3 seconds.  

    “Hello?”  

    “Good morning, Marco. This is Nicole from Venture House Insurance. Have you been keeping well?”  

    “Look, I can hear you breathing but if you’re not going to say anything, then I’m hanging up.” Mario sounded beyond irritated. I was beyond confused. I tapped the microphone on my headset.  

    “Good morning, Marco. This is Nicole from Venture House Insurance. I’m calling because I know for sure that you’re a person who cares about your loved ones. The reason I’m calling is to let you know that Venture—”  

    I sighed at the dial tone. Obviously Mario didn’t want to talk today and had decided on voluntary, temporary deafness, so I flagged his name on the list as a call back on Monday.  

    My call back list was growing and growing and growing.  

    I wanted Valentina to visit again. There. I said it. I tossed my phone onto the cushion beside me on my sofa. Valentina, with her fucking scary eyes and angry mouth, could visit me again. She had to. I needed her to.  

    What if I got ready? Dressed. Prepared so she could take me to the woman in the red heels. Be inside me as I was taken by the woman in the red dress. I peered at my pale face while I applied mascara. My eyes burned with such desire that my irises had disappeared.  

    Black. Burning with want. Burning.  

    “You were expecting me,” Valentina’s voice whispered. I whipped around to an empty bathroom, then jerked my head back to the mirror, where her face peered out in the reflection. I yelled, clutching the sink, then spun back, staring at her hoodie, jeans, hair that seemed shorter, and black eyes that were now dark brown and not as uncomfortable.  

    “Fuck! Yes. Okay, I was,” I gasped, sweeping my hand at her frantically, then running it through my slicked-back hair. “Don’t do that.”  

    She smirked, her red lips twisted. “Did you enjoy last Saturday night?”  

    “Yes. But I blacked out again.”  

    “After you released?”  

    “Yes.”  

    “It will happen when—”  

    “I know. When I’m in desperate need.”  

    “Are you still?”  

    She stepped closer and the physicality of her, the solidity of her, filled my space. Her edges were sharp, like I’d become used to them. But I wanted. I needed. And I was confident that I’d be seen.  

    “Yes,” I muttered.  

    The bouncer—a woman with shoulders wider than the door—ushered me inside, lifting an eyebrow in appreciation as I swept past. I saw it, that eyebrow lift. The first one I’d ever received. A gift that made me squirm in pleasure. The woman in the red heels was dancing, writhing, the pole an extension of her body. I wanted to be the pole. I had been last week.  

    I’d done that.  

    “Release me,” I murmured, as the bartender placed my drink on the mat next to my elbow. I stared at the stage.  

    “Release me.”  

    A woman in blue heels strolled past, hips swaying, and ran a finger down my arm, shoulder to wrist. A woman in black heels stopped at my stool, lifted my chin with two fingers, and dragged her thumb across my lips. A woman in white heels angled her body between my legs and ran her fingers down my torso like a waterfall. I gazed at each woman. I touched each woman. I smiled at each woman. Then I stared at the woman in the red heels, who gently took the glass from my hand, sipped the liquid, placed it back on the wooden bar top, and said, “Follow me.”  

    I did. My jeans scratched and rubbed at my swollen sex. My nipples pushed at my shirt.  

    My skin flickered with heat. I followed her down a corridor and into a barely lit room. She closed the door and turned.  

    “Tonight, you can touch.”  

    Taking two steps, she brought that red dress within reach, twisting her body so I could pinch the tag of the zipper and slide, slide it down, until gravity claimed the fabric and pooled it at her heels. She stepped from the uneven circle of fabric, pausing so that the moment lengthened and I could appreciate the red bra and panties. The moment stretched and stretched, and arousal gathered, collecting at my core.  

    “Tonight, you can touch,” she repeated, her black hair brushing her shoulders. My fingers slipped on her skin, unhooking the bra, and I carefully lowered my lips to her neck, closing my eyes as her pulse beat in time with the muted bass of the music in the club.  

    Pulse.  

    Pulse.  

    I released her breasts. I released her sex, throwing the panties to the side, then she grabbed a handful of my shirt and walked backwards to the wall, dragging me, holding me, pulling me until I pushed my body into hers.  

    “Tonight, you can touch.” And I did, rolling her nipples, tugging, twisting, bathing in the noises and whimpers and sighs, and my sex tightened and curled. Tonight, I would shout.  

    Tonight, I would cry out my release. I hitched her leg around my hip and played with her skin, kissing her shoulder, her breasts, sliding my fingers across her belly and down into her sex, which was swollen and ready. And wet. So slick.  

    “Tonight, you can touch,” she breathed, as I licked her neck, and kissed her lips, and stroked, and tugged, and touched. I entered her.  

    She gasped.  

    Whimpering with need, and I thrust.  

    She gasped, her skin shivering with want.  

    She undid my jeans and pushed them down to mid-thigh, panties as well, then swirled and stroked and slid in the wet.  

    I gasped and shivered and whimpered.  

    We fed our need, stroking, thrusting. We lit our desire, stroking and thrusting. The intense climax curled and unfurled and readied and exploded from my core.  

    I cried out.  

    I shouted my release.  

    I shuddered, and shuddered, trembling, clenching around her fingers.  

    She gasped and arched her back in pleasure.  

    My sheets needed changing. I could smell mustiness, and even though Sunday wasn’t washing day, I was going to have to get down to the laundromat early if I didn’t want to line up for ages. Problem was that I didn’t want to get up. My sofa engulfed my body with its cheap foam. I felt exhausted, a shell of myself, then I grinned and remembered last night.  

    That orgasm, a release as Valentina insisted on calling it, had been epic. That’d tire anyone out. Then somehow, as if I was floating, I was out of bed and taking in the fact that I hadn’t changed my clothes from last night. Huh. Tight black jeans, red shirt, slicked hair still neat and tidy—Christ! I must have slept like the dead. I was even wearing my boots and pleather jacket. Okay. Weird. I looked down at the tops of my boots and contemplated food. I wasn’t hungry, but coming so hard like that used up energy. I smirked. Fuck, I hoped that Valentina would turn up next Saturday. It would be the only way I’d get through another week of invisibility.  

    “You’re awake,” her cool voice broke into my thoughts, and I jumped out of my skin, staring at her sitting comfortably on my kitchen stool, legs crossed, and sipping from my single coffee cup.  

    “What are you doing here, Valentina?” I stalked over to her and frowned into her face. If smiles could speak, hers would have said that she thought me amusing and insignificant.  

    “My name is Nicole,” she said, and a single supercilious eyebrow lifted. She sipped the coffee.  

    “Ha ha. Yeah, whatever.” I took two steps into the kitchen, standing in front of the fridge.  

    I felt like cereal. “I asked you why you’re here.” An idea stopped me, and I looked at her with enthusiasm. “Do I get to go somewhere today? Right now?” I pointed to my clothes. “I’m still dressed from last night, so let’s do it.” I felt the initial sizzle of excitement.  

    She gave a quick laugh. “I’m here because you’ve been released.”  

    I pulled my head back. “What?”  

    “You asked to be released,” she said, waving her hand at me, like she was sprinkling glitter. “And so you are.”  

    “I don’t understand,” I said, and shook my head. “Hang on,” I muttered. I needed food. I reached for the handle of the fridge and missed it entirely. “Fuck,” I grunted. Frustrated, I snatched at it again. And missed. I gazed at my hand, and a sickening, bubbling, foul feeling of nausea rose in my throat. No. I spread my fingers and slowly, slowly stretched out my arm so I could place my palm on the fridge door. I pushed very carefully, and my hand passed through the panel and disappeared from view. The sound from my throat was animalistic, raw, and I yanked my hand back, and spun around to Valentina. No, Nicole. Oh, God. “What have you done to me? What did you do?” I screamed.  

    “I took your life,” she said, her right shoulder lifting and dropping in a shrug, then sipped her coffee.  

    “What? Why?” I yelled, my rising hysteria forcing uncontrollable tremors into my muscles. I jerked my head to peer at my reflection in the microwave glass door. Black eyes.  

    Black eyes all the way to the edges. Dead eyes. My throat closed on my howl, and I grunted, sucking in air through the corners of my mouth, staring at her while I convulsed.  

    “You weren’t using it. And you asked to be released,” she blinked innocently.  

    “Stop saying that,” I screamed, saliva spilling from my mouth, strings of it connecting my lips, as I bared my teeth in agonised horror. “It was my life. You can’t have it. It’s not your decision.” I slapped open hands against my chest. My solidity was at odds with my transparency in the world. I was invisible.  

    Carefree and dismissive, she sipped from her coffee cup, perched on her stool, in her kitchen, in her apartment. “But you gave it to me willingly. You were bound, restricted, by your life, and you released it to me. I enjoyed your release.” She smirked. “I know you did, too. Very much.”  

    She placed the cup on the tiny bench, stood, and walked the two steps into my space.  

    Her brown eyes studied me.  

    “Now I am Nicole, and I will live your life and make something of it.” She tilted her chin to the door. “You need to gift someone a release and enrich their life. Wait until they call, though. It won’t be long.” She blew on my face. “Now please leave. You’re in my apartment.”  

    Her mouth laughed. And I screamed.  
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    Jamie stippled her fingers and leaned back in her office chair as she stared at the blank document on her computer screen. Each flash of the cursor taunted her. Each second wasted would agitate the Board of Directors and place her Natural Products Research and Development division further in jeopardy of having their doors closed. Her office exclusively looked at bacteria and tested it against everything Mother Nature had to offer—mushrooms, coffee beans, turmeric, mint—hoping to find another miracle cure. Even though she wasn’t at a lab bench anymore, the research had been interesting. In her few years with the company there were promising discoveries. Once that discovery happened it was a matter of finding what chemical in the sample acted as the antibiotic. Then, the labs isolated, grew, or synthesized the factor into a drug, and sold the drug at an astronomical markup to “make up for all the time and resources from the failed R&D.” 

    Jamie would have believed that if the CEO didn’t own a yacht. And the yacht club. 

    Tired of seeing nothing on her screen, Jamie started the same way she began most reports she was asked to write. 

    As individuals around the globe become more aware of the environmental crisis around them, the need for naturally sourced products has increased. This is as true for everyday products as it is for pharmaceuticals and biomedical solutions. One sought after solution is a new broad-spectrum antibiotic. Preliminary data in our most recent experiment suggests that— 

    Jamie minimized her document and opened the spreadsheet with the summarized data. Abbreviations of bacteria were at the top, numbers which represented different samples were down the side, and in the center was the antibiotic effectiveness. The samples used a number key system due to the extensive descriptions each one had. Where, when, and how the sample was collected could not be summarized in a single word. Fortunately, the easiest part of her job was looking up the codes and inserting the sample information into the report.  

    Her eyes studied each row one by one. She expected one row to have wiped out the bacteria: the amoxicillin control. But, in this case there were two samples which stood out as significant. 

    Jamie went to the database, and then typed in the first sample number, 14. A pop-up box appeared with Amoxicillin (50mg/mL) written in the center. 

    “Figures,” Jamie mumbled. Next, she punched in sample 27. 

    An error message box popped in the center of her screen. She closed and tried again only to receive the same result. “Invalid sample, my ass.” 

    “Problem?” her cubicle neighbor, Chase, asked. People liked to joke that they must be twins since they were both forty-two, had curly chestnut hair, freckles, glasses, and dated the same woman. 

    The romance she had with Amanda lasted about just as long as the romance Amanda had with Chase. Except Jamie’s relationship with her was cut off by a hit and run which claimed Amanda’s life a year prior. 

    Jamie swiveled in her chair to see Chase head on. Fortunately, Amanda breaking up with him for her was water under the bridge, and they worked fairly well together now. “I’m trying to trace back a sample so I can name it in a report, but I kept getting a message saying its invalid, which is really frustrating because it’s just as effective as the drug control.” 

    Chase bit his full bottom lip and tapped his index finger on his keyboard. “It might be a mistake? Maybe whoever did the experiment accidentally duplicated the drug group. Of course, you could contact the R&D lab and ask for all data and statistics. I bet if you ask Kim you’ll get your answer faster.” 

    There was no way. There was a reason she left that lab and came to the cushy office environment of writing all day. She hated goggles over her glasses and staying sterile during allergy season was hell. Plus, she couldn’t handle sharing a bench with her unobtainable crush any longer. Not that anyone knew she harbored feelings. “I’m sure Kim’s too busy. Anyone else?” 

    “Not really, and there’s no way you can write a paper for the suits that talks about the miraculous properties of,” he squinted as he leaned across the cubicle aisle, “sample twenty-seven. You need to follow up.” 

    Jamie hated sloppy work, but she hated her next step even more. Jamie turned back to her computer and started an email to Kim. 

    Kim: fellow scientist, out-going, and in a relationship. Even if it didn’t seem to be a stable or happy one. 

    Jamie would appreciate her intellect and spirit. Yes, Kim would be much better off with her, but she wouldn’t be a homewrecker. 

    After she composed a professional and short email to Kim that described the situation, she stood from her desk to refill her coffee, which was another perk of her cushy office. Limitless coffee. She went to the kitchen, fixed her drink—one hazelnut, one French vanilla creamer—and traded weekend plans with a few colleagues. She didn’t care if her plans sounded boring and anti-social. Barbeque take out as she binge-watched the latest season of Astro Nots would be a delicious and hilarious good time. 

    When she returned to her desk, her phone was ringing. No one ever called her. 

    Even Chase’s brow arched over his rims. 

    Jamie directed a shrug towards him and picked up the receiver. “Hello.” 

    “Long time no see.” 

    Jamie’s eyes peeled open. “Kim! Hi! You didn’t have to drop everything to call me. An email back would have been fine.” 

    Chase looked back to his computer.  

    “But I had to call to hear your voice,” Kim said. “Email doesn’t allow me that privilege.” 

    Was that flirting? Who the hell knew? Jamie was terrible at that game. She forced a chuckle. “Very true. So, what can your voice tell me about that data? 

    “Straight to business, I see.” 

    Jamie could visualize the smirk on Kim’s face, which distracted her further. That smirk was sexy. So was her nose ring and colorful hair. It was short and teal blue last Jamie saw. 

    A glance at her white knuckles on the back of her chair was the cue Jamie needed to relax. “I wish I could chit chat, but this is important. They want this report finished by the end of next week.” 

    “Yeah, I’d hate to do anything that hurts their bottom line or inhibits their yacht fun.” 

    Jamie laughed and then quickly stopped when she heard Chase utter an annoyed sigh. “You and me both. So, what can you tell me? Was the drug sample duplicated?” 

    “Nope.” 

    “So, this sample twenty-seven is the real deal?” 

    “It sure is, which is why I made a call to someone in Acquisitions to find out what it is. You’re not going to believe it.” 

    “Is it turmeric?” 

    “Shit.” 

    “What’s wrong?” 

    “Nothing’s wrong. Sample twenty-seven is a mix of a fecal specimen and mold collected in 2013 at 38.76N, 79.39W, and, get this, ten meters below sea level.” 

    Jamie could feel her brow knit together. “You’re telling me that possibly the next great antibiotic is most likely growing on underground animal poop.” 

    Chase’s chair squeaked as he turned to look at her. 

    “That’s what I’m saying,” Kim said. “The thing that gets me is that there’s a note about the chemistry analysis. ‘Fecal sample contains calcium and phosphorus levels consistent with osteophage excrement. Other nutrient concentrations fall into normal range of omnivores. The animal which the sample comes from is unclear.’” 

    “Interesting,” she murmured as she heard the frantic clicking of keys on the other end. “You still there?” 

    “Yeah, the field biologist took a picture. About five centimeters—two inches—across. The mold is greenish-gray surrounding the base of the…well, poop, which has a bunch of flecks of white. I guess that’s the bone.” 

    “Bone?” Jamie asked. “Oh! The osteo part.” Now she understood, but the ‘phage’ portion made her stomach crawl. Phage was Greek for ‘to devour.’ “It’s a bone eater?” 

    “Sure is, which is so fascinating, don’t you think?” 

    Jamie shivered. She never wanted to meet a bone eater even if it had smallish poop. “Yeah, I don’t think I know of any. Wait…” the oddity of the sample’s identity had distracted her from a key fact. “Do we have a pure sample of the mold?” 

    “No, and you know we have to get more so we can grow it here. I don’t even want to think about the culture medium that’ll take if it only grows on excrement.” 

    Another reason she was happy to not work in the lab. Even working under an airflow cabinet, the smell would be terrible. “This is just so weird. Where are those coordinates you listed…you know, normal terms?” 

    “A cave about an hour from here. Management is going to want more samples ASAP. I wish I knew someone in Acquisitions so I could tag along to help gather the samples.” 

    “You want to go?” Jamie asked loud enough to cause Chase to turn around again. Going into a creepy cave to collect mold around poop was literally the last thing she wanted to do. 

    “Don’t you? I mean, yeah, it sounds awful, but this could be the discovery of the decade! And then you can say you were a part of it!” 

    “I…ah.” Jamie was at a loss. 

    “I know someone in Acquisitions,” Chase said. “Remember, I was a field researcher before I came to work in this department. That’s where I met Amanda.” 

    “Oh, that’s right,” Jamie said, and tried to keep the discomfort out of her voice. She had met Amanda when their orders were switched in the cafeteria. They had an immediate chemistry. 

    Amanda broke up with Chase a week after that to be with her. 

    “You there?” Kim asked 

    “Yeah, I’m here.” How could she decline the invitation without sounding like a complete wimp? “Our names anywhere on this report would help get an additional raise this cycle b—” 

    “Awesome! I think a little adventure could be fun. It’s just like that Astro Nots show you like.” 

    Kim remembered. How on earth did she remember that minor fact about her? “That’s true, but my history is being a lab rat, not a field biologist. Plus, they’re going to want these samples fast, and that means probably doing this over the weekend. And…I have plans.” 

    “Oh, okay. Spending time with a new girlfriend or something? I get it. I’d be doing that too if I could.” 

    Jamie suppressed a laugh and shook her head. “I bet spending time with your live-in girlfriend is really challenging.” 

    “Yeah,” Kim drawled. “We officially broke up a few months ago. Things went downhill way before that. A lot has happened in my life since you left the lab.” 

    Kim was single? That changed everything! Well, not the part about her hating field research, but definitely the moral quandary part. “I’m sorry to hear that. If it makes you feel any better, I don’t have a girlfriend or plans.” 

    There was an extended silence on the phone. “So, are you in for some caving?” Kim finally asked. 

    “I don’t mind arranging this for you,” Chase said. 

    Jamie had no idea their conversation had been so loud Chase was able to overhear everything. “How about the bone eater?” 

    “I looked that up, actually,” Kim said. “All I could find were herbivores who are nutrient deprived and find random bones to gnaw on. So, they’re more like bone suckers, which sounds like a terrible porno, but there you have it.” 

    “Oh! In that case,” she made eye contact with Chase who nodded at her, “sure, I’d love to help. Extra people means we’ll finish faster. Chase agreed to set it up.” 

    “Great!” Kim said with pure enthusiasm. “It’ll be fun hanging out with you again even if we are swabbing for mold.” 

    Jamie’s heart began a joyful dance and her lips upturned to form a sweet smile. “Yeah, I think this will be a blast.” 

     

    **** 

     

    Working during the weekend wasn’t something Jamie liked to do, but sometimes sacrifices had to be made. How else would she learn if Kim was at all interested? Speaking to her like a normal person at work? That wasn’t going to happen. 

    Unfortunately, she arrived last at the random state game lands turn off to meet her small team so there was no chance of early morning chit chat with Kim. Then, the hour in Chase’s SUV spent driving to the cave didn’t help Jamie with that inquiry either. Chase spent almost the entire time mansplaining the strategy for the cave. The pictures, notes, mapping—GPS or cell phones wouldn’t work inside the cave—and the actual sample collection. 

    Really, how hard was it to use a sterile swab and drop it into a little tube with a buffer solution? 

    Jamie did experience some joy during the ride. Occasionally, she’d catch Kim’s exhausted expression in the side mirror. The way her eyes rolled toward the light of the window really highlighted the teal hue to her hazel irises. If her hair had still been blue, then her eyes would have really popped. However, Jamie was perfectly content with Kim’s natural light blond. 

    When she couldn’t watch the Kim Show, Jamie could at least sip the coffee Chase bought for them when he met them at the park and ride. She was surprised he went to a high-end coffee house, but truthfully, she would have preferred a milder taste. At least Chase grabbed all the creamers to cover up the extra bitter taste. 

    Really, why did people have to drink coffee that resembled tar? 

    Chase pulled off the side of the wooded, country road, and Jamie squinted as she peered through the trees. Even with her glasses, she couldn’t see anything noteworthy. But somewhere through that wilderness was a cave with a potential miracle mold inside. And maybe a place to pee. She really should have gone when they passed the Miscellaneous Everything store ten miles back. 

    “Alright, chug the rest of that coffee. It’s time for an adventure,” Chase said with cheer and then got out of the car to head for the trunk. 

    When Kim tossed the rest of her coffee back, Jamie couldn’t chance it. Her bladder was already at maximum capacity. 

    Kim peered over her shoulder. “So, I put the swab in the tube that has the solution. I don’t dump the solution on the sample?” 

    Jamie chuckled and took off her seat belt. “Not quite. If you need help, I can provide a demonstration.” 

    “Oh,” Kim’s smile reached her eyes. “I like the sound of that.” 

    Jamie steeled a breath while Kim exited the car. She could do this. She could handle mild flirting when on a work trip. After all, that was the entire point. Sure, a raise would be nice, but ultimately, she was here for Kim and Kim alone. 

    When both she and Kim reached the back of the trunk, Chase handed them each a black case. 

    “That’s your sample kit. Do you need me to go over anything again before we head into the cave?” 

    “I think we got it,” Jamie answered with a nod. 

    “Cool.” Chase slung a large backpack over his shoulders and grabbed a case of his own. “Cave is this way about three hundred yards down the trail.” 

    Jamie looked at the ground covered with every color of autumn leaf imaginable. “There’s a trail?” 

    “There used to be a trail. People stopped coming to this area after that fracking nearby caused the water to be flammable. It’s easier to follow the blue ribbons around some of the trees.” 

    They were about a minute into their walk when Kim lightly touched her elbow. She turned around to see Kim’s alarming pallor and her eyes unfocused. “Kim?” 

    Kim stopped and swayed, unsteady on her feet. “I don’t…Jamie?” 

    “Kim, what’s wrong?” She dropped her case and rushed to balance her. “Chase! We have to stop.” Jamie used all of her strength to gently lower Kim to the forest floor. “Something’s happened! She’s passed out or something.” 

    “Or something,” Chase said calmly over them. 

    Jamie turned her head just in time to see Chase’s fist. 

     

    **** 

     

    Jamie’s tongue and brain were fuzzy. Her nostrils breathed in the scent of musky, wet earth. Where was she? She opened her eyes to a dimly lit, empty space. As she tried to make out the irregular shapes in the darkness, her senses began to wake. The eye she could see out of was still blurry. She wasn’t wearing her glasses. The side of her face with the blind eye felt like she had run into a brick wall. And one side of her body was cold and crinkly. 

    Was she lying down? 

    She groaned and moved to push herself up, except she couldn’t. Her arm was stuck in place behind her back. 

    “Looks like someone’s up.” 

    Jamie moved her head to locate the voice, but her brain screamed inside her skull from the motion. She groaned again from the headache that just started. 

    “Yeah, you didn’t finish your coffee. If you had finished your coffee like Kim over there, then I wouldn’t have had to get prematurely violent.” 

    The voice and the shape kneeling in front of her were clear now. “Chase? You…hit me?” 

    “Sure did. Used a rock so I didn’t bruise my pretty knuckles.” He walked a few feet away to a lantern and increased the brightness. “That’ll hurt my alibi.” 

    As she tried to stand again, she felt wide, padded cuffs keeping her wrists and ankles in place. Realization of her situation struck her. She was lying on a tarp, bound on the floor of the cave, and her eye was swollen shut from the rock. Even with her slow processing she realized she had been drugged. 

    Chase got in her face and winced. “That bruise and cut look ugly. I wonder what the crime scene investigators will say about that?” He looked upward and tapped his index finger on his chin. “I know!” He reached in his back pocket and pulled out a cellphone. Her cellphone! “I bet it had something to do with this hiking adventure you are going on instead of being in the cave with me. It’s very rude you decided to have fun with Kim and not me.” 

    Kim! 

    Jamie ignored the pain as she whipped her head around searching for Kim. A dozen or so feet away, Jamie saw her, also on a tarp and hog-tied. “Kim! Wake up!” she shouted as loud as she could. 

    “I don’t think that’s going to work. We’re way into the belly of the cave, and according to my calculations and volunteer work at the big animal vet clinic,” he looked at his watch, “she won’t be coming to for another thirty min—No, make that fifteen minutes. I forgot about the time I spent moving the car and covering it up with brush. There are a lot of downed limbs out there. And while I want people to know I was here, it’s too soon. I’ll send out a text asking where you two are once I’ve dumped your bodies. And I do mean that literally. You’re going to fall right off the side of the mountain and into the river. I bet that’s how you broke your glasses.” 

    This couldn’t be happening. How could this be happening? 

    Her full bladder emptied. She watched Chase’s eyes drift down to the wet area she knew grew larger with each passing moment.  

    “Normally, I’d say you should be embarrassed,” Chase said, “but in this case I think you’re justified. You have every right to be terrified out of your mind. After all, you are going to die.” 

    “Help!” Jamie shouted at the top of her lungs. Someone had to hear. “Please don’t do this. I’ll give you anything you want.” 

    “But you took the one thing I wanted.” 

    She stared at him through her terrified tears and furrowed her brow. 

    “How could you not know?” Chase asked mystified. “Amanda! You fucking stole her from me, and I finally…finally…can get my revenge. I’ve waited a year for this! But you never fucking leave your house, and when you do, you’re always around people!” 

    This news confused Jamie further. She didn’t know if it was the drugs or his madness that caused it. “But you can’t have Amanda. Neither of us can,” Jamie choked out. “She died.” 

    “Well, duh. I killed her! I mean, my intent was just to run her off the road while she was jogging to scare the living fuck out of her, but that bitch flew when my car nicked her. That’s a happy accident if I ever heard of one.” 

    The swelling caused her to feel the furrowing of her brow even more deeply than usual. “You…k-killed her for breaking up with you?” Jamie couldn’t believe it. She had worked side-by-side with this monster for two years and had no clue. “Why would you do that?” 

    Chase’s jaw clenched as he shook his head and paced in a small circle. “For humiliating me. For somehow believing that you, a moderately attractive woman with thirty pounds to lose and the personality of a doormat, was better than me. She deserved to die from the sheer stupidity of that.” 

    “No,” Jamie whimpered over and over again. 

    Chase kneeled down and placed his ear next to her mouth. “I’m sorry, what was that?” 

    “She didn’t deserve to die. And neither,” she released a loud sob, “does Kim or me.” 

    “You’re right about Kim. She doesn’t deserve to die, but she is collateral damage. No loose ends and whatnot.” 

    Loose ends? His entire plan was loose ends. “That doesn’t make any sense. There’s evidence all over the place.” 

    Chase looked around the cave. “There is? Because I see you both on tarps. There is no forensic evidence that you were ever here. After I dragged your asses in here on the tarps, I did that text exchange on your cell phones.” He pointed to the two phones laying on top of a black case. “But most importantly, I’m being totally upfront about meeting you two today at the cave.” 

    “You can’t…No one will believe—” 

    “Oh, I think so. I paid with a credit card for those coffees, which had your names on them—because we’re such good friends, posted a philosophical and pretentious meme about wanting to go into the great outdoors this morning, and once you’re off the cliff, I’m going to send out a bunch of texts to you. ‘I thought you were meeting me at the cave at nine.’ Oh, and as a bonus, it’s supposed to pour down rain later, which will muddy any shoe tracks you or Kim left.” He sighed and nodded. “It’s a great plan, made even greater because you liked my post on InstaChat. Thanks for that.” 

    Jamie tried to speak but her words caught on her sobs. “Plea…Please don’t.” She couldn’t die like this. She wanted to meet someone special, take a train across Europe, and see her nephews and nieces graduate. “My family isn’t rich but I’m sure they’d give you anything you want. I’ll tell them not to go to the police.” 

    Chase shook his head. “Begging won’t help.” 

    The thick, padded cuffs against her skin reminded her she was at his complete mercy. Except he had none. “Please don’t make it hurt.” 

    “I’m not going to lie, I don’t know how much a lethal dose of potassium chloride hurts. Although, that does give me an idea. I should kill Kim with it first. You know, so you can watch and learn what’s in store for you.” 

    “This is…you’re a monster.” 

    “I understand why you feel that way. Making you share a needle is terrible, but I can only steal so much from the vet clinic.” 

    It wasn’t just the words that terrified her. It was his smile. He enjoyed the mental game. It wasn’t enough just to kill her, he wanted to prolong the moment as much as possible. That’s why they were in the cave. He wanted the time and privacy to torture her all because his ex-girlfriend liked her more. “I’m sorry.” 

    “I bet you are.” He turned to look where Kim was still laying still as the dead on the blue tarp. “Now, I’m getting bored. I think I’ll go say hi to the trees and take a leak. Maybe when I get back she’ll come to.” He reached down and tugged on the rope which bound her. “Yep. You’re not going anywhere and screaming won’t do you any good either.” He stood and pulled a small flashlight out of his pocket. “I’ll leave you the lantern in case Kim wakes up and needs clarification regarding her situation. Be back soon.” 

    Jamie listened as the stomping of Chase’s boots faded. Then, she cried. Her sounds echoed softly against the cavernous walls, and she felt the cool lines against her skin where her tears traveled down her nose and temple. Not being able to wipe them away made her feel that much more vulnerable. 

    “Stay quiet,” Kim whispered. 

    “Kim!” she said too loudly, but then hushed her voice. “Oh my God, are you okay?” 

    “I feel like the day after my thirtieth birthday party.” Kim wiggled on the ground. “Did he drug us?” 

    “He slipped something in the coffee.” She continued to watch Kim’s hazy form jerk her body around. “Save your energy. He told me he’s going to kill us because of Amanda, but you’re ‘collateral damage’ because you’re with me.” She closed her eyes and felt even more tears fall. “I’m so, so sorry. I just wanted to come here with you to learn if you were interested in me, and it’s going to get you killed.” Her shoulders rocked and her nose ran profusely with her next round of sobs. “I’m so sorry.” A gentle touch on her wet cheek caused her eyes to open in an instant. 

    Kim peered down at her. 

    “How?” 

    “Yoga, double jointed, and his knots suck. He definitely wasn’t in the scouts,” she said as she started to work at the ropes behind her back. “Did he hit you too?” 

    Jamie nodded. “I didn’t finish my coffee, and he needed to finish the job. How much of what he said did you hear?” 

    Kim released the restraint at Jamie’s wrists and went immediately to her ankles. “Enough to know he’s a misogynistic psycho who apparently hangs out in vet offices.” She gestured to the black, leather, foam-lined cuffs, “And may or may not be into bondage.” Kim reached to the side and picked up her glasses. “I don’t know if you want these.” 

    The frames were crooked and one of the lenses was cracked. Jamie put them on anyway. Luckily, the non-broken lens was the same side as the eye that wasn’t swollen shut. They tilted on her face, but she saw the phones. Jamie scrambled on her hands and knees and picked hers up. She dialed 9-1-1, but there was nothing. “Try yours.” 

    Kim took the phone, shook her head, then looked all around the cave. “No reception for me either. We have to get out of here, and I don’t want to run into him as we’re leaving. Is there anything we can use as a weapon? Or something to get the jump on him?” 

    Jamie wiped her nose with her sleeve. How was Kim this clear headed? “We have the rope, but I don’t know what else, and I don’t think we have time to dig through the case. Are there any loose rocks we could throw?”  

    Kim did a quick three-sixty of the cave. “Nothing loose. It’d be awesome if I could break off a stalagmite and stab him in the neck with it though.” 

    Jamie saw the tall, random assortment of cone-shaped rock formations sticking up from the ground. They would need a saw to cut through the stone. But maybe they could push him into the rocks and slow him? There were two of them and only one of him. Of course, they had also been drugged and weren’t at full strength. 

    “What if one of us distracts him and the other one comes behind him with the rope?” Kim suggested. “Then, we could bash him over the head with one of the cases. That would stun him enough for us to get in some good shots and then run.” 

    “I still can’t see very well. Maybe you should be the one who ropes him, and I distract him?” 

    “Okay. And if I move the lantern a little bit I can hide better.” Kim helped Jamie to her feet and steadied her by her shoulders. “How are you going to distract him?” 

    “Um,” Jamie bit her lip and shrugged. “Swear at him?” 

    “Works for me.” Kim went to the lantern on the ground and moved it slightly away from the entrance. “This way you can stand more in the light and I can stand against the cave wall. Once he starts to go for you, I’ll rope him, and you bash him. Sound good?” 

    Jamie started to hear his footfalls return along with an Ew, gross. She nodded vigorously and placed herself twenty feet or so in front of the cave’s entrance and gripped the handle of one of the black cases until her knuckles were white. Kim, the long rope in each hand, pressed herself against the wall as close as she could. There was no way Chase would see Kim, especially since he’d be so fixated on her. 

    Jamie saw the light from his small flashlight first, then the light from his phone shining on his smug, murderous face. “Hey, asshole!” 

    Chase’s head snapped up and his lips formed a scowl, but his body stayed in the entryway.  

    Jamie had to draw him closer before Kim drew any kind of attention to herself. “You know, for someone who thinks they’re so goddamn smart, you suck at basic knots.” 

    He shook with rage, his nostrils flared, and his eyes focused on her like the predator he was. The cool, collected psychopath who liked to banter was gone. “You whore!” 

    Jamie wanted to run, but she kept her feet in place. 

    He charged and Kim looped the rope over his head, which pinned his arms to his sides just long enough for Jamie to twist her body and generate enough force to smack the case into his head. Jamie watched as he lost his balance and hit the ground. 

    “You don’t call her that,” Kim yelled as she kicked him in the ribs and stomach. 

    His arms lowered to protect himself, but Jamie could still hear the dull thuds from each time Kim landed a new blow. 

    Chase was down, and after the beating Kim was handing to him, there was no way he could keep up as they ran. Jamie put her hand on Kim’s arm. “Let’s get out of here.” 

    “Okay,” Kim said as she gave him a parting shot to the head. “You do suck at knots!” 

    Jamie grabbed the lantern, and then Kim took her hand. 

    “Let’s go.” 

    Kim held the lantern in front of her as she led the way through the rocky tunnel. The walls around them narrowed several times, causing Jamie to wonder how exactly Chase got them both in the cave. 

    They moved as fast as they could until Kim stopped. 

    “Oh, fuck.” 

    “What’s wrong?” Jamie asked, and then saw over Kim’s shoulder. They were now in another large chamber and faced with two tunnels ahead of them. “Oh, fuck.” 

    Kim let go of her hand and examined the ground. “Careful where you step. Based on how narrow that passage was back there he must have dragged us or fireman’s carried us. If he dragged us, there will be marks for the police to look at.” 

    Jamie analyzed every square inch of floor she could see with her one functional eye. Then, she spotted a mark. “There!” she pointed to a series of smudges in a line. “He must have walked through mud or something when he was outside. That’s the pass—” 

    “I’m not going to be nice about killing you now,” Chase said, and when she turned around to look at him, she saw he held a hunting knife in his hand. “Now it’s going to fucking hurt.” 

    Jamie was too weak to go any further. She stood in front of Kim. “Please go. I’ll slow him down for you.” 

    “What?” Kim asked in disbelief. “I’m not leaving you.” 

    “Jesus Christ you two are getting on my fucking nerves.” Chase limped towards them, keeping his left arm closer to his side. “First, you escaped—” 

    “Because you’re bad at knots!” 

    “I know I’m fucking bad at knots!” Chase yelled so loud it echoed all around them. “That’s why I bought those cuffs, so I didn’t have to make so many—Aaaah!” he screamed as a creature the size of a greyhound jumped from the shadows and onto his chest. 

    Both she and Kim watched in horror as Chase screamed and tried to push the—not dog, but almost reptilian—eyeless animal off himself. The beast’s ribs were visible through its scaly skin as it used its claws to puncture Chase’s chest and legs. It pulled the flesh from his neck in a messy attempt to rip all the meat free. Strands of freckled, pale skin and bloody muscle dangled from Chase’s body. His jugular vein was severed, spraying blood along the dank, limestone walls, and the terror which bellowed from his mouth stopped. 

    Chase’s body fell to the ground with a thud. The animal straddled his kill and raised its head. A stringy mass of Chase fell off its narrow muzzle and flaring nostrils. 

    Did it smell them? Jamie swallowed hard when it turned its head to face them. It opened its jaws, exposing its gore-covered, razor teeth.  

    “Don’t move,” Kim whispered. “I think if we—” 

    The creature directed its attention to Chase again, lowered its head once more, and bit into the body. The snap of his collarbone echoed in the stone room and gave Jamie chills. “I think we found the bone eater.” 

    Kim nodded vigorously. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.” She took Jamie’s hand once more as they quietly, but quickly, took the tunnel which she hoped would lead them out of the cave. 

    Jamie’s head throbbed along with the beating of her pounding heart, but she wouldn’t let her guard down as they moved in the claustrophobic space. She wouldn’t fall victim to whatever kind of animal decided to make Chase its lunch. Although, she was grateful for its timing. 

    Soon the earthy smell of the cave was replaced with that of a forest—fresh pine and newly fallen rain. Kim lowered the lantern as natural sunlight touched their faces. Jamie watched Kim, her rescuer, shut her eyes and take a deep breath 

    “I think I hear traffic coming from over there,” Kim pointed to the side, and then opened her eyes. “Do you need to rest here before we go on?” 

    Jamie showed Kim her cell phone. “How about we call the police first?” 

    “Walk and talk?” 

    Jamie dialed and began to follow Kim through the misty, wooded area on shaky legs.  

    “9-1-1, what’s your emergency?” 

    The serious voice on the other end of the phone was help. Help was coming. She and Kim would be okay. Jamie crumbled to the leafy ground and sobbed. 

    “Hello? Ma’am?” 

    Kim kneeled on the ground and took Jamie into her arms. She held her tight and picked up the phone. “My friend and I were just drugged by Chase Wallace. We’re in the woods off state road twelve near the old trail by the cave.” 

    “Are you still in danger?” Jamie heard the muffled voice over the phone say. 

    “No. Chase is dead. He was attacked by some kind of cave dog-lizard-thing, but I don’t think it’ll come after us.” Kim waited several beats. “Hello?” 

    “Yes, ma’am. I have police coming your way. Do you need an ambulance?” Kim looked down at Jamie and gently touched the side of her face. “Yes, we do.” 

    “Can you make it to the road?” 

    “We’ll try,” Kim told the operator. 

    “Good. Stay calm and in sight. Police and EMS will be there in fifteen minutes.” 

    “Thank you,” Kim said and hung up. “Help will be here soon.” She brought Jamie in closer, rubbed her arms, and rested her chin on the crown of her head. Soon, she began to cry too. 

    Jamie heard her hiccups of breath and squeezed Kim tight as her walls crashed down. They held each other on the forest floor until they shivered, and the sirens came. 

    “Over here!” a voice yelled. 

    The leaves on the forest floor rustled as a herd of people ran toward them. It didn’t feel real. Jamie clutched Kim until someone in uniform kneeled at their side. 

    “You’re safe now,” the uniform said. “We’re going to take care of you. Where is your attacker?” 

    “Ca…cave,” Kim sputtered out. “He’s dead.” 

    Jamie vacantly looked on as a fleet of black uniforms rushed the cave, flashlights and guns in hand. “They need to be careful.” 

    “They will be. Now, can you stand? We need to get you two checked out and to a hospital.” 

    The uniform’s face came more into focus: pointed chin, thin face, kind brown eyes. Jamie nodded and, with assistance, stood. A small team escorted them to the ambulance. From there, it was the hospital, where they could rule out an orbital fracture for Jamie and have their blood drawn to determine which drug was used. 

    The clean, dry clothes were also appreciated. 

    Once it was determined they were lucid enough to provide statements, they did. The detective confirmed that enough of Chase’s body had been found for a positive identification, as had the crime scene deeper in the cave. 

    There were no sightings of the creature. Except for the excrement on the bottom of Chase’s shoe. 

    “Do you have anyone who can stay with you tonight?” the detective asked in a voice that had been affected by decades of smoking. 

    “My parents,” Kim said. “I’ve lived with them for a few months now.” 

    “How about you?” the detective asked Jamie. 

    “I um…I don’t have anybody here. My whole family lives across the country. I can ask my neighbors, but I really don’t know them that well.” 

    “I can stay with you,” Kim said. “Or you can come over to my parents’ house with me.” 

    “Would that be okay?” 

    “Absolutely. My parents would be mad if I didn’t extend the offer.” 

    Jamie took less than a second to process her answer. “I think I’d like that. I don’t have anything in my condo except for leftover Thai food and unwatched episodes of Astro Nots.” 

    “I can take you to your place so you can pick up a few things. Then, take you and Kim to her parents’ house.” 

    “What about our cars?” Kim asked. 

    “When you’re feeling up to it, we can have a cruiser take you to them if you can’t get a ride, but you should wait until morning. You both need to rest.” 

    Jamie shook her head. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to sleep again.” She feared whenever she closed her eyes, she’d either see Chase’s maniacal face laughing at her or that eyeless creature with Chase’s blood over its snout. 

    “Same,” Kim said just above a whisper. 

    The detective took two business cards from her back pocket and gave one to each of them. “Please call. You’ve both been through something incredibly traumatic. They can help.” 

    Jamie took the card and put it in the pocket of her borrowed sweatpants, where it joined the pain medicine her doctor had given her. She glanced at Kim, and they shared a knowing look. It was time to go. She pushed against the chair’s arm rests to stand. While struggling against the restraints hadn’t left marks, her muscles were sore from the effort. “We’d like to go now if we can.” 

    “Sure thing,” the detective said with a kind smile. 

    In the car, Kim called her parents and verified it was okay if Jamie stayed. Based on the one-sided conversation, they were more than happy to accommodate her as long as possible. Jamie felt herself smile when she heard Kim’s mother announce she’d get the fancy towels even though she was in the guest room. 

    Once they were in Jamie’s condo, Kim waited in the living room while the detective spoke to her about seeking counseling as soon as possible and not to dismiss any feelings she may have. Jamie thought she heard the detective say “traumatic event” about a dozen times. And ‘stay with friends’ just as much. 

    Jamie didn’t know if Kim could be that person. 

    Chase was right when he called her a loner. He knew her better than she knew herself. That hurt. What added insult to injury was she didn’t really know how Kim felt about any of this. She had been so strong. When they were in the same room at the hospital it was always Kim who had a comforting hand on her shoulder to make sure she was okay. Jamie didn’t know how she could be there for Kim, but she would try. 

    “Even though it isn’t too cold at night, you should pack Arctic-level pajamas,” Kim yelled down the hall. “My Mom keeps the house freezing.” 

    Jamie smiled again and then grabbed her fuzziest socks, her thickest lounge pants, and her favorite college sweatshirt. In her pre-abduction fantasies starring Kim, her clothing was profoundly different. 

    In fact, there really wasn’t much clothing at all. 

    With her spare glasses on, her toiletry bag stuffed in her duffle bag, and her favorite pillow under her arm, Jamie walked back to the living room. “I feel like I’m going on a sleepover.” 

    Kim ran her fingers through her short hair. “I’m sorry you can’t braid my hair, but my mom will make hot chocolate.” 

    Jamie grinned. 

    “Alright, it looks like you have everything,” the detective said, and headed out the front door. 

    “I guess we’re going now,” Jamie said and started to leave, but Kim’s hand on her bicep stopped her. “Is everything okay?” 

    Kim shifted in her shoes and sighed. “You said something in the cave and…Well, I just wanted you to know that…I am interested. Once we can both process all that’s happened and we’re both able to talk to a professional about our experience, I’d really like to go out with you. And hopefully, I didn’t just make today even more awful by telling you that now.” 

    Jamie smiled softly. “Not awful, at all. I’d really like that. But no hiking.” 

    Kim’s lips upturned, showing off her imperfect, but dazzling, smile. “I promise, no hiking.” 
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    “Shannon!” Becky’s scream was loud, high-pitched, and filled with implied immediate necessity. 

    Shannon bolted from the bathroom. She still clutched a toothbrush and responded with equal urgency through a mouth foam-filled with toothpaste. “What?”  

    Becky stood on the king-sized bed situated in the middle of the hotel room. She pointed to an oversized recliner parked in the corner. “There! Under that chair! A tarantula. Please get it out of here.” 

    “A tarantula? Cool!” Shannon swiveled, leapt back into the bathroom, rinsed her mouth, then, gripping a plastic cup, rushed toward the chair. 

    “Kill it!” Becky begged. 

    Cautiously, Shannon dragged the recliner a few inches. “I’m not going to kill it. It’s not going to hurt you.” She bent over and peered into the dark corner. “Where is it?” 

    “There! It’s under the chair. I saw it creep that way. Shit, it was so scary. Huge. Big as my hand. Orange and black. Fuzzy. So gross. Waving its spider legs in the air like–” 

    “Orange and black?” Shannon got on her hands and knees, tilted the chair up, and peered beneath it. “There it is. Oh, my goodness. Aren’t you a pretty baby?” 

    “Don’t talk to it, damn it. Kill the fucking monster!” 

    Slowly, Shannon lowered the chair. She held the cup with one hand while gently guiding the spider with the other. “Come on little fella.” 

    “Don’t touch it!” Becky pleaded.  

    Shannon responded while keeping her attention fixed on the furry arachnid that cowered in the dark corner. “This isn’t a tarantula, honey. Well, yes, technically, I suppose it is. This is a Mexican Fireleg Spider and although it is part of the tarantula family, it’s not the kind of tarantula you’re thinking about. These little guys make great pets. They’re super chill.” 

    Becky cowered and took a step back. “I swear, if you’re thinking of bringing that creature back with us as a pet, you’re going home alone.” 

    Shannon continued to encourage the spider toward the cup. “I’d never do that. It’s illegal to bring animals, and that includes spiders, back to the States. But, sadly, many don’t follow the law. There’s a huge black market for these little critters.” 

    “I can’t imagine why. Who’d bring one of those creepy things into their home on purpose?” Becky picked up a pillow and pressed it to her chest. “Do they bite?” 

    “Oh, sure. Any spider will bite, but this one will only become aggressive if you annoy him. By the way, I’m pretty sure this little guy here is a boy.” She’d got the spider into the cup and was getting up from her crouched position. 

    “How can you tell? Does he have a little spider penis?” A nervous laugh escaped from Becky. 

    Shannon peered up at her wife as a smile spread across her face. “Very funny.” She brought the cup, and along with it the large orange and black striped spider, closer to her eyes as she approached the bed. “It looks like he’s got enlarged pedipalps, that would indicate he’s a male. But the only way to know for sure is after they molt–” 

    “I don’t care about a spider’s stupid pedicure. Don’t come any closer. Get it out of this room!” Becky pointed toward the sliding doors that opened to the patio. 

    Shannon glanced up at her. “Calm down, honey. There’s nothing to be afraid of from this little guy. Even if he did bite you, it’d hurt no worse than a bee sting. Basically, this little dude is totally laid back.” She motioned the cup upward toward Becky. 

    Becky stepped away toward the far corner of the bed. “That is so gross. I can’t believe you actually liked studying those, those…creatures.” 

    “Most spiders are harmless. Like a lot of things in life, it’s the few that give the rest a bad name. The most you need to be careful of with this little guy is, see those hairs all over his body?” 

    Becky didn’t move. Shannon stepped closer. “Come here. Take a look.” 

    Becky fell to her knees and crawled in Shannon’s direction. Shannon removed the hand that had covered the end of the glass and pointed at the spider that was waving its appendages, attempting to climb up the side of the cup. “See those hairs all over its body?” 

    “Yes. Of course, I see them. It’s a hairy spider, how could I miss them? Okay, now put your hand back over the glass so he can’t jump out.” Becky stood again and backed away. 

    “He can’t jump.” Shannon brought the glass back to her own eye-level and peered intensely at the restless spider. “Anyway, those hairs are probably the worse that you need to worry about with this little fella. The hair will get into your skin and cause an irritation, a rash. That’s about it.” 

    “Stop calling him a little guy or a little fella. He’s not little.” 

    “He’s not as big as your hand as you accused him of being.” 

    “Okay, fine. But enough of the biology lesson for today. Put him outside, please?” 

    Shannon turned and took a step toward the patio. 

    “Not there!” Becky blurted. “I want to sit on the deck with you and enjoy the view, and I can’t if I know Harry might be crawling around out there.” 

    Shannon’s shoulders dropped. She tilted her head and looked at Becky. “A minute ago, you told me to put him out there.” 

    “I changed my mind. And don’t give me the head tilt look. Out that way!” Her voice softened as her arm stretched toward the door. “Please.” 

    “Okay, fine,” Shannon said as she crossed the room. “Since you said, ‘please’.” She stepped into her flip flops that were beside the door and blew Becky a kiss. “I’ll be right back,” she said before closing the door behind her. 

    Moments later, when Shannon returned holding an empty cup, Becky was still standing on the bed.  

    Shannon chuckled. “You can come down now.” 

    Becky shook her head. She still clutched a pillow. “Not until you check to make sure Harry didn’t have any other hairy friends with him.” 

    Shannon turned on the flashlight feature of her phone and began checking the corners and edges of the room. “You are in Mexico, you know. There’s bugs down here. Lots of them.” 

    Becky sat on the bed. “Bugs I can deal with. Spiders and snakes, not so much.” 

    After she’d finished, Shannon reached toward Becky. “Come. Let’s enjoy this amazing view.” Becky surrendered the security of the pillow, placed her own palm in the hand that was extended toward her, and allowed herself to be led off the bed and toward the oversized sliding glass doors. 

    They stood for a while with their arms wrapped snuggly around each other, hands slipped in and pressed comfortably in the other’s back pocket and marveled at the view. Their room was perched on the top floor of the luxurious Grand Hotel de Las Vacaciones, and they towered high above the cobalt sea that shimmered in the bright sun below. In both directions, miles of waves crashed rhythmically onto a long, white sandy beach, dotted with colorful beach towels and umbrellas.  

    Becky turned toward Shannon. Her cheeks blushed with the lightest of pink from excitement. “Thank you honey.” The joy in her voice matched the curve of her lips, and the cheeriness caused her eyes to arch into two delicate half-moons. 

    Shannon turned from the view and faced her wife. She tugged Becky’s belt, pulling her closer until their stomachs rested firmly together. “Thank me for what?” 

    Becky slowly ran the tip of a finger along Shannon’s lips. “Saving me from a dreadful spider. And…for being so special. For inviting me on this amazing trip. And–” She leaned forward and softly pressed her lips against Shannon’s. “For being the most amazing wife on the planet.” 

    A smile widened Shannon’s cheeks. “Aw, honey. I’m so glad you were able to get time off with such short notice to join me. I mean, it was too good an opportunity to pass up. It’s like we’re having the honeymoon we never could afford, on someone else’s dime.” 

    “I agree. And on Valentine’s weekend, too. What an amazing surprise. I can’t believe the magazine paid for you to come to this gorgeous island, put you up in the stunning hotel, and even paid for my flight. That’s so sweet of them.” 

    “Yes, it’s very generous, but don’t forget, in return, they expect me to bring back an amazing and awesome story. If this article goes the way they plan, trust me when I say, the magazine will more than profit enough to pay for this trip.” 

    Becky played with the ends of Shannon’s hair that curled softly against her neck. “I have complete confidence in you. You’ll bring back a spectacular story.” 

    Shannon untangled from her wife’s embrace and reached for one of the two champagne glasses that had been waiting in the room for them when they’d arrived. She handed the glass to Becky, then slid the bottle out of the ice bucket and wiped the moisture off the sides with the small white towel that was neatly wrapped around the long, glass neck. She gripped the round cork, gave it a half twist, and with a swift, firm yank, released the familiar popping sound. 

    Becky poked her in the ribs. “I love it when you do butch things like kill spiders and open champagne bottles.” 

    “I didn’t kill it,” Shannon said as she poured some of the effervescent liquid into the elegant flute that Becky was holding, then filled her own. They lightly touched the rims of the tall glasses before sharing a tender kiss. “Welcome to paradise, honey. To us,” she whispered. 

    “To us,” Becky repeated, took a sip, then asked, “What time do you leave tomorrow?” 

    Shannon reached for Becky’s hand and gave it a gentle tug. “Come. Let’s sit on the patio, enjoy our bubbles and the scenery, and I’ll tell you all about it.” 

    When the sliding doors to the terrace glided open, a blast of warm air greeted them. They paused and deeply inhaled the moisture-laden salty sea breeze. 

    “Ah,” Becky said as she stepped onto the tiny deck. “The air is like being wrapped in wet silk, but I love it. This sure beats Boston’s weather right now. I could get used to this. Maybe the snowstorm won’t stop, and we’ll be stranded here, until, oh, say April?” 

    The couple on the deck abutting theirs also sat out enjoying the breathtaking view. The stucco wall separated them and muted their banter except for an occasional burst of laughter. 

    Two white wicker chairs decorated the patio along with a small plexiglass topped table. Becky scanned the area for evidence of anything crawling before sliding down onto one of the chairs. She kicked off her sandals.  

    “Look how pasty white my skin is. While you’re gone tomorrow, I plan to get plenty of pool time, sunshine, read a book, and sip on a margarita.” She wiggled her toes. “Ah, the life of the wife of a famous journalist.” 

    Shannon laughed. “Don’t forget sunscreen, and I’m hardly famous. At least, not yet.” 

    “Your boss must think you’re pretty special to give this assignment to you, the newest reporter on the staff.” 

    “I think it was more like I was the only one available in our department. Mike’s wife is about to have a baby any day. Donna had an appointment for a root canal this morning. Jessie had his knee operated on last week after that skiing accident. And the old guy, Marty, refused to go. I don’t know why. It surprised me he’d passed it up. I’m pretty sure he’s vacationed down here quite a bit, but anyway, that left…me. Lucky for us. But I agree with you, this is the life.” She glanced down at Becky’s feet. “Be careful honey, with your shoes off. Besides spiders, there’s lots of nasty bugs crawling around here, and I’m the only one that gets to nibble on your toes.” 

    “Shit. More bugs?! Where?” Becky yanked her feet up, tucked them beneath her, and scoured the floor of the deck. “Do you see some?” 

    “No, I haven’t seen any more. But trust me, they’re here. Guaranteed that on every island off the coast of Mexico, there’re bugs that call this place home.” She grimaced, pressed her knuckles against her lips, and stuck two fingers toward Becky. “Creepy, crawly, critters with enormous fangs and long legs that you couldn’t dream of seeing in Boston. Insects thrive in warm, humid climates like this…and they grow big…and hairy, and–” 

    “Gross. Stop it!” Becky covered her ears with her hands. “But this looks like a clean hotel, don’t you think? How did that spider get into our room, anyway? He couldn’t have crawled all the way up here. Could he? Do you think there are more bugs in our room? Bed bugs?” 

    Shannon patted the air. “Relax. I checked the room thoroughly. There are no more insects or spiders, and no sign of bed bugs. I looked, and yes, it’s a clean hotel, but you can never be too careful. That spider could’ve come into the room from someone else’s luggage. Just be cautious, that’s all I’m saying.” 

    “As long as there’s nothing creeping around in the bed and no critters in the pool while I’m floating in it, I’m good,” Becky said. “So, tell me about tomorrow. What do you expect will happen? I know this is a–” She swiped at the air with two fingers. “Top clandestine mission, but if you can’t trust your wife, who can you trust? Please tell me about why they sent you here. I’m dying to know.” 

    “Okay, now that we’re on an island, away from civilization, I’m going to tell you, but you have to promise, no texting or social media details about any of it to your friends. This is a super-secret, hush-hush assignment. Deal?” 

    “Deal!” Becky crossed her heart, sipped her champagne, and settled deep into the chair, awaiting the story. 

    Shannon lowered her voice and leaned in closer. “Okay, so here’s the scoop. You’ve heard of Xever Madera, right?” 

    Becky’s blank stare was Shannon’s answer. 

    “What? You never heard of Xever Madera?” 

    “Is that a wine?” 

    “No! He’s the famous entomologist who wrote the book, Insects Thrive! back in the fifties. It’s a classic.” 

    “Is it fiction?” 

    “No, honey, it’s not fiction. It was considered a breakthrough concept back in those days. It’s about how insects communicate. You know, how they have organized societies, with rules, hierarchy, and all that.” She placed the back of her hand against her forehead, feigning a fainting motion. “How can it possibly be that I married a woman who doesn’t know the legacy of Xever Madera?” 

    Becky reached forward and gave her a playful slap. “Because, while you were busy majoring in the gross life-cycles of bugs and minoring in learning how to craft a proper sentence, I was busy studying how to cook so I could capture and keep you with all my wonderful, wifely charms and abilities.” 

    “Lucky for us, you were smart enough to pursue a career that paid the bills. What was I thinking when I enrolled in Entomology? Who knew it’d be so hard to find a job having an education in insects?” A soft laugh puffed from her, but her smile had drifted away. She sipped her drink. 

    Becky reached and placed a hand on Shannon’s arm. “Sweetie, you’re doing fine now. You’re a great writer and the magazine pays you well.” 

    “Yes. Finally, my degree is paying off. Thank goodness I minored in journalism. At least I have hope to be able to pay off my college loans someday. By the way, honey, you’re a fabulous cook, but it wasn’t your cooking that captured me.” She winked. “Okay, maybe that was part of it. But there’s an awful lot more that you do really well that caught my attention.” 

    A soft blush rose to Becky’s cheeks. “And I plan to practice some of those skills on this trip. So, okay, finish the story. What about this Xever guy? You’re not meeting him, right? You’re meeting a woman, what’s her name?” 

    “Right. Xever passed away in the seventies. Xeveria is his daughter.” 

    “Let me guess. She studies bugs too.” 

    Shannon shook her head. “Wrong. She attended one of Mexico’s most prestigious colleges of medicine. Over the last ten years or so, she’s raised a few eyebrows in the medical community because of a procedure she’s performing that people claim lowers their cholesterol. Individuals who have tried everything back in the States, and whose doctors have exhausted all options and have given up hope, seek her out. Nothing in traditional Western medicine has helped people with this condition. It’s a hereditary disorder. They’ve tried statins, change of diet, exercise. Nothing works. Their cholesterol levels stubbornly stay elevated, putting them in the high-risk zone for heart issues. And they live in fear daily of having a stroke as many of them watched a parent suffer with the same affliction and fate. So, if they can afford it, they come here, to Xeveria, as a last resort. She performs a procedure on them, and within a couple weeks, allegedly, they’re cured.” 

    “Cured? How does she do it?” 

    “We don’t know. Until now she’s kept everything very secretive. I’ve heard she’s one of those genius, odd, reclusive types. Apparently, she lives alone on a small private island a short boat ride from here. The story is her dad made enough money from book sales, speaking engagements, etc., to buy a small island and she set up her medical practice there. She only allows one client at a time to come to the island to visit her, or so I’ve been told. It’s one of those really fancy-dancy, high-end medical tourism spots that only rich people can afford. 

    “I interviewed a few of her patients who swear she cured them, but the odd thing is, they’re hesitant to share details. They all insist they don’t know how she does it. One person hinted that she injected them with something. They wouldn’t go into details but then again, they probably don’t know for sure what it is she used. As long as it worked, most don’t care. She requires they stay with her on the island for seventeen days. While there, they’re pampered, of course. Considering the number of zeros on the amount they make a check out for, they should be.” 

    “And no one knows what she does to them, medically, while they’re on the island?” 

    Shannon shook her head. “Nope. One of her patients let it slip that on day sixteen she runs them through some sort of procedure but refused to share anything more about it. On day seventeen, when she’s sure all is well, she sends them on their way.” 

    “Hmm…I wonder why they’re reluctant to talk about their experience?” Becky asked, then answered her own question. “Maybe she’s practicing witchcraft, and they don’t want everyone making fun of them.” 

    Shannon shrugged. “Could be. Anyway, she’s never allowed any reporters on the island. Ever. And the patients are instructed they could not bring phones or cameras with them. They also signed non-disclosure agreements promising not to divulge details of any sort with a threat of extreme legal implications if they did. So, until now, well, tomorrow, no media has been able to gain access.” 

    “Why is she allowing someone from the press to come and interview her now?” 

    “My boss told me she was born with a bad heart. She reached out to him since he’s one of those old-time newspaper guys that was around in the sixties and knew her dad. She remembered her father talking about him and decided she wanted his magazine to be the one to cover her story. It’s her desire that the world knows about her treatment process before she dies. I guess she’s afraid the medical community will consider her a whack job and discount her quote, “naturopathic medicine” unquote. So, she wants the details released by the media.” 

    “And you’re going to meet her on her island tomorrow?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Wow, Shannon. This is a huge story and a big break for you. I had no idea.” 

    “I know. I was dying to tell you but was sworn to secrecy. This could totally make my career. If I do a great job, who knows what kinds of doors this could open for me.” 

    “How will you get to her tomorrow?” 

    “I’ll rent one of those taxi boats that take tourists inter-island hopping. I figured I’d call the concierge in a few minutes and have them make a reservation for me.” 

    “What time are you going?” 

    “I’m meeting her at ten a.m., so I’ll leave about nine-thirty. I’ve been told by my travel team that based on the distance on the map, it’ll take less than half-hour by boat.” 

    “Will you be back for dinner?” 

    “Of course! I expect to spend the day there and be back in time to take my lovely wife for an amazing dinner at one of the fabulous restaurants on this island.” 

    Becky clapped. “Sounds wonderfully romantic.” 

    “I’m planning on it being extremely amorous…” Shannon stood and straddled Becky. Towering over her, she peered down at Becky’s upturned face. “In fact, I think we should start practicing right now. Maybe you can show me some of those other womanly skills we were talking about earlier.” 

    “Fabulous idea.” Becky popped up, stood in her chair and wrapped her arms around Shannon’s neck. “Let’s have dinner first, then I’d be happy to practice what I preach and show you where else I’m good at cooking other than in the kitchen.” 

    She stepped down from the chair onto the deck. As she reached to pick up the empty champagne glasses, Shannon yelled, “Look out! A black widow spider!” 

    Becky screamed, threw her arms around Shannon’s neck, and leapt into her arms.  

    “Where?” Becky searched the ground around them for the large, hairy intruder. 

    Shannon released a long, loud laugh before snuggling her face into Becky’s neck and playfully biting the skin under her hair. “Just kidding. I’m only trying to teach you to watch before you step somewhere barefoot. And…I’ll admit. I was hoping you’d jump into my arms.” 

    A bang on the wall that separated them from their neighboring deck was quickly followed by a voice that drifted through the barrier. “Hey! Keep it down over there, will you?” 

    They smiled at each other, then Becky relaxed into the comfort of Shannon’s arms as her wife carried her back into their hotel room. 

     

    ~ ~ ~ ~ 

     

    They decided to eat at the casual restaurant located at the hotel to save time and wandered downstairs to the outdoor patio. Most of the tables and chairs were taken but a few scattered throughout were available.  

    They approached the hostess stand and were greeted by a cheerful middle-aged woman. With dark hair, skin, and eyes, and flaunting a curvaceous figure, she was the epitome of a beautiful, Mexican woman. 

    “Buenas noches. Good evening.” She spoke with a thick Spanish accent and her beautiful eyes smiled as much as her voluptuous lips. “Will you be joining us for dinner this evening?” 

    “Yes, please,” Shannon said. 

    “And how many in your party?” she asked. 

    “Two, gracias,” Becky answered. 

    The woman scribbled the number two on a map on top of the hostess stand, grabbed two menus, said, “Follow me, please,” turned, and swayed across the dining room toward one of the small, empty tables. 

    After they were seated, she handed them the menus. “Marcella will be your server tonight. She’ll be right with you.”  

    When she left, Becky reached across the table and squeezed Shannon’s hands. They gazed at the water and soaked in the beauty of the last of the day’s sun as it dipped below a horizon dotted by far away islands. Waves rhythmically caressed the edge of the sand as sea gulls released long, vocal calls while they effortlessly rode gentle early evening breezes.  

    Becky released a contented sigh. “This is wonderful. It’s as if all the tension of the day’s travel has simply floated away with the wind. I can’t wait to lay out by the pool tomorrow. And I was thinking–” She studied Shannon, whose gaze was focused on a distant spot on the skyline. “Honey? You’re not listening to me. You’re a million miles away. What are you thinking about?” 

    Shannon caught herself and turned her attention back toward her wife. “Oh, sorry. I was just wondering which island is Madera’s Island.” 

    An energetic waitress approached their table, dressed in a flaring colorful skirt and a lacy white shirt. Her teeth contrasted beautifully against her olive skin. She resembled a younger, thinner version of the woman who’d greeted them at the hostess stand. 

    “Buenas noches, Señoritas.” The words practically sang from her. 

    “Buenas noches,” Becky replied. “Hablar inglés?” 

    The woman nodded. “Si. Yes!” 

    An audible exhale escaped from Becky. “Good, because my Spanish is horrible, and–” She nodded toward Shannon. “She doesn’t speak any at all.” 

    A hearty laugh burst from the woman. “Yes, most of us here on the island speak and understand English. Some better than others. We learn it in school. My name is Marcella. Can I start you off with a beverage?” 

    “Yes.” Shannon glanced at Becky. “Do you want to stay with champagne?” 

    Becky nodded. “That sounds great to me.” 

    “Are you celebrating something tonight, ladies?” 

    Shannon tore her gaze from Becky to look back up toward Marcella. “Yes. This is a belated honeymoon.” 

    The server clapped her hands. “Congratulations! I’ll bring you a nice bottle of champagne.” She turned to leave but stopped when Shannon called out to her. 

    “Oh, Marcella?” 

    “Yes?” Marcella swiveled around and faced them. 

    Shannon pointed toward the horizon. “Which island is Madera’s Island? Do you know?” 

    Marcella froze and stared at Shannon as if a demon had just crawled from her mouth instead of a question. Her smile disappeared, replaced by a look of angst. She furrowed her eyebrows, shook her head, and waggled a finger as if reprimanding a child. “No. Malo. Malo.” 

    Shannon looked at Becky. “What’s malo mean?” 

    Becky shrugged. 

    “Bad,” Marcella said as she nervously wrung her hands. “Evil. Bad luck. We don’t talk about that.” 

    Shannon blurted a laugh. “Evil? Why? What’s so evil about it?” 

    Marcella planted her hands on her hips. “Why do you ask about it, that island?” 

    “I’m going there tomorrow and wanted to know which direction it is from here. Do you know which island it is?” 

    Marcella backed away from the table. She held one finger from each hand in the shape of a cross between herself and Shannon. “No. Don’t go. Isla de arañas is bad place.” She turned her back to them, hustled toward the hostess stand, and whispered into the hostess’s ear while pointing back toward their table. 

    “What was that all about?” Becky asked. 

    “I don’t know,” Shannon said. “What did she call it, isla de something. Do you know what that means?” 

    Becky’s face twisted into a scowl. “I’m not sure, my Spanish isn’t that good, but I think it means the island of spiders.” 

     

    ~ ~ ~ ~ 

     

    It was nine fifteen a.m. and Shannon stood by the door of the hotel, ready to rush out. A small backpack hung off one shoulder. Inside were her laptop, recorder, and notepad.  

    The first rays of the bright Mexican sun had shone through their window a couple hours earlier and had woken them up. They’d taken a leisurely barefoot stroll along the beach as the warm sea splashed around their ankles, while they cradled to-go cups of dark coffee. The dinner last night had been fabulous, other than the disturbing way Marcella had reacted when Shannon had asked about the island. Marcella had refused to wait on them; instead the hostess had returned to their table with the bottle of champagne and had taken their order. They didn’t see either woman again until they were ready to leave and had to search for them to ask for the check.  

    Shannon had to bribe the concierge to find a boat that would take her to her appointment. The man repeatedly refused to help, insisting that no one he knew would go near that island. Finally, she pulled out a couple of twenties, and he made a call and proceeded to have a heated discussion in Spanish with someone on the other end, then had handed the phone to Shannon. The taxi boat operator demanded a ridiculously high price to drop her off on Madera’s Island, then again to return in the late afternoon to pick her up. 

    “Malas arañas,” he’d said repeatedly, which they’d googled and found out meant, “bad spiders”. 

    Becky had her arms around Shannon’s waist. “Are you sure this is a good idea, honey? The locals seem really spooked about that island for some reason.” 

    “Yeah, I’m not sure what that’s all about, but you know how locals can be. There are always old rumors, myths, and superstitions that get passed down from generation to generation. I tried googling to find out what the story was. I figured it might make an interesting addition to the article I’ll be writing, but nothing came up. And I also texted Marty to see if he knew anything about it since he used to vacation down here. He said that yes, he’d heard of the Madera’s place referred to as Spider Island before.” 

    “That’s it? That’s all he said?” 

    “I could see on the text those small bouncing balls that indicated he was typing something but nothing else came over. Must be the bad signal we have here. I’ll ask him when we get back. Anyway, it’ll be fine. I’m just going for a few hours, will interview Xeveria, snap a few photos, maybe a video, and that’s it. Then I’m coming back to my lovely wife, and we’re going to have a romantic, Valentine’s, honeymoon celebration dinner that you’ll never forget.” 

    “Promise?” Becky whispered and stuck out her lower lip. 

    Shannon playfully nipped at the extended lip. “Promise. I want you to go relax by the pool and read that book you brought. But keep an eye out for any strange looking bugs or snakes.” 

    Becky cringed. 

    Shannon tapped Becky’s nose. “And no flirting with the local señoritas.” 

    “Why would I flirt with any woman on this island when I have the sexiest woman coming back to me tonight to wine me, dine me, and make love to me?” 

    Shannon leaned forward and they kissed. It was a long, slow, and sensuous kiss that dragged on, both women lost in the sensations it stirred. Suddenly, Shannon pulled away.  

    “Oh shit. I have to go. The boat will be here at nine-thirty. I’m late.” She reached for the door, turned, and winked. “Bye sweetheart. I love you,” she said before bolting into the hall. 

    “Love you too baby. Be careful!” Becky yelled to the back of her wife’s head. 

     

    ~ ~ ~ ~ 

     

    Becky glanced at her phone. Five-fifteen. She’d just finished getting dressed when Shannon burst into their room, tossing the door open with such force it banged against the wall. 

    “Oh, great!” Becky said. “I’m glad you’re here. I’m starving. Look. I got a little too much sun today. How’d it–” 

    Shannon charged toward her and clutched her forearms. “Becky. We have to go.” Her face was pale, rigid, and her voice tense with urgency. Large dark circles stained the area around her armpits. Damp strands of hair lay flat, pasted to her forehead, temples, and down the side of her neck. 

    “Go? Go where?” Becky asked. 

    “Home.” Shannon had a wild look that Becky had never seen before. She watched as Shannon’s eyes swiveled left to right as her gaze dashed excitedly around the room. That look reminded Becky of someone in an old movie who’s been admitted to an insane asylum. “Gather your stuff,” Shannon blurted then immediately changed her mind. “No wait, don’t gather your stuff. Leave it. We have to go, right now.” She pulled out her phone and frantically swiped at the screen. 

    “Leave my stuff? Shannon, are you crazy? Why? What’s going on? What happened?” 

    Shannon shushed Becky and placed the phone to her ear. “Hello. This is Shannon Taylor in room 442. Please get a taxi for us, as soon as possible. The airport. Yes. And we’re checking out. That’s right. A day early. That’s fine if we’re billed for it. Thank you. Yeah, right. Gracias to you too.” She disconnected the call and again began swiping at the screen. 

    Becky stepped forward, placed her hand on the phone, and stared Shannon down. 

    “Stop. Right now. Just stop. Shannon, what’s going on?” 

    Shannon reached up and grasped Becky’s shoulders. Her fierce gaze jumped from one of Becky’s eyes then to the other. “Honey. You love me, right?” 

    “Of course, I love you. What’s that got–” 

    Shannon gave her a gentle shake. “And you trust me?” 

    Becky nodded. “Yes, of course. I trust you.” 

    “Then trust me on this. I’ll tell you all about it once we’re on the plane, but we don’t have time now. We need to leave, and we need to go this minute. Don’t take anything except your passport, credit cards, and money. Leave the rest.” 

    “Are you serious?” 

    “I’m dead serious.” Her face reflected the gravity of her words. 

    “It’s freaking February in Boston. We can’t fly home like this.” Becky looked down at her thin tank top, shorts, and sandals. 

    “We’ll buy sweatshirts and sweatpants when we land at Logan,” Shannon said as she marched toward the still opened door. “Hurry.” 

    Becky snatched her passport, credit cards, and money that were laying on the side table. On the way toward the door, she grabbed her leather coat. 

    “Leave it,” Shannon ordered. 

    “But I just bought that on Newbury Street last week. Do you know how much that jacket–” 

    “Leave it,” Shannon snapped. “I’ll buy you another one.” 

    Reluctantly, Becky allowed the coat to drop. She glanced back at it a final time before closing the hotel door behind her. 

     

    ~ ~ ~ ~ 

     

    They’d got lucky and caught a flight to Boston within the hour. Shannon upgraded them to first class, and immediately, after settling into their seats, slid her backpack into the space beneath the seat in front of her, caught the attendant’s attention, and ordered drinks. After lowering her tray table, her hands rested on the tops of her thighs but her right leg bounced up and down with nervous energy. 

    Becky placed one of her hands on Shannon’s. “Honey?” She spoke the word softly, tentatively. 

    Shannon turned and looked at her. Her eyes still possessed the same wild, frenzied look, like that of an animal being hunted. 

    “Will you tell me what’s going on?” 

    “I’m not sure.” Shannon swallowed hard. “Give me a few minutes.” 

    Becky took the drinks from the attendant, handed Shannon hers, then leaned back in her chair. They waited in silence as the rest of the passengers filed past and remained muted during the preflight instructions. Finally, the jet engines roared to life and the plane began the slow crawl over the tarmac. It wasn’t until the nose of the plane lifted and the ground fell away beneath them that Shannon exhaled and leaned back in her seat. 

    Becky waited patiently, as long, slow minutes ticked by. Occasionally she glanced toward Shannon, whose only movement was to reach for her drink. As the beverage was lifted toward her mouth, Becky noticed a tremble in Shannon’s hand. Her skin tone had an unsettling pallor to it as if some of the pink and light brown pigment had been drained out. As if some of her blood was missing. She reached and smoothed a lock of Shannon’s hair that had become disheveled, then rested her hand on top of Shannon’s and gave it a gentle squeeze. It was dreadfully cold. “Honey. Talk to me. Tell me what happened.” 

    Shannon continued to stare straight ahead. “I don’t know if I can. I don’t know if I should.” 

    “I’ll read about it eventually in the magazine, so you might as well tell me.” 

    Shannon shook her head. “I might not share what happened with the magazine. It’s too. Too…” She didn’t finish. 

    “Too what?” Becky asked. “What do you mean you might not share it? Honey, you have to. They sent you there to cover a story. You can’t go back empty handed. You’ll lose your job. This is too important for your–” 

    Shannon narrowed her eyes and gave her a look akin to a death stare. “Some things are more important than a job.” 

    “Sweetie. Something traumatized you. I’m your wife. I have a right to know what you just went through. Talk to me.” 

    Shannon turned and stared out the window, peering into the darkness that zipped past as they rushed through the sky. “Give me a few more minutes, please.” 

    Becky sat, quietly waiting. Finally, Shannon released a long, slow exhale, turned toward Becky, and spoke. “Thank you for being patient. I’m ready to tell you what happened.” 

    “Okay,” Becky said. “I’m ready to listen.” 

    There was no one sitting in the seats in front of them. Shannon unbuckled her seat belt and peered behind them, to make sure no one was within earshot. She then turned in her chair and faced Becky. Some of the tension around her eyes and mouth had disappeared, but a dim paleness still lingered on her skin. 

    “Here’s what happened,” she said. “The man with the boat picked me up. He was right on time, and we headed toward the island. The ride over was easy, the water calm, but the man wouldn’t look at me, didn’t speak to me, other than to shake his head and mumble something about the malas arañas, and malo, the bad spiders, just like the server last night.  

    “He dropped me off at a landing on the island. My foot had barely left the boat when he took off, like a bat that the devil himself had released from hell. So anyway, after he left, I turned and looked around. It’s a small island with, as far as I could tell, only one building on it.” 

    “The hospital?” Becky asked. 

    “Right, the medical facility. You can see it from the water. It sits high up on a hill and is a white, rather large building that sticks out noticeably from the otherwise green scenery. Xeveria must live somewhere on the property, but I don’t know where.” 

    She took a leisurely sip of her drink then continued. “She came out to greet me, walking down a long path that leads from the facility to the boat ramp. She’s a small, frail, pale and sickly, but elegant looking woman. Very well spoken with perfect English. 

    “We walked up the trail toward the building. She’s very calm, unhurried in her speech or actions. And extremely serious. She suggested we take a walk around the island before going into the facility. So, we followed a well-worn trail through the forest. As we walked, she told me about her father, how she’d grown up on the island with him. Her mother had died of a heart issue when Xeveria was young, the same heart condition that she now has. 

    “Soon we came upon an area that I’d say resembled the kind of enclosure you’d see in a zoo. High metal fences blocked off a rather large area. And there were some smaller abandoned cages. The kinds of cages you’d keep wild animals in. It was obvious the area hadn’t been used for a while. The metal was covered with rust, and vines and branches had completely overgrown throughout the area. Xeveria explained that her father had brought monkeys to the island to study. That the book he’d been working on at the time of his death had to do with the social interactions of monkeys and chimps, and how similar their behavior is to humans. At the time, this was another revolutionary idea as most people didn’t consider animals to have the intelligence or mental capacity for what we used to think were human traits, such as fear, anger, etc. Of course, we know better now, but back then, it was an innovative concept.” 

    “What happened to the monkeys?” Becky asked. 

    “Xeveria said that throughout the years, she and her father have been plagued by intruders. People trespassed on the island with the intention of robbing them, or paparazzi would sneak around hoping for a story. She said they now have a sophisticated security system installed that has helped somewhat but, even to this day, she’s constantly bothered by unwelcomed visitors to the island. At some point, decades ago, some people entered into the enclosure where the monkeys were and were attacked by the chimps. The chimps literally tore their faces off, which is what a chimp will do to another chimp when they feel threatened. Most of the chimps escaped and now their descendants roam freely around the island. This has actually helped to keep most intruders away as many of the locals know how dangerous wild chimps can be. That and the spiders.” 

    “What about the spiders?” Becky asked. 

    “Let me finish telling you about the monkeys, then I’ll explain about the spiders.” 

    Becky tightened her lips and nodded.  

    Shannon continued. “She told me that a few of the monkeys hadn’t escaped, and she’d used them after her father’s death while perfecting the procedure that she now uses on people. However, she’s long since let them all go.” 

    “She practiced her cholesterol reducing procedure on monkeys? I didn’t know monkeys could have high cholesterol,” Becky said. 

    “Me either,” Shannon said. “She told me she’d fed them a high fat diet and they developed it, like humans. So, after we walked the island, we went to the facility. She used a retina recognition program to unlock the huge, solid, metal door. And then there was another section we had to pass through. I don’t know how to explain it. It reminded me of what we pass through at the airport when we’re screened. She explained what was about to happen, that an ultra-violet light would shine down, one that would kill any insects that may be on us, our clothing, etc. This prevents any bugs from getting into the facility. She assured me the light was safe for humans and would only kill insects. Evidently, because of the high density of bugs on the island, she can’t risk having any potentially poisonous insects sneak in and possibly infect her, the staff, or her visiting patients. So, prior to entering the facility, everyone passes through the booth. That it was standard procedure. She entered the booth first. A blueish light shone down on her for a few seconds, then she walked out. I was next.” 

    “Did that light hurt you in any way?” 

    “No,” Shannon shook her head. “It appeared to be just a light. It reminded me of the blueish-purple hue that’s emitted from a sun tanning bed. She’d explained that the light was like walking outside on a bright sunny day but with only one particular UV frequency. And, like the sun, too much extended exposure would be harmful to a human’s eyes and skin, but a quick walk through would have no effect. It would, however, be enough to kill any viruses, bacteria, and small creatures that we may be carrying on us. It made sense to me, so I emptied out my backpack, placed the contents on a conveyer belt, and everything passed under the light. She assured me the light wouldn’t harm any of my equipment. Then, I walked through the screening section, but when I’d exited, she said something odd.” 

    “What?” Becky asked. 

    “After I’d walked through the booth, Xeveria paused, thought for a moment, then gave a light chuckle and a quick shrug, as if she were laughing at a private joke, and said, ‘Well, I guess it really doesn’t matter anymore’.” It was the only time I saw her smile. 

    “What did that mean?” 

    “I didn’t know at the time, but it made sense later,” Shannon said and continued with retelling what had happened earlier that day. 

    “Before showing me her facility, she wanted to sit and chat some more, so we went into a lobby area. There were no other people there that I saw. The place was deserted but meticulously clean. It had the type of feel and smell you’d expect from a medical clinic. Like everything’s been sanitized, know what I mean?” 

    Becky nodded. “That’s good, right?” 

    “Right,” Shannon said. “So, we sat, and Xeveria began to talk. I have it all recorded.” She pointed to her backpack that rested down by her feet. “She told me, as a child, she’d been greatly influenced by her father’s work, however, her dream was to do more than simply study insects or animals, as he had. She went to medical school so she could use what she’d learned from her father and combine it with medicine to help heal people. 

    “Of course, with modern medicine being the way it is, some of her ideas were considered strange and unusual, to say the least. But she didn’t care. She felt she was helping people and that’s all that mattered.” 

    “What was she doing that was strange and unusual?” Becky asked. 

    “Hold on. I’m getting to that part. She told me that while she was in medical school, her father had grown ill, and she’d go to the island to visit him as often as she could. One day, when she was staying with him, she went for a walk in the woods, something she did quite often–” 

    Becky interrupted her. “Wasn’t she afraid of the wild chimps? That they’d rip her face off?” 

    “I asked that same question. She said chimps will only attack humans if they feel threatened.” 

    “Okay, go on.” 

    “So, while she was walking in the woods that day, she happened upon a dead chimp. The animal had apparently died quite violently as its body had been mutilated and there were large gashes across its neck. Since it was a male chimp, she assumed it had been the loser in a battle over territory with another male chimp. The fatal gashes across its throat appeared to be the result of bites from another chimp. Chimps can be brutal to each other, you know.” 

    “I know. Reminds me of some humans,” Becky said. “Keep going. What did she do with the dead chimp?” 

    “It’s not so much what she did with it, but what she saw.” 

    Becky tensed. “What did she see?” 

    The airline attendant leaned in toward them and they both jumped. “Excuse me, but can I get you ladies anything else?”  

    “Yes,” Shannon said. “Another drink, and we’d like to see the menu please.” 

    When the attendant had left, Becky said, “I guess this will be our romantic Valentine’s, honeymoon celebration dinner, huh?” 

    Shannon softly stroked the side of Becky’s face. “I’m so sorry, honey. I’ll make it up to you. I promise.” 

    “It’s okay,” Becky said, “Back to the story. What did she see on the chimp?” 

    “Evidently, the chimp had just been killed as the blood was fresh, bright red and still pouring out from the exposed artery in its neck. And she…” Shannon hesitated, looked away from Becky, and stared out the window. Becky respected her need for pause and remained quiet. 

    The attendant brought their drinks and menus. Becky took them and thanked her. She placed one drink on Shannon’s tray and brought the other to her own lips. Shannon’s shoulders rose with a deep inhale, then relaxed as she allowed the air to leave her body. She then turned and made eye contact with Becky. Without blinking she said, “She saw spiders crawling out of the chimp’s artery.” 

    Becky shivered so much from the words Shannon had just spoken that her drink spilled slightly down the front of her shirt. “She what?” she asked as she swiped at the wet spot on her chest. 

    Shannon repeated the words she’d just spoken. “She saw spiders crawling out of the chimp’s artery.” 

    Becky placed her glass on her tray table. “That’s gross. But isn’t it common for spiders, flies, and other bugs like maggots to crawl around on dead carcasses? What’s so unusual about what she saw?” 

    Shannon shook her head. “You didn’t hear me. She saw them crawl out of the artery. These were not spiders that crawled onto the dead body. These were spiders, to be precise, spiderlings. Baby spiders that were inside the blood vessels of the animal.” 

    “But. How? Why?” Becky had trouble forming a sentence. 

    “My thoughts exactly,” Shannon said. “Xeveria explained it to me. She took some of the spiders back to her father’s lab and studied them. For years she studied them. I’ll give you the brief version and cut to the chase. She found out that there’s a certain type of spider that lives on that island. The locals call them araña vampiro. Vampire spiders.” She paused, allowing time for the words to sink in. 

    Becky held a hand to her own chest. “What does that mean, Shannon? Do I even want to know?” 

    “I bet you can guess,” Shannon said. “It’s exactly what you’re thinking. The natives know that getting bitten by one of these spiders will result in eventual death as they eat you from the inside out.” 

    A wave of nausea flashed through Becky. She pressed the fingertips of one hand to her mouth and flashed the other palm toward Shannon to stop her. “Give me a minute, please.” 

    Shannon waited and watched Becky as the moments passed. Becky stared straight ahead. Her gaze was fixed on a distant point somewhere toward the front of the plane. She rarely blinked, but inhaled one slow, deep breath after another until finally, she spoke. “Okay. Go on.” 

    Shannon resumed. “It was only then that Xeveria realized why the natives had always called their island Spider Island and believed it was cursed. She’d always thought it was an old silly native myth. But she dared to look beyond the superstition and investigate the reality. And I must admit, the science behind it is fascinating. What Xeveria discovered was that these vampire spiders–” 

    “Please, don’t call them that. Call them anything else, but don’t keep saying that word,” Becky begged. 

    Shannon nodded. “Okay. These particular spiders are part of the Theraphosidae family of spiders, which is a group of large, hairy arachnids of which, for example, tarantula belong to. In the adults, the bodies grow to two to four inches long.” 

    “That’s not so big,” Becky said. 

    “But their leg span can get to twelve inches.” Shannon placed the tips of her thumbs together and spread her fingers wide. 

    “Oh, shit,” Becky whispered. 

    “Right,” Shannon said. “They’re black, hairy, with huge, round black eyes. And they have fangs. Inch long, green illuminated fangs.” She held up her thumb and forefinger indicating an approximate size of an inch. “The good news is they’re hard to miss, they’re so big, so they’re easy to avoid. The other good news is if a male bites something, the bite will only feel like a bee sting. It’s not so bad.” 

    “That’s the good news? What’s the bad news?” 

    “The bad news is if a female bites something, and she seeks out and prefers warm-blooded animals, she injects a venom that immediately numbs an area, sort of like Novocain. Her fangs are super sharp so between that and the numbing sensation, the host typically doesn’t even know they’ve been bitten, except for two small, purple, parallel, puncture marks that are left behind, and a little bit of itching. Something that’s easily overlooked, especially if you live in the jungle. You get bitten by bugs all the time. 

    “After biting the host, the female injects her eggs into the host’s bloodstream. There the eggs circulate for a couple of weeks until they hatch and the spiderlings are born.” 

    “What?!” Becky screamed. The couple diagonally across the aisle from her turned and stared.  

    “Sorry.” She flashed them a quick wave and lowered her voice. “They hatch inside the animal’s body. Shannon, how is that possible?” 

    “Not just their body. Inside their veins and arteries. Think about it. The newborn spiders are initially the size of a speck of pepper. In the circulatory system, they have everything they need to survive. Warmth. Moisture. Oxygen.” 

    “But what do they eat? Never mind. I don’t want to know. What’s all this got to do with the medical tourism you went to report on?” 

    Shannon blinked hard several times. “Becky. Spiders don’t eat solid food. They need to convert solids into liquid form, and they do this by spraying their food source with digestive enzymes that liquifies whatever they intend to eat into something they can suck down.”  

    “And?” Becky noticed her fingertips were tapping nervously on the tray and she stopped them. 

    “And Xeveria discovered this enzyme breaks down human cholesterol.” She paused, giving Becky time to absorb what she’d just said. 

    Becky stared at Shannon, unblinking for a few seconds, then said, “Wait. What? You don’t mean? No. Oh, no.” 

    Shannon nodded. “Precisely. When a patient came to her for treatment, she’d place a curtain between them and herself and she’d have a female spider bite them, down here–” She pointed to her ankle. “On one of those veins. To the patient, they’d just been given a rather painless injection of some sort, which, in a way, they had been. They’d then spend the next two weeks relaxing on her island, enjoying a typical Mexican vacation. Good food, drink, sunshine, beaches. During this time, nothing was happening to the patients, nothing they could feel anyway. Absolutely no discomfort whatsoever. But the spiderlings were growing inside their eggs, preparing to hatch.  

    “On day fifteen, the spiderlings would hatch, they’d be hungry, and would begin dissolving and eating the first food source available to them.” 

    “Cholesterol?” Becky asked. 

    “Correct,” Shannon said. “Cholesterol. Xeveria would give spiderlings only twenty-four hours in the host before she’d eradicate them.” 

    “Eradicate them?” 

    “Remove them. And, she said they can only remain in the person for twenty-four hours. That’s the time they need to feed on the cholesterol, any longer than that and they’ll–” 

    “They’ll eat the host alive from the inside?” Becky asked. 

    Shannon nodded. 

    Becky took a deep breath and held it. When she released it, the words, “Oh, my,” also escaped. “How did she? How do you? Are you sure?” 

    “Honey. I’m sure. I saw it with my own eyes.” 

    “What?!” 

    “I have a video of it. Xeveria allowed a spider to bite her sixteen days ago so she could show me the eradication procedure. She set up a dialysis machine, similar to what you’d use to filter blood for someone with kidneys that aren’t working. The blood leaves a person’s body through a tube, is filtered through a semi-porous membrane to capture, in this case, baby spiders. The blood is then returned to the person’s body. It takes about four hours to complete the process.” 

    “You actually witnessed her doing this to herself?” 

    “Yes, I watched as her blood passed through a sponge-like filter, and small black spiderlings flowed out with her blood. Don’t forget, the newborn spiders are small after only twenty-four hours, maybe a tenth of an inch. But you can definitely tell what they are. There’s no doubt about it. They’re small, black spiders. When they left her body, they were alive, wiggling and squirming. A UV light shined down on the membrane that captured them, so they were killed immediately. The filtered blood then flowed back into her body. When she was done, all that was left was a pile of tiny, dead, black, spiders. When she’d perform this procedure with her patients, she’d place them on the other side of the curtain. They had no idea what she was doing to them.” 

    The flight attendant approached them. “Are you ready to order?” 

    Both women shook their heads. Becky handed the menus and empty glasses back to her. “No, thank you. We’ve lost our appetite.” 

    Becky waited patiently until the attendant was out of hearing range before turning back toward Shannon. “How did she find enough people to help her? She had support staff, right? It must’ve been hard to find locals that weren’t superstitious and who were brave enough to work with her.” 

    “She said she had a small staff of loyal assistants, but they weren’t locals. They were medically trained people who believed, as she did, that although what they were doing was unorthodox, they were providing a valuable, much needed service. They’d all helped to make sure the patients were comfortable, cooked, cleaned, provided transportation to and from the island, etc. The only part about working on the island to worry about was being bitten by a spider and the UV light scanner eliminated most of that threat. And, in the rare event someone was bitten, obviously, they had a cure, so when you eliminate the superstitious aspect, the actual risk was minimal.” 

    “Why is Xeveria sharing all this now? You said she had a bad heart?” 

    “Yes,” Shannon said. “She feels her days are numbered. In fact, as we talked, she kept holding onto her heart as if it hurt. She said she’s been having mini-strokes and believes her heart will give out on her any day.” 

    “Why doesn’t she go to the hospital? Get help?” 

    “I offered to help. She refused. She’s been living with her heart condition all her life and knows there’s nothing anyone can do for her. As a child, they never expected her to make it past her teens. She’s been living on borrowed time. Plus, she doesn’t think highly of the medical community. She wanted someone to know what she’s discovered in case it helps in the future. She didn’t want to die and have her life’s work be buried with her.” 

    Becky nodded. 

    “She told me she was done, Becky. Her last patient left yesterday, and she kept the machine operable only to show me, using herself as an example. After I left, she planned to destroy the machine. She said that lately, more outsiders had been intruding on the island. The cameras picked up images of men walking through the forest. She’s heard gunshots as they fire at the chimps. But here’s the scary part.” 

    “There’s another scary part?” Becky felt her heart racing. 

    Shannon nodded. “She’s afraid that any intruder on the island could’ve picked up some spiders. Yes, the mature spiders are easy to see and avoid at ten to twelve inches wide, but the babies, well, it’d be like picking up a newborn tick. Someone could easily unknowingly carry it with them to, well, to anywhere.” 

    “Like a hotel?” Becky asked. 

    “Right. Like a hotel. She’s been hearing stories that a few natives on several of the surrounding islands have died horrible, violent, unexplained deaths. Based on what she’s heard, she suspects they died from vampire spider bites. So, she’s planning on destroying the island in an attempt to get rid of as many spiders as possible, to contain the spreading of them after she’s gone. She’s afraid the island will be overrun by scavengers, tourists, hunters, media, whatever.” 

    Becky found herself swiping at imaginary itching sensations on her arms. “How do you destroy an island?” she asked. 

    “Fire.” Shannon spoke the word with decisiveness. “She plans to set fire to the perimeter and completely set it ablaze tonight.” 

    “And she?” 

    “She’ll be gone along with it.” 

    “Oh, Shannon.” Becky stared at her wife, who returned the gaze with her own intense fixation while an unspoken energy passed between them.  

    Shannon broke the spell. “Can you see now why I had you leave everything behind? I couldn’t risk having one of those spiders coming back with us. She had me walk through the light booth on the way out of the facility, so I’m confident I didn’t have any on me or in my equipment. But there was no way to make sure nothing had crawled into any of our things. It was too risky.” 

    “I get it,” Becky said.  

    “Good.” Shannon held out her palms, and Becky placed her hands on them. “I love you, Becky. If anything ever happened to you, I’d never forgive myself. And I’m sorry about your new leather jacket. We’ll get you another. Okay?” 

    “Sure. Yeah, it’s okay. There are other jackets.” One at a time, she pulled Shannon’s hands to her lips and placed a soft kiss on them. “What are you going to do? Are you going to submit the article or pretend none of this ever happened?” 

    “I don’t know.” Shannon entwined her fingers into Becky’s. “What would you do? 

    “I don’t know what I’d do,” Becky said. She let go of Shannon’s hands, pushed her tray table into position, and pulled her right foot up over her knee. 

    “But I can tell you what I do know that I’m going to do. As soon as we get home, I’m going to take the longest, hottest shower of my life. Talking about baby spiders has got me feeling itchy all over,” she said as she scratched her knee then slipped the strap of her sandal down to massage an itch on her ankle. 

    She and Shannon saw it at the same time. 

    On the vein that ran along the top curve of her ankle sat two small, purple, parallel, puncture marks. 

     

    ~ ~ ~ ~ 
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    CALLIE 

     

    Callie started through the application again. There had to be something, some sort of discrepancy she could give her boss to discredit it. She had no desire to take on the John Adams House and add it to any of their tours. The very thought of it was offensive to her, and she was sure it would be to some of their guides. 

    Her second review was fruitless. Everything was in order. Every “i” dotted, every “t” crossed. Every question answered. Customer testimonials included. Nothing I can do to make him say no that won’t get their dander up.  

    She trudged down the hall to Will’s office. “Got a minute? I’ve got a few applications to go over with you.” 

    He motioned her inside and leaned back in his chair with his hands clasped behind his head. “It’s been slow so far this season. Glad to hear things are moving.” 

    “Yes, well, don’t get your hopes up. There are only two so far, and I’ve got my reservations about both of them.” She moved into the tiny room and took the only other seat, opposite his desk. 

    “Shoot then. What do we have?” 

    “First is the Revel Inn.”  

    “A B&B?” 

    “Not that one. It’s a pub that wants added to our haunted pub crawl.” 

    “So, a play on the word ‘reveler’ or a play on the word ‘rebel,’ do you think?” 

    “Both if I had to guess.” 

    “History?” 

    “It’s in Old Town, right off a trolly stop and around the corner from the cemetery gates.” 

    “Ah. So just before the endpoint of most of the tours.” 

    “Right. Adding another bar to a two-hour pub tour—” 

    “Pushing the limit, maybe. What’s the history?” 

    “An old slave house.” 

    “Another?” 

    She nodded, her mouth set in a grim line. 

    Will shook his head and sat up. He steepled his hands over his desk. “Tough call, that one. We don’t need any more notoriety of that sort, and we want them to get to four to six of the pubs before ending up at the cemetery.” 

    She finished his line of thinking, “And there are already eight pubs to choose from.” 

    “The ghost story?” 

    “Nothing remarkable.” Nothing we haven’t heard before. She put the paperwork down in front of him.  

    He glanced at the narrative on the opening page, but he didn’t read it. “Have you been there?” 

    Callie shook her head. “You know I’m not much of a drinker. Talk to the guides that run those tours. Maybe they’ve already checked it out on their own.” 

    He chuckled. “I’m betting Sean has.” 

    I have to agree with you there. It’s all we can do to keep him from drinking when he’s leading a tour group. 

    “I’ll talk to the guys,” he said. “If they’re not familiar with it, I’ll go round there myself, maybe take my hubby, and see what all the fuss is.” He pointed at the paperwork she was still clutching. “What else did we get?” 

    She laid the second application on top of the first and waited while he glanced at the cover page. 

    “The John Adams House again, huh?” 

    “Under new ownership. Same name. I guess it changed hands a few months ago. They want to be put on one of our ghost tours this time.” 

    “It’s a B&B. Do they really want people trooping through there at night while they have guests? How do they plan on making that work?” 

    Callie waved a hand at the application. “They’re offering the gardens for tour both night and day and a tour of the lower level during the day.” 

    “We do the ghost tours at night,” he said, stating the obvious. 

    “I think what they’re really wanting is our advertising power. So they say they’ve showcased the history of the home for the ‘enjoyment of tour groups.’”  

    Will dropped his head back and stared up at the ceiling. “Confederate history.” 

    “Apparently…and ghosts. Or, a ghost, anyway.” 

    “So, then what’s the ghost story?” 

    “That, I’m not sure of. They only allude to one on the application.” She leaned forward and put her hands down on the edge of the desk to lever herself up. “The application is complete. We have room on one of the garden tours if that passes our review. It’s not what they want, but I’m not inclined to put it on a ghost tour, no matter what the ghost story is. I’m not inclined to put it on any of our tours quite frankly, but that’s your call.” 

     

    **** 

     

    Callie stood behind the car on the cobblestone street while Jo unloaded their overnight bags. She stared at the front of the John Adams House. It’s actually nice. Almost stately. Very old Savannah.  

    “Ready?” Jo asked as she stepped up onto the walk shouldering Callie’s bag and carrying her own.  

    “I can get that,” Callie said as she reached for her tote. 

    “You’re working. You take notes. I’m just along for the ride. Oh, and for moral support, of course. Just try to keep an open mind, but don’t let them push you around, babe.” 

    Callie smiled at her girlfriend. “Thanks.” She took a deep breath. “Here goes. Follow me.” 

    As she stepped over the curb, she looked back over her shoulder at Jo and said, “One of our garden tours passes right by here. I led that one several times before my promotion. I guess I never really looked at the property…realized how nice the house is and how pretty the front gardens are.” She marked the evaluation sheet on her clipboard. 

    As she passed through the low, wrought iron gate, Jo called attention to the wooden inn sign. “No vacancy.” 

    “Hmm. That’s odd,” Callie said. “There’s not a soul moving around, and it’s a lovely evening.” At least it’s a full house. People must be happy with the accommodations. 

    “Hope they didn’t give your reservation away.” 

    “Will’s reservation, and no, that wouldn’t be good for them. Not good at all.” 

    Jo breathed in deep and let the breath out slowly. “Smell the magnolias. They should have changed the name to the Magnolia Inn.” 

    “Couldn’t. There’s already a Magnolia House in Savannah.” 

    As they reached the verandah, the front door opened. A woman stepped out and raised a hand, beckoning them forward. “Hello, and welcome. You must be Callie.” 

    Callie flipped to the front page of the application on her clipboard. “And you’re Lynette? We spoke on the phone.” 

    “No, dear. I’m Delilah, the property manager here.” 

    “Oh. I see. Are the Bierces here then…either of them?” 

    “They’ve left for the day, other business to attend to, but you’ll meet them at breakfast tomorrow. They’ll be cooking up a storm.” 

    Callie made a note. “Who stays on-site at night?” 

    “That would be me. I live here, in my own small suite at the back of the house.” 

    “Ah.” 

    “Is that bad?” 

    “Typically, B&B owners live on-site or on the property. It’s unusual – at least it is in Savannah – to do it differently, but it’s not unheard of.”  

    Callie reached her free hand back to Jo and, taking her arm, drew her forward. “Delilah, this is Jo, my…er, girlfriend. Lynette told me you were LGBT friendly on the phone when I called to tell her Will wouldn’t be able to make it after all for a stay.” And he would have been here with his husband anyway, so… 

    The older woman flipped a hand. “Yes, of course. Come on in. Let’s get you situated.” 

    “Center hall design,” Callie noted out loud as they passed through the front door. 

    “Yes,” their host said. “That was the most popular design for a home like this, just after the Civil War.” She turned into the first room on the left. “This doubles as a community parlor and the front desk area.” 

    “It’s quiet,” Jo said, “like there’s no one else here. When we saw the ‘no vacancy’ sign, we thought you might have overbooked and forgotten about us.” 

     “Oh, heavens, no. Not at all. Y’all are our only guests. Since it’s an evaluation of what we offer, we wanted to make sure you have the full experience for yourselves.” She reached under the counter and produced a small folio. “You’ll be in room four at the end of the east side hallway. We like to call it ‘the treehouse room.’ You’ll see why. Why don’t you two go on up and get your things situated, then meet me back here in, say, a half-hour, and I’ll give you the full tour.” 

     

    **** 

     

    The windows were open in the room, the smell of the magnolia blossoms heavy in the air. Jo took another deep whiff as she had outside. “This is what I miss about working at Magnolia Springs. That smell.” 

    Callie shrugged. “Only in the springtime, my little forest ran—” She stopped in mid-sentence when she got a look outside. “It’s like we’re sitting right in one of the trees, it’s so close to the house.” 

    Jo moved up beside her. “Oyama, also known as sieboldii. It’s a shorter tree but so fragrant. One of my favorites. I like this place already.” 

    “Yes, well, just keep in mind that it’s supposedly haunted.” 

    “You know you love the smell too, and you also know I’m not afraid of ghosts.” 

    Callie nodded. “True and true.” She took one more look outside before pulling the swinging window panes closed and setting the latch between the two halves. She also closed and latched the window on the adjacent wall that looked out over the side lawn and gardens toward the neighboring home. “The sun will be setting soon. It’s supposed to cool off quite a bit tonight.” 

    “It’s a very nice room,” Jo said as she moved over to the high four-poster bed and half sat, half bounced onto the mattress. “Oh, comfy!” She laid back and let out a contented sigh. 

    Callie gave her a grin, but she wasn’t so easily swayed. She moved about opening drawers and doors. There was a small closet, not an unusual size in a home more than a century old, and a large bath with a new looking, old-fashioned style clawfoot tub. “Wow. They must have taken out another bedroom to add a private bath here.” 

    “I take it you approve?” 

    “Of the room and the bath, yes. I mean, my word, we’d both fit in that tub. Though,” she tapped her chin with two fingers, “I am curious why they chose this room for us if the place is otherwise vacant. Their website shows a large suite and a smaller one available. Why put us back here? And then there’s the whole matter of the place actually being empty. I would have preferred it if they had other guests. It’s not just their ghosts that are important, but how they care for all of their customers.” 

     

    **** 

     

    Delilah met them at the bottom of the stairs. “I heard you coming. What did you think of the treehouse room?” She looked at Jo first and then at Callie as she asked. 

    “I loved it,” Jo answered. Callie shot her a look, but she didn’t catch it. “I work for the State Parks system. Got my start at Magnolia Springs.” 

    “Oh, such a wonderful place. I’ll bet you’re really missing it this time of year.” 

    Callie interrupted. “The hallway is lined with photos. Old photos. Do any of them represent the original ownership?” 

    “Yes. In fact, let me start the tour here, much as we would if you decide to take us on,” Delilah answered.  

    She launched into a practiced narrative. “The primary structure of the John Adams House was built by Samuel Frakes.” She pointed to his nearly portrait-sized photo just beside the parlor door. “It’s a southern colonial that was completed in 1867. A more modern kitchen was added in the late 1890s with indoor plumbing. The first real bathroom was added in early 1929, just before the start of the Great Depression.” 

    “A lot of history surrounding this place then, isn’t there?” Jo asked.  

    “Yes, quite right.” 

    “And what was Mr. Frakes profession?” Callie asked.  

    Delilah cleared her throat. “His family operated a plantation. They owned quite a bit of property here in town as well. This parcel was passed on to him after the war.” 

    “He was a soldier, then?” I’m not letting her get off easy. 

    “Yes. He was an officer in the Army, serving under his uncle, John Adams. Not, er, to be confused with the prior president.” 

    “Pardon? Which Army?” 

    Delilah’s tone dropped an octave. “The Confederate Army. They were deserters from the U.S. Army, as were many men in that time who believed in state’s rights.” 

    Jo shot Callie a look. 

    The other woman ignored it. “You call it state’s rights, I call it slavery. This house is named after a traitor to the Army and to his country who believed in slavery over all else.” 

    The older woman bowed her head in acknowledgment, but then she looked up, squared her shoulders, and met Callie’s eyes. “I agree the name is offensive to many who would be our guests here. I’m not trying to make light of it.” 

    I beg to differ. The look on Callie’s face gave away her thoughts. 

    Delilah raised a hand. “Please, hear me out. The Bierces wanted to change the name. They thought about changing it to ‘The Magnolia Inn’ or ‘Magnolia Gardens Inn,’ but it’s in the contract that it must be kept as the ‘John Adams.’ They wanted the property too much to fight over the name. That’s a court battle that could take years and cost a fortune.” 

    “They got everything lock, stock, and barrel. Once it was theirs, they stripped all of the Confederate information and history from the website and the brochures. They didn’t want any part of that history. They want this to be a place where all are welcome.” She glanced at Jo and then back at Callie. 

     “Have you had a lot of visitors since you’ve reopened?” Callie asked. 

    “We’ve been open just over a month. I’d venture to say there have been several dozen. Hang on.” She stepped into the parlor and came back out with a brochure, which she handed over. 

    “Visitors from the north typically do believe the house is named after President John Adams. We correct that by showing them this or simply by saying it was named for the cousin of the original owner, a military general, but never a president.” She raised a shoulder in a half shrug then. “Southerners…well, they know better.”  

    Callie glanced down at the sanitized literature. A lie of omission is still a lie. 

    Jo stepped in. “Maybe we should continue the tour. I’m interested in hearing about your ghosts.” 

    “Ah. Ghost. There’s only the one…here…that we know of.” 

    “Here?” Callie questioned. “You said that like there are more, elsewhere.” 

    “There are…well, I mean, of course there are ghosts everywhere, but the Bierces seemed to have cornered the market on a few of them. There’s one here and at least a couple in a pub they own.” 

    Callie raised an eyebrow. “Do tell.” 

    “The Revel Inn. Do you know it?” 

    “Pardon?” 

    “The Revel Inn. They’ve applied for it to be on one of your tours too. It’s a couple of blocks from here.” 

    “We did get an application for The Revel Inn, but it wasn’t from the Bierces.” 

    “In the name of Lester Holdings, Jonathan Lester, Proprietor?” 

    “Yes, actually.” 

    “Johnathan is Lynette’s son by her first marriage. A sad story, that. She’ll have to tell you. Frank and Lynette raised him, but he kept the Lester surname. And now I’ve said more than I probably should have, but I did want you to have the full picture.” 

    “I see,” Callie said. “So getting back to these ghosts then—” 

    “As I said, there’s just the one here. Jinny. Short for Jeanette, we believe. The records are vague on that point. She was the wife of Samuel Frakes, the original builder of the house.” 

    Jo was shifting from foot to foot, anxious to get to the crux of the story. “And why is she, do you think, haunting the house?” 

    “The stories cross. It’s all very murky. Some say she delivered their only child stillborn in the spring of 1868 and died straight away of a broken heart. She walks the halls late at night where the nursey was to be – the treehouse room – searching for her lost child.” 

    A shiver ran up Callie’s spine. “There’s more than one story?” she asked in a barely audible voice. 

    “As if that were not unfortunate enough, yes.” She let out a heavy breath. “Others say the child, a boy, was stillborn. No one was in attendance as she went into labor alone while Samuel was off doing his father’s bidding. When he came home late that night and found his son dead, he killed his wife in a fit of rage.” 

    Jo winced. “Ugh. That’s awful…is that…what do you believe?” 

    Delilah shook her head. “I lean toward the latter story. They were not young. Samuel was a military major. He’d been around a while. Their marriage records date back several years prior to the war.” 

    “Wow,” Callie whispered. “They were maybe trying to have children for a long time.” 

    




 

     

     

    JO 

     

    Jo rocked backward in her rocking chair on the verandah and held her position, her legs splayed out in front of her. She watched the comings and goings of people along the street for several minutes. When nothing was forthcoming from her girlfriend, she ventured the question most on her mind, “What do you think about this place?”  

    Callie was sitting in the rocker next to hers, only a tiny table for their glasses of sweet tea between them, her eyes closed. She answered without opening them, “I really don’t know what to think. Tough call. It’s a lovely home with an awful past and a disturbing ghost story. It would be an easy ‘no’ answer for me were it not for the fact that they want to run day tours only.” 

    She opened her eyes, picked up her tea, and rose. “Let’s walk the gardens around to the back.” 

    They walked hand in hand through more foliage than flowers, the magnolia trees giving off more than enough scent to assail the senses. 

    Jo rather enjoyed it. “It’s too bad they don’t bloom all summer long. In a couple of weeks, they’ll all be like any other tree.” 

    “Don’t get me wrong,” Callie said, “I do enjoy them, but I’m finding it all a little cloying. Almost too much of a good thing.” 

    Jo disagreed. “Never!”  

    “It’s all very well kept, though,” Callie remarked. “If all else fails, Will really could put the inn on one of our garden tours. Those have their fans too.” 

     

    **** 

     

    “Are you worried?” Jo asked Callie as she lifted the duvet and top sheet and climbed into bed. “About the ghost, I mean?” 

    Instead of answering, Callie asked, “Is one of the windows still open? The smell of the magnolia blossoms is still strong in here.” 

    Jo got up and looked. “Nope. Both closed up tight. Anything else, ma’am, before I lie down again?” 

    “Thanks, hon. Sorry.” 

    Jo got back into bed and slid close to Callie. She looped one arm over the other woman’s hip and one around her shoulders, then pulled her in for a kiss.  

    “Mmm,” Callie mewled. “You feel so good next to me and, you were right, this bed is very nice.” 

    Jo pulled her closer still and massaged Callie’s backside with the hand that had been at her waist. She claimed her lips in another lingering kiss. 

    “Are you trying to turn me on?” Callie whispered as she pulled her head away a couple of inches. 

    “Is it working?” 

    “Baby, we can’t…we—” 

    Jo took her lips again. She gave in for a few seconds, then pulled back. “We shouldn’t. Not here. I’m technically working.” 

    Burying her face in the blonde’s shoulder, Jo kissed her collarbone and mumbled, “You went off the clock when that door closed.” She kissed and nipped at the base of Callie’s neck. 

    Callie shuddered that time. When Jo cupped a breast through her thin pajama top, her nipple peaked, and she gave in. “Let’s just be really quiet, please. I don’t want to lose my job.” 

    Jo pulled back a little. “First, you’re not going to lose your job. And second, I’m not the one who moans like crazy when we make love.” 

    “Shut up and kiss me,” Callie ordered in a stage whisper. 

    “You know I’m right,” Jo said. It didn’t stop her from claiming her girlfriend’s lips again. She snaked a hand under her top and caressed Callie’s bare breasts then worked both nipples into peaks. 

    When Callie writhed beside her, she raised the short nightshirt, dipped her head, and sucked one of the rose points into her mouth. 

    “Oh,” Callie sighed then clapped a hand over her own mouth. 

    Jo nipped and tugged at the nipple until it was so hard, Callie squirmed and arched her back. She turned her attention to the other one and did the same. 

    “Oh my. Oh, Jo you’ve got me soaked already.” Her words were a whisper into the top of Jo’s head, but they spurred her on. She continued to lavish a nipple with her tongue while she worked a hand into the waistband of Callie’s silk pajama pants.  

    Callie had lace panties on underneath. Jo loved the contrast of the silk on top of her hand and the coarseness of the lace below it. She loved even more that the lace at the crotch was just as wet as she’d been told. She rubbed Callie’s mound, teasing her, trying to get a reaction. 

    Callie clutched her hand and pushed it lower.  

    Jo sucked her girlfriend’s nipple a little harder as she rubbed the sodden panties from Callie’s clit to opening and back with a firm hand. 

    Callie not only didn’t let go, she pushed into the hand as she buried her face in Jo’s hair and whispered, “Fuck me, baby. Please.” 

    Jo had other ideas. She lifted the covers and squirmed lower beneath them. She tugged down Callie’s bottoms when she arched for her and then the panties.  

    Callie held the covers aloft, watching Jo. 

    Jo put a finger to her mouth, cautioning her girlfriend to be quiet, then dipped her tongue into the juices between Callie’s legs.  

    Several minutes later, when Callie began to thrash about, Jo shifted her position so she could lie beside her lover and suckle her clit while she entered her with her fingers. It was only moments before the other woman went entirely over the edge, losing all sense of her desire for secrecy. She moaned over and over as she orgasmed once, twice, and then again before stilling, spent for the moment. 

    




 

     

     

    CALLIE 

     

    Callie shivered. She reached for the sheet, the duvet…anything. They were a tangled mess. We trashed this bed. She hoped the property manager’s room wasn’t below theirs because she was sure they would have woken her once she had given up even the pretense of keeping quiet. 

    “Jo, scooch over, baby. I can’t get the sheet.” 

    Jo did as she was told, not bothering to open her eyes as Callie pulled and tugged, trying to rearrange the bedclothes around them. 

    “It’s so cold in here. Oh. My. God. Jo!” 

    “What…what?” Jo opened her eyes and half sat up. “What’s wrong?” 

    Callie pointed at the window opposite the bed that looked out toward the nearest neighboring house. It was wide open, the sheer inner curtain blowing in with the breeze. The scent of the tree blossoms again filled the room. 

    “What the…” Jo rubbed at her eyes and looked again. “How the hell?” 

    Callie swallowed hard. The hand she held out shook.  

    Jo took hold of it and lowered it to the bed. “There’s got to be a reasonable…I don’t know. Maybe the latch didn’t hold when the wind blew hard enough.” 

    She climbed out of bed and took care of the window, checking twice to make sure it was latched. 

    Callie attempted to straighten the covers at the same time. 

    Shivering, Jo jumped back into the bed. “It’s freezing. Hopefully, it will warm up now that that’s closed.” 

    Wondering what time it was, Callie picked up her cell phone. “12:06. The witching hour is upon us!” 

    “Haha. Very funny.” 

    The two women snuggled into each other, looking for any little bit of body heat to share. As things got quiet again, Callie tried to settle against Jo and drift back off. A strange prickling sensation along her top arm wouldn’t let her. 

    She rolled to her back and rubbed her arm. The hair stood up on the other one. Her chest got tight. She opened her eyes and peered into the darkness, then sat bolt upright. 

    Her movement startled Jo, who jerked beside her then sat up too. 

    “Do you see her?” Callie whispered. Even at a whisper, her voice tremored. 

    Jo swallowed hard. The hair was standing up on the back of her neck. She nodded her answer, unable to speak. 

    The ghostly woman hovered a couple of feet over the foot of the bed, her eyes trained on them. As she waved a hand toward them, Jo’s stomach did a flip. 

    Callie started to fiddle with the thin, gold bracelet Jo had given her for her birthday as she sat, staring at the face of the woman. 

    Jo grabbed Callie’s arm, trying to still her. The other woman flinched at the contact. 

    Callie blinked several times. Still there. “What’s…what’s your name?” she tried to ask through her trembling lips. 

    The apparition rose toward the ceiling and hovered directly over them, drawing a gasp from Jo. She clutched onto Callie. 

    Callie’s bladder went into overdrive. Already stretched from their earlier lovemaking, it was all she could do to keep from wetting herself when the ghost began to speak. Rather than answer her question, she called out, “Where is he? Why would you do this?” once and then a few seconds later, again. 

    




 

     

     

    JO 

     

    Jo squeezed her eyes shut. “We’re going to die.” They were the first words she had spoken since the ghost appeared. When Callie started flailing in her arms she opened her eyes again. 

    Her girlfriend was looking all about. “You said that, and she disappeared.” 

    “Just like that?” 

    “Yep.” Callie gulped in a breath. “Just like that.” She shivered and rubbed her arms. “I really, really have to pee, but I’m scared to death to get out of this bed. She shifted uncomfortably. “Oh, this isn’t good. I’m about to wet myself.” 

    Jo stretched and popped on the light. “Let’s get you to the bathroom, then let’s get the hell out of here.” 

    “Are you crazy? I’m not going in there!” 

    “You can’t wet the bed.” 

    “Watch me.” 

    “Callie, come on. I’ll go with you in there.” 

    “Only because you don’t want to stay out here by yourself.” 

    “Damn right.” 

    “I thought you weren’t afraid of ghosts?” 

    “And I thought you weren’t.” 

    Jo stood on weak legs. She suspected the sex had nothing to do with that, and her fear returned in a wave. She willed her racing mind to settle and reached out a hand to Callie. “Come on. Let’s get you taken care of, then we’ll figure out what to do next.” 

    




 

     

     

    CALLIE 

     

    “I say we stick it out,” Callie said. “We were told there was a ghost. There is a ghost. Obviously, if she was going to harm a guest in all these years that this has been a B&B, she would have done so.” 

    Jo scrubbed her hands over her face. “I see your point, okay. But the other side of it is that you have what you need to know now to make a decision on this place. There’s no reason for us to stay for the rest of the night.” 

    “There’s plenty of reason, Jo. Breakfast. It is a B&B.” 

    “You and your stomach. You’re not going to put it on a nighttime ghost tour anyway because it’s a B&B.”  

    “I haven’t decided what I’m going to recommend to Will yet. I say we stick it out. I’ll protect you.” She gave Jo her most winning smile. 

    “Five minutes ago, you all but wet your pants. Now you’re going to protect me?” 

     

    **** 

     

    A breakfast feast was laid out in the formal dining room. There was coffee and juice. Sausages, sausage gravy, grits, and biscuits were hot in chafing dishes on the sideboard. An omelet station was set up on a low table, a pan on a burner waiting to be filled. Fresh fruit salad was in a bowl on ice. Not a soul was in the room. Neither Delilah nor the Bierces answered when Callie called out. 

    “There’s enough food here to feed a small army,” Jo said. “Someone is used to cooking for a full house.” 

    “I know. That’s weird, right? It’s just us and maybe them…three of them or maybe four if the son eats here…if he doesn’t eat wherever he…I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m saying.” 

    They took adjacent seats at the corner of a large table that could comfortably accommodate twenty people and waited for a couple of minutes. There wasn’t a sound in the house. 

    Callie got up and ventured around the buffet setup into the kitchen, calling for Delilah and Lynette as she went. There was no answer. A door leading off the kitchen opened into a short hallway. The door just opposite of it opened into a suite of rooms that appeared to be an old maid’s quarters turned master suite of sorts. It was empty. 

    Callie returned to the dining room to find Jo moving from window to window. “There’s no one in the kitchen or in what I assume are Delilah’s rooms.” 

    “I don’t see anyone outside either.” 

    “So odd,” Callie said. She sighed. “I’m going to have to make a note of this. In the meantime, I don’t want to be rude, I certainly have questions for whomsoever should be here right now, but I’m quite hungry and not willing to wait any longer.”  

    She picked up a plate from the stack on the end of the sideboard and began to fill it. Jo followed suit. 

     

    **** 

     

    Twenty minutes later, sated and still very much the only occupants of the house, they took cups of coffee out to the verandah, leaving the door open so they could hear if anyone entered the house from somewhere in the back. 

    Callie peered out to the street, looking up and down. The few people out in Savannah early on a Saturday morning paid her no mind as they went on about their business.  

    She turned back to Jo and began to fret about the checkout process. “It’s just unseemly that none of our hosts would be around at all for breakfast, to see if we needed anything…to see us off even, especially knowing they’re being evaluated. I can’t begin to think what to make of this.”  

    “Do you think you should call Will?” 

    “I texted him. He hasn’t answered.” 

    A car pulled up on the road alongside Jo’s car. The driver, a man, maneuvered it backward into the space behind Jo’s car while a woman sat in the passenger seat, seemingly staring off into the back end of Jo’s car. 

    Callie and Jo watched as the two of them got out. They both stood in surprise when the people crossed the sidewalk and came through the gate. 

    The man let the woman go ahead of him. She spotted the two of them on the verandah first and stopped short, causing the man to almost run into her.  

    She gave them an odd look as she called out, “Can I help you two with something?” 

    The man moved around her and marched toward them, pointing at the open door. “How long have you been here? Who else is inside?” 

    Callie was taken aback at his tone. She did her best to keep her composure and speak to the two of them civilly. “I’m Callie, the tour manager at Old Savannah Tours. And you are?” 

    “Frank Bierce,” the man answered. “I…we own this inn.” 

    “Ah. Well, Mr. Bierce, we’ve been here all night. We had a reservation.” 

    Lynette stepped forward. “We went out of town on a family emergency. We canceled all of the reservations. How did you get in?” 

    Callie was confused. “You what? Your…your property manager, Delilah, she let us in.” 

    The four of them faced off on the verandah. 

    “We don’t have a property manager,” Frank informed them. “We run the place ourselves, and we live on the property.” 

    “Let me guess,” Callie said, “you have a suite of rooms at the end of a short hallway off the kitchen?” 

    “You’ve been in our suite?” Lynette asked. She clenched her fists at her sides and glared at Callie. 

    “Just her and just briefly,” Jo spoke up. “She was looking for you or for Delilah this morning, you see. When we came down for breakfast, the food was all laid out, but we couldn’t find anyone.” 

    Frank and Lynette looked at each other. “Jinny,” Lynette said. Frank nodded. 

    “Your ghost?” Callie asked. 

    Lynette responded, “You’ve met her I take it?” 

    “Oh boy, have we,” Jo answered. “She gave us quite a scare in the middle of the night. We almost left.” 

    “It sounds like she checked you in and made you breakfast too,” Frank said.  

    “How can that be?” Callie asked. “Delilah was a gracious older southern woman, maybe about your age,” she said with a tip of her head to Lynette Bierce. “The ghost we saw was obviously from ages ago.” 

    “The ghost,” Frank said, “is the soul of Delilah Jeanette Frakes. Everyone apparently called her Jinny, in her time. She’s been looking for her baby ever since she was killed by her traitorous white supremacist husband when their only child died at birth. He skipped town after the murder, a bloody affair from what we’ve read, never to be seen again. His family willed this house on with the stipulation that it always keep the John Adams name, rather than the Frakes name. Apparently, being associated with the Confederacy was preferable to being associated with cold-blooded murder.” 
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    “There’s a damn good reason I haven’t seen any of these people in twenty years.” 

    “I’m pretty sure you said that six months ago when I reminded you about our high school reunion in the first place,” the disembodied voice laughed into my ear via the Bluetooth headset that my ex-girlfriend Natasha had gifted me for Christmas. The wireless earbuds fit snugly and were perfect for listening to music while I was writing, or for an audiobook on a lazy afternoon, or—as they currently were being used—for talking on the phone to my best friend since middle school, Gigi Bennett. They were the one good thing to come out of an otherwise disastrous relationship. 

    “Hmph,” I said, responding to her. “That doesn’t make it any less true.”  

    Not that I harbor any ill will toward any of my former classmates. You know, per se. I believe in leaving well enough alone and letting sleeping dogs lie because all that high school stuff is been there-done that, old news, water under the bridge…and any other clichés I can throw at it. 

    “Oh, Lauren, stop.”  

    As I steered my six year-old Toyota off the main highway and onto old County Route 5 that stormy Saturday afternoon, the nerves began to set in and I became filled with a nameless, free-floating kind of dread.  

    “Why in God’s name did I allow you to talk me into this weekend?” I said, scowling. “It’s got disaster plastered all over it.” 

    “Lauren, I know you’re an author, but that doesn’t mean you have to be so meldramatic about everything.” 

    “What I am is pissed, Gigi, for allowing you to trick me into going to this thing alone.” 

    “I did no such thing,” she snipped. 

    She most certainly had done such a thing. And the fact that she had a good excuse made no discernible difference to me at the moment. 

    Almost six months ago to the day, I had been happily occupied doing what I’d done most every Saturday night since the break-up with Natasha—binge-watching Netflix and downing a pint of Ben and Jerry’s—when Gigi had called, ecstatic with the news that our twenty year high school reunion had been announced.  

    “It’s going to be so great,” she’d squealed. “There’s going to be a dinner and then a dance, and all the old gang from band will be there and…” Gigi continued in her high pitched tone, but, to be honest, I’d stopped really listening somewhere along the way, getting more caught up in a “Wayhaught” moment on Wynonna Earp than what she was droning on about. But then Gigi uttered a word that made me hit the pause button and sit straight up on the couch. 

    “What do you mean, ‘we’?” 

    “Well, of course, you’re going with me, silly. Oh, and we’re going to have go shopping and find something cute to wear for the dance. Maybe we can get together—” 

    “There is no ‘we,’” I’d said defiantly. “No shopping for anything cute to wear and most certainly, no dancing. Like who would I even dance with?” 

    “Well, who knows? Maybe Sha—” 

    “Oh no, we are not even going there,” I’d said, cutting her off before she could bring up the one person that she knew was off limits for conversation. “Just like I’m not going with you to this high school reunion. And to be honest, if there’s even a one-percent chance that You-Know-Who is going to be there, I’m definitely out. Call some other friend and make them go.” 

    “Like I’ve got any other friends. And I was just kidding about Sha…about She-Who-Shall-Not-Be-Named. I have it on good authority she won’t be at the reunion.” 

    “Good authority, hmm?” 

    “Yes. There’s a Facebook page for the reunion, and she marked herself as “unable to attend” on the invite. C’mon, Lauren, you have to come,” she’d pleaded, and then proceeded to spend the next thirty minutes outlining all the reasons that I had to accompany her until she’d finally worn me down.  

    Fast forward six months later—today to be precise—and Gigi had backed out at the last minute, but not before I was already well on my way to Woodcreek High. Had I not spent the better part of last month’s royalty check on a new outfit to wear to this damn thing, I’d have turned the car around as soon as Gigi announced that she’d fallen victim to bad sushi and was too sick to go. 

    Giant droplets of rain began to fall on the windshield of the Toyota, replacing the light drizzle that had followed me all the way down the interstate and into the small town that I had happily left behind a decade ago without so much a glance in the rearview mirror. I grimaced then, realizing that there wasn’t an umbrella in the car. Maybe if I was lucky, the rain would stop before I reached the school. 

    “Look,” Gigi’s voice said through the Bluetooth, “it won’t be that bad. Just go, enjoy the dinner, say hello to a few people, and then leave. Make the best of it.” 

    Lightning streaked across the steely gray sky, followed almost immediately by a rumble of thunder. So much for luck. 

    “Make the best of it, huh?” 

    “Yes. Besides, you literally will never have to go to that place ever again after tonight. I heard that the school board approved funds in the budget for a new school, so the old one is going to be torn down.” 

    I frowned, turning up the windshield wipers as the rain fell harder. “Man, it’s way past time for that, isn’t it? I mean, the school was old when we went there.” 

    “It is. Woodcreek has been there since the 1960s. They’re going to make it into an entirely modern campus,” Gigi explained. 

    I had remembered that, although it wasn’t something I’d thought about in years. In fact, I tried not to think at all about high school, especially the last year of high school, if I could help it.  

    “It’s going to have computers for every student,” she continued. “Smartboards in every classroom, the works. As a matter of fact, I’ve heard they’ve already started demolition of some of the buildings.” 

    The rain was coming down in sheets now. I gripped the steering wheel a little tighter as a gust of wind shook the Toyota. “Well, I’ve turned off the road and I think I see the lights just ahead, so I’ll call you back after this thing is over.” 

    “Okay, but at least try to have a good time.” 

    Not likely. “You owe me big time for this, Gigi.” Her silence on the other end of the phone made me realize that I probably was being a bit of a bitch about the whole thing. After all, I had agreed to go in the first place, and it wasn’t Gigi’s fault that she’d been served a bad spicy tuna roll at lunch. “But, I’ll try. Now go get some rest and try to feel better, and I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow.” 

    We ended the call, and I drove slowly down the winding, tree-lined road that led to the school, barely able to follow the pavement through the torrential downpour. I’d made it maybe another fifty yards when there was a loud bang and my steering wheel immediately pulled sharply to the right.  

    “Oh shit!” I shouted and barely made it to the side of the narrow road, my car wobbling alarmingly from side to side. I flung open the door, biting back another curse against the stinging rain, and ran around to the front of the car. “Damn it!” My front tire was all but obliterated.  

    After a little deep breathing and a good deal more than a little cursing, I stomped around to the driver’s side of the car and slid back inside. I opened the center console and used the handful of McDonald’s napkins stored there to haphazardly wipe the water off my arms and face. The outfit that I had so painstaking put together was done for—the silky cream blouse was now plastered against my skin in a soaking mess, mud covered the lower leg of my black slacks. 

    I sighed and fished my cell phone out of the cup holder. Searching through my contacts, I located the number for AAA and punched it in.  

    Nothing.  

    I stared down at my phone, finding to my horror that I had no bars. This day just kept getting better and better. 

    Realizing that my options were basically nil, I threw my phone and the car keys into my bag, straightened the purse strap across my shoulder, and stepped back out into the monsoon rain. Shivering against the cold rain, I trudged toward the lights of Woodcreek High.  

    Another rumble of thunder sounded as I neared the bridge that marked the start of Woodcreek’s grounds. A sudden memory of Mr. Clark’s Phys Ed class hit me as I came closer to it. I’ve never been very athletic, and I’d hated every second of that class, including the mile run from the gym doors to the edge of the bridge that he would have us do at the start of each period. 

    The bridge over the normally meandering little creek was all that lay between me and the school, so I started across and was immediately alarmed by a loud groaning noise. I paused by the guard rail and looked down at the creek—which was now a churning tempest of muddy water and broken tree branches, all battering against the rickety pilings of the old bridge. 

    “Jesus…” I quickly calculated my chances of making it the thirty or so feet across the bridge. It was probably closer back to my car, but what then? I had no cell service, no way to call for help, so it seemed to me that my best bet was to make a run for it. The irony. 

    I started out simply walking fast, my shoulders hunched against the pouring rain, but in only seconds, I heard a loud snapping sound, and then the bridge made an unsettling lurch. There was an anxious moment when I almost fell, but I was able to regain my balance and put on speed I didn’t know I had. Frantically, I ran like the hounds of hell were behind me, and as I reached the other side, I literally felt the ground disappear beneath my feet. I flung myself forward and landed on the gravelly mud on the other side. The earth shook and a thunderous sound that I knew had nothing to do with the storm filled the air. Rising up on my hands and knees, my hair hanging down in a wet mess in front of my face, I looked back to the chasm where the bridge had stood only seconds before. Mud calved down from the side of either bank and into the roiling creek.  

    Still in shock at what had just happened, I stood and flexed my arms and then my legs, somewhat surprised to find that I was all in one piece and, other than the grimy mess my clothes had become, none the worse for wear.  

    The high pitched sound of shouting caught my attention, and I turned to see people spilling out of the side door of the school, perhaps alerted by the crashing sounds of the bridge collapsing. Although it had been years, a few of the faces now running in my direction were familiar. There was another rumble as the unstable ground sliding into the creek behind me sounded again. Deciding to go with the lesser of two evils, I began to make my way toward the lights of Woodcreek High. 

     

    **** 

     

    In retrospect, sitting mostly-naked in the girls’ locker room listening to the senior class president lament about the breakup of her third marriage was not something I had on my High School Reunion Bingo Card, but then again, neither was nearly dying in a bridge collapse.  

    The last hour had been a blur. After everything that literally went down at the bridge, the thirty-five or so people already in attendance at the reunion had erupted from the school like a disturbed bed of fire ants. The women swarmed around and then all but carried me off into the school with war cries of ‘getting me out those wet clothes,’ while the men headed in the opposite direction, intent on investigating the cause of the collapse. It was quickly determined—not by me, mind you—that my mud-covered clothes were beyond saving, and I was stripped—not in a good way—and herded into the girls’ locker room showers.  

    Now, after a surprisingly refreshing, if lukewarm, shower, I sat inside a cramped stall wrapped in a too-small white towel that smelled of commercial-grade bleach while the cheer squad was off combing the school, intent on finding me something suitable to wear.  

    “…and to think that someone could have been driving on that bridge when it just went down like that. I mean, it could have been me!” 

    Brittney Morrison was our senior class president, and she had been head of the cheer squad, as well as being elected prom queen, homecoming queen, and whatever other kind of queen there might have been at Woodcreek High. It was only natural then, that she had been elected to stay behind to keep an eye on me while the others were off on their odd sort of scavenger hunt. 

    “If I were you, I’d definitely consider filing a lawsuit against the school board for obvious poor upkeep of the facilities,” Brittney said in a nasally voice from the other side of the stall door, her Louboutin’s making a clacking sound on the concrete floor of the locker room as she paced back and forth. “I mean, I know that ruined outfit of yours couldn’t have cost more than a few dollars, but you should be able to at least get something for mental anguish.” 

    I mumbled noncommittally in response. At present, the only anguish I was feeling was over not having listened to my better judgement about coming to the reunion in the first place.  

    “If you need a good lawyer, I can recommend the guy who did my divorce with Charles,” she continued. “He may be short, but he’s a son-of-a-bitch in the courtroom. Even with the prenup, he was able to get me the beach house in West Palm plus the alimony I deserved.”  

    The pacing came to an abrupt stop, and my head perked up at the sound of approaching voices. I could hear Brittney move toward the locker room entrance and then a muffled conversation. The clack of shoes whose price tag would cover my mortgage announced her return. 

    “Here you go,” she said, handing me a stack of clothes under the stall door. “The girls finally found you something that you might be able to squeeze into.” 

    I accepted the clothes, but any expression of thanks disappeared with the realization of what she’d just said and what I’d been handed. “I can’t wear this.” 

    “That’s pretty much all there is, sugar, and they had a hard time finding that. Suzie Miller—Suzie Anderson when we were in school—had it made to wear to the dance. Lucky for you, she’s packed on the pounds since we graduated, so it should fit. What with all this bad weather, she decided not to wear it in and was going to put it on later.” 

    Luck was not the word I would use, but my options appeared to be slim to none. I changed into the outfit and stepped outside the stall. Brittney was leaned over a cracked, white porcelain sink to reach the mirror that looked as old as the school itself. I watched, almost transfixed, as she ran a black eyeliner pencil along the edge of her lower eyelid. My own routine rarely went past a light application of foundation, so I had to admit I was pretty impressed by the show of watching Brittney reapply makeup that had been, according to her, ruined when she’d run out into the rain.  

    She dropped the eyeliner into her purse and fished out a tube of lipstick. The mammoth leather bag was easily three-times the size of the glorified clutch that I used. I didn’t recognize the branding on it, but I was sure that, like everything else about Brittney, it was couture and overpriced. Brittney surveyed herself in the mirror and, apparently satisfied that her make-up was now up to par, placed the lipstick back into the purse and then turned to face me.  

    Stared at me, actually. A little unnerved, I glanced around and caught my reflection in the full length mirror that made up one wall of the locker room. The outfit—and I use that term loosely—that Suzie Miller had drug up from apparently the fifth level of hell was a cheerleader’s uniform, circa 2000. Its bright red mini skirt fell somewhere around my mid-thigh, accentuating my ongoing relationship with Ben and Jerry. As if that weren’t bad enough, the skirt was paired with a white spandex tank top emblazoned with the school’s mascot—which happened to be a giant buck-toothed beaver.  

    “Where do I know you from?” Brittney asked, her tone almost accusatory, her eyes narrowing. 

    I mean, I know I always felt invisible walking through the halls of Woodcreek High, but seriously? Tearing my eyes away from my reflection and back to Brittney, I answered, “Um, from high school?” 

    “No, not that.” She pursed her lips. “I’ve seen you somewhere before, but I just can’t put my finger on it.” 

    “I don’t know, maybe—” 

    “D’argent!” 

    I jumped as Brittney screeched and then rushed to pick up her giant purse. She reached inside and, when it dawned on me what she was pulling out of its depths, all I could do was sigh.  

    A few months ago, as part of the publicity junket for my latest novel, my publisher arranged for me to be interviewed by the fashion magazine D’argent. It may sound a little snobby, but I was fairly certain the Venn diagram of people who read my cozy mystery series revolving around a retired librarian and those who read a magazine devoted to haute couture to be two distinct circles, with zero overlap. As Brittney reached inside her giant purse and pulled out the magazine, I realized I was wrong.  

    “You’re her, aren’t you?” she said, flipping to page sixty-three excitedly. “I knew you looked familiar.” 

    “Well…”  

    “This is so awesome. I’ve got to get your autograph,” Brittney said, and then hurriedly reached again for her purse, knocking it off its precarious perch on the sink as she did. The contents hit the locker room floor with a crash, sending what had to be twenty pounds of frou-frou scattering.  

    I knelt to help Brittney collect it all, grimacing as I felt the mini skirt rise even farther up my thighs as I did so. 

    “I had no idea you were somebody,” Brittney said, throwing handfuls of pens, brushes, and lipsticks into the purse.  

    Brittney wasn’t the first person to equate celebrity, even if minor, with some sort of self-worth. Hell, even I was shocked that something I once did in my off-time while working at the Atlanta Public Library now generated a comfortable income. Most people just weren’t so, well, obvious about it. 

     “It’s not that big of a deal, really,” I said, handing her a hairbrush and the eyeliner pencil she’d been using earlier. I glanced around the floor, looking for anything else that may have fallen out, and saw a small vial that had rolled toward the mirror. It was a stretch to reach for it without showing Brittney all my goods, but I managed. Noticing that Brittney had stood, I followed suit and was about to hand the vial to her when the writing on its label caught my eye.  

    The vial itself was small, reminding me of the sort that I’d seen essential oils come in, except rather than a lid, it had a tiny little cork. The label was dark with age and across the front, written in calligraphic script, was the word Renaître. 

    “Thanks for helping clean all this up.” 

    “The calligraphy on that is beautiful.” Intrigued, I squinted as I tried to read the label.  

    “It is.” Brittney nodded. “I picked it up while I was in New Orleans this week visiting some sorority sisters. It means ‘beauty.’” 

    I didn’t know what that word meant, but I knew it didn’t say ‘beauty.’ Turning the vial to read the script on the back, I frowned. The lettering was small, but I was able to decipher a few of the words: aconitum, lune, and la chienne. The last two were French, but the first looked to be Latin. “No, I don’t think…” 

    Ignoring me, Brittney continued her story. “A couple of us went down to the French Quarter to pick up some beignets, and while we were walking around, I stopped in a chintzy little shop that sells candles and potions.” She scrunched her nose. “The place stunk to high heaven, like someone had tried to cover up the smell of body odor and feet with incense. Horrible, and I told the owner as much, but—and I know this probably sounds silly—since the divorce is final and I’ll be going back on the market, so to speak—I picked up this rejuvenation potion. I mean, what could it hurt, right?” 

    I looked Brittney. I mean really looked at her. The years since high school had not been kind to Brittney. She was a small-boned woman, like a bird, but unfortunately, the avian similarities didn’t end there. Her nose was also long and beaky—sharp-angled. In addition, her hair was perfectly coiffed, if an improbable shade of platinum, and her clothes were expensive and high-fashion, but made for a much taller woman, so she looked a little like she was playing dress-up in someone else’s clothes. Her skin was still like porcelain, though a few fine cracks had begun to mar the surface of her eyes and the corners of her mouth. 

    “Interesting.” A rejuvenation potion? I had to admit, that was a new one on me. “But, you know, I’m not sure that’s what this says. See, I took French in college and this label—” 

    Brittney interrupted me to continue on with her diatribe, “It only works when taken under the light of a full moon. Isn’t that funny?” She walked over to the window of the locker room and peered out. “It looks like the rain has finally ended, so as soon as those clouds are gone, tonight’s the night. It’s a full moon, you know. Or, at least it will be if this storm will pass over.” She turned back to look at me. “Isn’t it exciting? You know, to be honest, at first I was just looking for one of those hex candles to use against my ex, Charles. I found one that was supposed to cause baldness, but when I went to pay for it, they didn’t take credit cards.” Brittney rolled her eyes. “I mean, can you imagine, in this day and time?” 

    I don’t think that was a real question, because she continued on without pausing. “Anyway, after telling the wrinkled-up hag in no uncertain terms what I thought about her, her shop, and her ridiculous credit policy and why I simply had to have the candle, the ugly old crone pursed her lips and said she had just the thing for a woman like me. Much better than the candle, she said, and pointed me to this potion. Even gave it to me for free.” She smirked as she took the vial from my hands and dropped it back into her purse. “I guess sometimes it pays to be honest and upfront with people.” 

    “Brittney, did you get this label translated? Because this doesn’t sound like—” 

    “I heard the crash victim was in here?” 

    We both jumped, startled by the voice that had snuck up on us from behind. 

    “There was no crash,” I said, self-consciously pulling down on the hem of the mini skirt as I turned to face its source. “Not really, it was a…”  

    Whatever I might have said next was lost as I came face to face with two decades of regret. Shay Covington had been an eighteen year-old kid when I saw her last.  

    She definitely wasn’t a kid anymore.  

    I found myself looking up into dark sapphire blue eyes that held an expression somewhere between intrigued, disbelieving, and a little bit annoyed. If I was writing one of my novels, I’d have described those eyes as stormy. 

    The face that went along with them was way more attractive than I remembered from high school, with high cheekbones and just a hint of a sexy dimple in her chin. Her hair was stylishly short, the shade of the chocolate doughnuts I’d had for breakfast that morning. She was taller than I remembered. Slender, but with curves in all the right places. Damn, but she was gorgeous.  

    Neither of us spoke, just stood there looking at one another. I mean, what do you say to someone who broke your heart and then walked away? Even if it had been twenty years ago that I did that to her. 

    “Any news on the bridge, Sheriff?” 

    “Sherriff?” I frowned, looking to Brittney and then back to Shay.  

    Shay’s gaze fell on the giant beaver that adorned my chest. I felt my cheeks begin to burn as she arched a single eyebrow.  

    “The bridge is done for,” she answered Brittney, keeping her eyes trained on me and my beaver. I saw a muscle in her jaw flex. “Are you okay? You weren’t hurt or anything?”  

    “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m okay.” Physically anyway. 

    Shay looked as if she wanted to say something else, then turned to face Brittney. “The other road leading out is blocked by a bunch of construction equipment. I called down to the station and have dispatch working on rounding up someone with a key to move it, so we can all get out of here.” 

    “And in the meantime?” I asked. 

    “In the meantime, we’ll just do what we came here to do, right?” Brittney smiled. “Eat, drink, and have a good time. As a matter of fact…” She craned her neck to peer out the window again. “Oh, look, the rain has finally cleared up.” The glow of the full moon outside illuminated her face in the uncertain light of the old locker room and then, smiling, she reached into her purse and pulled out the rejuvenation potion. She uncorked the little bottle and then held it in front of her like a shot of whiskey. “Tonight is as good a night as any to start my new life. Cheers,” she said and then downed the contents in one big gulp.  

     

    **** 

     

    “God, what a fabulous buffet.”  

    Gripping a cold drink in one hand and a heavy plate of food in the other, I turned to glance at the man who had fallen in step beside me, and it was like looking at one of those hidden image posters, where if you squint your eyes and angle the page, you can suddenly see little 3-D images of animals and things popping out at you.  

    In this case, it was the facial features of the boy who used to sit behind me in homeroom. His name was Gordon Moran, and back in school, he was tall, skinny, and played on the basketball team. Now he was pushing two hundred and seventy-five pounds, and I could barely make out the familiar brown eyes and pug nose in the ruddy folds of flesh that made up his face.  

    The bulk of the reunion was being held in the gymnasium, which had been setup to house the long buffet line and a dozen or so round tables on one half of the gym floor, and a dance area on the other. Already that evening, I’d passed several people whose names were familiar, but like Gordon, were not recognizable twenty years on from high school. 

    “Oh, hi, Gordon. Uh, yeah, I guess so,” I replied, although I hadn’t gotten much from it myself. A small portion of salad, a little rice, and a roll were all that filled my plate. Even if I had an appetite after everything that happened at the bridge, the fish had looked too dry, the roast beef too rare. “It’s good to see you again, by the way.”  

    He took a quick look at my name tag. “Hi, um, Laura. How’ve you been doing?”  

    “It’s Lauren. Lauren Brooks? We were in homeroom together.” 

    “Okay, yeah. Sure, I remember you now. You were a cheerleader,” he said, scrutinizing the “Woodcreek Beavers” on my chest.  

    If this was the “seeing old friends will be so great” portion of the evening that Gigi had promised, it was off to a less than stellar start. I had decidedly not been a cheerleader, or anything approximating popular. But, considering there was currently no way out of the school, I decided I should try to just go with the flow. I nodded my head accordingly.  

    Gordon continued to ogle my chest to the point that I was becoming uncomfortable. “I can’t help but notice you look a little…nippy.” He gave a leery smile and then continued, “If you’re interested, I’ve got a flask of the good stuff—not that watered down swill they have at the cash bar—in my coat pocket. Maybe we can find someplace a little more quiet and get you warmed up?” 

    High school me would have been shocked by his words and probably ran away crying. But, time changes more than just your dress size. “How about you go fuck yourself, Gordon.”  

    A shocked look swept across his face, quickly changing to one of anger. “Bitch,” he snapped, and brushed by me so fast he sent me reeling backwards, and I almost lost my own plate of food.  

    I immediately felt a steadying hand on my shoulder. “Still making friends and influencing people, I see,” Shay said, her lips twitching as she moved to stand beside me.  

    I cursed the blush that I could feel forming on my cheeks. “No, it’s not like that. He said…I was just…oh forget it. I don’t know why I’m trying to explain myself to you.” 

    “Why start now, huh?” she said and gave me a wink as she continued on to a nearby table. A damn wink, and that was all it took to make my knees go a weak and make me feel like a teenager again. 

    In that instant, I was transported back two decades, overtaken by memories of the last time I had spoken with Shay in high school. It had been in this very gym, at the Senior Formal. Shay and I had ridden to the dance with Gigi and her boyfriend at the time, Paul. Or maybe his name was Peter? Back in those days Gigi changed boyfriends like most people did their shoes.  

    Officially, Shay and I had gone stag to the dance, but unofficially… Unofficially, we’d danced all the fast songs together and then stole away to the empty equipment room adjacent to the gym and danced the slow ones where no one could see us. It was there that we’d had that last argument, and there that Shay made the ultimatum, one that we both knew she didn’t mean. I’d taken her up on it anyway and walked out without a look back.  

    But now, standing in that same gym surrounded by many of the same people that had been at that same dance, I found myself wondering how different the past twenty years would have been if I hadn’t walked away that night. Or if I hadn’t avoided any thought or conversation about Shay in the time since. After all, I’d spoken with her twice now, and the world was still turning. 

    Without making the conscious thought to do so, I walked to the table where Shay was sitting and pulled up a chair next her. She quirked an eyebrow at me, but otherwise said nothing and continued eating. 

    There was a loud clinking sound and our attention was drawn to the head table, where it was coming from. 

    “Excuse me everyone, but I want to thank you all for coming tonight,” Brittney was saying, tapping a spoon on her glass. She looked a little sweaty, which I thought was odd. If anything, the old gym where the buffet and tables had been set up was chilly. She pushed her hair out of her eyes, and I wondered if she’d already had a bit too much to drink. Those eyes were glittering and she was smiling a little too broadly. She was almost…manic looking. 

    “Help yourself to the buffet, and even though the mashed potatoes are lumpy and the roast beef is a bit underdone, it’s all good! It should remind us all of those horrible lunches they used to serve us here.” She started laughing a little hysterically, though no one else was giving her more than polite smiles. You know, those little embarrassed half smiles you get sometimes when you’re making a fool of yourself, but nobody’s about to tell you. 

    She picked up what looked to be a rib bone and suddenly bit down on it. The bloody juices ran down her chin and onto her neck. “Delicious!” she cried and began to cram more and more of the undercooked meat in her mouth. I could have sworn she was making little “Num, num,” sounds as she ate, and when her nearest table mate held out a napkin to her, she turned her head and growled at her. Honest to God growled, and the poor woman jumped to her feet and stumbled back from the table. 

    She suddenly seemed to come back to herself and looked up at the rest of us watching her. “Go ahead,” she yelled, waving a rib at us. “Eat!” 

    I took a bite of the tasteless salad and washed it down with a sip of too-sweet tea. It was now or never. “Look, Shay,” I said, shifting in the chair to face her. “I’m sorry if that came out bitchy back there. I didn’t mean it that way. It’s, uh, really nice to see you again.” 

    “You too, Lauren.” Her eyes softened a bit as she looked at me. “I’m glad to see you’re doing well.”  

    “I am,” I nodded. “And it sounds like you are, too…Sheriff.” 

    Shay gave a little shrug. “It’s a job.” 

    “I had no idea you were in law enforcement.” 

    “For a while now,” Shay said and then took a sip of her drink. “I joined the Marines after high school and did a few tours. After I got out, I came home and more or less fell into a job at the sheriff’s department, and the rest, as they say, is history.”  

    “Wow, a lot more interesting than my life.” 

    “Oh, I don’t know. You write books, now, right? That’s not exactly a nine-to-five job, is it?” 

    “You know that I’m an author?” 

    Shay nodded. 

    I wanted to ask if she’d read any of my books, but was afraid that she’d say yes. I don’t know why, but I was suddenly embarrassed by the fact that she might have.  

    Shay swirled around the tea inside her glass and took another sip. “So I couldn’t help but overhear part of what you said back there. You’re still a Brooks?” 

    “I am.” 

    “Funny, I’d have thought you’d be married and have a couple kids by now. Unless…” 

    “No.” I shook my head. “No marriage, no divorce. No kids.” It felt strange to be sitting there having a normal conversation like we were two old friends catching up. But then, in a way, I guess we were. “No girlfriend, at least not currently.” I studied her face as I added that last, but she made no reaction. “And you?” 

    “None of the above.” Her lips curved ever so slightly into a smile. “But, I guess you could say I’m married to the job. That’s what my last girlfriend said, anyway.” She leaned in closer. “Look, I was wondering—”  

    Whatever it was would remain a mystery because a loud screeching sound interrupted her. Frowning, I looked in the direction of the noise to see Brittney standing on the dance floor, holding a microphone that was blaring out feedback. 

    “Welcome Class of 2000!” she called out. “Are you having a good time?” A cacophony of hoots and hollers answered her. She grinned at the response and then said, “Let’s get this party started!” Brittney turned and gave the deejay working the dance a thumbs up signal and he nodded. 

    “Good evening, Woodcreek Beavers Class of 2000! Your class president has asked me to put together a little montage of tunes from the years ‘96 to 2000 for you this evening. But, since it’s October, how about a few Halloween songs to get us in the mood!”  

    “Well,” Shay said, pushing back from the table. “I’m going to take that as my cue to go check and see if we’ve made any progress with finding the construction foreman, so we can get those machines moved off the road.” 

    I nodded and then watched as she made her way towards the exit. Once she was out of sight, I sat back in the chair and pressed both hands to my hot cheeks as if to clear my thoughts. I’d hoped not to ever see Shay Covington again, but now that I had and we’d shared an actual conversation like two grown adults…a part of me wanted more. 

    The lights in the gym dimmed, and the deejay began to play the first song he’d chosen for his montage of Halloween songs. It was Monster Mash, and I turned around in the chair so that I faced the dance floor. A few couples had ventured out to dance, but not many. Looking around the room, I saw that most people were standing around and watching as if trying to decide whether they wanted to join in. A handful of others, like me, sat at the tables, seeming content to observe.  

    The song changed to Ghostbusters, and I saw Brittney and what looked to be several members of the cheer squad spill out onto the dance floor. The women were all laughing and singing, except for Brittney, who seemed to have another piece of the roast in her hand. Brittney pushed the huge bite in her mouth and then, as I watched, she wiped her greasy hands down the sides of her expensive designer dress and then joined the dancers. She began to gyrate to the music, doing a sort of demented looking version of the Dougie. She was sweating so much now that her hair was hanging down in wet tendrils around her face. I couldn’t help but wonder if she was just drunk, or having some sort of reaction to that concoction she’d drunk back in the locker room.  

    “Now for another Halloween classic,” the deejay said. “This one is an oldie but a goody, folks. Let’s get down to Werewolves of London.” 

    Apparently, most people were as clueless as I was about the song, but it turned out to be not too bad. An old rock song that had a catchy beat and a recurring lyric in the chorus—“Aaoooooo, Werewolves of London. Aaoooooo!” 

    This was repeated several times, and a few people started laughing and getting into the spirit of it, throwing back their head and letting the “Aaooooos” go loud and long. And that included Brittney. 

    I’d been a little worried about her all evening, with the wild way she was acting, but now I became truly alarmed. She planted her feet, threw back her head, and howled so long and so loud it made goosebumps pop out on my skin and a chill race up my back. Her voice had become deeper, too, and her eyes in the dim light of the dance floor looked almost feral. 

    I could tell that I wasn’t the only one worried about her. One of the cheerleaders—I’m pretty sure it was Suzie Miller—went over to her and took her arm, speaking softly to her. Brittney yanked her arm roughly away and snarled at Suzie, but Suzie was made of sterner stuff and she came back and touched her again. 

    With a savage growl, Brittney whirled around on her, and with one swipe of a hand suddenly tipped with long, lethal looking claws, she took off Suzie’s head. Blood spurted halfway across the room, and Suzie’s lifeless body dropped to the floor. For one long second, there was absolute silence.  

    Then the screaming started. 

     

    **** 

     

    I’ve written the word “petrified” probably a thousand times over the years in my mystery novels. Usually when a character is being confronted by a killer or stumbles across a dead body. For example, the line in my bestseller, Murder By The Book—“Mrs. Butterfield was petrified by the sight of the lifeless corpse lying in front of the card catalog.” Anyway, I never truly appreciated the word until the moment I saw Brittney Morrison’s face push outward and form into an honest-to-God snout.  

    I was frozen, stuck to the chair unable to move, barely able to breathe, watching Brittney’s transformation in fascinated horror. Her body had begun twitching and parts of it were bulging and twisting in ways that should not have been possible. Her arms and legs were breaking too, with loud cracks, and Brittney screamed in agony as the bones apparently reformed themselves into the shape of some kind of huge animal. Her hands became massive paws, tipped by lethal looking claws, and her hips had broken and reformed into big haunches. Wolf-like ears poked up out of her blond coiffure and her designer dress hung around her in tatters. But her feet, though hairy and misshapen, were still somehow stuffed into those red Louboutin heels.  

    All I could think at that moment was that her feet had be killing her. 

    Brittney stumbled around the dance floor in those shoes, swiping at anyone unfortunate enough to get near her in their effort to flee the room. It was total chaos, with everyone screaming and the deejay’s equipment—he had been one of the first ones out the door after he got a load of Brittney—still blasting “Werewolves of London.” From time to time, Brittney would put back her head and sing out along with it—“Aaoooooo!” 

    Gordon Moran had been caught on the far side of the room, and I watched in horror as he tried to sprint past Brittney. She spotted him, though, and leaped after him, landing on his back and taking him to the floor. Brittney leaned over him, jerked his head so hard to the right that it must have broken his neck before she bit down violently on his throat, shaking her head in an attempt to to rip it out. Blood spewed out of him as she held on with her teeth and tossed his body back and forth, moving him around like a rag doll. 

    I screamed—I couldn’t help it—and she turned those beady eyes toward me. She licked the blood off her lips, the movement revealing long white teeth dripping with saliva. I slowly rose to my feet and began edging toward the exit, trying to keep my eyes trained on hers. A thought, more a memory, of watching some Discovery Channel show about nature struck me—that I shouldn’t rush as predators always chase running prey. I didn’t know what exactly Brittney had become, but she looked pretty damned predatory to me. 

    Suddenly a shot rang out, and both of us turned to see Shay standing in the doorway with a gun pointed at Brittney. 

    “Come toward me, Lauren. Slowly,” she cautioned. “Just don’t panic.” 

    I was long past panic. I began to move, my heart pounding in my chest. Brittney’s head turned away from Shay to watch me, a low growl starting up in her chest.  

    “Keep coming,” Shay said softly, waving me forward. “Don’t stop.” 

    Brittney—the thing that Brittney had become—lurched toward me, and Shay fired off another shot, this one striking the creature. Brittney staggered back, clutching one giant paw to her chest. She threw her head back and howled again, and I took the opportunity to run a few steps across the floor toward Shay. Alerted by my movement, Brittney—seemingly unfazed by the gunshot after that initial recoil—turned back in my direction and moved forward. I could see by the tensing of her muscles that she was about to spring. 

    “Come any closer and I’ll blow your fucking head off,” Shay said, her voice firm, with no compromise in it. “Don’t think I won’t.” 

    There must have been some semblance of humanity and self-preservation left in Brittney, because she stopped coming toward me and just growled at us both instead. I could feel the growl as much as I heard it. 

    I’d made it to Shay by that time, and she took my arm and pulled me behind her, then started backing out the gym doors. We got outside just as Brittney made a forward leap and Shay slammed the doors and held them shut as two of the men who were married to a couple of the cheerleaders pushed a piece of rebar they must have picked up from the new construction through the door handles. 

    Shay turned to me and before I could stop myself, I launched my body into her arms and just hung on while I tried to catch my breath. “You saved me. I thought she was going to…” 

    “Shh, it’s okay now.” Shay hugged me back, and I could have sworn I felt a soft kiss on my hair before she pushed me gently away. “Now, does someone want to tell me what the hell that thing is and where it came from?” 

    Her question was punctuated by the sound of the creature—I no longer thought of it as Brittney—hitting the door with its body over and over again, trying to force it open.  

    “How about I tell you any place but here?” 

    “You’re right. That’s not going to hold it long,” Shay said grimly. She looked around at our former classmates who had made it also and were now surrounding us, looking to Shay for direction. “Does anyone have cell service?” Several heads shook and there were a few no’s. Shay blew out a breath. “That’s what I was afraid of. I haven’t had service since I got here. I think the storm must have knocked out a tower.” 

    “Well,” I said, a little hysterically, “this night just keeps getting better and better.” 

    There was another crash and this time the metal doors shook and began to buckle. 

    Shay eyed the door and then looked back at me. “I need to get back outside. When I heard the screaming I just grabbed my service weapon and ran inside. My radio is still out in the car. That’s going to be our only way to get help out here.” 

    Shay began pulling me by the hand down the corridor, and what was left of the class of 2000 followed in our wake. There were only about fifteen people by this time. I knew at least two of our number were dead, the rest had scattered, hopefully to a safer place.  

    “Should we head out to the cars, too?” one of the guys called out. I recognized him as a former football player, now bald as an onion and sporting a beer belly.  

    “That’s not going to hold it for long.” The crashing of the creature’s body against the doors reverberated down the dimly lit hall. “It’ll either get through those doors or find another way out. You’re safer finding a room with no windows and barricading yourselves in.” 

    “I’m staying with you,” I said firmly. 

    Shay stopped in mid-step. “Lauren…” she warned. 

    “I’m not arguing, Shay. You saw as well as I did that your bullets barely slowed it down. You’ll need someone to watch your back.” 

    The look that Shay gave me could be called skeptical at best. “We don’t have time to argue,” she said, shaking her head. She motioned for me to follow as the others headed off in the other direction. “Just keep up.” 

     

    **** 

     

    “That thing was Brittney?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Brittney Morrison is… You’re telling me that Brittney turned into that…that…that wolf-thing?” 

    “Yes,” I repeated, glancing back over my shoulder toward the direction of the gym. The overhead lights were automatic, turning on as we stepped under them, turning off as we made our way farther down the hallway. Goosebumps pricked up as I looked into the near pitch black that followed us.  

    “How?”  

    “I don’t know. It was just like one minute she was dancing and then the next she…” I struggled to find the right words. “Changed.” 

    Shay shook her head, her face expressionless. “I’d say you’d hit the hunch punch Gordon Moran was pimping out, but…after what I just saw back there…”  

    At the mention of Gordon’s name, I shuddered. “She killed him,” I said, my voice hollow. “And Suzie Miller.” I closed my eyes and shuddered again, trying to push the sight of Suzie’s head bouncing across the gym floor out of my mind. 

    “Hey…” Shay placed a hand on my shoulder. I looked up and found myself staring into her blue eyes. “Don’t think about that right now. Try to focus, okay?” 

    I swallowed and then nodded. I mean, I had more or less forced her into letting me tag along. I couldn’t punk out now. 

    We reached the door leading to the parking lot and Shay signaled for me to be quiet as she peered out the window that made up the upper portion of the door.  

    “Okay. It looks like the coast is clear. My car is parked right over there,” she said, pointing out the window. “I’m going to run out and get the radio. You stay here.” 

    “No, I told you before, you need someone to watch your back in case that creature has broken out of the gym.” 

    “Watch my back and do what, Lauren? What are you going to do if it shows up? Ask to do its nails?” 

    “Nobody likes a smart ass, Shay,” I snapped back. “You don’t have eyes in the back of your head. If that things shows up, then…I’ll scream or shout or do something to distract it long enough for you—for both us—to get away.” 

    “Lauren…” 

    “Don’t ‘Lauren’ me. I’m not going to just leave you alone out there.”  

    Shay cut her eyes back toward the window. “Never stopped you before.” She’d muttered the words under her breath. It was low, but with no other sound in the hallway, I had no problem hearing what she’d said, and it sent a surge of anger through me.  

    “Really, Shay? We’re all about to get eaten by a goddamned werewolf and you want to bring up something that happened twenty years ago?” 

    Shay turned back to face me, but whatever she said next was lost to me because at that exact moment a beam of moonlight shone through the window and I knew what had happened to Brittney. Well, maybe not what, but how.  

    “The potion…” My voice was an incredulous whisper. 

    Shay frowned. “What potion, what are you talking about?” 

    It all suddenly made some crazy sort of sense. “Back in the locker room,” I said. “Brittney showed me a beauty potion she said she’d gotten from like a witch or something in New Orleans. But the words on the vial were wrong. I told her that I didn’t think it was what she thought it was, but she drank it anyway. And she was supposed to take it under the light of a full moon.” 

    “Well,” Shay’s frown deepened, “I have to admit that does sound like some Lon Cheney shit. It’s as good an explanation as any, I guess.”  

    There was a loud crash and the sound of breaking glass.  

    We exchanged glances and then Shay gave a determined nod. 

    “We’ve wasted enough time.” She reached out and pressed the gun into my hand. “Stay by the door. If you see the wolf, point and shoot. Got it?”  

    All I could do was nod. 

    “Keep shooting until it goes down.”  

    Shay pushed the door open warily and stepped outside, darting a glance right and left. The rain had subsided and a wispy fog had set in. The gravel parking lot was dark except for the glow of the full moon overhead. It was, in a word, spooky as shit. 

    I gripped the pistol Shay had given me, surprised by its weight. I’d never held a real gun before and a small part of me wondered if I’d be able to shoot if it came down to it.  

    I didn’t have long to wonder.  

    Shay had just made it to her car when we heard the sound of footsteps crunching in the gravel. We both froze, and I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.  

    The footsteps drew closer and then a figure appeared out of the fog. It was the deejay. He staggered toward us, one hand to his throat and the other extended out in front of him. Blood stained his shirt. 

    Two more steps forward and then he opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. The hand he’d held to himself dropped down to reveal a gaping hole where his throat should have been. He took one more step and then collapsed in a heap on the gravel. 

    “Lauren, run!” Shay shouted as a roar rang out. I had maybe a second to comprehend and then the werewolf erupted from the fog. She pounced toward Shay, who made a zig-zag move and somehow managed to get out of her way. Shay sprinted back toward the school and safety, but the wolf was quick to change direction and give chase. The ground was still wet from the earlier rain, and I saw Shay approach a muddy patch, but was powerless to stop her. Shay hit the mud and slid, falling hard onto the gravel lot. The wolf drew up to its full height and growled, ready to move in for the kill. Shay was on her back now, scrambling backwards in a futile effort to escape. The wolf snarled, moonlight reflecting off her giant, dripping teeth.  

    I pulled the trigger and the sound of the gunshot cut through the air, echoing in my ears. I don’t know if the first shot hit or not—I doubted it—but the big shaggy head lifted and the thing roared at me. I fired again and saw the wolf reel backward. I shot again and then once more, both times striking the creature. She stumbled forward and fell face down in the mud.  

    Shay sprang to her feet and ran back to the school. I could see the werewolf beginning to twitch, trying to rise, and took that as my cue as well. I hit the door just in front of Shay, holding it open long enough for her to follow me in. We ran down the hallway, acutely aware of the roaring just outside the school. Shay started trying classroom doors, but the first three were locked. The fourth door was open and we scurried inside. It was a chemistry room and we ran toward one of the lab stations, crouching behind it in an effort to hide. 

    Just then there was the loud sound of metal being ripped apart, a crash as the door to the outside was flung open, and a howl that echoed chillingly down the empty corridor. 

     

    **** 

     

    Both of us were breathing so hard, I began to be afraid the wolf would hear us right away. I could hear her coming, the Louboutins still on Brittney’s misshapen feet echoing down the empty hallway as she lumbered along. Every so often the clacking would stop, replaced by the sound of a rattled door. 

    I turned to look at Shay and found her staring back at me. There must be something about facing imminent death together that bonds people because I was filled with regrets for all the time we’d wasted. She must have been feeling the same because she gripped my hand and pulled it close to her.  

    “I’m sorry I didn’t go after you when you ran away from me,” Shay whispered softly.  

    “No, I never should have left. I was such an idiot.” 

    “It wasn’t fair of me to pressure you to come out to your parents and your friends when you just weren’t ready yet. I’m sorry, Lauren. If I had it to do over again…” 

    “I know.” I shook my head, tears filling my eyes as I gently caressed her cheek. I wished…so many things, but I could hear the sound of those heels just outside the door. We were out of time.  

    The handle clattered and then the door burst open. I peeked around the table leg and saw the monstrous creature framed in the doorway, the moonlight filtering through the windows in the hall outlining her perfectly. She took a shuffling step inside and then suddenly her ears pricked up. My heart dropped as I thought she’d seen us, but then the wolf turned and suddenly sprinted from the room. There was shouting down the hallway and then a blood curdling scream as she no doubt ripped apart another victim. 

    We stayed where we were, still holding onto each other as we waited for the grisly sounds to stop. Finally, we heard the clacking noises continue on down the hall and I was able to take a deep breath for the first time in what felt like ages. 

    “I have to find a way to stop this thing,” Shay said, her eyes grim. “Give me the gun.” 

    “Here.” I passed it over to her, but shook my head. “Not that it’s going to do any good. The bullets barely slowed it down.” I frowned. “Why not, do you think?”  

    Shay shrugged one shoulder. “I have no idea. Unless it’s like the movies and you need a silver bullet to stop a werewolf.” 

    “I don’t suppose you have any on you?” 

    “Sorry, I left them at home on the kitchen table next to my wooden stake and bottle of holy water.” 

    I grinned and then found myself pushing back a hysterical laugh. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Now wasn’t the time to lose it. “Well, maybe if not silver bullets, we can find something made of silver to use against her. Maybe a knife from the Home Ec room, or something in the trophy case by the auditorium.” 

    “I doubt there’s actual silver-silverware in Home Ec,” Shay said skeptically. “There may be some silver medals in the school trophy case, but unless you’ve got something that can melt down silver hidden in that mini-skirt, I doubt any of those will be very much help.” 

    “Look here, Shay Covington, I did not come here tonight to die, and I most certainly have no intention of going out wearing a cheerleader’s uniform.” 

    Shay raked her eyes over me and then grinned. “I don’t know, I think you look kinda cute.” She stood and held out a hand out to me. “But you’re right, we can’t just cower here until she finds us again.”  

    I took her hand and rose to my feet. On sudden impulse, I tightened my grip and pulled her to me for a kiss. Her lips were warm as she returned the kiss and drew me into her arms. She pushed my hair back and, staring into my eyes, grazed her knuckles along the edge of my cheek. A shiver swept through me. “And to think I almost stayed home tonight,” Shay murmured. 

    “Look at all the fun you’d have missed.” 

    Shay smiled and kissed my forehead. “C’mon, let’s go hunt a werewolf.” 

     

    **** 

     

    “There’s no way this Scooby Doo shit is going to work.” 

    “Of course it will. Why wouldn’t it work?” 

    “It’s not going to work.” I watched as Shay used the butt of the gun to hammer a small silver plaque around the end of one of the rebars we’d picked up on the way back into the gym. “This is just a mistake. We should just try to get out of here and go hide in the woods until help arrives.” 

    “And do what? Hope that wolf-thing doesn’t find its way into town and wreak havoc there?” Shay gave the plaque a final hammer and then held the make-shift spear she’d created at arm’s length, surveying her work. “It’s not a mistake.” Shay smiled over at me. “Besides, this was your idea in the first place.”  

    Actually, my idea had centered primarily around the concept of me not dying. Shay, too, for that matter. Looking at the assorted plaques and second place medals we’d salvaged from the display case by the gymnasium’s entrance stacked up beside a handful of long metal rebars on the deejay’s table, any confidence I may have felt going into this little endeavor was quickly vanishing. Not even the fireman’s ax we’d found in a glass case by the gym fire extinguisher made me feel any better. 

    “And you would listen to me why?” I picked up one of the plaques and held it up in front of me. “This one looks like silver-plate at best.” I dropped the plaque and grabbed one of the medals. “And this? Look how thick it is. What are we supposed to do, shove it down her throat?” 

    Shay covered her hand around mine holding the medal. “Lauren,” she said softly, “it’ll be okay. Just let me handle everything.” She took the medal and tossed it in the air like a coin. “I’m a Marine, remember?” 

    “Fight many werewolves in the Marines, did you?” 

    Shay rolled her eyes. “You just stay in this spot, and when I give the word, start playing the music. That’ll draw her back in here.” 

    Skeptical didn’t begin to cover what I was feeling right then. “And where will you be, Corporal Covington?” 

    “Actually, I ETS’d as a Gunnery Sergeant.” She grinned. “But, I will be right over there at the equipment room, not twenty feet away. Once she walks past me, I’ll use what bullets we have left to knock her down. Once she’s down I’ll use this—” Shay held up the make-shift spear. “—and then, if needed, finish the job with the ax.” 

    I had to admit that, as werewolf-killing ideas went, it wasn’t all that bad. Once everything was set, Shay headed off to the equipment room. I grabbed a rebar and then put one of the silver medals around my neck—it wasn’t much, but it made me feel a little safer—before walking over to the deejay’s machine. I wasn’t entirely sure what the proper name for it was, or even how to work it—the black box was a confusing array of buttons and dials. I decided to try the one marked “play” and then gave a startled jump when music blasted through the speaker to my right. The song playing was, somewhat appropriately, CCR’s Bad Moon Rising.  

    The doors to the gym flung open just as John Fogerty heard the hurricanes a’blowing. 

    The creature that had once been Brittney lunged through the doorway. She gave a quick look around the gym, sniffing the air with her impossibly elongated snout as she did so. She froze suddenly and then cocked her head in my direction. She stood for a moment as if taking my measure and then began to advance. The wolf moved slowly across the gym floor, the click-clack of her shoes reverberating throughout the near-empty room. Her eyes were focused on me, but I got the sense that she was being cautious in her approach, making me wonder if she somehow sensed the trap that Shay had laid for her.  

    I made a quick glance to the equipment room without trying to be obvious about it. Shay looked back at me through the door’s window, giving me a reassuring nod. I gripped the rebar in anticipation, trying to resist the primal urge to flee the approaching monster. As she drew near, I could see her muscles ripple with each step. Her muzzle was stained red with blood and her eyes seemed to glow under the florescent lights. I knew then that any semblance of Brittney was gone.  

    Then, as happens with the best laid plans, everything went to hell.  

    The creature passed Shay’s “go” point, but instead of seeing Shay burst out of the equipment room guns blazing, I heard a thud. The wolf must have heard it, too, because we both looked in the direction of the equipment room to see Shay banging against the door with her shoulder. Shay threw herself against the door again in a futile attempt to open it.  

    Shay and the wolf both seemed to realize she was trapped behind the locked door at the same moment. The creature turned back to look at me and hunched down as she continued her slow approach, what I could swear was a smile crossing her monstrous face. Shay looked at me through the window and yelled—rather unnecessarily—for me to run. 

    I picked up two of the silver medals by their ribbons, swung them once over my head, and then threw the pair in the direction of the wolf. Both pieces of metal hit the creature, one in the face and one on the shoulder, and she staggered back, screaming. I caught a glimpse of bubbling flesh on the wolf’s shoulder just before I turned and ran. 

    I’ve never been a fast runner, but there’s something about running for your life that brings out the Olympic sprinter in you. The only sounds I could hear as I moved were the sound of my heart beating and, in the near distance, thousand dollar Louboutins loping across the hardwood floor of the gym. I dove into the first doorway I passed—the girls’ locker room. 

    I realized my mistake too late. There was only one way in and out of the locker room and I had no time to go anywhere else. I sprinted toward the stalls, the only enclosed area in the room. Just as I reached the door of the first stall, I heard the click-clack of the wolf’s high heeled shoes.  

    I turned to face the creature. 

    The wolf’s left cheek where the silver medal had made contact was…melted. There’s no other word to describe it. Flesh dripped down over one snarling lip like hot wax spilled from a candle. I tripped backwards, but was stopped by the stall door. There was nowhere left to run and we both knew it. She took another slow step forward, seeming to almost be reveling in the moment of victory.  

    Crack. 

    The sound seemed so odd and out of place that we both looked down toward the source to see a Louboutin heel stuck in one of the restroom’s grated drains. The wolf moved her foot and, when she did, the heel of the shoe snapped off. The creature that had been Brittney howled in anger.  

    I ducked as she swung one of her massive paws at me and sprinted to the other side of the restroom. The creature growled and then pounced. I gripped the rebar and shoved it at her as she sprung, striking her in the chest. Unlike Shay’s, this one had no silver on it, and it did little more than deflect her charge. Redirected, the wolf crashed into the porcelain sink that Brittney had used earlier in the evening, and then headfirst into the mirror.  

    Shrieking, the wolf fell to her knees, pieces of glass sticking out of various parts of her face. The fur boiled around each shard. I remembered reading once that they used some form of silver in old mirrors and apparently it was true. She cried out, an eerie wailing noise, as she pulled at the glass, trying to dislodge it. 

    I staggered back and she caught notice of me again. Growling, she rose to her feet and poised to lunge.  

    “Lauren, duck!” 

    I moved, almost instinctively, to Shay’s voice, diving over the locker room bench just as the first gunshot rang out. It was followed quickly by three more. The wolf reeled back with each shot, and, before she could recover, Shay threw the spear. It split through the wolf’s chest and, howling, she crumpled to the floor.  

    Shay was upon her in seconds, swinging the ax down onto the creature again and again. Finally, the ax made a clang as it struck the concrete floor and the wolf’s head rolled under the sink. 

    I stood there shaking for a moment and then turned to Shay, who opened her arms to me. I stepped into the hug without hesitation. It was over. 

    “You killed it,” I said softly, nuzzling her neck. “Oh, thank God.” 

    “Are you okay?” Shay asked. I pulled back to look at her and nodded. 

    “I think I’m going to be.” 

    She smiled, and, in that moment, her blood-spattered face was the most gorgeous thing I’d ever seen. 

    “Me too,” she said. “Now let’s go find my radio and round up the survivors. After we tell our story and I make some kind of report that won’t get me sent to a psych ward, you can come with me back to my place and…talk about things.” 

    “We do have a lot of catching up to do.” Feeling a draft of cool air on my thighs, I added, “I’d like to get out of this outfit, too.” 

    “I think that can be arranged,” Shay said as we walked back toward the gym, giving me what could only be described as a wolfish grin. I made one last glance at the creature. Blood bubbled out of its headless shoulders, pooling on the locker room floor. I turned my attention back to Shay and smiled, taking the hand that she offered. 
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    Chapter 1 

    Halloween  

     

     

    “How about another drink, ladies?” Tom, the bartender, asks us. He’s polishing crystal tumblers, even though they are already gleaming, sparkling under the spotlights on the glass shelves behind him. Tom is the kind of man who takes pride in his job, and I admire his work ethic. Immaculately dressed in a white shirt, a black vest, and a bow tie, he’s been chatty and welcoming, but never once overstepped the line with nosey questions, like so many bartenders do. 

    “No thank you, I think I’ve had enough.” I smile at him and shake my head, feeling a little dizzy as I do so, not used to drinking hard liquor. By the looks of it, my new friend Emma has had enough too, as her laugh is getting louder by the minute. Perhaps friend isn’t the right word—being friends is the last thing on my mind tonight—but the attractive stranger, with short brown hair and blue eyes, I met only hours ago in this hotel bar, has most certainly made my road trip more interesting. 

    We’ve been flirting relentlessly over whiskey and bar food, joking and talking about nothing in particular. Her hand has already made its way to my thigh and each time she squeezes it, a flash of arousal shoots between my legs. I want to sober up though, if I’m going to invite her to my room. “How about a walk?” I suggest before she has the chance to order a refill. 

    “Yeah, a walk sounds good.” Emma downs the rest of her whiskey and slams her glass down. “It is Halloween, after all. Let’s see if we can find any ghosts.” 

    “Are you sure you want to do that?” Tom throws the dish towel over his shoulder and leans in. “This is a good place. Do you have any idea how lucky you are to be here?” 

    I arch a brow and laugh, even though I know he’s right. We’re in Virginia, in a small town in the middle of nowhere. The endless forest road that I’d been following for an hour wore me out after driving all day. Just before a bend in the road that was marked Devil’s Corner, I almost fell asleep, so The Bonum Hotel feels like a blessing. 

    The hotel’s stylish Art Deco bar is warm and inviting and behind us is a seating area with comfortable chairs and couches. It’s quiet tonight, and we’re the only guests apart from a dark-haired woman in a glamorous red dress, who looks a little misplaced here, drinking champagne in front of the roaring fireplace. Classical music is playing softly in the background, and in combination with the dimmed lights and candles on the bar, it’s actually very romantic. Add to that a beautiful hotel room and an intriguing stranger who I feel immensely attracted to, and this night has turned out way better than I ever expected. 

    “No, we’ll be fine. Emma’s right. It’s Halloween, so we should be doing something fun. Besides, how dangerous can it be? I didn’t see a soul when I drove here so it’s unlikely that we’re going to get mugged.” 

    “Well, I think it’s silly that you want to go wandering about in the dark, but you both seem determined.” Tom lowers his voice. “Just be careful, okay? It’s past eleven pm already, so don’t veer from the path—stay on the road.” 

    “Sure.” I slip on my chunky, gray cardigan, wishing I’d changed before I came down here. My hair is pulled back into a messy ponytail and my jeans and white T-shirt aren’t exactly seductive, but meeting a woman was the last thing I’d expected tonight. I don’t fret over it though, as she’s made it more than clear that she likes how I look despite my appearance. 

    Emma is dressed casually too, in dark jeans and a checked shirt that looks great on her, and she has an air of effortless charm that pulls me in and makes me want to know more about her. 

    “No need to worry Tom, we’ll be back soon,” she says, and puts on her blue parka before following me outside. 

     

    




 

     

     

    Chapter 2 

     

     

    “You don’t mind being away from home on Halloween?” I ask as we stroll along the main road of the small town. It’s taken a while for my eyes to adjust to the dark as most of the streetlamps are broken, and everything is closed, but the full moon helps a little. Not that I can imagine there’s been much here to begin with. The gas station we’re passing is out of business and an old drugstore next to it is boarded up and daubed with graffiti—the red paint dripping down the misshapen letters like blood. The words spell out ‘The Grand Malum’ and an arrow points in the direction we’re walking. 

    “No, I don’t mind. I haven’t been excited about Halloween since I was a kid.” Emma locks her eyes with mine and shoots me a mischievous smile. “Until tonight that is. Meeting a hot blonde has been pretty fucking exciting.” 

    I feel a blush rise to my cheeks and look away. “Are you always this direct?” Truth be told, I’m not much better myself, as I can’t wait to undress her, but the night is still young, and even though we’ll never see each other again, it’s nice to talk and get to know her a little. She has a great voice—kind of deep and raspy—and I can already imagine what she’ll sound like in bed when I’m going down on her. 

    “I am tonight. We don’t have much time, and I like to know who I’m sleeping with.” 

    “That’s a little presumptuous, don’t you think?” I say with a chuckle. I shiver at the cool evening breeze and wrap my cardigan a little tighter against my skin, but when Emma puts an arm around me and pulls me in, my temperature rises rapidly. 

    “Come on, Daisy. I like you, you like me…” She winks. “Why waste an opportunity to have some fun? Unless you’re married or in a relationship or something?” 

    “I’m not.” I look up at her and lick my lips, dying to know what her mouth tastes like. I’ve been staring at that mouth since we met, and with every minute that passes, the urge to kiss her grows stronger. “Are you?” 

    “Technically I’m still married, but my wife and I separated over six months ago.” Emma glances over the row of boarded up stores. “Maybe this walk wasn’t the best idea after all. It’s not very nice around here,” she says, changing the subject. 

    Nodding in agreement, I take in the sad, abandoned scene before me. Weeds are growing from the sidewalk in front of a convenience store. The neon sign in the window says it is ‘open’, but the light is switched off. Three-story buildings, once homes, are clustered close together, the façade of the last one cracked like it will cave in any moment. I suspect everyone who got the chance to leave, left years ago, hoping for a more stimulating life, or perhaps love, elsewhere. Although a couple of stores along the strip still seem to be open for business, everything else is closed now—the street so eerily quiet it feels like a ghost town. “Yeah, it’s a little creepy.” I shoot Emma a teasing smile. “Wasn’t that the whole point of this walk, though? Are you scared? Do you need me to protect you?” 

    Emma laughs and pulls me onto a side road in between two apartment blocks. There’s another sign pointing to The Grand Malum, whatever that may be, but I only vaguely register it. “Me? Never.” She winces as the full moon disappears behind a cloud, plunging us into darkness, but keeps on walking, taking my hand. “I wasn’t going to stop in Virginia but now I’m glad that I did.” 

    “I’m glad you stopped, too,” I say, loving the feeling of her soft, warm hand in mine. 

    I was only passing through Virginia, on my way to see my mother, who recently moved to Maryland. Emma came from the opposite direction, heading for North Carolina. “Just some boring business stuff,” she said earlier, and left it at that. She told me she’s from New York—she owns several bars and restaurants there—and that she was bored out of her mind by the long drive and desperate for a drink and some company. “It’s so quiet here. Did you see any people at all, apart from in the hotel?” 

    Emma frowns, trying to remember. “No, I don’t think so. I was surprised to find such a nice place after mentally preparing myself for a worn-out motel room with a stained comforter and Norman Bates manning the front desk.” She points to a sign that says, ‘Devil’s Corner 1/3 mile.’ “They’re not exactly selling this town. Surely that sinister name won’t attract tourists, or anyone else for that matter.” 

    “Yeah. It’s a weird spot, but it might feel livelier or at least inhabited in the morning.” 

    Emma chuckles as she trips over a sizeable pothole and grabs my arm to steady herself. “Hmm… I’m not so sure about that. I don’t think this road has seen any maintenance in the past ten years at least, and this is supposed to be the town center.” 

    We follow the road, wading through the high vegetation, until we reach a dead-end—the grass now reaching up to my knees. In front of us are tall, black cast-iron gates, and a sign that tells us this used to be a hotel, or a guest house. 

    “The Grand Malum. Rooms available,” Emma reads. “Want to get a room?” she jokes, shaking the gates. The heavy padlock rattles loudly as they part a little. 

    “No, thanks. I think I’d rather go back to our hotel now. Anyway, I think it’s going to rain soon.” I don’t know why, but I feel uncomfortable just standing here. Everything is so overgrown that it’s hard to see the building, but when I get on my tiptoes, I manage to catch a glimpse of the large mansion. A small tower peeks out from the top, the tip of it slightly crooked, and the scalloped canopy over the entrance looks like it’s seen better days, too. 

    “Come on, let’s check it out.” Emma squeezes through the gates, then waits for me, stomping down the surrounding brush to clear the way forward. 

    “No way, it’s trespassing,” I whisper. “Also, we’re not teenagers. I’ll be so embarrassed if we get caught.” 

    “We won’t get caught.” Emma parts the gates again so I can get through. “There’s no one here.” She arches a brow and grins, daring me to follow. “It’s Halloween, remember? What’s better than wandering around a haunted mansion?” 

    Unable to resist her charismatic smile, I let out a deep sigh and give in. Yes, this place is creepy, and at thirty-five, I shouldn’t be breaking into abandoned hotels, but Emma is simply irresistible and sexy as hell. Because of that and only that, I have a feeling I’ll go along with anything she wants tonight. 

    I go in and we make our way through the undergrowth, until we’re standing on cracked asphalt which looks like it used to be the parking lot. Staring up at the enormous old Victorian hotel, I realize this might be the most depressing place I’ve ever been. 

    It’s white, or at least it must have been white in its glory days. Now, it’s stained by the weather and years of corrosion. A swing is hanging down from a big, dead sycamore tree next to it, and the way it moves in the wind unsettles me. Its back-and-forth sway is too static, too fast to be natural, and it makes my heart beat so violently I can feel it in my throat. 

    Emma stares at it for a moment when I point it out, then shakes her head. “It’s just the wind.” She doesn’t stop walking and neither do I. Now that I’m close, it’s like I’m being drawn to the building, my curiosity winning over my fear. 

    Of course it was just the wind, what else could it be? Having worked as a bioanalytical researcher for the past eleven years, I’m a woman of science and know this is nothing to be scared of. Taking my phone out of my pocket, I take a few snaps because my friends will never believe me when I tell them what I’ve been up to. Just a couple of pictures from the outside, and then we’ll go. 

    There’s a clap of thunder that makes us both jump and then rain starts pouring down. Instinctively, we run toward the tattered canopy to seek shelter, and as lightning flashes over us, The Grand Malum is lit up, giving us a clear view of the derelict building. 

    Some windows have been boarded up and some are broken, but the entrance is still intact. I take Emma’s hand again and stare up at the enormous door that looms over us like a giant. Thorns, thistles, and a tangle of dead ivy covers the rotten surface, as if warning us off, but they break easily when she turns and pulls the heavy copper doorknob. The rusty lock gives in and falls apart before us, almost too easily. Then the door blows open. 

     

     

    




 

     

     

    Chapter 3 

     

     

    “I don’t want to go in,” I whisper, glancing inside before I look over my shoulder at the swing behind me. I’m not sure what’s worse, standing here at the threshold of this grisly building or going inside, but I know I’m too spooked to walk back to the hotel by myself. 

    “Then wait for me. I just want to have a quick look around.” Emma swipes her phone to switch on the torch app, steps inside, and shines it around. “Wow,” I hear her say, and follow the beam that throws dim light over a reception desk, the red vintage wallpaper behind it, and something that looks like a Greek statue in the middle of the reception area. 

    When she steps to the right and disappears from my line of sight, I go in too because I don’t want to be left behind. “Promise me we won’t stay long,” I say, catching her around the waist and hooking my arm through hers. 

    “I promise.” Emma’s phone lights up the dark space, taking us back in time. The once undoubtedly luxurious hotel looks like it’s been empty since living memory. Rusty chandeliers are suspended from the ceiling in the grand hallway, and the mirrors and paintings are covered in dust. Years of dirt have settled on the floors and every exposed surface, and vines have made their way inside, spiraling over the walls and gathering in corners like snakes’ nests. 

    Cobwebs lace every nook and cranny, their featherlight threads covered in dust, too. Parts of the roof above the staircase no longer keep the rain out, and the rhythmic drip on the exposed floorboards cuts through the silence like a loud drum. 

    On closer inspection I observe the statue is one of a child, and I kneel down to read the plaque beneath its marbled feet. “This used to be an orphanage,” I whisper. “Before they turned it into a hotel.” 

    Emma gets down too and shines her light on it. “That definitely turns up the Halloween terror level another notch for me. Children freak me out.” 

    Despite my unease, that makes me chuckle. I’ve never wanted children myself, but I’d never go as far as to say they freak me out. In fact, I kind of like kids. This statue though, is not something I would want in my house. The girl’s legs are unusually long and thin, and the house seems too old to hold modern art. 

    A musty smell penetrates my nostrils as we walk around the mansion, and something tells me to get the hell out of here. Is it intuition, or simply fear? Entering this building is the most uncomfortable thing I’ve ever done, and even though I tell myself it’s impossible, I’m convinced that something, or someone, is watching us. 

    This is a lonely place, emptier than anywhere I’ve ever been, and the hollow sound of our footsteps only enhance the absence of life within the four walls. Everything is still here; there’s a sideboard with vases containing remains of dead flowers, rows of room keys behind the reception desk, a concierge desk with a luggage trolley, a big, old chesterfield chair next to a coffee table with a pile of half disintegrated newspapers. I pick one up and see it’s dated September nineteen-seventy-four. Has it really been deserted for that long? 

    As I take it all in, I feel a dread I’m unfamiliar with, and a chill shoots down my spine when the front door slams shut. “We shouldn’t be here,” I say with a tremble in my voice. 

    “Maybe not, but you have to admit, it’s fascinating, right?” Emma doesn’t sound entirely at ease, but she keeps exploring. The farther we go, the more desperate I am to leave, yet I’m terrified to be alone. 

    An archway leads us away from the reception area and into a bar. The leather on some of the stools has cracked and perished, water damaged over time by the dripping ceiling. Heavy, marble ashtrays are placed on the long, mahogany bar and I can smell the rotting cigars in the boxes sitting at one end. A board on the wall announces happy hour along with a selection of cocktails on offer, and the shelves behind the bar are filled with old liquor bottles. 

    Emma inspects them and pulls out an unopened bottle of whiskey. “Damn, this is good stuff,” she mumbles, studying the label. 

    “You know about whiskey, don’t you?” 

    “I do.” She reaches for two crystal glasses and cleans them with the hem of her shirt, then opens the bottle and pours us both two fingers of the golden liquid. “I think this may be the best Halloween party I’ve ever attended.” She takes a long drink, refills her glass, then inches closer, staring down at my mouth. 

    Knowing she’s about to kiss me sets me on fire, but I’ll never be able to enjoy it fully if I’m afraid. “Not in here.” I take a sip too and shake my head when the heat between us flares. The whiskey is calming my nerves a little, but this is no place for desire. “I’m afraid to close my eyes in here.” Taking Emma’s hand, I bring it to my chest. “Feel my heart.” 

    “Why are you so afraid? It’s only an old house…” Emma puts an arm around me as we wander to the adjoining dining room with glasses in hand. “And look at all this stuff… we might even find a souvenir to take home.” 

    “I’m surprised it hasn’t been looted.” I cast an eye over one of the many dining tables, still laid out as if guests are about to join us. “It’s like everybody in this place just vanished without packing up, and that makes me think something is very wrong,” I continue, running a finger over the rim of a crystal wine glass. “That china looks expensive, yet it’s still here, and so is the silverware.” 

    “True. That is strange.” 

    Over the years, a continuous drip has worn a hole in one of the tables, pulling the white linen through it and causing the crystal glasses to fall and break. There’s a chill in the air. Not the chill I felt outside only moments ago, but a chill that goes straight into my bones, freezing me. 

    “Let’s go back to the hotel,” I say, pulling her back to the reception area. 

    Emma reluctantly complies, then stops and stares at the room keys behind the mahogany reception desk. “Just wait one minute.” She puts her glass down and studies the selection of keys hanging from heavy copper rings, the room numbers engraved at the bottom of each. “Not these,” she says, shaking her head. Her eyes fall on something on the floor and she picks up one of the keys that has fallen and holds it up. “I want to see the tower suite, and then we’ll go, okay?” 

    “Why the tower suite?” I ask. 

    “I don’t know. I just feel strongly about it; I have no idea why.” 

    Shaking my head, I cross my arms defensively in front of my chest. I realize I look like a stroppy kid, but I don’t care. “No, I want to go now.” 

    “Don’t worry so much, Daisy. I’ll be really quick. You don’t have to come.” She starts walking up the wide staircase that spirals up three floors, and I panic at the idea of staying here alone. 

    “No, wait. I’m coming.” 

    Long-forgotten faces stare down at me from gilded frames as I rush after her, their titles engraved in plaques underneath. Generations of cold, emotionless, and self-righteous expressions of the previous owners seem to follow me with their eyes, so I keep my gaze fixed on Emma in front of me. With every step, the knot in my stomach tightens. I don’t belong here. 

    




 

     

     

    Chapter 4 

     

     

    There’s more light on the third floor, as there are no boards in front of the broken windows. Rain is blowing in, and the floor is rotten and unsteady as I tiptoe along the dryer outer edge, over what once must have been a luxurious Persian carpet but which now lies in a pool of water, the original color undetermined. 

    One of the boards squeaks under my feet, and for a moment, I’m afraid the floor will cave in. It doesn’t smell right, and the persistent noises seem not to be coming from the weather outside but from within the walls. I think I hear a girl’s voice whimper, but I tell myself that’s not possible and try to ignore the high pitch that keeps reaching my conscience no matter how hard I try to block it out. 

    “Do you hear that? It sounds like a child.” 

    “Are you trying to scare me?” Emma jokes, then points to the door at the end of the landing. “That’s it. The tower suite.” She raises the key in her hand, ready to place it in the lock, but there’s no need for a key; the door is hanging loose on its hinges, creaking each time a gust of wind blows through the broken windows. When we approach, the door blows open, as if luring us in. 

    I’m hesitant about entering the room; my inner voice is telling me it’s the last place I should be. It feels like a vortex of evil, but Emma is clearly drawn to the room. She picked up the key to it without a second thought, and even though I’ve begged her to leave twice already, she just keeps going, driven by what I can only hope is fascination. 

    I force myself to calm down. No one has ever died from going into a haunted house before, and I’ve never believed in ghosts. It’s easy to imagine things when you’re in a scary place late at night, especially when it’s Halloween. Still, the vision of the swing in the yard keeps unnerving me, and it’s like I can sense the glare of many eyes on me. 

    Looking at my watch, I note that it’s almost midnight. I hear a rustle behind me, then feel something blowing on my neck. It’s not warm, but it still feels like breath—directly aimed at me. Terrified to look behind me, I launch myself at Emma and grab onto her arm. “Something just breathed on me,” I say in a thin voice as my fingernails dig into her biceps. My other hand is still clutching onto my phone, but I’ve long stopped taking pictures, terrified to see something through my lens that I shouldn’t. 

    “Calm down, Daisy. It’s the wind.” Emma puts an arm around me and leads me in. “Come on, we’re almost done.” The way she says it worries me, as if the tower suite is a final destination, and I wonder if something unworldly has brought her here. The thought seems ridiculous, yet I can’t shake it off. 

    The room is a testament to faded glory; I can see the suite was opulent at one point in time. The beautiful four-poster bed, what is left of the flocked peeling wallpaper, and the oriental vase on the coffee table in the spacious seating area speak of wealth and grandeur. But now, everything is rotten to the core. The blistered window frames look like the eyes of an empty soul, and the doors of the big, mahogany closet that’s about to fall apart are slamming in the wind. Mold has seeped in through the windows, and the walls are covered in moss and dead vines, hanging like streaks of wet hair. The clock on the wall has long given up on telling the time, its arms broken and dangling down. 

    “You’re trembling,” Emma says, and she looks at me as if she’s suddenly understanding that I’m really, really not enjoying this. 

    “I think I’m afraid to awaken whatever’s here. It feels like something is sleeping.” 

    “I’m more afraid the roof will collapse,” she says, looking up before turning back to me. “Look, I’m sorry. This was inconsiderate of me; I didn’t realize you were that scared. But you really don’t have to be; it’s just an old hotel.” 

    “Exactly, so let’s go. There’s nothing here, and I don’t like this room.” I don’t know how or when it happened, but it seems like she had a moment where she totally zoned out and became solely focused on getting up here, but I think I have her back now. 

    Emma looks around, still fisting the key in her hand. “I need to know what’s going on,” she mumbles absently. 

    “What do you mean?” I ask. 

    She turns back to me and frowns, searching for words. “I’m not sure what I mean, I just need to know what’s going on. Why we’re here. I feel like I’m here for a reason.” 

    I let out a sigh of frustration and roll my eyes. Yes, Emma is super-hot, but I’ve had enough of her dragging this out. “We’re here because—” 

    A loud bang makes us both jump. It’s the broken clock. The sound of the chimes striking midnight echo long and off-key, bouncing off the walls. One, two, three. 

    Emma nervously laughs when she realizes it’s just the clock, but my eyes are drawn to a movement in the dark, far corner of the room and I’m convinced something is lurking in the shadows. 

    “It’s not funny,” I whisper. “That clock is not supposed to work.” My eyes are drawn to the corner again. Four, five, six. It’s subtle, barely visible, but I’m sure I see something ghostly and white. Seven, eight, nine. 

    “I think there’s a…” My voice trails away and I freeze to the ground when the smell of soap penetrates my senses. It’s like the old-fashioned kind my grandmother used to use; strong and sweet, but with an undertone of decay, and knowing it does not belong here makes me tremble. Emma has smelled it too, and she raises her face and breathes in through her nose. 

    I can see her face going pale and I want to run but I can’t. Panic is pushing down on my chest, paralyzing me. Ten, eleven, twelve. 

    There’s a shimmer in the air around us, like wind over warm asphalt. Thirteen. I’m sure I counted right; I needed something to concentrate on so I wouldn’t lose it. After the last strike of the clock, it becomes eerily quiet. The wind has abruptly stopped blowing, and the house has stopped creaking, as if it’s holding its breath. When a streak of lightning flashes in the darkness, I see something I know I will never be able to ban from my memory. 

    A girl in a nightgown. From her face, she could be seven or eight. She is crawling toward us from the other side of the room, slowly, like she’s sizing us up. Her skin is a sickly shade of gray, and her dark hair is long and greasy. The unusually thin and long legs are bent at an odd angle, her boney knees almost reaching up to her shoulders as she moves just as unnaturally as the swing on the dead sycamore tree. What fills me with the most dread though, the kind of dread that no words can describe, are her feet. They’re pointing the wrong way. 

    I can’t breathe. There’s an enormous pressure on my chest and I feel light-headed, like I might faint at any moment. 

    “Is this real?” Emma whispers, her eyes wide. I can feel her fear radiating against my body, and her comforting aloof attitude and bravery—the only thing that kept me sane before, has now vanished. 

    I’m unable to answer. Adrenaline floods my system, and my heart is pounding like it’s going to crack a rib. 

    Then the girl looks up at us, her soulless black eyes piercing through me before she turns her attention to Emma while raising herself. I can hear her bones cracking, like her limbs haven’t been stretched in decades, and her height is terrifying. Being a child, she is not supposed to be taller than us. She stands still, then lifts one foot off the floor. Smiling at us, she lifts the other, just a little, so she hovers. It’s a smile of misery, of terror, and her thin lips are stretched so wide, it’s making them crack, too. She wants us to know she is not human. 

    Unable to run and unable to look away, I do something I’ve never done before: I pray. I verbalize whatever comes to mind. Hail Mary’s and stuff I learned in school when I was younger. I ask for forgiveness for my sins—whatever they’ve been—and I beg for God to save me, to get me out of here alive. I’ve never believed in anything, but seeing this child, I can only hope there’s good somewhere, something to balance out the evil. Because I sense she is pure evil. 

    I have no idea how long she floats before us. Seconds, minutes, hours… the concept of time is simply gone, or maybe it was never here to begin with because it feels like we’ve been in this house for days. 

    The girl looks solid, as real as Emma, and even if I could move right now, I’m not taking my chances by trying to run through her. So many things go through my mind as I finally give up on praying because it’s clearly not working. She’s still here, and the fact that she’s not moving is perhaps the most terrifying of all. The waiting, the anticipation. Am I going to die? And if I do, where will I go, and will they ever find out what happened to me? Damn you, Emma. If it wasn’t for you, I’d be safe in my hotel room. 

    Finally, I find strength somehow, and I’m able to speak. “What do you want from us?” My voice doesn’t sound like my own—reedy and trembling with fear, so soft I can barely hear myself. 

    The girl ignores me and looks at Emma instead. Her spectral form lands back on the floor with a thud, then she approaches her with the same slow and unnatural movements until she’s standing right beside her. 

    I feel guilty for cursing Emma now because I don’t want her to get hurt. Can the girl read my mind? Is she going to kill Emma? Will it be my fault? I want to do something, but I’m paralyzed. It’s like being stuck in a nightmare that I’m unable to wake up from, a lucid dream turned bad. 

    Emma seems paralyzed too, as only her eyeballs move, following the girl, while her chest heaves rapidly. I take her hand and lace our fingers together, unsure whether I’m doing this to comfort myself or her. 

    Emma flinches when the girl bends over her and starts whispering something in her ear. Her poisonous whispers are so loud that the windows rattle, and I want to scream because the noise cuts through my ears and stings my skull, causing immense pain. I don’t understand what she’s saying; the words sound like gibberish, or maybe I’m too afraid to think straight. 

    Emma seems to understand though, as she suddenly gasps and looks like she’s about to fall apart. Tears start running down her cheeks, and she closes her eyes tightly as she shakes her head. “No, no, no, no… Please give me one more chance. I never meant to hurt her.” Her shaking intensifies, and I’ve never heard a sadness as great as hers. “No, no, no…” 

    This isn’t about me, I realize then. This is about Emma. She was meant to be here, to hear whatever it is this child is telling her. It’s putting her in some kind of trance, and she’s repeating the word ‘no’ over and over. Afraid to lose her, to be left alone in this godforsaken place, I gather all my courage and shake her. “Emma, wake up. We need to leave. Now!” I scream the words in her ear as loudly as I can and finally, she turns to me and opens her eyes. 

    I pull her through the door, along the corridor, and back to the staircase, expecting the worst. “Whatever you do, don’t look behind you,” I yell. The noise from before is back. The wind, the rain, the creaking of the staircase. Our footsteps echo off the walls, the sound of screams and howling swirling around us as we fly down the steps, but even as we put more distance between us, I can still hear the girl’s whispers and feel her evil presence. The three flights of stairs seem endless, and when we reach the ground floor, I’m relieved to see the door slamming in the wind, to know that the house hasn’t imprisoned us. We’re so close to exiting this hell.




 

     

     

    Chapter 5 

     

     

    I gasp for air as we stumble outside, breathing in life. The house has sucked it out of me; I can feel it. Without looking back, I make a run for it, dragging Emma by the hand. She’s passive, a heavy weight, as if she doesn’t care what happens to her anymore. 

    “Hurry the fuck up,” I yell at her, and that seems to do the job. The ground underneath us feels as if it’s made of a different texture, and when I look down, I see I am running over dead crows. They are everywhere, creating a black carpet of shiny feathers in the moonlight. Their fragile bones crack with each step we take, and some are still alive, screeching and nipping at our ankles. 

    For one blissful moment, I consider the idea that I’m dreaming because none of this can possibly be real. A nightmare would explain everything, there’s just no other way to comprehend this. Thorns are scratching me though, making me bleed, when I lead us through the grounds, and the gates feel too real against my skin as I squeeze my way through them. They’re too cold and hard for this to be a dream. Our panting is too intense, the panic in my chest too pressing to be anything but real. 

    “Is this real?” I ask, repeating Emma’s words from before as we continue to run toward the main road. I need to know for sure. 

    She doesn’t answer, and I’m worried that whatever the girl has said to her has done irreversible damage. “I’m so sorry,” she says through sobs as we reach the road. “I’m so, so sorry.” She’s crying again. 

    I don’t stop to enquire about her statement but continue to pull her along until I see blue lights in the distance. They look like police lights. “Look, I think there’s a police car!” I yell over my shoulder, pointing in the direction of Devil’s Corner. I have no idea what I’m going to tell them but all I want is to crawl into the safety of their car. I want to see a concerned face, hear someone telling me to calm down, and have them take me far away from this place. They can arrest me or put me through psychiatric evaluation for all I care, as long as I get out of this town. 

    My legs are so tired from running they hurt, and my chest is burning. Emma halts as we near the lights but I keep pulling her when I hear voices and see two officers talking into their radios. The sound of sirens as more lights approach has never been sweeter, and I want to throw myself into the arms of the nearby officers. There are ambulances too, and I wave my arms at one of the first responders. 

    “Come on,” I say to Emma, who is nailed to the ground, staring at the scene. 

    “I’m so sorry,” she says again. She hesitates before lifting her head to look at me, her eyes red from her stinging tears. “Do you remember how we got to The Bonum Hotel?” 

    The question seems so redundant that I think she might have lost it entirely, but then I realize I can’t remember how I got there either. “I… don’t know,” I stammer. “I was just there.” 

    “Exactly. We were just suddenly there.” 

    A terrifying flash of hyper awareness makes the blood in my veins chill. I’m not sure about the details but I think I finally know what’s happening. Following her gaze toward the taped-off crime scene, I stop pulling at her arm. 

    It’s my car, completely bashed up. There’s no question about it being mine as I drive an old Ford in an unusual color—a shade of ocher yellow, the kind that hasn’t been produced since the seventies. Next to it, on its side, is another car. A Range Rover. The roof has been removed and they’re pulling a woman out, carefully lifting her seemingly lifeless body onto a stretcher before strapping her in. It’s Emma. 

    “No…” I look from the scene to Emma and back, then glance at the ambulance and see there’s already a stretcher with another body inside. Emma takes my hand as we walk over to see what I don’t want to see. To understand what I don’t want to understand. Even though I know what’s coming, I still cry out when I see myself, lying there. “I’m here!” I shout. “Please put me back in.” They don’t hear me, and when I wave my hands right in front of them, they don’t even blink. “No one can see me,” I whisper to Emma. “Apart from you. And Tom…” I remember Tom’s words back at the hotel. This is a good place. Do you have any idea how lucky you are to be here? 

    Emma takes me into her arms as we watch the first responders shouting instructions at each other while Emma’s body is carried to the other ambulance. I see them cut open my T-shirt and then my bra before they place a defibrillator on my chest. Holding my breath, I pray for the second time tonight. My body shoots up, but there’s no response. They try again, with no result. The third time though, my heart leaps when I hear a beep. 

    “We have a heartbeat,” one of the men says. “It’s weak but it’s there.” 

    I feel Emma’s hand squeeze mine. Hope is a beautiful thing, and it’s the only thing that keeps me upright when they close the doors and drive off. I want to chase after them, but I’m unable to. The soreness in my legs and the exhaustion is unbearable, and I won’t be able to run another mile even if my life depends on it. 

    Emma is being revived too, but they close the doors before we can see what’s happening. She doesn’t seem upset by this, as if she’s resolved to her fate. “I caused the accident; it was my fault. I’m so sorry.” 

    “Stop saying that, I know you are.” I mean it. I’m not angry with her, and I want her to be okay. I want us both to be okay. “Whatever you did, I forgive you.” 

    Something in the energy between us shifts, then. There’s warmth of the comforting kind. The air around us becomes blurred and my intuition tells me my only chance to ever kiss her is now, in this moment. I take Emma’s face and pull her in, then kiss her softly. It’s a sad kiss, a kiss of goodbye. Her lips on mine feel so right that despite everything, I moan softly and push myself closer against her. Her body is firm, delicious, but as I part my lips and sink into the kiss, she becomes softer, less tangible, as if she’s dissolving. Or maybe I’m dissolving, I’m not sure. 

    “Go,” she whispers, tears still running down her cheeks. 

    “Where?” 

    “I don’t know, but I think you’re supposed to go.” She kisses my hand. “I’m going to miss you, Daisy.” 

    




 

     

     

    Chapter 6 

     

     

    “Daisy, my baby.” A blurred vision of what I suspect might be my mother hovers over me. Bright lights. So bright that it hurts. I close my eyes again. Too much, too tired. I just want to sleep. 

    “Daisy, wake up, honey,” my mother tries again. It’s her, I’m sure of that now. 

    “Daisy, can you open your eyes for us again, please?” I don’t recognize the second voice but going on the sterile smell, I suspect I might be in a hospital. 

    Slowly, I open them, and try to block out the voices as they’re so loud that I can barely handle the noise. Staring up at two blurred faces this time, I try to concentrate on waking up. It’s hard as my body is dying to rest, and it takes a while before my mother’s face comes into somewhat sharper focus. Her blonde curls, her icy gray eyes, and her delicate bone structure. She’s crying and kissing my hand. At least I think it’s my hand. 

    The bald man next to her is wearing a white coat. His black-rimmed glasses are resting low on his prominent nose that is almost poking me as he leans in closer. “Daisy, can you please blink if you know who you are?” 

    I blink, and there’s a cry of relief that cuts through my left eardrum like someone is stabbing a knife into it. I hear the doctor telling my mother to step back and calm down. 

    More people in white coats enter the room, all fussing over me. When they remove something from my throat, I wish I hadn’t woken up at all, and I try to stop them, but my arms are too weak, and I can barely feel them. My lips are dry, and my throat is swollen and sore. I wish I could swallow because I’m so thirsty. 

    Then I remember. Just flashes at first, but soon, memories start attacking me, and I hear the heart rate monitor next to me bleep faster. There’s more commotion and they’re injecting something into my arm. Emma. I try to say her name, but I can’t speak. 

     

    **** 

     

    Two days later, a female police officer is questioning me as I sip my tea. I’m finally sitting up in bed, and I’m starting to feel like a human being again. I don’t remember the accident, only the drive before, and what happened after. Even though I don’t understand what happened with Emma, I somehow also do. It’s like I know things now that I’m not supposed to know, and it’s almost as if I have an insight into another world. That world is not for the living, and no one here will believe me if I tell them what happened. 

    One moment, Emma crashed into me, and the next, we found ourselves at The Bonum Hotel, a waiting room somewhere between this world and the afterlife. The memory felt so real that I googled it as soon as I got the chance and to my surprise, I found the hotel, not far from Devil’s Corner. It’s said to be haunted. Were we ghosts? Is Emma still there?  

    “So, you know this woman?” she asks, silencing the radio that keeps giving off static noises. 

    My mother frowns and stares at me, puzzled. “Well?” 

    “I’m just trying to understand how you know Mrs. Williams’ first name,” the officer continues. “If there’s anything you’re afraid of telling us, I promise you we can protect you.” She hesitates. “Look, an accident is one thing, but if the victim is familiar with the person who drove into her, statistically, there’s more to the story.” 

    “Why would I be afraid?” I ask. 

    “Honey, if you know Emma Williams and this woman tried to kill you…” 

    The officer gives my mother a sharp look for the third time since she’s been here, warning her not to interfere. 

    There’s a long silence while I take my time to come up with a plausible answer. “No, I don’t know her,” I finally say. “And I don’t know how I know her name; I must have picked it up while I was asleep or something.” 

    “Are you sure about that?” The officer doesn’t seem convinced. 

    “Yes.” I give them both a brave smile, letting them know everything is fine, or at least as fine as it can be, considering the circumstances. 

    My left leg is in a cast, I’m covered in bandages, and my left ear had a constant unexplainable painful ring in it that is now thankfully fading. So far, I’ve learned that Emma was drunk when we crashed into each other on Devil’s Corner. Apparently, it’s a well-known sharp bend in the road where many accidents happen, which is why the town installed a camera that is directly connected to the nearest police station. That camera is the only reason I’m alive because the ambulances got there within ten minutes. I’ve been trying to grasp how no more than ten minutes seemed like hours to us, that night, but I guess that is something I will never understand. I’ve also learned that Emma has been in a coma for two weeks and is unlikely to wake up. 

    “Is Mrs. Williams in this hospital?” I ask. “Can I see her?” 

    “No, Mrs. Williams is not here.” The officer tilts her head and studies me. “I’m unable to give out her details but if you’d like to take legal action against her, I can fill you in on the process.” 

    “No, I don’t want to take legal action,” I say. I can still feel her lips on mine when I close my eyes. “And why would I take legal action against someone in a coma?” I hesitate as hopeful thoughts fill me with warmth. “Unless there’s a chance she’ll be okay?” 

    “I can’t inform you on her status, unless she’s deceased,” the officer says. “Currently, she’s alive, and anyone alive can be sued.” 

    “No,” I say again. “I don’t want that.” 

    “But honey,” my mother interjects. “That woman almost killed you, and she must be punished for what she did if she ever wakes up, which God forbid, I hope she doesn’t.” 

    “Mom, enough!” My tone is sharp, and I can tell she’s shocked. I never raise my voice at her, but I don’t like her saying those things about Emma. I miss her so much that it hurts, and during my time here I have spent every minute wondering why my feelings for her run so deep, why I feel so connected to her. “I don’t know Mrs. Williams, I don’t want to take legal action against her, and I’d like to be alone now.” I put down my tea and sink down into the pillows. “I’m tired.” 

    “Very well.” The officer hands me the statement she’s written down, clipped onto a board with a pen attached. “Could you please sign this for me? Or would you like to think about it? I can come back if you remember some other details later. Perhaps you’d like to revise your statement when you’ve given it some thought?” 

    “No.” I know exactly what she’s trying to say. She doesn’t believe me, but there’s nothing she can do. I take the statement, read it over, then sign it and hand it back to her. “Thank you for coming. I appreciate it.”




 

     

     

    Chapter 7 

    Halloween, 1 year later 

     

     

    The Bonum Hotel looks nothing like it did when I was here last time, but the sad, deserted town and the howl of the wind are the same. The bar, where I’m sitting in the same spot as I did exactly a year ago, is missing the charm from before, and that’s okay. It was another world, and I’m glad to be among the living. The festive jack-o’-lanterns, the fridge filled with Red Bull, the neon signs, and the group of drunk people behind me fill me with comfort. 

    I was dreading coming here, but what choice did I have? Not a day has gone by that I haven’t thought of Emma. I considered tracking her down, finding the hospital she was in, but remembering she told me she was technically still married, I didn’t want to get her in trouble. Tragedy can mend a broken marriage, and I’ve entertained the possibility that her wife might still be by her bedside. 

    They haven’t pulled the plug on her, that much I know. If they had, I would have been notified. Although I could never share this with anyone, I’m hoping she’s here, and that she can see me, hear me, or at least feel my presence, if she’s still in a coma. 

    Signs over the entrance advertise the hotel as one of the most haunted hotels in the US, and the full parking lot is a testimony that to many people, that phenomenon is apparently something worth driving into the middle of nowhere for. 

    Since it’s Halloween, it’s fully booked, according to Jackson the bartender. Jackson is the polar opposite of Tom, who served us last year. He’s in his early twenties, unshaven, and he’s wearing torn jeans and a black shirt. Discretion is not his strong point either; he wants to know why I’m here if I don’t have a room. He also wants to know if I’ve been here before, and whether I believe in paranormal stuff, since he’s a ghost-hunting enthusiast himself. 

    I enquired about Tom, but Jackson assured me there had been no staff member called Tom in the past seven years since he started working here.  

    “There have been sightings of a ghost behind the bar, matching that description, though,” he says. “I’m always hoping he’ll appear while I’m closing up, but I’ve never been lucky enough to see him.” 

    I nod and swallow hard, remembering Tom looked like he came from a different time. “Have you ever seen something strange here?” I ask. 

    “You bet.” Jackson seems excited by my curiosity as he leans in on his elbows. “I’ve seen a dark-haired woman in a red dress, sitting by the fire.” He points to an old fireplace that looks like it’s no longer in working order. “She was beautiful; I saw her twice.” He studies me as my mind drifts back to that night. I remember the woman vividly. “You don’t believe me, do you?” 

    “No, I believe you.” 

    “Other strange things happen here,” he continues. “Room keys go missing, and the whiskey kept disappearing last year. My boss accused me of stealing it, but I swear, I don’t even like that stuff. Luckily it stopped or it might have gotten me fired.” 

    “Whiskey, huh?” My eyes shift to a bunch of flyers at the end of the bar and I pick one up. “The Grand Malum ghost tour?” I say, reading it out loud. A shiver runs through me at seeing a picture of the hotel on the flyer. 

    “Yeah. we organize excursions there.” Jackson shoots me a beaming grin. “There’s a Halloween themed one tonight, if you’re interested. Or is that why you’re here?” He can’t seem to let it go that I’m simply sitting here, drinking a coffee. “It’s sickeningly scary. Our company bought The Grand Malum a couple of years ago, and they tried to do it up, but the brush and thistles grow unnaturally fast around there, and it’s just too much work to keep up. The inside of the hotel wasn’t much better; they had plans of renting out the haunted rooms but every time they patched up a crack, another one appeared, or when windows were replaced, the glass spontaneously burst right after it was fixed. Cynics say it’s just kids throwing rocks at the windows, but I’m convinced the house doesn’t want to be repaired.” 

    “Do you know anything about the history of the hotel?” I ask. I’ve done my own research, of course, but perhaps he knows more. 

    Jackson nods. “It used to be an orphanage before it became a hotel.” He lowers his voice to a mysterious murmur. “An orphanage for odd kids. The statue in the reception area and some paperwork and pictures that were dug up in the office point to that.” 

    “What do you mean by odd?” I ask, because this is new information to me. 

    “Just out of the ordinary. Back in the day, it was often thought that children were possessed if they looked different. God knows, maybe they were; that would explain why the place is so haunted. The orphanage was run by a priest, that’s all we know.” He points at my empty coffee cup. “Another coffee?” 

    I shake my head and look over the selection of whiskeys. “Could I have two Buchanan’s, please? No ice.” 

    “You mean you want a double?” 

    “No. Two separate glasses, if that’s okay.” 

    “Sure. Whatever you want.” Jackson pours them and puts the tumblers on the bar in front of me. He frowns as I scoot one of the glasses over to my right. 

    “What are you doing? Are you a psychic or something? Is someone sitting there?” 

    “No.” Hoping my one syllable answer will make it clear that I don’t want to talk about it, I look away. Since I’m driving back, I’m not drinking, but if Emma can see me, I think she would appreciate the effort I’ve put in. I’ve dressed up for her, which seems insane. The tight, black dress, blazer, and high heels were far from practical while driving but I’m glad I did. 

    “Here’s to you, Emma,” I mumble, holding up my whiskey when Jackson is distracted with another customer. 

    “Thank you, but I don’t drink anymore.” 

    The voice behind me makes me gasp and I almost drop the glass. I turn around and come face to face with Emma. Staring at her, wide-eyed, it takes a while for me to find my voice. She’s looking smart, dressed in black slacks and a white shirt, and her eyes are a whole new level of blue. Leaning on a crutch, she gives me a dazzling smile and inches closer. “Are you real?” I ask in a whisper. 

    Emma nods. “Yes.” She puts a hand on my cheek. “I’m real.” 

    “How did you know I was here?” Covering her hand with my own, I lean into her touch. It’s soft, warm, and very, very real. 

    “Just a feeling. I woke up from a coma two months after the accident, and it took me a long time to function again. I’ve been rehabilitating up until last week.” There’s a hint of regret in her eyes as she says this, but I’m hoping the sheer joy in my expression will put her at ease. “I was so relieved to find out that you were okay. I suppose by now you know the whole story.” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “I’ve missed you, Daisy.” She locks her eyes with mine, and I know she means it. “I’m sorry I didn’t contact you sooner. I wasn’t sure if you remembered me, and if you did, I thought you might hate me for what happened. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking of you. When I found out this hotel actually existed, I thought you might be here, especially tonight, and I felt it was about time that I apologized in person. In the land of the living so to speak.” 

    “No more apologies,” I say, unsure if my legs are steady enough to hold me upright as I get off the stool. “I’ve missed you too. So much.” Although we barely know each other, we’ve been through unimaginable things together, and the bond between us feels unbreakable. 

    “Do you remember everything?” she asks, her gaze lowering to my mouth. “Do you remember that kiss?” 

    “Yes. I remember everything like it was yesterday. Especially that kiss.” All my senses come to life as I lean in and brush my lips against hers. Warm, inviting, arousing… Her hand in my hair sends butterflies to my core, and it feels new, yet familiar. Parting my lips, I wrap my arms around her and deepen the kiss, pulling her tight against me. Everything around me fades and it’s just us, in this beautiful moment that is undoubtedly our destiny. 

    I’m aware of the blush on my cheeks as we break apart and I can’t stop grinning, even though everyone in the bar is staring at us. “Thanks, Jackson. Keep the change.” I throw a fifty-dollar bill on the bar and take Emma’s hand. 

    “Let’s go somewhere together,” she says, looking equally flushed. “I mean somewhere far away from here, with sunshine and lots of people.” 

    That idea fills me with joy because there’s nothing I’d rather do than go away with her. “Really? I’d love that.” I help her outside, but she’s pretty steady on her feet with the help of the crutch. “How about we just drive to California? Unless you have somewhere you need to be?” 

    “No, I’m still on sick leave and my business is running fine without me.” Emma catches me glancing at her hand and holds it up. I’m relieved to see there’s no wedding band. “And in case you were wondering, I’m divorced now. I wasn’t lying about the separation,” she says with a sincere look in her eyes. “So… are you sure about this?” 

    “Yes. I just want to be with you.” I mean it with every fiber in my being. Emma is a part of me and I’m a part of her. We’ve been to hell and back, and now that we’re getting a second chance, there’s no way I’m letting her go. 

    Emma waves at a man in a car, and he smiles and waves back at her before driving off, beeping the horn. “That’s my brother. I’m banned from driving since the accident and even if they were to allow me, I couldn’t,” she says, pointing to her leg. 

    “Then you’re in luck because I just got myself a brand-new car.” I open the door to my red Audi TT Roadster and help her in. There’s so much to talk about and I have so many questions. No doubt she has questions too, but nothing seems important right now, apart from getting out of here. Together this time. 
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    Congratulations. You’ve been chosen for Ex Rated. Pack your bags! You’re coming to LA. A wide grin spread across my face as I stared down at the page. I, Darby Williams, had finally been chosen for a reality show on Gen Z TV. It might seem crazy to other people to make it your lifelong dream to be on reality TV, but I knew what kind of opportunities that could open up for a small-town girl like me. This could lead to more shows, maybe even sponsorships. Most importantly, a plane ticket out of my small Delaware hometown. The town I've been trying to get out of for good ever since… well, the “ever since” wasn’t important. What was important was that all my attempts at escaping hadn’t happened and now, at 28, I was ready for my big break.  

    Sure, a reality show about finding love where your exes apparently had some say wouldn’t have been my first choice, but, in the end, it was going to be a big house full of LGBTQ people in their twenties. I didn’t actually think I would find love, but I knew it would be a good time. That’s all I cared about—fun and escaping—and that's exactly what I planned to get out of it.  

     

    *** 

     

    Just a month later, the smile that hadn’t left my face since hearing about the show grew even wider as I got off my plane at LAX. I felt like Miley Cyrus, and it took everything in me not to dance through the airport as Party in the USA played inside my head.  

    I got my bags filled with clothes that I hoped would last me for the next eight weeks and looked around for my ride. A bored looking man stood holding a sign with my name, so I excitedly skipped over to him. “Are you the driver for Gen Z TV?”  

    The guy looked annoyed by my question. “I was hired by a Miss Valerie Campbell to drive Miss Darby Williams.”  

    “That’s me!” I looked around. “Where is the van? How many other people are you picking up?”  

    The guy simply lifted one eyebrow as he looked me up and down. “I have my truck, and it’s just you I’m picking up.”  

    Strange, but whatever. If this is how Gen Z wanted to do it, who was I to complain? “Cool. Let’s do this.”  

    Instead of offering to help with my bags, the guy simply turned around and started to walk away from me. I quickly grabbed my bags and hurried after him. A few minutes later, I loaded my bags into an old beat up pick-up truck. I tried not to show my confusion just in case they were already filming me. I wanted to be likable for the camera so people were interested in seeing me on future shows.  

    I climbed into the passenger seat and watched the city pass by as we drove farther and farther away. We drove down a dirt road for what felt like forever until we ended up in the middle of nowhere and pulled up to a secluded cabin. I laughed nervously as he put the car in park. “Is this some kind of joke?” 

    The guy studied a piece of paper sitting beside him and shrugged. “This is the address I was given. I don’t ask questions. I just do my job.”  

    When I realized he had nothing else to say to me, I reluctantly got out of the truck. As unsure as I was about going into this weird, creepy cabin by myself, it seemed like a better option than staying in a car with a guy who looked like he wanted to kill me.  

    I grabbed my bags and walked up to the cabin, shuddering as the truck abruptly pulled away, leaving me all alone. Unsure what I was supposed to do, I knocked on the door. When the door opened, I had to blink my eyes to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. “Veronica?”  

    I looked my ex-girlfriend up and down. At 5’10”, Veronica Crumb stood about 3 inches taller than me. She was just as I remembered her from the last time I saw her two years earlier. Still just as sexy with her long dark hair and tanned skin.  

    Veronica shook her head as if she was just as confused as I was. “Darby? What are you doing here?”  

    “I was chosen for Ex Rated. I assume you were too?”  

    Veronica sighed. “I was. I kind of thought the ex part of it just meant they would interview our exes or bring them in to dish on us. I didn’t think we would actually be living together. I hope this won’t be awkward.”  

    I smiled genuinely and squeezed her arm. “Nah. Not awkward at all. We had three good years together. No reason for things to be weird now.”  

    I meant it. My time with Veronica had been great. It was fun and light and sexy as hell. We just weren’t meant to be together forever, which is exactly why I cut things off when I found out she was moving to LA. I wasn’t going to follow someone across the country who I had no future with. I hadn’t even… I shook these thoughts from my head. Nope. I wasn’t going there.  

    I walked into the small cabin and took a look around. “So, is anyone else here yet?”  

    Veronica shrugged. “Just me. I already claimed one of the three bedrooms, so you might as well jump on that.”  

    I lifted an eyebrow. “Three bedrooms? I thought there were supposed to be like sixteen of us here.”  

    “You know how these shows are. The less bedrooms, the more craziness.”  

    I smiled at the thought. “That’s true. Sure we shouldn’t just stay together? We did have some fun back in the day.”  

    Just because we were through, didn’t mean we couldn’t have a little fun together now. I mean, that was the reason we both came on a show like this, right?  

    Veronica took a step toward me and ran a finger down my arm. “Oh, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of fun.” She proceeded to gently push me away. “But for now, find yourself your own room.”  

    I walked up the creaky stairs and went into the first room I saw. There wasn’t much to it. Just a full-size bed, a dresser, and a TV that looked like it was older than my grandma.  

    I was beginning to unpack, when I heard a knock at the front door of the cabin. I skipped down the stairs, excited to meet my new housemate. Veronica made it to the door before me and when she opened it, I was stopped dead in my tracks. It was her. I could never forget that strawberry blonde hair and light skin sprinkled with freckles. Even after seven years, she still looked exactly the same, albeit more mature and a bit more developed. But there was no denying that it was her. I could never forget Summer Burke, no matter how hard I tried. And, boy, had I tried.  

    “Summer,” I said more breathlessly than I would have hoped for. “What are you doing here?” I shook my head at my own stupidity. Obviously, I knew what she was here for. “You’re on the show too?”  

    “Show?” Summer cocked her head to the side in a way that I wished wasn’t so cute. “I came because I got your letter.”  

    “My letter?” What the hell was going on here?  

    As if hearing my thoughts, a robotic sounding female voice came over the speakers that I hadn’t noticed until that moment. “Hello. You may be wondering what is going on. This is Ex Rated. Darby, for years you have tried to get a spot on Gen Z TV. You finally have, and this one is all about you. If you all agree, the three of you will be living in this cabin for the next eight weeks. You will have no contact with the outside world. If you can all make it without giving up, there will be a million-dollar prize for you to split. I know you could all use that. Take tonight to decide. The challenge starts tomorrow, filled with opportunities to get more money along the way. Enjoy.”  

    “Okay, this is weird,” Summer said as she put her hand on the doorknob as if she was getting ready to run away.  

    “I think it’s kind of cool,” Veronica said with a shrug. “Eight weeks. All we have to do is hang out together, and we get money. I don’t know about you guys, but I could certainly use it.”  

    Summer looked down at her phone and began typing, quickly bringing it up to her ear. “Shit,” she whispered as she pulled it away. “I don’t have any service.” She looked outside once more. “Something fishy is going on here, and I think staying is a terrible idea, but I’m not going out there now that it’s pitch black.”  

    Veronica rolled her eyes as if she thought Summer was being ridiculous. “You might want to rethink that. A million dollars isn’t a tiny sum of money, even when it’s split three ways. The host said we all could use the money.” She stared at us for a moment with her arms crossed over her chest and seemed annoyed that neither of us had anything to say. “Whatever. I’m going to bed, but let’s not give up on the idea just yet. This could be the ticket to all of our dreams coming true.”  

    Before either of us could respond, Veronica turned and walked down the hall, closing her bedroom door loudly behind her. With just the two of us standing there, I chanced another look at Summer, barely able to stand how my heart still beat out of control at just the sight of her. I forced my eyes toward the ground to try to tamper these feelings I didn’t want to be having. “I guess I should head to bed too.”  

    I started to walk away but was stopped by a strong hand gripping my arm. “Wait,” Summer said softly. When I turned back to look at her, I could see that her face was sketched with worry. “Do you think…? God, sorry. This is weird. I can’t believe I’m even asking this, especially after everything we’ve been through. After everything I put you through.” 

    “What do you need, Summer?”  

    She averted her eyes to the floor, as if she was too embarrassed by her impending question to look at me. “Something isn’t right here, and frankly, I’m terrified. Could I stay in your room with you? I can sleep on the floor. I just don’t want to be alone.”  

    My heart beat faster thinking of spending the night so close to Summer. Why did she still have this effect on me seven years later? It wasn’t fair. I forced a smile onto my face, hoping she couldn’t see my trepidation. “Of course. I would never let you sleep on the floor though. We had years and years of G-rated sleepovers before anything happened between us. There’s no reason we can’t go back to that now.” No reason except my heart that was completely betraying me.  

    Summer nodded her head and smiled, but I could tell she was feeling just as unsure about this arrangement as I was.  

    We were both silent as we made our way up the stairs and into the bedroom I had chosen. When I opened my bag to get out my pajamas, I realized Summer didn’t have any bags. “Did you not bring anything along with you?”  

    She shrugged. “I was in a hurry to get here as fast as I could. I didn’t really think that part through.” 

    I pulled a T-shirt and shorts out of my bag and threw them to her. “Here.”  

    I crawled into bed as she changed, careful not to turn around and look at her. With the way my body had been reacting to Summer ever since she got here, I thought it might kill me if I saw her naked. Unfortunately, I could still picture it, and I began to daydream about what was happening behind me. The daydream didn’t last long before I felt a very real, clothed body lay down beside me.  

    Unable to take it anymore, I turned to face her, surprised to find just how close she was. All I would have had to do was lean in an inch or so and our lips could have met. I couldn’t do that though. The thought of messing around with Veronica was lighthearted and fun. The thought of doing anything with Summer just made me think of all the heartache that would follow.  

    I cleared my throat and rolled onto my back so I didn’t have to look at her. “So, I’m confused. What did this fake letter say that made you rush across the country to find me without even packing a bag?”  

    I could feel Summer’s eyes burning into me, and I hated and loved the feeling all at once. “I’m still confused by the fact that you didn’t write it, but it said you were in trouble and you needed my help. Then it gave an address to this cabin.”  

    “And that’s all it took to get you to see me again? Man, wish I had known that trick years ago.”  

    “Listen, Darby, about that night.”  

    I shook my head. Nope, not going there. “I don’t want to talk about it.”  

    “Is there anything you do want to talk about? I’m here now.”  

    “It was seven years ago, Summer. There’s nothing to say.”  

    “I guess you’re right. I just thought… I don’t know. I mean, we were best friends for years before…”  

    “Before you made me fall in love with you and then broke my heart into a million pieces?” I hated that those words even came out of my mouth. Regret quickly settled in my gut, and I tried to think of any way I could to change the subject. “Actually, I do have a question. The host, or whoever it was talking to us through the speakers, said we could all use the money. What does that mean? I thought you had some hot shot job up in New York.”  

    “Yeah. That didn’t work out,” Summer answered so quietly I almost couldn’t discern her words. “Plus, I wouldn’t say being an assistant to a social media influencer is actually a hot shot job, even if I did seem to think so at twenty-one.” 

    “It was enough to make you forget all about me.” There was that word vomit again. I couldn’t seem to stop myself from pathetically blurting out my feelings.  

    “I never forgot about you, Darby. We were young. I was an idiot. I thought New York was a chance to make something of myself. A chance to escape our small-minded little town.”  

    “Yeah. A town we always talked about escaping from together,” I said under my breath. 

    Summer let out a long sigh. “Like I said before, I was an idiot. For some reason, I convinced myself I could only succeed if I did it on my own. It didn’t take me long to realize how wrong I was, but I was too stubborn to do anything about it.”  

    “You could have called. I would have—” taken you back in a heartbeat were the words that I pathetically wanted to say, but they were cut off by a strange sound outside the bedroom door. “Did you hear that?” 

    Summer’s wide eyes told me that she had, but instead of responding, she lay there frozen in place. I listened to what sounded like footsteps outside of the bedroom door, unsure what to do. “I should go check,” I finally said after a long minute of silence.  

    Summer reached out and grabbed a hold of my arm in the same way she had downstairs. “Don’t. I’m scared something will happen to you.”  

    I tried my best to give her a reassuring smile, even though I was freaking out as well. “I’ll be okay. It’s probably nothing. I’ll just take a quick look and then I’ll be back.”  

    “Okay. I guess.”  

    When I went to stand from the bed, that same hand that I was getting way too accustomed to already, grabbed my arm for the third time. When I turned, Summer was even closer than she had been before. My eyes went wide and my heart raced as she closed the little bit of remaining space between us to connect her lips with mine. It was a quick kiss, but still enough for me to feel everything I had spent years trying to convince myself I hadn’t really felt with Summer. The feelings that I told myself couldn’t have been real but now felt very real once again.  

    “Be careful,” Summer whispered as she pulled away, her breath on my lips causing me to shudder.  

    This time when I stood from the bed, nothing stopped me. I slowly made my way across the room and out the door. I let my eyes adjust to the dark hallway before walking down it. I peeked my head into what should have been Summer’s room and felt around the wall until my hand landed on a light switch. Unfortunately, the switch was only connected to a small lamp sitting beside the bed, not giving me much view of the room. I blinked my eyes and was able to get enough of a view to see that there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary in there.  

    Next, I made my way downstairs, searching the small living room and kitchen and finding nothing. My eyes focused on the closed door into Veronica’s room. I lightly knocked on the door, hoping the sound wouldn’t spook her. After a few seconds, I could hear movement on the other side. Veronica let out a loud yawn as she opened the door. When she saw me standing there, a smirk began to spread across her face. “Is this a middle of the night booty call? Because, by all means, come in.” She moved to the side and motioned for me to walk by.  

    Instead of budging, I stayed in place. “Sorry. That’s not why I’m here. We… I thought I heard something. Did you?”  

    A look of confusion with a little bit of fear replaced the smirk on Veronica’s face. “What did you hear?”  

    “It sounded like footsteps, but I have no idea.”  

    Veronica shrugged. “It’s an old cabin. Every little thing makes noise. You probably just imagined that it was footsteps since it’s creepy here.” She hitched her thumb toward her bed. “Sure you don’t want to come in?”  

    I shook my head. “That’s okay. I need some sleep. But just be careful, okay?” 

    Veronica nodded and shut her door without another word. I was too tired to think into it, so I let it go and headed back upstairs, smiling when I opened the door to my room and saw Summer sitting up in bed waiting for me. “So…?” she asked tentatively.  

    “Absolutely nothing,” I said with a shrug as I sat down beside her and patted her on the knee. “Let’s just try to get some sleep, and then we’ll figure out how to get the hell out of here tomorrow. Deal?”  

    “Okay. On one condition though.”  

    “Yes?”  

    “Will you cuddle with me?”  

    That was something I could definitely do.  

     

    *** 

     

    “Rise and shine, everyone. Welcome to Day Two of Ex Rated.” The robotic female voice from the night before rang through the whole house. “Let me formally introduce myself. I’m your host, Valerie Campbell. Just like all of you, I’m new to Gen Z TV. If you choose to continue, your challenges start today. If at any time you decide this is all too much, there is an emergency button in the kitchen. That will alert the crew to come right over so we can get you out of here. Oh yeah. One more thing that I forgot to mention. This house is haunted. I hope you don’t mind sharing the space with some of my friends.” The host laughed maliciously and was gone once again.  

    I looked at Summer, who was now wide awake. I abruptly stood from the bed and reached a hand down toward her. “Come on. We’re getting out of here. This is all way too weird for me.”  

    I pulled her down the stairs and into the kitchen where I found a tiny red button by the refrigerator that I hadn't noticed the day before. I dropped her hand and reached out to hit it, already over this.  

    “Wait.” 

    Veronica’s voice coming from behind us caused me to jump. I turned around to find her staring at me with a look I couldn’t discern. “Listen, I know this is all pretty weird, but hear me out. I really need this.” She looked toward the ground and kicked at some dirt ground on the floor. “It’s my mom. She’s sick. I really need this money to help her.” 

    “Shit, V, I’m so sorry. I had no clue.”  

    “Yeah. I mean, how would you?” There was a bite to her voice that I didn’t expect, but when she looked up at me her eyes were sad instead of angry. “Sorry. It’s just been a lot. I could really use this.”  

    I looked to Summer, who still seemed unsure. I tried to use my eyes to convey that I thought we should do it. She must have understood because her own eyes softened. “Okay. Let’s give this a try. No guarantees though. If things get too weird, we need to leave.”  

    “Deal,” Veronica said, the promise to stay immediately causing her to perk up. “I’m going to go get changed.”  

    Not long after she left the room, the speakers came on once again. “Hello, everyone. It’s time for the first challenge. I’d like you to gather in the living room.”  

    Summer and I walked into the living room where Veronica joined us as well. The voice immediately returned. “Very good. You’re going to have a lot of choices to make in these eight weeks, Darby, but this should be a no-brainer. All three of you will earn $500 for this challenge, and all you have to do is share a kiss with Veronica. A five-minute make-out session right here in front of Summer is all we need from you. Getting handsy is optional but encouraged. What do you say?”  

    What the hell kind of show was this? I knew these reality shows were trashy, but this took trash to a whole new level. On day two I was being forced to make out with my ex for all of America to watch. Worse than that was that Summer would have to watch. I had no clue what that quick kiss meant last night, but it had to have meant something. Veronica needed this though. The whole point in staying was to get her money, and this was one way to get it for her.  

    I looked at Summer with apologetic eyes before looking toward the speakers. “Okay. Let’s do this.”  

    I moved my eyes to Veronica, who bit her lip as she raised an eyebrow at me. Clearly, she was enjoying this much more than I was.  

    “Time starts now,” a voice said from above.  

    It was Veronica who closed the distance between us, pulling me up against her by grabbing onto the bottom of my shirt. Before I could even consider what was happening, her mouth was on mine. She wasted no time running her tongue along my lips to beg for entrance. I let her in because that’s what the show wanted from us, but it was hard to focus on the kiss when I knew Summer was in the room with us watching everything. I went through the motions, hoping the time went by quickly.  

    Veronica wasn’t just going through the motions though. She pushed me back as she continued to kiss me until I was forced onto the couch, where she crawled on top of me. Her hands moved up and down my body as her kissing continued to get more aggressive. The kiss was good. Great actually. But I couldn’t seem to let myself enjoy it. Everything about this felt so wrong.  

    I found myself feeling relieved when the timer finally went off to tell us to stop. Veronica pushed away from me and stood to her feet, then ran her tongue over her lips seductively. “Nice to see that you’ve still got it. You always were quite the animal in bed,” she said as she lifted one eyebrow flirtatiously.  

    What the hell was that all about? Was she just putting on a show for the cameras? Even though I was afraid of what I would find, I forced my eyes to focus on Summer. I didn’t think she would be happy about what she had just seen, but it broke my heart when I noticed the slightest bit of moisture at the corner of her eyes. I wish I didn’t care. After everything she had put me through, I shouldn’t, but I did. I still cared so much no matter how much I tried not to.  

    “Very good,” the host’s voice said over the speaker system. “Now for your second challenge of the day. Darby, there is a four-course meal being delivered later today. But this dinner only feeds two. Choose who will be your date for this romantic dinner. But wait. There’s a few things you need to be aware of before you choose. With the meal comes a check for one thousand dollars for whichever lucky girl you choose. What about the unlucky girl? There’s peanut butter and jelly for her. Who will it be? Your first love or your spicy adult affair?” 

    Veronica needs the money. Veronica needs the money. I kept reminding myself of this while my heart told me to make a different decision. “I choose Veronica.”  

     

    *** 

     

    Later that night, a meal arrived just as promised. Summer made herself a peanut butter and jelly and retreated upstairs as Veronica excitedly spread our food across the kitchen table. “This reminds me of the meal we had on our first date,” she said as she set down the last of it.  

    “Totally.” The truth was, I had no recollection of our first date, but there was no way I was going to tell her that. “So, what’s going on with your mom?” I asked as we both sat down.  

    “Cancer. Multiple treatments and still no success.”  

    I reached out and put my hand on top of hers, squeezing gently. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Is she still in Maryland?”  

    Veronica slowly shook her head. “I convinced her to move out here with me when she got sick. It probably would have been smarter financially for me to move back there, but there’s nothing tying us to that town. No reason for her to stay and watch my dad live his life with his new family.”  

    I cringed at the thought. Veronica’s dad had left them during her senior year of high school. When he left, they found out he had been having an affair for years. The decision to leave came when he found out he had gotten the woman he was having an affair with pregnant. Absolutely disgusting. 

    “Anyway, let’s talk about something else.” Veronica smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes.  

    We spent the rest of dinner making small talk and updating each other on our lives. I tried not to let my mind drift to what Summer was doing upstairs because I wanted to give Veronica my full attention, but it seemed to get harder the longer the dinner went on. By the time we were doing the dishes together, I was itching to get upstairs to check on Summer.  

    “So,” Veronica began as she handed me the last dish. “What do you say we finish what we started earlier? Back in my room?”  

    Was she asking what I thought she was? I shook my head. “Not tonight. I’m sorry. I’m really tired.”  

    “Suit yourself,” she responded with a sigh. “Think of me while you lay in bed alone tonight. In case you were wondering, I still sleep nude.” 

    Veronica had always been flirtatious, but the amount she was coming onto me was strange and starting to make me uncomfortable. I slipped out of the kitchen without saying another word and made my way upstairs. Summer’s door was closed, so I knocked softly. After a minute, there was still no sound on the other side. I knocked again, but once again, heard nothing. I let another minute pass before I gave up and headed to my room.  

    I was stopped in my tracks at the sight of someone lying in my bed. “Shit, Summer,” I said as I put a hand over my chest. “You really know how to give a girl a heart attack. I didn’t expect to see you in here.”  

    “You mean after I had to watch you make out with another girl right in front of me and then deal with you choosing her over me for your date?”  

    “Well, yeah. That’s exactly what I mean.”  

    Summer shrugged as she stood from the bed and walked over to me, reaching her hand out to take mine once she was close to me. “Not going to lie. That hurt. But I have no right to be mad or jealous. Even though it’s still the greatest regret of my life, I’m the one who left you all those years ago. I have no claim over you, and I can’t expect you to choose me ever again.” 

    “You do realize I chose Veronica for that date so she could get the money, right? If it wasn’t for that I would have chosen you.”  

    “Really?”  

    “Really. I want to help Veronica, but I don’t think I can do this anymore. We’re only one day in, and it already feels weird. I hated today. I don’t know. Maybe I can find a way to help her raise money or something. Anything has to be better than this.”  

    Summer moved her hand from mine and ran it up my arm, causing a chill to run down my spine. “I’m not sure what tomorrow holds if we’re not here anymore, and I’m not naive enough to believe that one day together could somehow make up for all of our time apart. But, since we might only have one night together, what do you say we make it count?”  

    That was all I needed to hear. I picked Summer up and carried her to the bed, kissing her as I walked. Kissing Summer was so much different than kissing Veronica. It was all-consuming. All I could think about was how I wanted more.  

    And more was exactly what I was going to take. Years of pent up sexual frustration over never having sex that compared to sex with Summer came out as I tore at her clothes, that were actually mine in this case. It didn’t take long for me to strip her bare, and unable to handle anything between us, I ripped my clothes off as well. Feeling my skin against hers was like finally feeling the heat of the sun after a long, cold winter. And that’s exactly what life without Summer was like—cold. Dark. Dreary.  

    Not wanting to waste any time, I slipped my hand between her legs, pleasantly surprised by the wetness already present. Summer moaned as I ran my fingers along her center then dipped them inside of her. It only took a few rounds of my fingers moving in and out before Summer brought her hand between us and began to mimic my actions.  

    I knew I wasn’t going to last long, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was watching Summer fall apart below me, which is exactly what I got just a few minutes later. Watching her orgasm was enough to send me over the edge as well.  

    As we both groaned together as we rode out our orgasms, the sound of a loud noise in the hallway joined our own.  

    “What the hell was that?” Summer asked as she rolled off of me. 

    I shrugged. My post-sex bliss was too strong to care in this moment. “Not sure. Probably one of our ghost friends. The cabin is haunted.” I could tell that Summer was worried, so I reached my arm out toward her. “Don’t worry. I meant what I said. Tomorrow we’ll leave here. Tonight, we snuggle.”  

     

    *** 

     

    Summer and I decided we would end the game before talking to Veronica. I wasn’t trying to go behind her back. I just knew she could change my mind, and I really didn’t want to have that happen. I would do anything to help her figure things out with her mom, but this “game” was just too much for me. I knew it would probably ruin my chances of ever being on a Gen Z reality show in the future, but at this point, I didn’t care.  

    After getting dressed, we headed downstairs and snuck into the kitchen. I immediately went over to the red button so I couldn’t overthink it. When I hit the button, I was surprised to find that nothing happened. There was no voice coming over the speakers. No loud alarm sounding the end of the game.  

    I looked toward Summer and shrugged my shoulders. “I guess now we just wait.”  

    Summer tilted her head to the side as she studied the button. “Are you sure you pushed it in all the way?” Without waiting for a response from me, she leaned forward and hit it again.  

    “What the hell did you just do?” an angry voice said from behind us.  

    I turned around to see Veronica, eyes fuming. I lifted both hands in the air and took a step back. “Listen, V, we wanted to talk to you about this. We decided that we can’t do this anymore.”  

    “Oh. You decided? You two decided without asking me how I felt?”  

    “This is a weird game, V. We’re going to help you figure out how to get the money to help your mom, but this isn’t the way to do it. We’re done.”  

    Veronica crossed her arms in front of her chest, a maniacal smile coming to her face that was actually scary. “Oh, you’re done?” She threw her head back and laughed in a way that made me feel like I wanted to crawl out of my own skin. “Here’s the funny thing, Darby. Only I can choose when you’re done.”  

    I looked from Summer to Veronica, no clue what the hell was happening right now. “What are you talking about, Veronica?”  

    “Did you really think Gen Z actually wanted you for something?” Veronica asked with a laugh. “You’re twenty-eight. That ship has sailed. Lucky for me, you’re just as dense as I predicted. So is your little girlfriend here. One letter to each of you, and I was able to bring this plan to light. You weren’t even smart enough to figure out that the ‘host’ of this ‘show’ was fake. Valerie Campbell? I even used my own initials. VC. I thought maybe you would catch on to that, but you never really did notice me, did you?”  

    I swallowed hard as I desperately searched for a way to escape. Veronica was insane. What the actual hell? “Veronica, why are you doing this?”  

    She laughed again, her laugh becoming more unhinged every time. “Why am I doing this? Do you really need to ask that, Darby? We dated for three years. For three years, I had to deal with the fact that you were never going to see me the same way you saw your precious ex- girlfriend. Your first love. The one that got away. But I still stuck by you. Why? Because I’m an idiot that actually thought I could win out in the end.”  

    My mouth was dry, but I knew I had to say something. I took a step toward her, acting as a shield between her and Summer. “It wasn’t about winning, V. I’m really sorry. I just never loved you like that. I wanted to. Trust me, I really, really wanted to. I just couldn’t get my heart to that place.”  

    This time when Veronica laughed, there were tears as well. “That’s where you’re wrong. This is about winning, which is exactly what I’m going to do this time around. This could have been easy, Darby. Maybe even a little bit fun for you and me, if you would have just let it be. All you needed to do was go along with my challenges, make your little girlfriend jealous. Give her a taste of what I felt all of those years.”  

    “You set this all up just to get back at me?” Summer asked from behind me. “Veronica, I don’t even know you. Why would you want to hurt a stranger like that?”  

    “Because you hurt me,” Veronica screamed through her tears. “You hurt me! Darby was the one good thing to happen to my life and because of you, I couldn’t have her. You didn’t even want her. You threw her away like trash. Did you know that I was the first girl she dated after you left? We met two years after you. Two years, and I still had to clean up the mess you made.” I tried to take another step toward her, but she shook her head back and forth. “No! Don’t even try it. It’s too late now. It’s all too late. It didn’t have to come to this. You could have let me make her jealous for eight weeks. Let her see what it’s like to never fully have the person you love. But, no. You couldn’t do that. You couldn’t even make it two days without falling back into bed with her.” I looked toward Summer as reality hit me and a knot formed in my throat. “Yeah. Did you really think this place was haunted? I didn’t think you were one to believe in ghosts. I had to know what was happening with you two.” Another laugh filled with tears. “Jokes on you though. Haven’t you ever watched a scary movie? What happens to characters after they have sex? They die.”  

    It was just then that I noticed the knife rack sitting on the kitchen counter. Unfortunately, Veronica saw it first and reached for the biggest knife in the set, holding it out in front of herself with shaky hands.  

    I took another step toward her as my mind fought with itself over whether this was brave or stupid. “You don’t need to do this, V. Listen, I’m sorry. You’re right. I should have done more for you. You were a great girlfriend, and my stupid heart kept me from ever appreciating that. I’m sorry. But you don’t need to do this. Think of your mom. She needs you.”  

    Veronica waved the knife in front of her, causing me to stumble back into Summer’s arms. “She doesn’t need me. It’s too late for that. She’s gone. Dead. The cancer took her. She was all I had in life. The only thing worth living for. So, it doesn’t matter what happens to me now. I don’t have anything to live for, especially now that you made your choice.”  

    Her eyes settled on Summer, and I saw more fire in them than I had ever seen from another human before. It was like her soul was gone and all that was left was anger and resentment and a need for revenge. “And you,” Veronica said as she took a step closer to Summer. “You dreamed of making a better life for yourself. New York didn’t work out the way you hoped, but you still had big dreams, right? That’s what my years of research told me. Years of following you. Years of learning exactly who you are. Unlike me, you have plenty to live for. A loving family. Two happily married parents. Two brothers. One sister. Three nieces and two nephews. Plans for the future. But guess what? Darby ruined that for you, and now that all has to be cut short. I hate to do this. You seem like a nice girl. But it’s time to show Darby what it feels like to lose your whole world.”  

    “No!” I shouted as Veronica lunged forward with the knife.  

    But she was on a mission, and I had no clue how I was supposed to stop her. We were trapped. Nowhere to go. No one to call. God, she really had planned this whole thing out. I needed to think, and it had to be fast.  

    I took a few stupidly brave steps toward Veronica. “You have it all wrong, V. I don’t want Summer. I haven’t for years. I didn’t have sex with her last night to reignite some past flame. It was for revenge.” Two more steps. This time I reached out and took her hand. “I was wrong about us. We think the same, V. I think we’re meant to be together.”  

    As I dropped her hand to wrap her in a tight hug, she melted into me and sobbed. I let my hand drift behind us over the counter, until I found what I was searching for. A loud piercing scream left Veronica’s throat as my knife went into her leg, causing her to fall to the ground.  

    I turned back toward Summer, who was frozen in place. “Go! Get your phone and get out of here. Run until you find service and call the police. I’ll keep her here.”  

    Summer nodded her head and ran out of the room. I watched as she left but was brought back to the reality of the situation in front of me when a sharp pain cut through my leg, followed by the feeling of warm blood. “Shit,” I screamed out in pain, holding my hand to the spot where Veronica’s knife had sliced my skin and falling to my knees. Veronica stumbled away from me holding her leg where I had gotten her.  

    Summer ran back into the room, phone in hand. “Oh my God, Darby, are you okay?” 

    She started to come toward me, but I motioned with my hand for her to go. “Leave, Summer. Go find help. Save yourself. Don’t worry about me.”  

    To my surprise, instead of turning around, Summer continued to come closer to me, putting out her hand and pulling me up onto my feet. “No, Darby. I left you once, and I’m never going to make that mistake again. I still love you. I never stopped. We’re getting out of here together.”  

    If I wasn’t so scared and on the edge of death, her confession would have been enough to make me melt into a puddle in front of her, but there would hopefully be time for that later. I looked to Veronica, who was using a chair to help lift herself up. “Okay. But we need to go now.”  

    I leaned on Summer, wincing in pain when I was forced to put pressure on my leg. We made our way out of the house as quickly as possible and squinted as the bright sun blinded us. I pointed toward the path the car had driven just a few days ago. “That way!”  

    Summer practically dragged me as she walked as fast as possible, phone up in the air as she looked for service. I had no idea if we had been walking for seconds or hours when I heard Summer squeal in delight. “I think I finally have a signal.”  

    “Good. You call the police, and I’ll keep watch.” I kept my eyes on the path we had just walked, searching the area for any signs of movement.  

    “They traced the call and they're on their way,” Summer said with a hesitant relief to her voice.  

    I turned to look at her, and all of the feelings I spent years trying to shed hit me right in the heart. I had looked death in the eye and now I was looking at my life. The only life I wanted. “We did it. We’re going to get out of here. I hope you meant what you said back there, because I love you too. Summer, I could never love anyone else. I’ve tried, and it just doesn’t work. You’re my soulmate.”  

    “I meant everything,” she said as she took me into her arms, holding me in a way that could make me feel safe even in the scariest situation.  

    The moment was interrupted by the feeling of something cold against my back. “Well, isn’t this sweet?” Veronica whispered into my ear.  

    I slowly turned around and saw Veronica standing right in front of me, knife in hand. “So, what you said to me inside was a lie? I was right all along? This bitch is the only person you’ll ever love?”  

    I nodded my head. If I was going to die, I might as well die honestly. Veronica lifted the knife up with both hands, but to my surprise, instead of pointing it toward me, she turned it on herself. “I guess this is the end. Like I said, I have nothing to live for now.”  

    When I realized what was happening, I took a step toward her. The whole trying to murder my first love thing aside, Veronica had done a lot for me in the time we were dating. Now, she needed me. “Don’t do this, V. The police are on the way. You need help. We can get that for you. You haven’t killed anyone. We can make sure they take you somewhere that you can get the help you deserve. Okay?”  

    To my surprise, Veronica dropped the knife at the same time she dropped to her knees and began to sob. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m sorry.”  

    I picked up the knife before she could change her mind and let out a sigh of relief when I heard the sound of police sirens coming toward us. When they arrived, they lifted Veronica from the ground and directed her to one of their squad cars.  

    “She needs help. Please get her the help she needs,” I said as they put her into the car. 

    The officer nodded, then directed the two of us to a different squad car. Once inside, Summer placed a hand on my thigh. “I don’t know how I ever let you go. You are the most brave, caring woman in the entire world. You’re my hero.” 

    I lay my head on her shoulder as I tried to take in everything that had just happened to us. Everything that had brought us to this point. All of the signs I missed while I was dating Veronica that would have told me I needed to get her help before it was too late. “So, what do we do now?” I asked softly, my head swimming with conflicting thoughts and emotions.  

    “Let’s go home.”  

    “Where is that?” 

    “Wherever I’m with you.” 
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    Chapter 1 

     

    May 1, 2020 

    Twenty-five-year-old Vanity Chase had the world by the tail. She had just released her first single record and it was shooting to the top of the charts. She was poised to be country music’s next darling and nothing could stop her. 

    Vanity had it all: long blonde hair, perfect figure, beautiful face, and a voice like an angel. She knew she was the whole package. 

    As she drove home, she mentally ran through the list of things she had procured for her birthday party at the apartment clubhouse. The band was set up and ready to go. The caterer was arranging the buffet tables around the party room, cases of beer, wine, and whiskey were stacked behind the bar, and her manager had scored some primo (joints of weed laced with cocaine) for her and her friends. Yep, this is gonna be one hell of a party, she thought as she drove to her apartment. 

    She hoped Pam was home and getting ready. She hated it when they both ended up in the bathroom trying to take a shower at the same time. I really need to cut Pam loose, she thought. I’m certainly not taking her to Nashville with me. 

    She parked the pickup in her designated space and sprinted to her door. “Happy Birthday!” Pam yelled, throwing open the door.  

    “You’re naked!” Vanity exclaimed, looking around to see if any of her neighbors were outside. 

    “I thought I’d give you your present before the party.” A lustful look gave Pam’s face an unattractive appearance. 

    “We don’t have time,” Vanity croaked. “We’re supposed to be back at the clubhouse in an hour.” 

    “Van, just a quickie,” Pam whined. 

    “I’m getting into the shower,” Vanity said. [bookmark: _Hlk48618232]Country Music People Magazine will be there tonight. They’re doing a spread on me for my birthday. I have to fix my hair and makeup.” 

    Locking the door behind her to prevent Pam following her into the bathroom, Vanity stripped and stepped into the shower. Her mind was running a mile a minute as she thought about her recording session scheduled for Monday to cut her first album. For the first time, everything was perfect in Vanity’s world. 

    Vanity left Pam, who was still dressing, and headed for the clubhouse. As she pulled into the parking lot friends and followers engulfed her vehicle singing “Happy Birthday.” A stunning redhead latched onto her arm as she stepped from her pickup cab. “Roland sent me,” she whispered in Vanity’s ear. 

    “Are you my party planner or my birthday present?” Vanity asked. 

    “I can be anything you want me to be, honey.” The redhead placed her lips close to Vanity’s ear. “Anything you want.” 

    Vanity nodded and walked toward the door with the woman clinging to her. “Do you have a name?” 

    “Scarlett.” 

    “Of course, it is,” Vanity scoffed, eyeing her flaming red hair. 

    The clubhouse filled quickly, and Vanity wished she had hired more security guards to control the crowd. The photographers for Country Music People were taking photos from every angle as she approached the band, and a local TV station’s cameraman was videoing her every move.  

    She stepped onto the stage, greeted her band, and yelled into the microphone, “Let’s get this over with so we can party!” 

    They performed a couple of numbers then segued into their hit that was riding high on the country music charts. The merrymakers went crazy, clapping the rhythm and singing along with her. 

     

     

    May 2, 2020 

    Vanity couldn’t remember when she passed out. She knew she had consumed an inordinate amount of liquor and smoked too many of Roland’s primos. A movement beside her confirmed the fear she was in bed with someone. Red hair tousled around the head on her shoulder. Scarlett. 

    Moving slowly, Vanity slid from the bed onto the floor and felt around for her clothes. She thanked her lucky stars they were piled in one place and not scattered all over the room. She dressed, ignoring the wicked clogger that was dancing inside her head.  

    Staggering from the room, she tried to decide the direction of her pickup. The faint light on one side of the room led her to the door going outside. Her vehicle was covered in streamers and shoe polish used to write happy birthday. She knew she was in no condition to get behind the wheel, but her apartment wasn’t very far away. She squinted her eyes, attempting to block out the rising sun. 

    She wiped her eyes with her fingers, trying to pull the cobwebs from her brain, but failed. She climbed into the truck, fumbled with the seat belt, then abandoned her efforts to fasten it. She put the truck in reverse and shot backwards much faster than she intended. “Okay, very little control of limbs,” she said out loud, giggling as she eased the gearshift into drive. 

     The Ford pickup shot forward and she slammed on the brakes. Trying to judge her reaction time, she hopped and jerked the truck from the parking lot. She rolled down the windows hoping the fresh air would sober her. 

    She pulled onto the street and accelerated through the neighborhood. The faster she got home the quicker the streets would be safe. Her phone dinged receipt of a text message and she wiggled it from her pocket, finally reading, “Where are you?” 

    The screaming of brakes and grating of metal were the last things Vanity heard as she ran a stop sign, plowing into the driver’s side of a small car. The skidding and rattling of the vehicles locked in a death struggle seemed to go on forever. Her heart was hammering as if a wild mustang was galloping in her chest. Chains, it sounds like heavy chains rattling, she thought as she flew through her windshield and slipped into darkness. All that noise and she never saw anything. She only heard the sound. 

    




 

     

     

    Chapter 2 

     

    April 15, 2021 – Thursday – A Year Later 

    Vanity pulled her Dodge pickup into the parking space in front of the real estate office. She pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger to stop the constant headache that tormented her. 

    She picked up the newspaper and read the for-sale ad one more time. “Cheap. 5 acres, 3 BDR, 3bath. Perfect get-a-way.” The listed price was a fourth of what Vanity had expected, and the real estate agent had told her she could probably negotiate the price even lower. 

    Everything about the ad appealed to her, especially the words cheap and get-a-way. 

    A pretty brunette walked from the real estate office and knocked on the window of Vanity’s truck, waiting patiently as she rolled down the window. 

    “Are you Vanity Chase?” 

    “Yes. Are you Libby Reed?” 

    “I am,” the brunette said. “Do you mind if we take your vehicle? Mine is in the shop.” 

    “Sure, hop in.” 

    Vanity stole glances at Libby as she pulled onto the street. Libby was at least three inches shorter than Vanity’s five foot seven. Her long black hair framed a heart-shaped face with the darkest eyes Vanity had ever seen. “I have no idea where we’re going. You’ll have to give me directions.” 

    “It’s about five miles outside of town,” Libby told her. “You’ll see a convenience store on your left. Turn on the road that runs beside it. 

    “I hope you won’t think this is a pick-up line,” Vanity said “but what’s a woman like you doing in a one-horse town like this?” 

    “Waiting for someone to sweep me off my feet. Why does someone like you want to move to this one-horse town?” 

    “Solitude,” Vanity muttered. 

    Libby pointed to the turn after the convenience store, then another turn about half a mile down the road. “That’s the house. You can pull into the drive. No one lives there now.” 

    Vanity was shocked by the beauty of the house and its surroundings. The two-story stucco sat atop a little rise in the center of the property. 

    “I’ll have to unlock the gate,” Libby advised as Vanity slowed to a stop. “I’ll leave it open and we can close it when we leave.” 

    Vanity rolled down her window and breathed in the fresh air as Libby pulled a lock from the heavy chain and pushed the gate open. The grating sound of the unoiled hinges made her cringe. 

    Libby climbed back into the truck. “Drive around back. I have a key to the door.” 

    They drove to the back of the house and Libby gave her the usual realtor’s tour. Vanity fell in love with the house. It was enchanting, peaceful, and perfect in every way. “You think the owner will come down on her asking price?” 

    “I’m sure I can get another fifty thousand off the price,” Libby answered. “The owner is very eager to sell.” 

    “It seems to be ideal. Why is he asking so little for it?” 

    “It’s haunted.” Libby laughed. 

    “Right!” 

    “Seriously, the owner thinks the house is haunted.”  

    “Has he ever actually seen a ghost in the house?” Vanity asked. 

    “I don’t think so. He says it’s just a feeling, and he’s heard noises.” 

    “Ghost or no ghost, I want it,” Vanity declared. “When can I move in?” 

    “As soon as we sign the closing papers.” 

     

     

    May 1, Thursday 

    Vanity offered to pay cash for another seventy-five thousand off, and the seller jumped at the deal. Libby wrapped up the sale quickly. She called Vanity with the final figure for the cashier’s check. “Bring that with you tomorrow when you sign the papers, and I’ll turn the keys over to you. You can stop by anytime and sign, just give me a call to make sure I’m in the office.” 

    Vanity thanked her, then called the bank instructing them to have the cashier’s check ready for her in the morning. It will be good to get into something permanent, she thought, calling her brother and asking him to meet the movers at the storage unit so they could pick up everything she owned and bring it to the new house. 

    Austin, Texas, had been a wonderful city to kick off Vanity’s singing career. She had formed a small band her first year at the University of Texas and had become a local celebrity. After her wreck, dreams of pursuing her career in Nashville vanished like a faint wisp of smoke. Now she just wanted to be alone, and the house in Chickasha, Oklahoma, fulfilled her needs. 

    Located about forty miles from Oklahoma City, [bookmark: _Hlk48869034]Chickasha offered the solitude of a small town but was close enough to the state’s capitol to engage in concerts, fine dining, and other crowd activities, though Vanity had no desire to partake of anything Oklahoma City had to offer. 

    A year had passed since the tragic accident that had left a woman dead and Vanity with several broken bones. Her fractured legs and arms had healed, and she was learning to cope with the constant headache and night terrors as she relived the crash in her sleep. Every time she closed her eyes, she heard the horror of the monstrous cattle guard on the front of her pickup demolishing the smaller vehicle and its occupant. If she had buckled her seat belt, she would have sustained no injuries, but the impact sent her flying through the windshield. 

    During her year-long convalescence, her record had hit number one on the country music charts. Her band had found another lead singer and was now living the good life in Nashville. Although her attorney cost her a small fortune, Vanity had come out of it all with a great deal of money. Not enough to support her forever, but enough to hold her over until she got her head on straight. 

     

     

    May 2, Friday 

    It was after two in the afternoon when Vanity picked up the cashier’s check and called Libby before leaving the bank’s lobby. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 

    “Pick me up, and I’ll buy you dinner to celebrate my commission and your new home,” Libby suggested. “I’ll bring the file and my notary stamp so we can have a drink and take our time going over everything.” 

    “That is the best offer I’ve had all year.” Vanity couldn’t hide her elation at the prospect of getting the keys to her own home and spending time with Libby. “I can’t wait to see you.” 

    Libby was waiting in front of the real estate office when Vanity pulled up. She got into the pickup and started talking as she fastened her seatbelt. “This is the easiest sale I’ve ever made. I’ve enjoyed working with you.” 

    Vanity drove to a Chinese restaurant where they had met before to discuss the sale. In downtown Chickasha, it was the best dining establishment the little town had to offer. They decided to share the Chinese dinner. Vanity placed their order, and Libby pulled a file folder from her briefcase. 

    She flashed a beautiful smile at Vanity and said, “Just think, when we walk out of here you will be the owner of a wonderful home.” 

    “I know. I am so excited. My furniture will be delivered tomorrow, and I can begin to live my life again.” 

    “What is the first thing you will do?” Libby asked. 

    “Put my bed together. Sleeping on that lumpy mattress at Budget Inn is killing me. I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed.” 

    “I hope you’ll keep in touch,” Libby said. “I always like to see how my clients settle into a place and how it looks when they get moved in.” 

    “Why don’t you keep next Friday night open, and I’ll grill steaks for us on my new patio? I noticed you don’t wear a wedding ring, so I assume you’re not married. 

    “I was, once, but not anymore.” 

    “I’m so sorry.” 

    “Don’t be.” Libby smiled. “I’ve gotten over it. Enough about me. What do you plan to do? Are you going to work? What skills do you have?” 

    “Not many, I’m afraid,” Vanity said. “I have a music degree. Hopefully, I can put it to good use.” 

    “What did you do in Austin?” 

    “I was the lead singer for a band.” 

    “We have an opening for a music teacher at the middle school,” Libby suggested. 

    “I’m not very good with children.” Vanity chuckled. “In fact, I don’t like them at all.” 

    Libby nodded her agreement and opened the file folder. “Let’s get the paperwork finished and it will be a done deal.” 

    Vanity signed and Libby notarized the papers. “A picture!” Vanity beamed holding her cellphone up in the air. “To remember the day I purchased my new home. Say cheese, Libby.” She took the photo then tapped the photo roll on her phone to see it. 

    “It didn’t take,” Vanity giggled. “You’ve broken my camera, Ms. Reed. You owe me a picture.” 

    They finished dinner and said goodbye, promising to keep in touch. “I’ll file these papers and deliver your copies when the county clerk is finished,” Libby promised. 

    On the way home, Vanity dropped her attorney a note that she had purchased a home. She proudly wrote the return address on the envelope. 

     

     

    May 3, Saturday 

    Vanity looked around her living room where the movers had left the boxes and smaller things. They had put the heavy furniture in place and her bedroom furniture in the master suite upstairs. 

    Her phone rang and Libby’s name flashed on the screen. Vanity turned on the speaker so she could talk to Libby as she worked. “Hello Libby. How are you doing?” 

    “Good. I’m just checking to see if your things arrived and make certain everything is going okay. Is the house living up to your expectations?” 

    “So far. I’ll let you know more tomorrow after a good night’s sleep.” 

    “I may run by tomorrow,” Libby said. “I’m meeting a potential buyer at that colonial about a mile past you.” 

    “I’d like that.” 

    Eager to get her house in order, Vanity worked most of the night putting away things, washing her linens, and making her bed. Exhausted, she showered and fell into bed just before dawn. 

     

     

    May 4, Sunday 

    The next morning Vanity was awakened by someone dragging something across the living room. She lay still listening for any sounds of an intruder in her home. After several minutes, she decided the noise had been the residual of one of her dreams. She let her mind wander to Libby Reed. The agent was one of the most attractive women she had ever met. Not like the girls that had fawned over her in college, but like a real woman with curves in all the right places and naturally sultry expressions that made Vanity’s heart beat double time. 

    The sound came again. Someone was moving her furniture. 

    Vanity slipped from her bed, pulling on her jeans and a t-shirt, then eased down the stairs, her bare feet making no sound. 

    Halfway down the stairs she had a perfect view of every corner of the room. No one was in the area. Moving down the stairs she watched the archway leading into the kitchen, approaching it cautiously. 

    She peered into the kitchen, finding it empty. Sighing deeply, she walked to her coffee pot, filled it with water, and spooned the coffee into the filter. As she reached for a cup, a loud thud came from the living room, as if someone had dropped a sack of rocks on the floor. Vanity dropped her cup, shattering it on the kitchen floor. 

    In full command of her faculties, she knew the loud sound wasn’t part of a dream. Something was in her house. She pulled a sharp knife from the block and moved toward the living room. 

    To her amazement there was nothing in her living room. No bag of rocks in the middle of the floor. No culprits invading her home. Only a huge spider web that filled an entire corner of the room. 

    What the hell? That wasn’t here five minutes ago. 

    Vanity carefully looked around the room searching for the spider that could spin a web that large so quickly. She found none. A shiver ran down her spine as she returned to the kitchen for a broom to destroy the web. 

    She swept the giant gossamer net from the corner, taking the broom outside to wash the sticky material from it with the water hose. 

    Vanity spent the rest of the day putting away everything and going over the events of the morning for some reasonable explanation.  

     

    **** 

     

    It was after three when Libby called to inform her she would drop by around five. The spider web slipped to the back of her mind as she thought about preparing dinner for Libby. It would be nice to surprise her with a home cooked meal. She instructed Alexa to play music by her favorite band and went into the kitchen to start dinner. 

    She made beef patties and started them cooking, then rummaged through her pantry finding some instant au gratin potatoes and canned green beans. I will plant a garden, she promised herself, bringing some instant brown gravy to a boil and pouring it over the cooked patties. She covered the meat and left it to simmer in the gravy as she placed plates and flatware on the table. 

    The tea pitcher gurgled as the doorbell rang. Vanity smiled at the thought of seeing Libby. She enjoyed the energetic woman’s company. 

    “My, aren’t you all domesticated?” Libby grinned as she entered the house holding out a bottle of wine, a scented candle, and a small flat box. “Good luck housewarming gifts. You’re supposed to burn a candle to ward off evil and christen your home with the spirits—usually champagne but wine will do—and this.” She handed Vanity the box. “Be careful what you ask for.” 

    Vanity opened the box and caught her breath. Inside was a gorgeous photo of Libby in a golden frame. She raised her eyes from the photo to lock gazes with Libby. “This is fantastic. You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.” 

    Libby bowed her head as she blushed. “You said you wanted something to remember me by.” 

    “Yes! Yes! Thanks, I need this, especially the wine.” 

    Libby glanced at Vanity’s face. “Is everything okay?” 

    “Yes, I was just preparing dinner. Please say you’ll stay. My recipe is for four, and I’ll never eat it all by myself.” 

    “How can I refuse? It smells delicious.” Libby carried the candle to the dining room table and lit it. The vanilla fragrance mingled pleasantly with the scent of the simmering beef patties. 

    Vanity opened the wine, poured it, and led her guest into the living room. “I can’t believe you have everything in place,” Libby said, admiring the vase on the mantle. “You have some priceless antiques.” 

    “From my great-great-Grandmother. Since I’m settling down Mother deemed me worthy of them.” 

    “Parents can be so protective of family antiques.” Libby grinned, watching Vanity place her photo among the priceless heirlooms. 

    The timer on the stove buzzed, and they carried their empty wine glasses to the kitchen. “I’ll refill our glasses and let you take care of dinner,” Libby announced. 

    Dinner was delightful with Libby praising her host’s culinary skills. “Who would believe anything this simple could taste so good.” 

    “I still owe you a steak on the grill Friday night,” Vanity promised. “I do grill an awesome steak, special seasoning and all that.” 

    “I’ll look forward to it.” Libby tilted her head and the flame from the candle danced in the dark depths of her eyes, mesmerizing Vanity. 

    Breaking her trance, Vanity asked. “How long have you been single?” 

    “I beg your pardon.” Libby scowled. 

    “Your husband. How long ago did you divorce?” Vanity plunged down the slippery slope. 

    “Not a divorce, a death,” Libby answered. “My wife and I were parted over a year ago.” 

    “I . . . I didn’t know—” 

    “It’s okay.” Libby placed her hand over Vanity’s. “You had no way of knowing.” 

    Vanity bowed her head, hiding the look of joy that covered her face. She’s a lesbian, Vanity thought. 

    “What about you?” Libby asked. “Is there someone special in your life?” 

    “No. There never has been.” Vanity picked up their dishes and carried them toward the kitchen. “I have a bottle of Remy Martin XO I’ve been saving for a special occasion.” 

    “Save it for Friday.” Libby picked up the remaining dishes and followed her to the kitchen. “I still have to drive home and should be going.” 

    Vanity wanted to beg her to stay but knew their friendship was too new for that, so she walked her to the car and hugged her goodbye. “Thank you for the candle, the photo, and the wine. You are so thoughtful.” 

     

    




 

     

     

    Chapter 3 

     

    May 5, Monday 

    Vanity lay still listening for the noises she had heard the day before. The house was silent. “Thank God,” she whispered as the sun came up, and no strange sounds disrupted the silence of the house. She pulled the comforter under her chin and drifted back to sleep. 

    She had an uneventful day doing small repairs around the house: replacing lightbulbs, tightening doorknobs and locks, and fixing the constant drip of the kitchen faucet. By nightfall she was tired but proud of what she had accomplished.  

    Vanity slid a plate of leftovers from the previous night’s dinner into the microwave, pushed the start button, and pulled a cold beer from the refrigerator. She sat on the stool at the kitchen island. When the microwave dinged, she carried her plate and drink into the TV room and turned on the news. She wondered when news had become someone’s opinion instead of the facts. She channel surfed then settled on watching a sitcom rerun while she finished her meal. Fifteen minutes into the show she was sound asleep. 

    It was after midnight when the screeching from the unoiled gate alerted Vanity to the presence of someone on her property. She turned off the TV and lamp then moved into the kitchen. All the lights in the house were off and the full moon cast an eerie light outside, clearly lighting everything. 

    Vanity moved quickly to the front of the house to see what was making the racket. It sounded as if someone was driving a wagon pulled by a team of horses up her drive. As she opened the front door, the sound of heavy chains and pounding hoofs passed her home and clattered across the[bookmark: _Hlk49384747] backyard circling the house. 

    The noise was horrendous and growing louder. The chains rattled as the team of horses dragged the wagon across the front yard heading back down the drive. The sound stopped at the gate as it was pulled shut and locked. The sound of the horses with their rattling chains and wagon faded away.  

    Vanity returned to the dining room. Her hands shook as she poured a glass full of brandy and gulped it down. The smooth liquor burned her throat as it made its way to her stomach. Falling into a dining room chair she propped her head in her hands and cried. 

    “I should report this,” she said out loud just to hear a normal sound.  

    She downed another glass of brandy and let its numbing properties spread throughout her body. Sleep. I’m exhausted and need sleep. She stumbled upstairs and fell face down across her bed. Sleep quickly overcame her. 

     

     

    May 6, Tuesday 

    A cold breeze blew across Vanity’s back and ruffled the hair at the nape of her neck like a teasing lover. She opened her eyes without moving, listening for any sounds inside or outside her home. After several minutes she pushed herself to her feet and looked around. Everything looked perfect. Maybe she’d had a bad dream. 

    She stumbled into the bathroom, turning on the shower to allow the water to heat before she stepped in. 

    Showered and dressed, she called Libby’s cellphone. It went to voice mail and Vanity left a message. “Please meet me at the Chinese restaurant at one.” 

    The hinges on the gate screamed the arrival of a visitor. Vanity pulled back her shoulders and vowed to get a gun when she was in town. She rushed onto the front porch as a flatbed truck rolled to a stop beside her house. 

    “You Vanity Chase?” A stout fellow in a Coors Beer cap jumped down from the truck’s cab. 

    “I am. Looks like you’re delivering my new John Deere tractor.” 

    “Yes ma’am, complete with a Bush Hog mower and frontend loader. If you’ll just sign here while I unload it.” He handed her a clipboard and pen then began unchaining the green tractor from the flatbed. She cringed at the grating sound when he pulled the loading ramps from their location beneath the truck bed and clicked them into place. 

    “Is there any special place you want me to put it?” he asked as he turned off the engine. 

    “No, I’ll take it from here.” Vanity returned his clipboard and pen. 

    “We appreciate your business ma’am. If you have any trouble at all just give us a call.” He handed her a business card and climbed back into the cab. “Your keys are in the tractor’s ignition.” 

    Vanity climbed into the seat of the tractor and surveyed her kingdom from the perch. She cranked the John Deere and drove it to the barn at the back of her property. Tomorrow she would accept delivery on a rooster and two dozen hens. It’s the farm life for me. She chuckled out loud thinking about growing her own vegetables and producing her own meat and eggs. She drove the tractor to the barn, opened the double doors, and pulled her new acquisition inside. The length of the tractor and mower almost filled the center of her barn. 

    She walked back to the house thinking about the vegetables she would plant. A text from Libby confirmed their lunch date. 

     

    **** 

     

    Libby was at the restaurant when Vanity arrived. Vanity ordered iced tea, water for Libby, and as usual, the shared meal for two. 

    “Your message sounded a little strange.” Libby started their conversation. 

    “I wondered what made the seller think my place is haunted?”  

    “He said he heard strange things, unexplained noises.” 

    “Anything specific?” Vanity asked, casually stirring sweetener into her tea. 

    “Not that I recall. I do remember he felt threatened. He said the ghost or whatever it was had become more aggressive. Is something threatening you?” 

    “No, no,” Vanity assured her. “I’m just curious if I should be on the lookout for anything special.” 

    “Honestly, the seller had a drug problem, and I’m sure he was hallucinating. You don’t do drugs, do you?” 

    Not anymore, Vanity thought. “No, wine is the strongest mind bending I do.” They sat silently as the waitress placed their food on the table. Then Libby asked Vanity a question. “You’re that Vanity Chase. The country and western singer, the one-hit wonder.” 

    “The one-hit wonder,” Vanity snorted. “Is that what they call me?” 

    “The DJ on our local station did a little vignette on your brief career. Somehow, he learned you are now a resident of our little town. He said you were in a serious accident and almost died.” 

    “What else did he say?” 

    Libby looked down at her hands clasped in her lap. “That the wreck was your fault, and that a woman was killed.” 

    Vanity nodded. “That pretty much sums it up.” 

    “What did she look like?” Libby asked. 

    “I don’t know. I never saw her face.” Vanity contemplated her lie. For a brief moment she had seen her victim’s face contorted by pure terror as she faced death. Vanity had blocked the image from her mind and could no longer recall it. She was certain it was the face of death. “Who was she?” 

    Vanity scowled, pulling her thoughts back to the present. “Beg your pardon?” 

    “What was her name?” 

    “I . . . I don’t know,” Vanity admitted. 

    “You don’t know the name of a woman you killed?” 

    “I was in the hospital and then rehab for over a year,” Vanity defended herself. “By the time I was able to start living again the accident was old news. The incident was hard for me, Libby.” 

    “Hard for you? What about the woman who died? I can’t believe you never bothered to learn her name. What did she look like? Did you get a look at her before she became just another traffic fatality?” 

    “I have no idea what she looked like.” 

    Agitated, Vanity motioned to the server for the check then turned to Libby. “Do you have a phone number for the woman I purchased the house from?” 

    “I do.” Libby pulled her phone from her purse and jabbed at the screen. “There, I forwarded it to you.” 

    “Thanks,” Vanity snapped when the contact dinged into her phone. 

    Libby placed her hand on Vanity’s arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 

    “It’s okay, but could we never speak of it again?” 

    Libby nodded. “I’ll make it up to you.” 

    “Umm, I like the sound of that.” Vanity smiled.  

     

    **** 

     

    Vanity said goodbye to Libby and drove to the only privately-owned gun store in town. The owner was a jovial man in his late fifties. “What can I do for you young lady?” 

    “I need a pistol and a rifle, something that will stop a horse.” 

    The man raised his brows. “You’re serious?”  

    “Dead serious.” Vanity grimaced. 

    Although Vanity had won marksmanship medals in high school ROTC and was knowledgeable about guns, she asked the man for his recommendation on a handgun and a rifle. 

    “I’d recommend a 45-caliber automatic pistol and a 308 Remington 700 rifle using 180 grain bullets.” 

    Vanity nodded and pulled out her checkbook. The man slid a form in front of her. “You’ll need to fill this out.” 

    “Is it required by Oklahoma law?” 

    “No, it’s for our own use.” 

    “Then I don’t have to fill it out to purchase the guns, right?” Vanity pushed the form back to him. “Or I can go to the Academy and purchase your recommendations.” 

    “It’s not necessary,” the owner admitted. “You’ll want ammunition too. Which forty-five do you want? 

    “The very best one.” 

    The owner became excited as he pulled a Dan Wesson Valor Commander from his showcase. “This is the best forty-five handgun money can buy.” 

    Vanity flipped over the price tag. Just under two thousand, she thought. The owner placed a rifle on the counter. It was just under a thousand dollars. “I’ll need ten boxes of bullets for each gun. I need to practice shooting them.” 

    “I’ll get that for you.” 

    “And an extra magazine for the pistol—maximum capacity. Don’t forget a side holster,” Vanity called to him as he walked down the aisle of bullets and gun magazines. 

    Vanity paid for her new arsenal and headed home confident she could do battle with whoever was tormenting her. Things were beginning to make sense. The DJ’s exposé of her on the radio had obviously caught the attention of local troublemakers who were now trying to make her life miserable. So much for peace and quiet. 

     

    **** 

     

    It was after five when Vanity pulled her pickup into her garage and carried her new acquisitions into the house. She placed a TV dinner into the microwave and spread the guns out on the dining room table. She studied the instructions accompanying the Dan Wesson 45. As she ate her dinner, she read the handgun manual thoroughly, paying close attention to the safety features of the weapon. It was after midnight when she finished reading the rifle booklet. 

    Feeling confident she could load both firearms safely, Vanity took all the precautions advised by the manuals when loading the guns. She threw the bolt on the rifle, sending a bullet into the chamber, then shoved the magazine into the forty-five and racked it. She carried both guns upstairs and prepared for bed. 

    Lying on her back Vanity listened for any sound that might indicate her uninvited visitors had returned. Her mind slipped to Libby Reed. The woman had been appalled that Vanity knew nothing about her victim. Perhaps I should have expressed my remorse to the family, she thought. But her attorney told her to stay away from them and to discuss the accident with no one.  

    Vanity had escaped a vehicular homicide charge thanks to her attorney’s maneuvers. He had cost a small fortune but was cheaper than the multimillion-dollar wrongful death suit the family had tried to file against her. Drifting off to sleep, she shuddered as she thought she could have ended up penniless in prison. 

     

     

    May 7, Wednesday 

    Half asleep, Vanity rolled over on her side and slid her hand under the pillow next to her. To her surprise her hand encountered something hard and cold. She stiffened then relaxed as she recalled her handgun purchase the day before. She wrapped her fingers around the pistol grip and thought of Libby. She owed Libby an apology. I’ll confirm our dinner date for Friday and apologize again, she thought as she fell back asleep. 

    The sun was shining brightly when Vanity awoke at 10:00 a.m. She jumped from bed and rushed to shower. Her chickens were supposed to be delivered before noon. Skipping down the stairs she glanced at the corner for spider webs and found none. She made coffee and was enjoying it on the front porch when a truck with sideboards arrived. 

    Vanity directed the driver to the chicken coop and large fenced area next to the barn as she jumped onto the running boards of the truck, hitching a ride. 

    The men quickly carried the cages of hens and a rooster into the coop and released them while Vanity filled the feeders. The fowls headed straight for the full feeders and the men loaded their cages back on the truck, leaving Vanity their business card. 

    Vanity slid her hands into the hip pockets of her jeans as she watched the chickens scratch and cluck their way around the yard. She was pleased with herself. 

     She spent the rest of the day using the John Deere to build a small mountain as a backdrop for her gun targets. She didn’t want a stray bullet hitting anything. She wedged a bullseye target into the dirt in front of the mound, measured twenty feet from it, and drove a stake into the ground to mark the spot from which she would fire her handgun. She then marked off a hundred feet for the rifle, drove in the stake, and turned to look at the target. Damn that’s a long way. She wondered if the rifle was truly accurate at that distance. 

    The sun had almost disappeared from the heavens as she walked back to her house. She was pleased to see the chickens had entered their coop to roost. Everything was peaceful. 

    Vanity made a grilled ham and cheese sandwich, grabbed a bag of potato chips and a cold beer, and turned on the TV. When she finished eating, she texted Libby. “I’m sorry I was so cross yesterday. I hope you are still planning on grilling steaks with me Friday.” 

    “I am looking forward to it,” Libby answered. “I’ll bring wine.” 

    “I can’t wait to see you,” Vanity replied. She put down the phone and closed her eyes. She was surprised that she was so excited about seeing Libby. She truly is beautiful, Vanity thought. 

     

     

    May 9, Friday 

    Vanity felt as if it had taken a year for two days to pass and awoke in a good mood Friday morning. She had practiced daily with her handgun, not tackling the rifle yet. Her hens weren’t laying but seemed to be acclimating well to their new home. She had mowed the entire property over the past two days and made a trip into town to buy groceries. Best of all, she had received no ghostly visitors. 

    Vanity had already marinated the ribeye steaks in her special concoction that always garnered her compliments from the ladies. The baked potatoes were almost ready to come out of the oven, so she lit the gas grill. Libby would text her when she left the office so the steaks could go on the fire. 

    She smiled when Libby’s text dinged into her phone, walked out to the patio, and placed the steaks on the grill. She loved the sizzling sound and scent of the seasoning searing over the fire. She closed the lid and returned to the house to put the salad dressing and condiments on the table. She placed the bowls of salad on the table as the squealing gate announced Libby’s arrival. 

    Vanity walked to Libby’s car to meet her and opened the door as soon as the engine stopped. Libby smiled up at her and swung her legs out of the vehicle. Vanity couldn’t keep her eyes from traveling up long legs to the hem of the dress hiked to Libby’s thighs. She raised her eyes to find the brunette gazing at her in amusement as Vanity’s face turned red. “I had you pegged as a breast woman.” Libby smirked getting out of the car. 

    “May I help you carry something?” Vanity tried to brush off her inappropriate ogling of her friend. 

    Libby handed her two bottles of red wine, a canvas bag, and waved a video as they walked to the house. “I brought one of my all-time favorite videos,” she announced. “Serendipity.” 

    “I’ve never seen it.” 

    “Good, you’re in for a treat.” 

    “What’s in the bag,” Vanity asked as she placed her load on the kitchen island. 

    “A little surprise for later.” Libby grinned mischievously. 

     

    **** 

     

    Libby followed her onto the patio carrying two glasses and an opened bottle of wine. Vanity flipped the steaks as her guest filled their glasses. “A toast.” Libby held her glass high. “May we share many more days like this one.” 

    A broad smile spread across Vanity’s face. “I’ll drink to that.” 

    As they dined, Libby queried Vanity about the target and stakes on the far right of the property. “Why do you need a gun?” 

    “I feel safer out here by myself,” Vanity hedged. She didn’t want to tell Libby about the ghostly incidents that she now chalked up to bad dreams. 

    “And chickens.” Libby clapped her hands at the sight of the hens. “I had no idea you were a farm girl.” 

    “I’m going to plant a garden,” Vanity informed her. “I’m trying to become more self-sufficient.” 

    Libby beamed. “I’m so happy you are pleased with this place.” 

    “I truly am. It’s perfect for me.” 

    “You deserve it,” Libby said. “I’m glad the price was a steal.” 

    They carried their dishes into the house, and Libby opened the second bottle of wine as Vanity placed the DVD into her player and Serendipity flashed on the TV screen. Libby sat on the sofa and patted the seat beside her for Vanity to sit there. 

    As they watched the video, Libby twirled her fingers in Vanity’s hair, tickling the back of her neck. Vanity turned to face her. “Are you just torturing me or is this going somewhere?” 

    Libby took Vanity’s glass and placed it beside hers on the coffee table. Sliding up her dress, she straddled Vanity’s lap and settled against her. “I’ve dreamed of this,” Vanity whispered against her lips as she kissed Libby. 

    Everything else faded away as Vanity slowly moved her lips against Libby’s full, soft lips. Vanity tentatively ran her tongue between Libby’s lips then along her teeth. She thrilled as Libby’s tongue engaged hers. They kissed and caressed each other until they couldn’t breathe. 

    “Why don’t we take this upstairs,” Vanity suggested, kissing down Libby’s neck to the spot between her breasts. 

    Libby gasped for air. “I thought you’d never ask.” 

    In her short lifetime, Vanity Chase had been with more women than she could remember but no one had ever made love to her like Libby did. The brunette’s desire for Vanity seemed unquenchable. She left no place on Vanity’s body untouched and she begged Vanity to do the same to her. 

    Nothing compared to being with Libby. It was like riding a tornado—dizzying, exhilarating, and breathtaking. Vanity fell onto the bed beside Libby, moaning her name. Libby moved to lay on top of her, but Vanity gently pushed her back onto the bed. “Enough. I’ve had enough.” 

    She wrapped her arms around Libby and pulled her close. “Sleep,” she mumbled. 

     

    




 

     

     

    Chapter 4 

     

    May 10, Saturday 

    Vanity kept her eyes closed as soft fingertips walked up her body and fondled her breasts. “Are you going to sleep all day?” Libby whispered into her ear. 

    Vanity ran a quick check of her slender frame to ascertain that all her body parts were still in place. Libby could get rough. “I’ve never been with anyone like you,” she declared. “You’re . . . unbelievable.” 

    “That’s because there is no one like me,” Libby giggled, kissing her lips. 

    “Let me brush my teeth,” Vanity begged. “I promise kissing will be more enjoyable.” 

    “I’ll do the same.” 

    Libby was back in bed with the covers pulled up to her waist. Vanity stopped to admire her perfect breasts. 

    “I thought you might like to use that with me,” Libby motioned to the marital aid she’d placed on the nightstand. “Have you ever worn one before?” 

    Vanity nodded and donned the appendage before slipping back into bed with Libby. “Is this the surprise from the canvass bag?” she asked. 

    “It is my favorite thing.” Libby kissed her as she settled onto Vanity, moving up and down on her, grinding into her. Vanity watched the brunette’s eyes as she caressed Libby’s breasts and thrust to meet her as she pushed down.  

    Vanity couldn’t control herself. She raised up as Libby moved against her, caught long dark hair in her fists, and pulled Libby’s lips to hers. She raked her fingernails down Libby’s back, spurring her on faster, harder. She flipped Libby under her and drove into her.  

    “Yes! Yes!” Libby screamed. “Don’t stop, baby.” 

    Vanity moaned as Libby dug her fingernails into her back. “Deeper,” Libby demanded. 

    They climaxed together, each crying out the other’s name. Vanity didn’t know when she lost consciousness. Loving Libby was too incredible to endure. 

    “Are you okay?” Libby gently tapped Vanity’s cheek with her fingers. 

    “I’m good,” Vanity heaved, trying to catch her breath. “You took away my breath. I couldn’t breathe.” 

    The depth of darkness in Libby’s eyes was unfathomable as Vanity lost herself in them. “No one has ever made love to me like that.” 

    “I don’t care that I’m not your first,” Libby smiled. “But I do intend to be your last.” 

    “You can count on that,” Vanity promised as she slipped into an exhausted sleep. 

     

     

    May 11, Sunday 

    It was almost sundown when Vanity awoke. She felt the bed next to her hoping to touch Libby, but it was empty. She sat up and looked around. Libby’s clothes were gone. Her heart sank as she realized Libby was no longer there. She slipped on her jeans and a polo and headed downstairs. Maybe she’s in the kitchen. 

    Libby had cleaned the kitchen and put last night’s dishes in the dishwasher. A note was propped against a coffee cup in the center of the kitchen island. “Thank you for a memorable evening. Looking forward to sharing many times like this one. Call me. Love, L.” 

    Vanity carried the note around the kitchen as she made coffee. She tried to call Libby but reached her voicemail. “I just called to say I love you.” 

    She was pouring cream into her coffee when the gate screeched. “Thank you, God! She’s back,” Vanity said aloud and padded barefoot to the front door to meet her lover. 

    She stopped at the door as the rattling chains and pounding of horses’ hooves struck fear in her heart. She ran upstairs and grabbed her pistol, determined to stop whoever was tormenting her. She ran out the front door as the noise stopped behind her house. Suddenly, her hens started squawking and screaming as if something was throwing them off their roosts. Vanity had never heard such a commotion. Barefoot she ran down the side of her house and the horses took off around the other side.  

    Determined to catch the horses and their driver, Vanity turned around and ran toward the front of her house as the rattling chains and horses’ hooves thundered across her front yard, down the drive, and out the gate. The gate made a grating noise as it closed behind them. 

    Vanity ran into the house and grabbed a flashlight. If that bastard hurt my hens, I’ll kill him, she thought. 

    She charged into the chicken coop to find all her hens sleeping peacefully. She flashed the light on each of them and they never moved from their roost. 

    Vanity ran inside the house. She washed her face in cold water, then sat down on the stool at the kitchen island. I’m losing my mind, she thought. Her hands shook as she texted Libby. “Please come back. I need you.” 

    Libby replied immediately. “On my way.” 

     

     

    




 

     

     

    Chapter 5 

     

    Vanity turned on the hot water and stepped into the shower. Her body ached—in a good way—from her time with Libby. She washed her hair, loving the feel of the hot water washing away the cold fear in the pit of her stomach. 

    She fixed her hair and was dressed when Libby rang the doorbell. 

    Vanity opened the door and let Libby enter. Libby frowned as she looked into her lover’s face. “You look like hell! Baby, I’m so sorry. I didn’t intend to leave you in such a state.” 

    “You didn’t,” Vanity said. “I have fresh coffee.” 

    “Yes.” Libby followed her into the kitchen, glancing at the handgun on the island. “What’s going on, Vanity?” 

    “I wish to hell I knew,” Vanity swore. “I’m going to share something with you that will make you doubt my sanity. I know I do.” 

    Libby accepted the offered cup of coffee and settled on the stool next to Vanity. She listened aghast as Vanity told her of all the strange happenings inside and outside the house. “Tonight, the wagon drove to my chicken coop and threw all my hens off their roosts then circled my house and went down the drive and out the gate. The sound was horrendous.” 

    “Did you get a look at the driver? What did he look like?” 

    “That’s the problem, Libby. I never saw anything. The chickens were sound asleep. [bookmark: _Hlk49157046]The horses and chains rattled right past me. All that noise and I never saw anything. I only heard the sounds.” 

    Libby stood, wrapping her arms around Vanity and pulling her face between her soft breasts. She rocked her and stroked her long blonde hair for a long time. “I’m staying the night,” she said. “Let’s face this thing together.” 

     

     

    May 12, Monday 

    The smell of cooking bacon mingled with coffee wafted up the stairs and into Vanity’s dreams. She reached for Libby, but no one was there. She rolled onto her back and replayed the night before. Libby had been loving and nurturing, holding her and telling her not to worry because she was there. She’d always be there. 

    Vanity cringed at the sound of something coming up the stairs. She frantically looked around for her gun and recalled she’d left it in the kitchen. The sound came closer and Vanity cowered under the covers. 

    “Breakfast in bed,” Libby announced, entering the room.  

    Vanity whimpered in relief as the beautiful woman brought light into her world. She pulled herself up in bed, leaning against the headboard as Libby placed the tray on the nightstand, then tossed Vanity a Henley. “As much as I enjoy the beauty of your body, you should wear something while you eat. Hot coffee and soft breasts can be a recipe for disaster.” 

    Vanity pulled the shirt over her head and leaned back as Libby placed the tray across her lap. “Two sweeteners and cream, just as you like it.” Libby leaned over and brushed her lips against Vanity’s. 

    They quietly sipped their coffee, enjoying the hot, bold liquid. Libby broke the silence. “Vanity, I heard nothing last night.” 

    “Neither did I. Thank you for staying with me.” 

    “I enjoyed it,” Libby admitted. “It was nice to simply cuddle you and feel you cling to me. It’s been a long time since someone has needed me.” 

    Vanity knew she had clutched Libby to her all night. Libby had become her lifeline to sanity. Before she could voice her need for Libby the brunette’s phone rang. Libby’s eyes darted around the room as she listened to the caller.  

    “I have to go,” Libby said, slipping the phone back into her pocket. “A client is demanding a meeting with me. Do you need me to return tonight?” 

    “If you can.” Vanity tried not to sound too needy.  

    “I will, darling.” Libby kissed her goodbye and hurried from the room. 

    Vanity ate breakfast, showered, and dressed, trying to muster the strength to face another day. She walked slowly down the stairs, checking out the corners as she went. She relaxed when she spotted the handgun on the kitchen counter. She buckled the holster around her waist and secured the gun in it. 

    As the day passed, she became braver knowing that Libby would be with her during the night. The haunting only seemed to manifest itself when Vanity was alone. 

    She fed the chickens, counting to make certain they had survived the night, and was relieved that they were all there. 

    It was late in the afternoon when Vanity practiced with her pistol. [bookmark: _Hlk51376402]She was glad to see she was still accurate. She returned to the house and was cleaning her gun when Libby texted her. “Don’t worry about dinner. I’ll bring Chinese.” 

    She holstered the cleaned pistol, pulled a beer from the fridge, and relaxed in a recliner, hoping to steal a couple of hours sleep before Libby got home. 

    The screeching of the gate opening pulled Vanity from a deep sleep. It was dark, and she reached for her cellphone to check the time. Her heart stopped when she saw the message from Libby. “Sorry, Babe. Can’t come tonight. Something’s come up.” 

    The noise started, rumbling up the drive, chains rattling and horse hooves pounding to the beat of her heart. Determined to put a stop to the shenanigans, Vanity ran out the front door as the sound stopped at the hen house and threw all her chickens off their roosts. She didn’t run to the chicken coop. She ran to the front gate. She planned to be waiting for the culprits when they came down the drive. Vanity was halfway to the gate when she heard the sound bearing down on her. She drew her gun and turned to face the menace. To her amazement, nothing was there. Nothing at all. 

    Then the sound ran over her, engulfing her in horrible screams, howling, and shrieking all around her. Cold! The cold was unbearable. This must be death, she thought. Vanity twirled around like a leaf caught in a cyclone. The coldness numbed her as it passed through her body. She crumbled to the ground and lay in the fetal position. The sounds of Hell continued out the gate and down the road, fading away. 

    Much later, Vanity managed to sit up. Crawling on her hands and knees, she searched in the darkness until her hand touched her gun then holstered it. Still chilled to the bone, she fumbled her cell phone from her pocket and called Libby. The call went to voicemail. Libby never answered her phone. 

    On legs almost too weak to carry her, Vanity stumbled to the house, pulled herself upstairs, and fell across the bed. Her dreams were filled with screams and unearthly howls and the screeching of dragging metal and rattling chains as steel grated across the pavement.  

     

     

    May 13, Tuesday 

    Vanity awoke in a cold sweat gasping for air. What had awakened her? She listened as someone moved all her furniture downstairs, then the sound of a bag of rocks dropping, shaking the walls of the house. She tried to phone Libby but again it went to voicemail. She touched the handgun that was still strapped to her and gathered the courage to stand. She had to contact Libby. The haunting only happened when she was alone. 

    She walked downstairs. All the furniture was in its usual place. There was no tow sack filled with rocks, only a giant spider web in the corner.  

    Vanity took her truck fob from its spot by the garage door and walked to her truck. She had to talk to Libby. She drove to the real estate office and walked in. Four desks—two on each side of the room—featured name plates for the four agents. “May I help you?” the agent with the name plate Martha Crow asked. 

    “Yes, I need to see Ms. Reed,” Vanity said. 

    “We have no one by that name,” Martha replied. 

    “Libby Reed,” Vanity insisted. “Long black hair, black eyes, slender, about five feet, four inches tall.” 

    The four women shook their heads. “She sold me a house.” Vanity fought to keep from screaming at them. 

    “What’s the address?” Martha asked, tapping her keyboard. 

    Vanity gave her the address and waited as she pulled up the house and turned the monitor screen toward her. 

    “Is this the property you purchased?” 

    “Yes. I bought it about two weeks ago.” 

    “This house isn’t for sale,” Martha said.  

    “I know. I told you I just purchased the damn thing.” Vanity was getting angry. 

    “It’s been off the market over a year,” another agent volunteered. “The owner has no wish to sell it. The neighbors say it’s haunted.” 

    “It is!” Vanity screamed. “By demons from Hell.” 

    Vanity caught sight of her reflection in a darkened plate glass dividing an office from the women. I look like a mad woman, she thought. She hadn’t stopped to comb her hair that was tangled and shooting in all directions. Her eye makeup was smeared and running down her face, making her look like some macabre demon. 

    She turned on her heel and ran to her truck. Inside her vehicle she called the woman she had purchased the house from. “This number has been disconnected,” the recording answered. 

    Vanity buried her face in her hands, trying to decide what to do. How do I locate Libby? The restaurant! I bet she’s having lunch. 

    She drove to the Chinese restaurant, parked, and went inside, praying Libby was at their regular table. 

    Their usual waitress approached her. “May I help you?” 

    “I’m looking for my friend,” Vanity explained. “The brunette I normally dine with.” 

    The woman’s vacant stare agitated Vanity. “We were just in here a couple of days ago. We come here all the time.” 

    “You were here,” the waitress agreed, “but you were alone. You are always alone. You order only one meal.” 

    “Because we always split it,” Vanity screamed. 

    Vanity backed from the restaurant, keeping her eye on the waitress. Something is wrong, she thought. This is like the Twilight Zone. 

     

    **** 

     

    As Vanity pulled into the garage her phone dinged with a text from Libby. “Sorry about last night. I’ll definitely see you tonight.” 

    Vanity inhaled deeply and expelled the air slowly. She’d see Libby tonight and get to the bottom of this. More than anything she wanted the haunting to happen while Libby was there so she could verify Vanity wasn’t losing her mind. 

    The sun went down, and darkness settled over the small farm as Vanity walked onto the front porch. She decided to walk to the gate and meet Libby. She double checked her gun, leaving the holster’s security strap open so she could draw it quickly. 

    She had walked a hundred feet when she heard the wagon arriving at the gate. Pulling her pistol, she braced herself for her duel with the devil. The sound of rattling chains, metal grating against concrete, and the beat of horses’ hooves mesmerized her. The sound moved slowly, taking its time to reach her. As it engulfed her Vanity gasped, and the freezing cold seized her body, making it impossible to breathe. Her limbs were useless. The sound lifted her and whipped her around. She tried to scream but couldn’t open her mouth. 

    A voice! A voice called her name as Vanity twirled. A bright white light cut through the sound and Libby reached out for her. “Oh, Vanity.” 

    “You!” Vanity screamed. “You came back for me!” The clamoring roaring sound shook her, dislodging her pistol from its holster slamming it to the ground. One shot fired and Libby disappeared. The sound carried Vanity up the drive, into the chicken coop, and out again. It circled the house and headed toward the exit, dropping Vanity where it had picked her up, then disappeared through the gate. 

    




 

     

     

    Chapter 6 

     

    May 25, Sunday 

    The movers packed everything into the moving van and drove away, leaving the house as empty as it had been the first time Vanity had looked at it. The only things left to pack were the priceless heirlooms on the mantle and the gold framed photo of the beautiful woman. 

    “We’re here to collect the chickens,” the poultry company advised. “We know where they are.” 

    A large flatbed trailer pulled through the gate and stopped in front of the barn. They watched as the driver in a Coors Beer cap loaded the new John Deere tractor and drove away. 

    “I’ll take the family heirlooms,” Vanity’s brother said. “My mother will want them back.” 

    His companion handed him a sheet with a list of the items checked off. “Just sign here so nothing comes back on me.  

    The attorney held a manila file folder out to the brother. “What should I do with this blank check for $400,000 and a scribbled warranty deed for this property? The envelope is postmarked May 2. Vanity mailed it to me.” 

    “I’ll take care of it.” The brother picked up the gold framed picture. “Beautiful woman. Do you know who she is?” 

    “Yes, she’s the woman who died in the accident caused by Vanity’s drunk driving,” Vanity’s attorney answered. “Damned shame.”  

    “Do you think Vanity committed suicide or was it an accident?” her brother pondered out loud. “After the wreck she went to several psychiatrists seeking help. One diagnosed her with post-traumatic stress disorder, and another said she was suffering from survivor’s guilt.” 

    “With Vanity, we will never know.” The attorney shook his head. “She took that secret to the grave with her.” 
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    Glossary of Characters 

     

    Author’s Note: Since I’ve combined the characters in two different series and a stand-alone book, I thought this glossary might help as you read this short story. 

     

    Characters in The Asset Management/Organization Series 

    Val - The enforcer for The Organization and top badass, married to Gina. Bree’s other mother. 

    Bree (new in this story) – Val and Gina’s six-year-old daughter. 

    Gina - Formerly married to the Russian mob boss, Leonid, when she was an undercover agent. Bree’s biological mother. 

    Char - Chief Strategist and current head of The Organization. Toni’s wife and Dani’s older sister. 

    Toni - Tech specialist and resident genius for The Organization. Char’s wife. 

    Sadie (new in this story): Char and Toni’s three-year-old daughter. 

    Dani - Tech specialist and little sister to Char. Character brought to life in The Book Witch with the intention of pairing her with Jai (see characters in Book Addict/Book Witch). 

    Maggie - The former Head of The Organization. 

     

    Characters in The Book Addict/Book Witch Series 

    Imara - A book witch who can bring characters to life, brings Dani to life for Jai but becomes Jai’s lover instead. 

    Jai - A protection witch and Imara’s lover. Initially, she was intended to be Dani’s love interest when Imara brought Dani to life. 

    Elle - Tanya’s partner. A book magician who can send people into books to experience an adventure. 

    Tanya - Book nerd, who becomes the director of E-book Magic. Paired with Elle, a book magician who owns The Enchanted Page bookstore. 

    Aunt Clara - Elle’s eccentric aunt. She is also a book magician. 

    Ommin - Evil book wizard. 

     

    Characters in Love Forever, Live Forever 

    Nicky – Considered a newling, or a new vampire. Her nickname is the Little Wild One because she is impetuous. Wife of Annie, who is a shapeshifter. 

    Annie – Author of famed lesbian vampire novels and Nicky’s wife. She is also a shapeshifter. She is seven months pregnant in the Vampire Pussy Cat short story, where the other characters have popped inside. 

    Cass – One of the oldest vampires. Highly respected by all the other vampires. Nicky’s best friend, after being assigned to teach her the rules. She is very powerful. Both Nicky and Cass can endure the sunshine only if they have drained someone the night before. 

    




 

     

     

    With her hip resting against the kitchen counter, Val waited patiently for the tiny human to settle on the chair. When her small legs began to swing, Val knew her daughter was ready to start the day. Anticipating the first question, she looked down. Bree was entirely too advanced for her age, and it didn’t help that brilliant women surrounded her. However, Val was not one of them. An unhealthy breakfast was their ritual—something that had started in her second year. Breakfast with Momma V, while Momma G slept in. Even after Gina had chastised her for the other tradition of ice cream for breakfast on holidays, sleeping in had won out. 

    “Can we have ice cream for breakfast tomorrow?” Bree looked at Val through her long lashes. With her pale gray eyes and blonde curls, she was sure to develop into a beauty that would challenge Val’s over-protective side. At only six, she was already charming everyone around her, including Val.  

    The fact that Bree had gotten her pale gray eyes from her father, and this had never affected Gina’s love for her daughter was a testament to her wife’s strength. Gina never let that distinctive feature ever remind her of the fateful night her ex-husband had brutally assaulted her, which resulted in Bree’s conception. When the color of Bree’s eyes became apparent, she’d exclaimed, “Oh, Val, she has your eyes. I was hoping they would develop the same shade as yours.” Val knew this was Gina’s way to make Val feel as though she was every bit a part of this new life, regardless of biology, and it did. 

    “Bree, you know the deal we made with Mommy G, only on holidays.” Val allowed herself to smile at her daughter. None of her fellow agents or those pesky witches and magicians were around to tease her when it was just the two of them. She had a reputation to manage. People were comfortable knowing that Val, the badass, was protecting them. If they saw her softer side, they might feel less inclined to go about their business as if nobody was out to get them. 

    “Halloween is a holiday.” Bree crossed her arms and pushed her lips out. 

    “Who told you that? You know we only count the major holidays, like Christmas, Thanksgiving, New Years, and Fourth of July, when everyone gets together to celebrate. That was the deal. Momma G will murder me if I let you expand the days.” 

    “She will not. She loves you, and you love me. Can Aunt Imara take me trick or treating tomorrow?” 

    Val frowned. “You don’t want me to take you?” 

    “I want you to come too, but Aunt Toni says Aunt Imara is a real witch, so she’ll know the lay of the land. What’s lay of the land mean, Momma V?” Bree tilted her head. 

    “Lay of the land is like when I scope out one of those bad man warehouses to find their strong and weak points.” Val never thought twice about explaining what she and the other agents did to keep the world safe. 

    Bree continued her argument. “You always want to stay here in the compound, and I’m old enough to go outside now. You promised when I got bigger, you would take me outside to the new neighborhood a few miles from the cabin. Those houses are huge. I bet they have good candy.” 

    “We’ll see. The cabin above our compound helps protect our location. You know that. If we venture out too far, it’s dangerous. Imara might be a real witch, but she’s also a big pain in my—” 

    Pop 

    “Aunt Imara,” Bree screeched. “You’re here.” 

    “Hiya, Munchkin. I sensed I was needed and that this one” —the book witch pointed at Val— “was about to say mean things about me. Whatcha need little one?” 

    “I was asking Momma V if you could take me trick or treating tomorrow since you’re a real witch and would know the best places to go. Plus, isn’t Halloween an important holiday?” 

    “It sure is. You know Aunt Jai is a real witch, too. I’ll bet she would love to come along. We can have a big party.” Imara squatted to be at eye level with Bree. 

    “Aunt Toni didn’t tell me that.” Bree clapped her hands. “A party, yeah!” 

    “Whoa, stop right there. Momma G and I have to discuss this before you go making any plans. Have you even decided what you’re going to be?” 

    Bree nodded. “I’m going to be Aunt Maggie. Momma G found me an outfit made by Fendi.” Bree scrunched her nose. 

    “What’s a Fendi?” Val asked. 

    Imara stood and stretched. “Designer clothes. Oh, how wonderful.”  

    “She wears all those impeccable designer outfits.” Bree grinned. 

    Val was secretly delighted that her daughter wanted to emulate Maggie. As the former head of The Organization, Maggie was someone that Val respected. After all, she’d been the one to save Val all those years ago and had assumed a kind of motherly role with Val. 

    Imara laughed. “I suppose Aunt Maggie also taught you the word, impeccable, too.” 

    “No, Aunt Char did. She said that having a robust vocabulary is an essential part of making your way in the world, but formal education is not the only education I should pursue. She says I need to learn a little bit of something from all my aunts and my mommas.” 

    “Truer words. But what do you learn from Momma V?” Imara stuck her tongue out at Val. 

    “Momma V is the best of all because she teaches me how to be fierce.” Bree scrunched her face and growled. “Plus, she gives me ice cream for breakfast on major holidays, which is why I need you to tell her all about the importance of Halloween so I can have ice cream tomorrow.” 

    “I’m very proud of the fact that my ancestors are responsible for the celebrating of Halloween. The tradition started with an ancient Celtic festival called, Samhain. We love our festivals, you know. My ancestors would wear costumes and light fires to ward off ghosts. The day evolved to All Hallows Eve the night before November 1st—which was All Saints Day—a day to honor all saints. So, little one, in my mind, this is an essential holiday and deserves ice cream every bit as much as Christmas. Don’t be a bigot, Val; a pagan holiday is every bit as relevant as a Christian holiday.” 

    Val threw her hands in the air. “Fine, but I’m tasking you with explaining this to Gina.” 

    “Explaining what?” Gina walked into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes and pulling her fingers through her long, disheveled hair. “Oh hey, Imara. What brings you to the compound? Please don’t tell me the warlocks or wizards are causing trouble again?” 

    “Nope, all is quiet on that front.” Imara pulled out the kitchen stool next to Bree and plopped into the seat like she owned the place. “Hey, I have an idea. Bree, how would you like to meet some real live vampires and shapeshifters tomorrow after we go trick or treating? I can bring them here, or I’ll bet Aunt Tanya or Aunt Elle can pop you into the book. Wouldn’t that be perfect? The characters even have a vampire kitten.” 

    “Oh, no, no, no, you don’t,” Val exclaimed at the same time that Bree yelled, “Yes, yes, yes, can you, Aunt Imara?” 

    Toni, Char, and Sadie, their three-year-old daughter, burst through the door. Toni shouted, “Woo hoo, a party. How come you guys didn’t come and get us sooner?” 

    Val sighed. “This is not a party, and Imara popped in uninvited. We haven’t even had breakfast yet.” 

    Char barreled in with Sadie resting on her right hip. “Well, skootch over, and I’ll whip up some French toast for everyone. I trust you have eggs and bread. Before Gina came to live here, I wouldn’t ever count on that, but Gina always makes sure the fridge is stocked with something other than ice cream.” 

    “Momma V said I could have ice cream tomorrow for Halloween,” Bree slid into the conversation. 

    Val winced. “They ganged up on me.” 

    Gina shook her head. “Softy. You better watch it. Your reputation is at stake here.” 

    Imara grinned. “I kind of guilted her into submission. I told her she was a bigot because she doesn’t consider Halloween an important holiday. You know, the old Pagan versus Christian argument.” 

    “Smart, but she knows we needed to discuss this first. I’ve never been happy with serving Bree ice cream on the major holidays, but since it was only four, I could live with it. Now it seems I have to be okay with a fifth holiday.” 

    Val leaned in and kissed Gina’s cheek. “I love you.” She was increasingly more comfortable showing her softer side around her fellow agents and even the book witches and magicians. They were all there for Bree’s birth and had proven themselves a support system to Gina and Val during the early days when Val did not believe she had what it took to be a mother. She knew every single one of them would die for Bree. They’d all do the same for Sadie. 

    Pop, pop, pop 

    “I thought I would find you here,” Jai said. 

    “Oh, hey, love. Bree needed my support on something.” Imara grinned. 

    “Sure, sure, any excuse to visit with the munchkins. Hey, little one.” Jai stroked Bree’s blonde curls, then winked at Sadie while waving. “Hiya, munchkin number two.” 

    Sadie giggled.  

    “Hi, Aunt Jai, Aunt Elle, and Aunt Tanya. Can Aunt Elle or Aunt Tanya really pop me into a book where I get to meet real vampires and shapeshifters?” 

    “Me, too. I go, too.” Sadie clapped her tiny hands. 

    “What?” Elle exclaimed. “Imara, what did you tell Bree?” 

    Imara shrugged. “I thought she might like to meet Nicky, Sara, Annie, Cass, Vic, and Lisa from that book Love Forever, Live Forever. You know the writer added a short story and introduced a vampire pussy cat. That was frickin’ brilliant, don’t you think? You could pop her into that story. It would be perfect because it happens around Halloween. She could be one of the kids that goes to the door on Halloween.” 

    Bree clapped her hands again. “Please, Aunt Elle. That would make my year.” She blinked her large gray eyes and turned up one corner of her lip in a lopsided smile. 

    Elle looked at Tanya, who shrugged. “Well, if I am not mistaken, that story is only in an electronic format, so your Aunt Tanya will have to help.” 

    “Are you out of your fucking minds?” Val yelled. 

    Gina touched her shoulder. “Language, Val, language.” She covered Bree’s ears as Char set Sadie on the counter and covered her ears as well. 

    Bree brushed her mother’s hands from her ears and blew out a breath. “Momma G, do you really think that is the first time I ever heard Momma V swear? I know tons of swear words.” 

    Gina threw her hands in the air. “I give up.” 

    “You’re chastising me for swearing while these lunatics talk about sending our daughter into a book? How can you possibly be okay with this?” 

    “Short story,” Imara corrected. 

    “I don’t know, things seem calm, and if the story is as benign as it seems to be, why not? Besides, Tanya has a level head, and if she thinks it is safe, I have no doubt it will be.” 

    “Val, you know I would never send Bree into a situation that was dangerous,” Tanya clarified. 

    “Well, she’s not going without me.” 

    “We’ll all go,” Toni offered. 

    “That’s a lot of people to send into a short story,” Elle cautioned. “What about Sadie? Will you have Maggie watch her?”  

    Sadie climbed onto the chair against the counter, then jumped to the ground and shouted, “I wanna go. I wanna go.” 

    “No, she can come with. I know she’s still a little young, but she always wants to do what her cousin does,” Toni said. 

    Char frowned. “I’m with Val on this. I am not sure that’s a great idea. Trouble seems to follow you guys, no offense.” 

    “Hmph, like it doesn’t follow you. Seriously, every single one of you has a target on your back. Your only saving grace is they don’t know who you are or where you live, but that hasn’t stopped them from turning over every single pebble or rock to find that information out.” Imara crossed her arms. “I say there is power in numbers.” 

    Toni looked pleadingly at Char. “Aw, c’mon, hon, I really want to meet a real vampire and shapeshifter. They’re lesbians, right?” 

    Imara nodded. 

    “Even better,” Toni declared. 

    “I’m going to ask Dani to do a little research on this. If there is even the possibility of running into any rogue vampires or shapeshifters that are less than friendly, I want us armed to the teeth with the proper gear to stop them,” Char declared with finality. 

    Val breathed a small sigh of relief. Dani, Char’s sister, was another fellow agent she had great respect for. While Toni was as talented with gadgets and other technology as Dani and they made a great team, Val had a soft spot for Dani that did not extend to Char’s cocky wife. 

    “Agreed, but you have nothing to worry about. All the vampires and shapeshifters in the story are good,” Imara insisted. 

     

    *** 

     

    The group had gathered the next day shortly after dinner. Imara wasn’t about to admit to Val that she’d never met a vampire before or a shapeshifter for that matter. She’d considered bringing one of the characters from the book alive before but had not quite gotten around to doing that since she’d fallen in love with Jaiden. 

    “Admit it,” whispered Jai. “You can’t wait to pop into the book because you’re dying to meet a real vampire and shapeshifter. Since you’ve changed your views on characters in a book not being real, you’re all about new experiences.” 

    Imara grinned. “Maybe.” 

    “Maybe what?” Val asked. “What are you two whispering about? I don’t like the looks of your smile, Imara. I swear if one little hair on my daughter’s head is mussed, I’m going to tear you a new one.” 

    “Don’t be a party pooper, Val. Dani read the book and two short stories with the characters. She told you that you have nothing to worry about,” Imara soothed. 

    “Yeah, well, then why isn’t she joining us on this little adventure?” Val squatted in front of Bree. “Are you sure you want to do this? As I recall, the journey makes a person sick.” 

    Bree nodded her tiny head, and her curls shook. Gina caught Val’s eyes while stroking her hair and gave a small nod of encouragement. Imara knew she’d gotten the blessing needed from Bree’s other mother. 

    Char frowned. “I almost forgot about that.” 

    Toni was holding onto Sadie’s hand. Her small Batwoman costume was a perfect fit for her body even after Dani and Toni had made several modifications. Imara thought it was unnecessary to make it bulletproof, but both eggheads had insisted. “It’ll be fine. I trust them to make the journey smooth for the little ones.” 

    “Kids don’t seem to be affected as much. I guess it’s the whole motion sickness tolerance similar to amusement park rides. I remember liking them a lot more as a kid,” Imara stated. “Don’t worry, I’ve added a line to help, and Elle and Tanya always add the two lines to the end of the chant to make the journey more palatable for the adults. Are we ready? I created an especially good chant for this adventure.” Imara took Jai’s hand and reached out to Gina to hold hers, while the remainder of the aunts, parents, and Sadie joined hands.  

    “I could have written a clever chant, with Tanya’s help, of course,” Elle grumbled. 

    “Sshh, hon, you know that Imara likes to practice. She already conferred with me, and I put the computer code in the ebook.” Tanya kissed Elle’s cheek. 

     

    Time to meet the Vampire Pussy, 

    push the air to make it cushy, 

    An adventure awaits for all of us, 

    Halloween is an added plus, 

    Make the flight a peaceful trip, 

    even at a hasty clip. 

     

    Imara exploded with pride when Jai praised her for the chant. “You’re getting so good at this. Short and sweet, I love it.” 

     

    *** 

     

    The hairs on the back of Val’s neck stood at attention. Rigid and unyielding. Her instincts for danger were kicking in, and she sensed something was wrong. Very wrong. 

    Scanning the area, she caught a glimpse of a shadow that moved quickly in the bushes surrounding the large house directly in front of the group of trick or treaters. Bats hung from the porch that were so real, and Gina gasped beside her.  

    “Ugh, bats. They better not fly into my hair.” Gina patted the sides of her long blonde hair in an automatic gesture of comfort. 

    “They’re not real, Mommy G.” Bree was already running up to the large imposing mansion on the hill before Val had a chance to stop her daughter. 

    “Bree, wait for the adults. You know the rules,” Val called. 

    Bree turned her head and then shuffled back. “You’re too slow,” she mumbled. 

    “Char, did you see the movement in the bushes?” Val glanced at the only other member of the group who could fight almost as well as herself. None of the witches or magicians were trained in combat. Sure, they had their own bag of tricks, but Val preferred a good old-fashioned beat down to take care of a possible threat to her family. 

    Char nodded. “Toni, take Sadie’s hand while Val and I check things out.” 

    Imara strolled to where Val and Char were discussing an on the spot strategy to ensure everything was safe for the kids. “What’s going on?”  

    When Val noticed a hesitant expression on Imara’s face, she knew that Imara had sensed something. 

    “Someone might have come along for the ride. I thought you said things were stable in your world,” Val hissed. 

    “They were.” Imara began looking around. 

    “Were? What do you mean, were? Has something changed?” Char asked. “I’ll personally wring your neck if you’ve brought us into danger again.” 

    “I’ll do more than wring your neck, you two-bit witch fuck-up,” Val added. 

    “Now, now, remember your promise to your wife. Watch your language around the little ears. I might have heard that Ommin was stirring up shit lately. We’ve been keeping a close eye on him. So far, he doesn’t have a huge following, but he has been gaining ground. He is appealing to a certain constituency who believe the witches have gone too far with their powers, especially after keeping the warlocks in check. Some of the new rules set by the various covens haven’t gone over too well.” 

    Jai joined the small group and began pulling from her pocket several small crystals. “I blessed these myself. They won’t have the same effect as the one I’ve given to Imara, but they will provide additional protection to everyone. I had Dani sew one into Sadie’s costume, and Bree was delighted to put one in her jacket pocket.” 

    “Can you hold back the kids for a few minutes while Char and I check out the bushes?” Val asked. Val wasn’t superhuman, but with her impressive fighting skills and quick reflexes, she’d surprised too many men to count. That had always been their downfall and had gotten her out of more than one tight spot. 

    Jai held out her hand, and Char and Val selected a stone to put in their pockets. “Sure, I’ll update everyone. Don’t be long. I sense it will be difficult to hold the kids back for much longer. Plus, I’d feel more comfortable with both of you near the rest of us. I don’t like splitting up.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Val didn’t feel a whole lot better after checking out the bushes surrounding the eerie mansion. With considerable trepidation, she rang the doorbell with her right hand while clinging to her daughter with her left hand. 

    “You’re squeezing too hard, Mommy V.” 

    “Sorry, baby. Sometimes mommies get scared too.” 

    “Okay, I’ll protect you.” Her large gray eyes lifted to meet Val’s steely gray ones, hardened through years of experience with the absolute dredges of society. She made an effort to soften them for her wife and daughter. 

    Five women opened the door and were about to hiss through impressive fangs when they stopped and smiled at Sadie and Bree. Val was surprised at how attractive each woman was, even with their fangs creating a halo of danger. The one with the turquoise eyes tilted her head and scrutinized Val. Bree reached out to pet the small, black kitten in her arms. 

    “Bree, don’t do that without asking. You might scare the kitten, and then he or she will bite you,” Val warned. 

    Bree looked up at the striking woman holding the kitten and asked, “Can I pet the kitten, please?” 

    “You can. This is Onyx, and he only bites rats. You’re not a rat, are you?” 

    Sadie pushed her small body forward. “Does he eat bats? I’m a Batwoman.” 

    The woman smiled, and her gleaming white fangs were both beautiful and alarming to Val. “Nope, only rats, and I only bite bad guys. Are any of you bad?” 

    “Sometimes people say my mommy is a total badass,” Bree offered as an explanation. 

    The woman laughed. “Is that so?” 

    Imara pushed her way to the door. “Are we done with the inane chatter? Let’s get the preliminaries out of the way so that we can have a proper visit. Hello, you must be Nicky. I would recognize those Cerulean blue eyes anywhere.” 

    The striking eyes narrowed, and Nicky lost her smile. “Who the fudge are you?” 

    “Oh yeah, that’s right. You’ve promised Annie not to swear around little ones. I prefer frick over fudge, but Val here slips up all the time. Just the other day, she tossed out the f-bomb in front of Bree. Anyways, I am Imara, the good book witch, and these are my friends. Some of them are from books, too, so you need not be afraid.” 

    “Look, I’m not sure who you wingnuts are, but fear is not something that I ever experience. I could rip your throat out in less time than it takes for the rest of you to introduce yourselves.” 

    “Temper, temper, don’t scare the little ones, or Annie will have your hide,” Imara warned. 

    Val’s body was vibrating with pent up energy. If anyone so much as made a move toward her family and friends, vampire speed and strength aside, she would destroy them.  

    Val’s attention shifted to the tallest woman when her soft words created a calming effect on Val. “You have nothing to fear from us. None of us will hurt you. We are tough to destroy.” 

    Val’s curiosity got the better of her. “Did you just read my mind?” 

    A slight nod was all Val received in return. She turned her attention to Imara. “Are you the leader, Imara? I am Cass. You must forgive the Little Wild One. She is still working on subtlety and restraint. You are right to be on guard because wherever you’ve come from, a dark force has tagged along. We may be able to help, but I’ve not come across your kind before, and we shall need more information.” Cass opened the door and waved everyone inside. 

     

    *** 

     

    Jai whispered in Imara’s ear, “Don’t piss them off, Imara. Telling them they are characters in a book doesn’t suit anyone’s interests. Remember, while in their story, we can be harmed, and I don’t fancy having my blood drained because you piss one of them off.” 

    Cass’s eyes pinned Jai’s, and Imara was afraid for her lover. “What do you mean, characters in a book?” Cass questioned. 

    “I should have reminded you that not only can vampires read minds, but they have exceptional hearing,” Imara said through gritted teeth. 

    “Yes, you are quite correct. Perhaps you can enlighten us if we promise not to drain you,” Cass assured the group. “Annie, please take the little ones to the nursery while we discuss adult matters.” 

    Val shot up and glared at Cass. “You’re not taking my kid anywhere that I can’t see and protect her.” 

    Cass glanced in Val’s direction and sighed. “Val, you will allow Annie to take the children to the nursery, and you will calm down enough to listen and discuss the dangers like a rational adult.” 

    Val sat, and then Nicky remarked, “Well done, Cass. You have the best thralling skills.” 

    Imara wiggled in her seat with excitement. “Wow, can you teach me to thrall? I can sure use that skillset, especially with Val, who tends to be a little high-strung. She’s only gotten worse after becoming a mother.” 

    “First, you must explain what a book witch is.” Cass once again took control of the conversation as the clearly pregnant blonde with the sky-blue eyes took the children out of the room. Char started to bristle until the woman assured her that the children were safe with her as she patted her belly and smiled. 

    Imara was eager to share her secrets if she came away from this experience with added skills. “A book witch is a witch able to bring characters from books to life. We have other skills, but our primary role is bringing characters to life.” Imara pointed to Jai. “Jai is my partner, and she is a protection witch. A very powerful protection witch.” Pointing to Tanya and Elle, she continued, “Tanya and Elle are book magicians. They can pop anyone into books. Tanya is the expert with electronic books, and Elle works mainly with paper books.” 

    Cass raised an eyebrow. “So, you are saying that we are currently in some sort of novel.” 

    “Yes, exactly. I used to think the characters in a book weren’t real. Those aren’t my beliefs anymore. You see, Val, Char, Toni, and Gina live in another world in a different book. As you can see, they are as real as you or I,” Imara hastened to explain. 

    “What about the asshole you brought with you?” Nicky asked. 

    “Asshole?” Imara turned her attention to Nicky. 

    “Yes, the dark force we are all sensing. He is close and not alone,” Cass added. 

    “Shit, I knew this was a bad idea. Could this be Ommin and his followers?” Val asked. 

    Imara nodded. “Probably.” 

    “For now, they remain at a distance where I can only sense them but am unable to read their minds.” 

    “I’ll bet they think they can convince a rogue vampire to take us out. They should have done their research. There aren’t any male vampires are there?” Imara asked. 

    Nicky grinned. “Nope, not a one, and we only drain assholes. You don’t seem like assholes. Even that one.” Nicky pointed to Val. “I’m beginning to understand the desire to protect loved ones, and even though I’m scared about being a mother, I totally get that tendency to be overprotective of your daughters.”  

    Cass lifted her hand to silence the group, and Imara’s danger sensors went into overdrive. “There is something out there that, while not exactly our kind, shares the basic biology.” Her laser pointed gaze turned to Imara. “You say you can bring characters to life? Are there others like yourself? Perhaps this Ommin who your high-strung colleague has spoken of?” 

    “Fuck me,” mumbled Nicky. “I even sense them. If someone of your kind brought Dracula or some other…” 

    “Scrotum-face. I believe that is the word you were looking for,” Elle offered. 

    “Um, yeah, I suppose that’s possible if Ommin is working with a book wizard as talented as Elle or Tanya,” Imara admitted. 

     

    *** 

     

    His first thought as he awakened with a wooden stake strategically placed over his heart, was to rip the heads off the strange men hovering above his coffin. There were four of them, but even at his most vulnerable moment, he believed he could manage to disable them before any of them were able to penetrate his heart. It was only minutes before sunrise, his most vulnerable time, but they were only human. 

    “We mean you no harm. The lawful order of vampires who are led by men has been bastardized. Only you and the vampire Lestat, who has already agreed to join us, can right this wrong. The women have completely taken over every world. The world of wizards and magicians, the world of witches and warlocks, and now, the insufferable women have dominated the world of the vampires. Surely, you do not wish for this to happen. History and tradition must be preserved at all costs,” the tall man with the long robes addressed Count Dracula as he held the stake firmly in his hand. 

    Dracula weighed his options as he looked into the intense grey eyes of the stunning vampire with long curly blonde hair and gleaming white fangs. He had never met another vampire. The Count had never considered that odd before, believing he was the only one. 

    “We do not have much time. Although I can endure the sunshine, you cannot. The effect is quite unpleasant, so you need to remain undercover once the sun rises in just a few moments. I assure you, sir, these men tell the truth. I’ve seen it with my own eyes,” the vampire insisted. 

    “We shall come again at sunset to gather you. We have information that the women will be making a grave mistake that will allow us to seek retribution for their crimes on Halloween. Your assurance that you will join us and not seek revenge is all that is needed. Lestat will know if you are deceitful.” 

    Dracula nodded once. “I will join you. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m rather exhausted; please close the coffin on your way out. Lestat, there is a guest coffin in the other room where you can rest for the day.” 

    “Thank you, Count, but as I said before, that will not be necessary as I can survive exposure to the sun,” Lestat replied. 

    As the coffin closed, Dracula wondered what he had agreed to. The funny men seemed powerful, but not ones he had ever encountered before. Lestat was more than intriguing, and he wondered what sort of alliance he could reach with the young vampire. He was used to operating on his own, but there may be advantages to a pact with another vampire. The fact that Lestat could endure the sun was fascinating and something he had longed for. 

     

    *** 

     

    The five vampires remained silent in an almost trance-like state. Finally, Cass shifted in her seat and turned to address the other four, who all locked eyes with Cass. “There are only two vampires and three mortals. While the three mortals may be warlocks or wizards, they will only appear as mortals to me. One vampire is ancient and the other, born sometime in the 1700s. The younger presents with a degree of vanity, and the words Brat Prince have surfaced in my mind search.” 

    Nicky stood and began pacing. “I’m not sure about the ancient one, could be the original Count Dracula. That would be my guess. I am almost positive the younger is Lestat. Sheesh, they had to bring the Brat Prince to life. He can withstand the sun, like us. Thankfully, Dracula cannot.” 

    “Good thing I brought silver bullets and stakes.” Val grinned. “I’ve always wanted to be a vampire slayer like Buffy.” 

    “It’s not that simple. You can’t kill Lestat with a stake. The only way he would die is if he is decapitated and set on fire,” Nicky explained. “The character was in several books, and he kept getting stronger.” 

    Val took charge. “Okay, okay. Here’s what we need to do. We’ll divide and conquer. Lestat and Count Dracula must be sent back into whichever books the wizards had plucked them from. Elle, Jai, Tanya, and Imara, you four will be responsible for Lestat and the Count. I’m fucking tired of Ommin and his cronies. I imagine these five vampires can handle themselves with a few narcissistic wizards or warlocks who believe they are invincible. As Cass said, underneath it all, they are mortal.”  

    “We can’t kill Ommin and the others,” Tanya exclaimed. “That would make us no better than them.” 

    “Why not?” Imara asked. “You had no trouble sending Gordon into Green Eggs and Ham or Vlad into that awful painting, The Scream.” 

    “We didn’t kill them,” Tanya defended. 

    “I have zero problem eliminating pestilence. That’s what I do best. Look, Tanya, I know you can’t understand because you don’t have a daughter to protect yet, but if only you can see things through our eyes. There is no moral compass when it comes to protecting children. That is a lesson I learned a long time ago. I refuse to feel any guilt about my past executions. Every single one of them deserved to die.” 

    “Agreed,” Nicky said. “Let the characters in the books do the dirty work. Your hands will be clean.” 

    Tanya had a sickly green look after Val mentioned her daughter, and Elle stroked her arm before asking, “Hon, I know you have a gentle soul, but I kinda agree.” 

    “It’s not that, um, this morning I took a test and…” 

    “You’re pregnant,” Elle guessed. “I didn’t think it would work. They told us it would probably take multiple inseminations.” 

    Gina walked to Tanya and hugged her as Elle’s mouth hung open. “Congratulations.” 

    “All the more reason to take care of this once and for all. Sorry, but we don’t have time to celebrate. I’m with the vamps. Gina, you stay with the kids,” Val ordered. 

    “Toni and I will stay with Gina, Annie, and the kids. They’ll need someone to protect them while the rest of you take out the trash,” Char directed. “Unless you need Toni to develop some kind of gadget.” 

    “I’m going to be a mother,” Elle recited before fainting. 

    “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Wake Elle up,” Val grumbled. “What a weak tit.” 

    “Um, I seem to remember someone almost falling into that same fate when Bree came along,” Toni reminded. 

    “Yeah, Val, I remember that too,” Imara laughed. 

    “Shut the fuck up, Imara. If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” Val retorted. 

    Cass held her hand up. “Enough, they are close now.” 

    Tanya squatted and brushed a lock of Elle’s hair aside before placing a gentle kiss on her lips. When Elle’s eyes fluttered open, Tanya smiled. “Hello, love, are you ready for battle?” 

    Elle nodded. “I promise never to let anything happen to the little peanut inside you. Goddess, I love you.” 

    Toni tossed Val and Nicky the two silver pens she’d retrieved from her pocket. “I figure you two could use these. Unless Nicky isn’t the best with a poison dart pen.” She looked at the faces of the other four vampires. 

    “I will take one of those. Nicky is fast with extraordinary reflexes, but as I am older, I surpass her skills.” Cass held out her hand for the pen. “How does this work, please?” 

    “Technically true, but you don’t have to rub it in, do you? C’mon Cass, can’t you let me have a little fun? I’ve never used a dart pen. Sounds like something I’d love to try,” Nicky lamented. 

    “No, hand it over.” Cass accepted the pen and turned to Toni. 

    Toni walked to Cass and pointed to a small button on the side. “It’s simple, aim and press this button. The range is very long, so you shouldn’t have any problem disabling them before taking them out. I’ll leave the final decision to you regarding whether to kill them or not. The pen will simply give you an option.” 

    Cass nodded. “Very well. I will consult with Val before deciding. Both Tanya and Val make good arguments. If we had enough time, I would consult the High Council, but I fear there is no time for that.” 

    “Char, any chance you’d like to weigh in on this?” Val asked. 

    “I’m with Val. Sadie will always be a top priority. I’d never want to make a decision that would put her at risk again.” Char glanced toward the room where Annie had taken the children. 

    “So noted. Are you ready?” Cass asked. 

    “Always,” Val answered. 

     

    *** 

     

    “I would suggest you not underestimate the women. They have a plan. One of them demonstrated how to use a pen with darts. They are aware of our presence. And, they are not playing around. There is a debate about what to do with you three.” Lestat pointed to Ommin and his two companions. “The worst that will happen to us, Count Dracula, is that we will be sent back to where we came from.” Lestat shrugged. “Witches do not bother me. I’ve developed quite a fondness for them. Perhaps this adventure is not quite what I should involve myself in.” 

    Ommin hissed, “You are a fool, then. Count, you are not aware of your fate, but I can assure you that your end is near. Your foe Jonathan Harker ensures that you will not live.” 

    “You are strange men, but your words are truthful. I’ve read your minds. I will not allow for my demise. This world we are now in will suit me just fine. I shall merely thrall these female vampires and have them do my bidding.” The Count swished his cape for emphasis. 

    Lestat rolled his eyes before swiftly moving from the path of a small projectile. As he turned his head to judge the direction of the dart, he noticed how it had landed in the older man’s neck, the one who stood next to Ommin. One down, Lestat thought and chuckled to himself about how unprepared this ragtag group of men was against the women. 

    Ommin began to chant, 

     

    Stop the women in their tracks, 

    let our maneuver change the facts, 

    Flood them with an overpowering fear, 

    to send them far away from here. 

     

    Imara cackled. “Seriously, Ommin, didn’t you learn your lesson before?” Tanya, Elle, Jai, and Imara each held a purple crystal in their hands. 

    “And Imara, haven’t you learned yours? Stop grandstanding. We need to send Lestat and Dracula back where they belong,” Elle yelled as the fighting began. 

    Chaos erupted as the women worked together to corral Dracula and Lestat in front of Elle, Jai, Imara, and Tanya without success. Lestat knew they had attempted to utter a chant that would send them back into their respective books. Ommin and his other colleague had realized their precarious position and tried other chants, which bounced off the women and had no effect on the vampires. 

    Dracula caught Val’s arm with his razor-sharp nails, creating a long gash that spouted blood like a geyser. She danced out of his path to avoid another swipe as Cass swooped in to take over the battle with the legendary vampire. Cass kept him occupied while the others contained Lestat. Ancient versus ancient battled as teeth and nails struck one another, creating gashes only to close in a near-instant. Cass struck Dracula first, only to receive a long slice down the middle of her chest. They parried back and forth, never getting the upper hand because of their amazing healing abilities. 

    With Cass keeping Dracula busy, Val was able to turn her attention to the warlock. Pain was not new to Val, and she ignored her seeping wound to land several solid blows to Ommin. Finally, a roundhouse kick to his head disabled him. Shortly after, Ommin’s colleague fell to the ground when Val’s lightning-quick reflexes landed a dart to the side of his neck. 

    “Nice shot,” Nicky said. 

    The five female vampires, led by Cass and Nicky, surrounded Dracula and Lestat as they hissed at one another. Lestat stopped and opened his palms. “My heart is not in this fight. You may send me back.” 

    “I will not go back to a fate that will end my existence.” Dracula’s cape swished around his body as he transformed before their eyes into a bat. 

    Nicky jumped and grabbed the edge of his wing. “Oh no you don’t. Can you send him back in bat form?” 

    Imara looked wide-eyed at Tanya, Jai, and Elle. “I don’t know, we’ve never done that before with an animal.” 

    “Well, you better think fast, Imara, I can’t hold him much longer. He’s strong, very strong,” Nicky pleaded. 

    “Okay, okay, I’ve got it,” Imara began her chant. 

     

    The bat does not belong in this place, 

    send him back without a trace, 

    After all is said and done, 

    Stoker’s book will grab this evil one. 

    This will be his final fate, 

    no chance to spew his evil hate. 

     

    The wriggling bat disappeared, and the women breathed in a sigh of relief. Lestat began clapping. “Well done. A bit clunky for my taste, but the chant did rhyme. Could you perhaps leave out words like evil and hate in my chant, please? I will go without a fight if you promise this.” 

    “All right. Can you give me a few minutes to think of a new one? I had something else in mind before your request,” Imara admitted. 

    Lestat nodded his head. “Ladies, if you should ever find yourself in my world, I would be pleased to take you around.” He smiled. 

    “Oh, for fuck’s sake, a polite vampire,” Val said. 

    “Hey, we’re all polite, and I just helped to save your asses,” Nicky argued. 

    “I’ve got it,” Imara exclaimed. 

    “Tonight would be nice, Imara, before the rest of these goons wake from their nap,” Elle suggested. 

    “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. Lestat deserves the right words to go with his compliance,” Imara retorted before starting her chant. 

     

    Time to return this handsome gent, 

    we’re thankful of his gracious consent, 

    Let him continue to live his days, 

    inside the book is where he stays, 

    If we choose to meet again, 

    we’ll be the ones to say when. 

     

    Lestat bowed to the women before disappearing. 

     

    *** 

     

    “Now, what do we do with those three?” Jai asked. “And, handsome gent? Where did that line come from?” 

    Imara shrugged. “Just because I’m a lesbian doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate an attractive man.” 

    “He better not have thralled you,” Jai warned. 

    “Never, you’re the only one for me.” Imara grabbed Jai and dipped her while kissing her soundly. 

    “Can we please focus,” Val interjected. 

    “Isn’t there a binding spell or something to remove all chance of future troubles? I would prefer we consider an alternative to cold-blooded murder. I want to be able to tell our son or daughter we always took the high road when presented with options,” Tanya pleaded. 

    “If anyone knows the right chant, it will be Aunt Clara,” Elle noted. 

    Val crossed her arms and muttered, “Whatever, but I swear this better be final, or I will hunt your magical asses to the ends of the earth and make you pay for your mistake.” Imara had the good sense to cringe, but Elle, Tanya, and Jai seemed to consider her threat more bark than bite. “Oh, and congratulations, Tanya. You’ll make a great mother. You too, Elle, but Goddess help us if Jai or Imara gets pregnant. I’d feel sorry for that kid.”  

    “Hey, we don’t have immediate plans, but if we did, I’d make an awesome parent. At least I’m not as stuffy and boring as Elle.” 

    Cass shook her head. “This squabbling appears oddly familiar to me.” She glanced at Nicky, who grinned. 

    “Let me pop back and consult with Aunt Clara, and then I’ll let all of you know what I learn.” Elle caressed Tanya’s face. “I promise, love, if it is a viable option, we’ll bind them instead of killing them. Can we leave them here for now?” 

    Val shot another dart into Ommin and his wizard accomplices. “That should keep them down for long enough for you to seek the answers to our dilemma. Can we go back inside now? I want to check on the kids. Not that I don’t trust Gina, Char, and Toni to protect our kids, but…” 

    “Right. You don’t trust anyone to protect your precious daughter but yourself. Admit it,” Imara remarked. 

    “Fine, I don’t trust anyone, even Gina, to protect Bree, but don’t ever tell her I said that. She’ll skin my hide.” 

    Imara held out her pinky. “Pinky swear? Truce now?” 

    Val swatted away Imara’s pinky. “Don’t be juvenile. I’m not pinky swearing with you. If you ever tell her, I’ll simply kick your ass.” 

    Imara laughed. “Secretly, she loves me,” she whispered to Jai. 

    “Um, I don’t think so, hon,” Jai answered. 

    Bree came barreling out the front door with Gina on her tail. “Momma V, Momma V, I was playing with Onyx, and he accidentally bit my finger. Now I’m gonna turn into a vampire. Isn’t that awesome? I’ll be able to kick ass, just like you. Except I’ll be stronger and faster.” 

    “What?” Val screeched. 

    Annie was moving her very pregnant body as fast as she could following Gina, who had caught her daughter swooping her into her arms. 

    Breathing heavy, Annie stated, “That won’t happen. Don’t worry. Turning someone into a vampire is extremely rare. The nip is tiny, not unlike one from a regular kitten.” 

    Gina held out her hand to stop Val. “Babe, Annie’s right. Onyx did not even draw blood. Bree is not at all injured. She just wants that to be true, which is why she’s been taunting Onyx with her hand trying to get him to bite her.” 

    “Bree, is that what happened?” Val asked. “Tell the truth or no more ice cream on holidays.” 

    Bree hung her head. “Maybe.” 

    “Like mother, like daughter,” Imara taunted. “You certainly have your hands full, Val.” 

    “Shut it, Imara,” Val warned as she held out her arms to take her daughter and inspect the minor injury that Gina described. 

    “See, all’s well that ends well. By the way, I most certainly can protect our daughter.” Gina glared at Val. 

    “How did you hear what I said?” Val sputtered. 

    “Annie also has excellent hearing. We’ve bonded in the nursery,” Gina replied. 

    “Sorry, I just love you both so much. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost either one of you.” 

    “I know, love, I know.” Gina placed a soft kiss on her wife. 
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    The phone dangled between Emma’s shoulder and cheek in the crook of her neck, while she listened to April repeat the packing list for their vacation for the tenth time. April, the first friend she met when she moved into the city, was OCD about lists and organization. Emma couldn’t say how many times April told her to make a list so that she wouldn’t forget anything. During the conversation, Emma stopped listening and used both hands to fold two pairs of shorts and place them in the suitcase. When silence came across the phone, Emma jumped in. “So, Jo and I will pick you up and then head over to Cora’s apartment. We’ll be there around eight in the morning. I hope Cora isn’t late. You know how impatient Jo can get.” Emma stopped talking.  

    Something seemed off in the backyard; the floodlights came on above the garage. A shadow whisked across the white walls, while the side door was ajar. Emma stepped closer and peeked from the upstairs window. The inside of the house was quiet; the only sound the clicking of the gears in the old grandfather clock. Shifting her weight, Emma leaned against the frame of the window, squinting her eyes. The once closed-door swayed back and forth with a gentle push of the wind. Her girlfriend Jo was flying from Nebraska, and her plane was to land in two hours. Emma was on the phone with her when the connecting flight got delayed. She was alone in the house. No one should be in the garage.  

    “Emma, what are you doing,” April’s voice came through the phone.  

    Emma jumped as the shadow appeared again, slamming her back into the wall as she released a gasp. She laid pressed against the rough texture of drywall, breathing hard. Her hand pulled the phone to her ear. “April,” she whispered into the receiver.  

    “What the hell is going on? All I can hear is you breathing.” April’s voice seemed extra loud coming from the receiver.  

    “Someone is in my garage. Jo doesn’t arrive for another couple of hours. I need to check it out. Will you stay on the phone with me?” Emma’s feet were guiding her down the flight of stairs. She wasn’t the brave one of the couple, that was Jo. Together for six months, it was Jo that was the protector, but she was on a business trip; Emma had to fend for herself.  

    “Where are you?” The words blasted from the phone that Emma held loosely to her head.  

    “Shh. . . I’m at the door to the garage. But I can’t see anything. It’s dark inside.”  

    “Jesus, call the police!”  

    “I’m going inside. Be quiet; whoever it is will hear you on the phone. It’s probably a raccoon.” Something in Emma’s gut told her that was no animal shadow. She lowered her hand down that held the phone and clicked the screen light off before reaching for the light switch. It flicked up and down, but the room remained pitch black. In a cat-like motion, she stepped softly on the balls of her feet, her eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness. The silhouettes of boxes, lawn equipment, and bicycles arranged in no particular order sat around the middle of the floor. Her head turned from side to side in search of the intruder. Emma reached and grabbed a baseball bat off the tool bench. She moved a step forward. Then another. In the distance, a gray matter flashed across the outer wall. Emma crouched.  

    The shadow grew more abundant, and Emma froze in her spot. The sound of boots tapped the cement floor; the heel to toe noise grew with each step. Closer. Closer. The shadow raised in height, and Emma felt her heart pounding against her ribs as fear set in. The shadow stopped moving. Looking up, Emma watched as a long neck craned to the left, then slowly to the right. The alien-looking figure studied the shelves above Emma’s head. With a leap of bravery, Emma jumped up. The flashlight snapped off on her phone, and Emma swung the bat. Her war cry echoed across the rafters.  

    “Ow! Son of a bitch.”  

    “Ahh…” April’s screams bellowed from the phone at the same time.  

    “Jo? What the hell are you doing here?” Emma yelled. “I’ve got to hang up April. It’s Jo,” Emma said quickly before clicking the phone off. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack? How did you get here? Why are you in the garage?”  

    “Shit, Emma. That hurt. A seat became available on an earlier flight. I was in here trying to find the spare cooler for the trip. Did you think I was siphoning gas like I use to do in my teenage years? Shit!” Jo bent slightly at the waist, pain blanketing her face.  

    “You scared the shit out of me. How was I supposed to know it was you? You are lucky I didn’t bust your head open.” Emma dropped the bat and stepped into her girlfriend. Her hand gently rubbed over the arm that had gotten whacked by the bat. Taking her girlfriend by the hand, Emma guided her toward the open door. “Come on. Let’s look at your arm. I’ll kiss it and make it all better. We can get the cooler in the morning.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Over an hour into the ride, the four friends only had minutes to go until they reached their destination. The Sunflower Inn was a bed-and-breakfast in the country about a hundred miles away from the city, and the ladies had nothing but fresh air and peace to fill their time for the next forty-eight hours. Emma and Jo were excited to get away from their busy lives and spend time with two friends. Cora, the added fourth to the trip, knew all the ladies from the local lesbian bar where she was the bartender. Emma had worked on setting up April and Cora on a date for months until she finally got the two to agree to some R&R. During one night of drinking, the group decided to escape away from the big city for a few days. Emma looked up the bed-and-breakfast online, and the mini-vacation was planned. 

    “Do you want to grab a bite before we get to the house?” Emma asked. Jo was squirming in the driver’s seat. This told Emma that Jo’s back was hurting from a job injury from years past. “There was a billboard a mile back for a diner.” The women all shook their heads in agreement. A welcome sign appeared as they entered the town and all eyes read the tattered sign, Welcome to The Town of Sunflower Fields.  

    The temperature dropped inside of the car as a layer of film covered the front window. Jo swiped at the glass to see the road. “That’s weird. Must be a fog bank,” Jo commented.  

    The entrance came up fast, and Jo made a sharp left into the parking lot. The wheels screeched to a sudden halt with the ladies’ heads jerking forward. Emma’s arm reached out, stopping her from a face plant into the dash. She glanced through the hair that fell in front of her face to see Jo frozen at the steering wheel. Emma turned her head, following Jo’s eyes, to find a woman in front of the car. Young in age, she wore a weathered sundress. Her hair was unkempt, as if she hadn’t bathed for days. Her fingernails were long and caked with dirt, and dry blood painted her right arm. Two solid green eyes stared blankly into the window of the car. After tilting her head to study her voyeurs, she walked away.  

    “Did you hit her?” April leaned forward.  

    Emma looked over at Jo, who was watching the female limp across the parking lot. Jo’s eyes fixated on the woman as she dragged her right leg behind her until she disappeared into a patch of sunflowers. “Jo, you okay?” Emma asked. 

    “I’m fine. She appeared out of nowhere.” Jo turned to Emma. “I didn’t hit her.” The words sounded out as a defense.  

    “It’s okay, baby,” Emma rubbed her arm for reassurance. She couldn’t help but notice the tight, white knuckle grasp around the steering wheel by her girlfriend, as if she was hanging on for life or death.  

    “Let’s get something to eat. We need to stretch our legs,” Cora said.  

    “I second that,” April added.  

    The diner was old, decorated in blue and silver, and it had antique booths and a counter lined with ragged, torn barstools. The place was empty, and the four ladies grabbed a table in the back. The old springs in the cushions squeaked as they sat down. Grabbing menus from the corner of the table, they craned their heads for the waitress, who was nowhere in sight. Coffee brewed behind the bar, and the smell of bacon drifted from the kitchen. The group looked down into the menus.  

    “Hi,” sounded out. The four looked up and found a child standing beside the table. Her golden hair in pigtails, she wore overalls with no shirt underneath. A stub stuck out from her right shoulder where her arm once was, and an old, stitched scar fanned across the end with jagged edges. Right away, April, who was a doctor, noticed the terrible stitch job. “Mama told me to get your drinks. She’ll be here in a sec.”  

    “Can you do that?” Cora said out loud, followed by a kick under the table from Emma.  

    “We will have four glasses of water, please, and thank you,” Emma answered for the group. The little girl stood there and stared at them with emerald eyes. She blinked a few times before she turned to fetch the water. “Cora, she is only a child. That was rude.”  

    “Child or not, this place is giving me the creeps,” Cora answered.  

    “Whoever stitched her arm up did an amateur job, and I agree with Cora. Let’s hurry and eat.” April stopped and looked over at Jo before continuing. “You’re quiet, Jo. Are you sure you’re okay?”  

    “Still freaked out about that woman in the parking lot. I agree, let’s get to the B&B and put this behind us. We are only ten minutes away,” Jo admitted. 

    The girl arrived back. The water splashed out of the glasses as the muscles of the one arm shook, and the tray wiggled to balance the weight. Her face twisted in pain with knees that struggled not to buckle. Emma jumped up and grabbed the tray from her and sat it on the table. A sigh of relief escaped as the weight lifted from the child. The other women sat stunned with their eyes falling on the stump. They found it impossible not to stare. 

    “Thank you,” the child whispered. “I know it’s hard not to stare at it. It’s ugly.” The girl lifted the stub as if observing it.  

    “Was it an accident?” April asked, 

    “My mama cut it off.” Before she could say anything else, a woman appeared from behind her, hair in a beehive and wearing a blue waitress uniform that matched the décor. A nametag with faded letters barely spelling the name Shelly laid cockeyed on her chest. She placed her arm on the girl’s shoulder, above the short limb.  

    “That’s enough of bothering these customers. Run along and play.” The girl disappeared without a word, leaving the woman alone with the four. “She has an overactive imagination. Sorry. What can I get you?” Pulling a menu pad out, she gave the head of the pencil a lick before positioning it to write. “Pancakes and bacon are the special for the day.”  

    “Four orders to go,” Jo exclaimed. The waitress shrugged and turned on her heels. Jo leaned over and whispered to the group, “We’re eating in the car.”  

    For once, Emma couldn’t agree more with her girlfriend. They all were on edge. Fifteen minutes later, the woman appeared with two enormous bags. Bill paid and food in hand, the group made their escape from the diner. With the sun hidden in the sky, rain clouds threatened to release. As they exited, their footsteps slowed when they saw her. The pigtail girl stood on the edge of the sunflowers, watching with her one hand tucked in the pants of the blue overalls. She twisted in semi-circles at the waist. Coming to a sudden stop, she squinted at them. She lowered her head and took a step into the field, then her head turned to gather one last glance of Emma and her friends before the sunflowers swallowed her.  

    The conversation during the ten-minute ride centered on the one-armed child. They all heard the same thing: Mama cut it off. Why would a mother cut her child’s arm off? Then there was the weird woman in front of the car, and the diner felt like a scene straight from the Twilight Zone. Arriving at the B&B and climbing into a hot tub was all that Emma wanted. Jo was extra quiet, not that her girlfriend was a chatter box like the rest of the women in the car. Maybe a relaxing time with a glass of wine and Emma’s body would calm her girlfriend down. As they turned into the driveway of the B&B, the car suddenly became quiet as the women ended their chatter and the radio went dead silent.  

    The long road, encased by sunflower fields, twisted and turned with the yellows, greens, and browns converging into a kaleidoscope. Row after row and deep as the eye could see, the sunflowers stood tall only to drop their head as the car moved down the graveled road. Emma stared down at the waves of hypnotizing stems dancing with each other. Her finger ran across the window in a stroking motion as she laid her head on the glass. “They’re dancing,” she whispered.  

    “What did you say?” Jo asked.  

    Emma lifted her head as the house came into sight. She took in the white Victorian with a large wrap-around porch, the shutters painted a shade of yellow with brown trim. An old tire swing dangled from an oak tree in the front yard as a breeze gently rocked it. Emma rolled down the window, and the sweetest smell swirled around the car. As if being taken over, the delightful smell turned into a rotten fish smell that smothered the air with death.  

    “Jesus, what is that? It smells like dead fish?” April said as she covered her nose.  

    “I’m about to be sick,” Cora murmured as her door flew open, and she leaned out.  

    “Get in the house. I will come later and get the luggage,” Jo ordered the women.  

    [bookmark: _Hlk51430116]As they came up the steps of the porch, they sniffed. The horrific smell turned off like a faucet, and the same delicate, sweet smell teased their nostrils. Then they noticed her. She sat with her back turned, rocking slowly as twisted, aged fingers wrapped around the end of the armrest with long fingernails carving into the wood. Her once amber hair thinned on the top of her head with her scalp glistening in the heat. She hummed a soft tune to the beat of the wind and faced the fields where the skies darkened and lightning struck. Emma stepped forward but got stopped by her words. “There’s a storm coming. The sunflowers need feeding.” The elder’s head twisted, causing Emma to stumble back into Jo. Old eyes covered in white film stared in her direction, but they never met Emma’s. Not until a tilt of the head, a lift of the chin, and the old woman’s eyes bore into Emma’s soul. The woman spoke again, “You best get inside. They’re hungry tonight. They saw you watching them, Emma.”  

     Emma’s heart skipped a beat. How did this woman know her name? She moved backward, her feet propelling her. With a turn, Emma scooted the women with her hands, nearly pushing them through the front door. They tumbled one after the other into the foyer of the house, with the door slamming behind them.  

    “Geesh,” Jo exclaimed at the sudden herding. 

    The living area was decorated with antiques, and the painted pale-yellow walls gave warmth to the room. A coffee table displayed tea and cookies with sunflowers in a glass vase for decoration, and against one wall, a stone fireplace laid bare. Floral carpet blanketed the winding staircase that led upstairs. At a closer look, it was sunflowers that draped the steps. A tiny hotel desk sat in the corner with a bell, and a register laid out, waiting for the next guest to arrive. The name of the B&B was spelled out in the black oak, The Sunflower Inn. It was quaint, and a sense of ease rested over the ladies.  

    Jo rang the bell while the others took in the décor. The ladies heard her before she appeared. Dressed in a frilly, puffed blouse and a fluted, high-waisted long skirt, the redhead woman appeared with grace. “Well, hello there. I’m Ophelia. Welcome to the Sunflower Inn.” She cupped her hand over her mouth to whisper the next few words as if spilling a secret. “An appropriate name since sunflowers surround us.” She held her hands out as to question her statement, then laughed at her own words. After no one laughed with her, she cleared her throat, “You must be the Wynn party. And you, young lady, must be Emma Wynn.”  

    Emma stepped forward up to the desk. “How did you pick me out as Emma?”  

    “Well, darling, you look like an Emma; your mother gave you the perfect name. Let me have a go at the rest.” She pointed her finger at each lady as she called out their names. “Jo, and…” She paused and looked between Cora and April. Then quickly named them off. “Cora and April.” She turned the register book around. “My mother outside took your reservation and wrote all your names.” She laughed again. “I’m no physic.” 

    Emma looked down at the chicken scratch of names written in red ink. She inhaled deeply to calm her nerves. It was only noon, and the day already seemed long. A brief nap to regroup was what they needed. “Can we get our keys to the two rooms we reserved?”  

    “Two rooms?” April responded to the question.  

    “Yes. We figured you and Cora can bunk up together for the two days,” Emma gave April a smirk then looked over at Cora, who was shifting back and forth on her feet. Cora turned to the caretaker and held out her hand. Two keys got placed in her hands, and the piece of plastics read 207 and 214. “Thank you.” Emma smiled at the woman.  

    “Dinner is at five. I can place trays outside your door if you like,” Ophelia announced.  

    “Your website showed a back porch. Can we have dinner there?” Emma asked. Ophelia nodded.  

    “You go on up. I’ll get the luggage,” Jo said.  

    “No, I want to wait for you. Let’s get the luggage together.” 

    Cora and April shook their head in agreement. It was Jo and Cora who ventured out to the car while Emma and April waited by the front door. “A freaky day, huh?” Emma said.  

    “You think? Oh, and don’t think your cheesy hook-up attempt between Cora and me went unnoticed.”  

     

    *** 

     

    Emma stretched her arms over her head, intertwined her fingers, and cracked her back. She was lying flat in the softest bed she’d ever been in, but next to her was empty. Jo should be next to her, but the sheets were cold to the touch. Emma swung her feet off the side of the bed and found her girlfriend staring out the window. She wore only her muscle t-shirt and panties. Five steps across the wooden floor and Emma nestled into Jo’s back. “Hey, you. Come back to bed.” Emma’s fingers slipped around, finding rock-solid abs to play with and tease.  

    “Why do you think people have sunflower fields?” Jo asked. Her eyes searched the land of tall flowers stretched to where the sun met the earth. Emma lifted Jo’s arm and slipped under it. “Sunflowers help the economy by attracting bees and other insects. Their leaves get used for food for cattle and the flower for yellow dye. And then there are those tasty sunflower seeds. If you look close enough, they are smiling at you with heads dipped in respect. They need us as much as we need them.”  

    Jo held Emma close while listening. “How do you know so much about the flowers? Are you a flower expert?”  

    “Something like that.” Emma paused. “My mother grew flowers on a farm and in a greenhouse. The sunflower was her favorite flower. We lived in a house like this one, in the country, no neighbors within miles. One night, strangers came to the house. It was late, and I was supposed to be in bed asleep, but it was warm that night, and sleeping was hard. I heard loud voices, mostly muffled.” Emma tilted her head to reel in the memory. “Except for my mom, her voice was loud. She begged these strangers not to hurt her family. She pleaded for mercy. Her cries bled into the walls. The evil that came to my house was not human. They had men’s bodies, but the devil controlled their souls. No living man could be that cruel to torture and kill two women in that manner. I remember the sound and seeing the blast of the guns light up the greenhouse in orange streams.” Emma looked into the shocked eyes of Jo. “Not your typical orange, but a sunset orange. When it grew quiet, I made my way down to the greenhouse. Funny. How you remember certain things. Like the way my hands shook when I reached for the door handle. I’ll never forget the first sight of them. Their blood painted the flowers, and the petals bled. My mother and grandmother lay dead.”  

    A knock on the door caused the two ladies to jump. “Dinner in thirty,” Ophelia announced through the wood.  

    “Jesus Emma, why did you pick this place to take a vacation? Doesn’t it bring back memories?” Jo pulled Emma into her.  

    Emma craned her neck back to look into Jo’s eyes. “This isn’t where I grew up.” She turned around, wiggled her girlfriend’s waist. “We’re here to have a good time. Now let’s have some dinner. Those pancakes from earlier are long gone.”  

    “But…” Jo tried to speak, but Emma cut her off with a finger pressing against her lips.  

    “But nothing. I will not allow my childhood to ruin this weekend. Look, we all have a past. I’m where I belong.” Emma pressed her lips over Jo’s, whispering, “With my sexy girlfriend that I want to please in ways she never imagined.” Emma slipped her hands under Jo’s tee shirt and was pleased to find hard nipples. Jo’s small breasts fit in her palm, and this aroused Emma. Jo’s body was addicting, fit, solid, strong, and tight in every way. She was the sexiest one yet for Emma, and the thought of not being able to touch her like this drove Emma crazy. Not having her in her life forever was unthinkable. Emma pushed Jo against the wall, her own compact frame pinning her against the cold panel. Her lips kissed over Jo’s chin before dipping to suck in her nipple through the material of her shirt. The dark nipple rose and widened in her mouth as she sucked the bud. The moans from her girlfriend fueled the need to please her, and Emma lowered to her knees. Her eyes scanned the length of the body above her. Fingers slipped around the waistband of the boy shorts and pulled them down. Kisses feathered over thighs with promises of passion. Emma was dripping wet as the need to touch herself played tug of war with the desire to devour.  

    Limited time at hand, Emma chose a quicker path to their orgasms. She knew precisely how to bring Jo to an immediate release. Lovemaking would come later that evening. Emma didn’t need to see if Jo was watching; she felt her gasp when she slipped one hand down her own panties and touched herself. Emma’s moans vibrated over Jo’s mound. She rubbed her own clit at the same time she sucked Jo’s stiff bud into her mouth. Emma fucked her fingers as she took her girlfriend with a fierce force. The way Jo’s fingers knotted into her hair, her hips pushed into her mouth, and those little squeaks that happen before Jo exploded sent Emma over the edge. She bucked against her own fingers as Jo released into her mouth, erupting until neither could breathe nor stand. They fell in a heap on the floor.  

     

    *** 

     

    Jo and Cora stepped away after dinner to smoke a cigar. Emma wasn’t big on Jo smoking, but it wasn’t like she smoked Havana cigars; the ones she smoked looked like a cigarette. Still, smoking was smoking. Emma didn’t understand why Jo would want to harm her beautiful body. April and she sat at the table watching the sun dip below the heads of the sunflowers. The flowers lowered their heads as darkness shaded the fields. “So, spill. Did you and Cora kiss?”  

    The smile on April’s face was a dead giveaway. “Yes, we kissed after we woke up from the nap.” A blush crept up April’s neck, and Emma smiled at her friend.  

    “See, I told you, a suitable fit.” Emma shoved April in her shoulder.  

    “We shall see. Don’t put the cart before the horse. You know most girls don’t understand a doctor’s hours.”  

    “Well, with her being a bartender, her hours aren’t nine to five either. Give it a shot. I bet you will find out you are perfect for each other in eternity.”  

    “Eternity! Girl, stop trying to sell the field when the garden hasn’t even grown.” Both women laughed at April’s comment. Just then, Jo and Cora rounded the corner of the house. They were laughing, no doubt talking about Emma and April.  

    “Hey, my two favorite butches,” Emma called out. “So, what should we do next? There’s a hot tub. We could play cards, take a walk.”  

    “Drink!” Cora added. “We passed a bar about half a mile down the road. Let’s go have a drink.”  

    “What if it’s not gay friendly?” April asked with concern in her voice.  

    “We’ll make it gay friendly,” Jo added.  

    Emma smiled at Jo’s answer while standing and wrapping both arms around her neck. “My big butch. A drink sounds wonderful. Let’s blow this place.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Half a mile down the road, the four women tossed back tequila shots chased by a glass of beer. The bar wasn’t fancy like the one Cora worked at in the city. Instead, the inside was a square room held together with scrap pieces of wood. A few tables scattered about that wobbled with a mere touch, an old jukebox sat in the corner, and the bar rested against half a wall with gouges as decorations. A few women patrons hung around on bar stools, staring into the bottom of stained glasses filled with scotch and lost dreams. The bartender leaned against the bar with one hip, whistling while wiping the inside of a glass with a white rag. Her eyes dark and dead stared at nothing, only looking up to acknowledge an order.  

    “This place is a dump,” Cora whispered.  

    “I second that motion,” Jo agreed. She looked around. “Not much to say about the town’s bar, that’s for sure. We paid for these drinks, let’s finish them before we leave.” She took another look around the empty walls, held up by rusty nails.  

    “Yeah, tell us, Emma, why did you pick this place for a vacation?” April leaned on the table; it wobbled towards her with her weight.  

    Emma leaned on her side of the table, and it dipped back in her direction. “Google search. The website showed a lovely house, promised peace and quiet, and it was available for a last-minute booking. Look, it's not perfect, but it will be what we make of it. We’ll go back to the house, get some rest, and start tomorrow fresh. I want to grab some photos tomorrow of us and enjoy the hot tub.” Emma held her hands up in defense. “I promise, one of you can book our next weekend giveaway.”  

    Cold air whirled through the small room like a tornado as a woman appeared in the doorway. She was tall, dressed in a scarlet dress that stopped short of a reveal. Her lips painted the same shade of red as the stilettos that tapped on the wooden floor. Her black hair draped down her back in waves of ecstasy. Green eyes the color of grass scanned the room before she strolled to the bar. A glass of bourbon awaited the touch of her lips. Wrapping her fingers around the glass, she smiled at the bartender and turned on the tip of her shoes. One foot after the other, she reached the table of the four ladies that stared with gaping mouths. “Well, hi there,” she spoke to the group as she raised the glass to her mouth. 

    Not one lady uttered a word, as if hypnotized by the woman in red. They stared into her eyes and took in her smile. They bit their lips while watching hers wrapped around the rim of the glass. The dark liquid slipped past and down her throat in a gentle swallow. “Hi,” Emma formed the word as if for the first time.  

    This time the woman’s words were captured behind a smile as an index finger ran slowly over the back of Jo’s neck. All five fingers fanned out. She strummed through her short hair, causing Jo to close her eyes with pleasure. Then she stopped, and the group watched her sashay to the jukebox.  

    “That’s a sin waiting for the taking,” Cora mumbled.  

    “We need to go,” Emma’s voice demanded.  

    Jo couldn’t agree more as she stood. “I need to go to the restroom. Finish the pitcher. I’ll be right back,” Jo announced and headed in the direction of the only neon sign in the room. A restroom sign blinked with an arrow pointing to a door. Once opened, the door led outside to an alley on the side of the building. A long row of sunflowers made one wall of the dark pathway. A floodlight blinked on and off. “Jesus, the alley looks more like a bar than the actual inside.” Jo found her way down the strobe-lit hole and into the ladies’ room. A few minutes later, she was exiting while fiddling with her a belt. The deep majestic voice rang out.  

    “Well, hi there. Got a light?”  

    Jo looked up into green eyes. The woman leaned closer with a cigarette in her mouth. Jo pulled her zippo out and filled the lady’s request, then leaned against the brick wall and lit a cigar. “You seem out of place here,” Jo voiced.  

    With a half-turn, the stranger whispered, “And how so, sexy?”  

    “This bar seems so…” Jo paused with her body twisting to face the girl. Cora was right. This woman was a sin. Sexy. Sultry. Dangerous. The type of lady that melts a woman to her knees. Jo loved Emma, but like a ship to a beacon, the lady in red drew her in. She couldn’t stop herself; the need was addicting. “Dead,” Jo finished her sentence. Grabbing the woman, Jo pulled her into her. Her hands ran up her thigh, rolling the tight red dress up while her mouth took her. The taste of liquor and cigarettes permeated into the kiss. Jo’s hands squeezed bare ass. Jo moaned deeply with desire. “Let me make you come,” Jo mumbled between hitches of breath.  

    The embrace broke as the woman stepped back into the sunflowers. She motioned Jo to follow her with a crooked finger. Jo stepped forward. She watched the darkness swallow the woman as only glowing green eyes shined from the depths of the flowers. Jo paused. A breeze lifted. The sunflowers swayed and danced. A voice summoned her into the field.  

    “Come, my Jo. Let me touch you. Place your hands on my body. I need you.” The raspy voice echoed from within the fields. Jo stepped.  

    “What are you doing, Jo?” Emma yelled down the alley.  

    Jo turned her head in confusion. “Umm…” She looked back into the field as the green eyes slowly disappeared into the blackness. She twisted her upper body and stared at the restroom door before turning back to the field. The sunflowers became still. “I’m not sure.” 

     

    *** 

     

    Cora drove the car back to the house with April sitting next to her in the passenger seat. Emma and Jo sat quietly in the back seat. It was late, and the day took a toll on everyone. After arriving back at the house, each couple said goodnight in the hallway and disappeared into their rooms.  

    “Cora, are you sensing something is off?” April asked as she pulled back the bed.  

    Kicking off her shoes, Cora had to agree with that statement. Ever since arriving in this town, in this house, a dark cloud blanketed the ladies’ vacation. The only good thing about the trip was April. She was cute, and Cora was finding herself more and more attracted to the doctor. There was no doubt; they were two opposites. Cora, with her sleeves of tattoos and wild ways compared to April’s pure skin and constructed lifestyle, and it was a liberating change in Cora’s life. Unfortunately, this hell fest trip was putting a damper on the attraction. 

    “It does. This entire town is freaky.” Cora spun around in a circle. “Shit,” she murmured.  

    “What’s the matter?”  

    “My bag that has my medicine and toothbrush is in the car, and I’ve got to take my meds. I still have the keys from where I drove. Be right back.”  

    “Hold on. I’m going with you,” April said.  

    A few minutes later and Cora slammed the door. “Got it,” she announced as she held up the small bag. April had her arms wrapped around herself and was staring out into the darkened fields of sunflowers. The moon sent a glowing stream of light over the area. Cora whispered a little louder than normal. Her voice strained the words out. “April. What are you doing?”  

    “Can you hear that?” April turned her head to see Cora standing close by. “Can you hear the child crying? Like they are in pain.”  

    “April, I hear nothing. Let’s go back inside.”  

    “If someone is hurting, I can’t leave them.”  

    Cora watched April take off into the fields with her small body engulfed by nature. Cora tried to scream for her to stop but ran after her instead. Her feet pounded the path in a chase with the occasional glance of April weaving in and out of the stalks lit by the moonlight. Stems, leaves, and the heads of sunflowers slapped her in the face and arms. She held her arms up to protect herself as she ran, with tiny cuts slicing into them with each step. Cora rounded a tall sunflower, and she stumbled over a squatting April on the ground. Her shoulder hit the dirt, taking the brunt of the fall. She heard the bone break. Rolling side to side, she gritted her teeth as pain seared her upper body.  

    Through eyes filled with tears, Cora could see April talking to a child. She was looking at a wound on the little girl’s belly. It was a cut that bled down the girl’s leg and dripped off her white shoes into a puddle. The little girl’s eyes filled with tears, and she whimpered with tiny hiccups of breath. “April, who is she,” Cora grunted as she struggled to her knees. One arm hung straight with the shoulder bent backward, the ball of her shoulder distorted. She shuffled on both knees in the two’s direction.  

    The very young girl slowly twisted her head sideways and glared at Cora. Bright green eyes seized Cora’s body, and her breath caught in her lungs; she couldn’t move, as if a magical force held her a prisoner in her own body. The kid brought her attention back to April, who was still trying to stop the bleeding. The child laid an arm on April’s shoulder, and April fell back to her knees. Green eyes dimmed and lit in the rhythm of a heartbeat. Sunflowers swayed back and forth with the slow beat. April raised to her feet and took the tiny hand of the strange girl. Cora screamed, but no noise escaped her mouth. Even if Cora could cry out, only the fields could hear her screams.  

    Cora stared from a helpless state; tears streamed down her face as April and the girl walked into the flowers. April’s long blonde hair was the last Cora saw of her before she collapsed to the ground. Her body jerked as she replaced the air in her lungs. “April.” The name sneaked out between groans of pain.  

    Finally, Cora struggled to her feet. She held the broken arm with the other and winced in agony. She turned in a full circle. Every row looked the same, nothing to guide her back to the house. She had screamed April’s name until her throat ached and dust filled her lungs. Like a calm sea, the sunflowers rested. Cora squinted down the row, trying to figure out what was heading toward her. Fog? Mist? The white cloud floated and swirled amongst the sunflowers. As it passed each stalk, the sunflower came to life. Swaying, bending, intertwining, it was sensual. A need was building inside Cora as she watched the dance between the mist and flowers. The need to belong.  

    There was no running, no fear. Cora stood in the center of the aisle surrounded by sunflowers as the mist grew larger and sped in her direction. It wanted her, and she wanted it. Flashes of green flickered in the darkness between the flowers. They teased and called her name. The cloud arrived at Cora’s feet and climbed. As if a dozen hands touched her in places of desire, the white smoke devoured Cora’s body. Whiteness blinded her until a pair of green eyes appeared inches from her face. Cora gazed at the sunflowers that reflected in the bright green balls and watched as fire danced in the irises. A woman of middle age touched Cora’s cheek with her finger and traced over Cora’s jawline. The mysterious woman wrapped her fingers around Cora’s neck, bringing them into a kiss. Herded back, the two stopped as their kiss intensified. Their tongues twirled and danced while leaves from the sunflowers wrapped around Cora’s wrists. The chains of nature went unnoticed. Breaking the kiss, the woman took a step back. Cora’s eyes looked down at her bondage, and she pulled with her good arm. The foliage cut into the wrist. Groans of pleasure echoed from the fields as blood seeped from Cora’s wrist into the leaves and ground. The dirt drank. Cora looked up. An evil smile spread slowly across the lips of the devil woman standing in front of her. Cora’s body jerked, and she vanished into the fields.  

     

    *** 

     

    Emma propped herself up on one elbow, watching her girlfriend sleep. She loved this woman. Her life had been full of unfulfilling relationships over the years, but something about Jo was unique. The way she laughed at Emma’s jokes and finished her sentences, it was the little things that made up the big things that brought them together as one. Though the courtship was new, only six months, it felt like they’d spent an eternity together. Emma knew she didn’t want to live without Jo in her life. That’s the reason she decided this morning to be honest with her—something she never did before with past girlfriends.  

    Rolling her index finger around Jo’s belly button, displayed nicely by the cut off tee, Emma enjoyed watching Jo stir awake. A smile spread across her girlfriend’s mouth. Emma leaned over and kissed her softly. “Morning, sexy.” The words whispered over Jo’s lips, igniting her body.  

    “Hey, morning, you.” Jo stretched her arms over her head and arched, reminding her of their lovemaking from the night before. She relished in the memories.  

    “Jo, I need to say something before I chicken out. I’m not sure how it will weigh in on our relationship.”  

    Jo sat up. “Sounds serious.”  

    “It is.” Emma got quiet while wrapped in her thoughts. She shook her head, telling herself to forget it. Jumping out of bed, Emma pulled the blanket off the end of the bed and tossed it around her naked body. She stopped and gazed out the window. The sun was bright, and the sunflowers were basking in its glory. Emma felt Jo lean into her.  

    “What’s going on?” Jo asked. When no answer came, Jo repeated the question. “Emma, please, what’s going on?”  

    Emma thought for the longest time about her next move. She had to do what her heart was telling her. She turned and gently pushed Jo away by an arm’s length away and cupped her cheek. Emma studied the beautiful woman in front of her with tears forming in her eyes. “I’m so sorry.” She swung with her fist, connecting with Jo’s jaw as she cold-cocked her. Jo’s knees buckled, and she collapsed to the floor. 

     

    *** 

     

    Jo’s eyes fluttered. Was she dreaming? Then pain ran through her arms, and she knew this was no dream. She jerked her head up as fear catapulted her into the present. Looking around, she was downstairs in front of the fireplace with arms taped behind her back. She jumped when she saw the old woman sitting in front of her, with eyes the color of snow that glared at nothing but saw everything. Old hands picked at the material of the armrest of the chair. “Who are you,” Jo barked. Her jaw hurt. Then Jo remembered. Emma punched her. She yanked at the tape that bound her hands to no avail. “What the fuck is going on?” she screamed.  

    “Stop yelling,” Ophelia said as she walked out of the parlor. “No one will hear you.”  

    “Where’s Emma?” Jo rocked the chair back and forth on its four legs. She stopped as Ophelia got close and watched the woman pause by the elder and kiss the top of her head. 

    “You okay, mama?” the younger woman asked the older one.  

    “Fine, where’s Emma. The whining of this girl is giving me a headache,” the crackling voice spoke. “Let’s get this over with, shall we? I’m tired.” 

    “I’m right here, grandma. Mama, can I have a moment with Jo alone?”  

    Grandma? Mama? Jo watched as the two ladies left the room. “Emma, where are Cora and April? What are you doing?”  

    Emma scooted the straight-back chair in front of Jo, flipping it around to straddle it. “It’s a long explanation, so bear with me. See, when I told you about the strangers that killed my mother and grandmother that night in the greenhouse, that was true. But I left out a few things. First, I was also killed. Somehow something magical happened that night, or should I say demonic.” Emma brought her fingertips up to her eyes and removed contacts, and green eyes appeared. The emerald green orbs pulsated. “Oh, that feels so much better. Wearing these contacts is the hardest part when I go out in search of souls. But let me not get ahead of myself. So, I died that night in the greenhouse; yep, dead as you can get. My blood drained from me, and the sunflowers absorbed the red liquid with thirst and hunger. They came to life. Technically everything is dead in this story, but you get what I mean. It caused my mother, Ophelia, and grandmother, along with me, to get trapped in this town, never to leave. The sunflowers give us life as long as I give them souls,” Emma laid her hands on Jo’s knees. “I have to feed the sunflowers with souls every five years, or they hurt my family. That’s how my grandmother lost her sight. I’m the only one allowed to leave once every five years to find the souls to keep my family safe. But this time, I fell in love with you. I love you, Jo. I don’t want you to suffer. There is no way out of this town. You will die. How is the question? April and Cora are dead, April went quietly, but Cora fought it.”  

    “You’re a sick fuck!” Jo screamed as she wiggled and pulled at her bondage. “You and your fucked-up family stay away from me.” Tears stained her cheeks.  

    Emma shook her head. “Stop struggling. Stop it!” Emma snapped.  

    Jo stilled herself. “Let me go. If you love me, you will let me go.”  

    “Jo, I can’t. There’s no leaving this town. Grandma made a potion that will calm you as I carry you into the fields. If you relax, it won’t hurt. But if you fight, they will hurt you. Like cutting off your arm or burning your eyes out.” Emma cupped Jo’s cheek. “We will be together forever.” Emma leaned in and gave Jo a soft kiss on her lips. “I’ll be right back.” 

    Images of the woman in the parking lot and the one-armed child flashed around in Jo’s mind. None of this made sense. Everyone was dead, the sunflowers were evil, a town that no one could leave. Thoughts spun in Jo’s head like a spinning top. The woman she was falling in love with was not alive. Fuck. Jo watched as Emma disappeared behind a curtain. She twisted her head around and caught a glimpse of the fire poker in a stand near the fireplace. The chair lifted in the air as Jo made it hop in the fireplace’s direction. She repeated the movement until her hands touched the iron rod. Jo rubbed her hands up and down until the tape tore and pulled until her bonds gave way. Grabbing the poker, she ran toward the door, only to get stopped dead in her tracks a few feet away from the exit. Ophelia stepped to block her with outstretched hands.  

    “Don’t do this,” Ophelia requested.  

    Jo lifted the black rod above her head like a batter ready to swing. “Get out of my way.” Jo heard Emma call her name, and she twisted to find Emma standing across the room with a needle in her hand. She turned back in Ophelia’s direction, and with a swift swing, Jo brought the metal rod down across Ophelia’s head. The woman hit the floor with a thump. Jo jumped over her and swung the door open, only to fall to her ass as she came to a sliding halt outside on the porch. Standing on the front porch were April and Cora. Other than glowing green eyes, April looked normal, but Cora stood beside her with her arms covered in blood tattoos. One arm hung twisted and deformed.  

    “Grab her,” Emma screamed. Her voice was much closer than before. She had moved to where her mother laid bleeding on the floor.  

    The two women wasted no time grabbing one of Jo’s arms and pulling her to her feet. Jo’s body jerked as she tried to escape. Their hold, like a vice grip, held Jo in place as Emma walked over. A hand grabbed Jo’s face and squeezed it tight with her lips distorting under the pressure.  

    “I was all for making this easy on you, but after you attacked my mother, you can suffer. I hope you live the pain over and over until life gets sucked from you for eternity.” Emma threw the needle away. “Take her to the fields,” she ordered.  

    Jo’s body jerked backward as she got dragged off the porch. Her heels dug into the dirt as she struggled against her captors. “No, no!” Her screams fell on deaf ears as April and Cora pulled her closer to the sunflowers. Her head bent back, and her eyes opened wide, as the faces of the yellow flowers grew within her sight. She was moments away from taking her last breath.  

    When April’s hand slipped, Jo flipped over, came to her feet, and punched Cora in the face. Her body lurched forward as she fell. She caught herself with one hand, her feet spinning in place until they found their hold in the earth, and she took off for her car. The whiz next to her ear stung her flesh like a bee sting. A warmth flowed down her neck before the pain radiated. Jo turned and saw Emma standing on the porch, a smoking gun pointing at her. Shot? She reached up, grabbing her ear that hung by the flesh. A second bullet hit the car just as she ducked inside it. Thank god, for the spare keys Jo kept in the glove box. The car roared to a start with gravel spraying as the wheels spun in place.  

    Jo traveled the road out that brought her into this hell hole with the wheels barely keeping the car on the road. Surrounded by the fields, the flowers bent over and wildly swung at the moving vehicle. The combination of slapping stems against the metal of the car and the throbbing inside Jo’s ear made keeping the car on the road hard. She struggled to see as flecks of lights filled her eyes. Then the sign appeared. It was a blur at first but became more apparent the closer Jo got to it. It was the exit sign to town. ‘Thank you for visiting the Town of Sunflower Fields. Please come back.’ She was almost free. With the gas pedal flushed with the floor, the speedometer rose to eighty-five. The outside world became a blur. Ten feet. Five feet. Jo’s hands tightened down on the steering wheel, then the car came to a stop, and Jo’s world went black.  

     

    *** 

     

    Emma, April, and Cora pulled the car behind the wreckage. The SUV was destroyed, with the metal twisted and smoke swirling in the air from the crumbled engine. They exited their vehicle, and the two other women looked at Emma. Emma stared at them with her eyes glimmering, and the two lowered theirs with respect. It was Emma that ruled the town and its souls. “See, ladies, there is no escape. And for the record, if you try after you’re dead, you will burn until the last breath of dead air escapes your decaying lungs.” Emma slammed the car door. “Let’s see how much damage my girlfriend sustained before we take her to the fields.” The three women approached the car, Emma on the driver’s side and April and Cora on the passenger. Emma took a breath. Her heart couldn’t stop caring for this woman even if she tried to kill her mother. She hoped that the wreck didn’t deform Jo’s sexy body. That would be a waste of a perfect sculpture of nature. Emma swung the driver’s door open, and her jaw dropped. She stuck her head in and searched the back seat. Jo wasn’t in the car. She stood up with her head-turning in search of Jo’s body. Nothing, not even a blood trail. “Fuck!”  

     

    *** 

     

    Jo groaned, and she struggled to open her eyes. A twirling fan above her head filled her vision; her head pounded from the inside out. Her ear throbbed. She couldn’t be dead because you don’t feel pain when dead, and she was feeling every moment of agony. She remembered seeing the sign before her world went dark. “Oh, damn it.” Pain ricocheted through her bones.  

    “You screwed your car up?” A little voice came from the dark corner of the room. The shadowy figure moved left to right in a rocking motion. Pale green eyes glowed. She stepped forward from the dark shelter. It was the one armed girl.  

    Jo swung her legs over onto the floor and grabbed her side. “Where am I?”  

    “You’re in the diner’s basement. We pulled you from the wreckage.” The answer was short and to the point before the little figure dipped back into the shadows.  

    “You can’t stay here. If Emma finds you here, she’ll have the sunflowers hurt us.” It was Shelly that spoke. Still dressed in the same waitress uniform, worry covered her face. 

    Jo rubbed the back of her neck. The pain was terrible. “How did you get stuck in this town?”  

    “My daughter and I were citizens of the town before the demonic evil took over. Emma fed the people in the town to the sunflowers. When all the town people were dead, she started searching outside of the town.  

    “How do I get out,” Jo asked while taking a bottle of water from the little girl, who temporarily came out of the corner. “Thank you.”  

    “If you can hurt Emma, the force field that has us encased will disappear, or at least weaken. The only way to hurt Emma is to hurt the sunflowers. Come on. I have an idea.” 

    Jo stood slowly with a grunt. “Why are you helping me?”  

    “It’s too late for us, but maybe not for you. Plus, what’s the worst that happens? We get killed again; at least, we will be out of this hell hole. There has to be a better place.”  

    “There is mama,” the little girl said.  

    “Did you cut your daughter’s arm off?” Jo asked.  

    Shelly sighed. She turned her head to the side as if in thought. “It was my fault she lost the arm. I told her to run when Emma was taking us into the fields. The flowers cut it off. So, in a way, I did.”  

     

    *** 

     

    The mother and child had helped Jo set up what was to be the final fight. They disappeared into the fields while Jo leaned on the back of her wrecked vehicle. Tired, hungry, and in pain, she was about to dig deeper than she ever had before to end the nightmare. The wind picked up, and the sunflowers swayed when Emma arrived.  

    Stopping the car short of Jo, Emma stepped out, followed by April and Cora. They stood in the middle of the gravel road. Emma cocked her head when Jo stood up off the bumper. They watched each other in silence. Emma was taking her time before the kill.  

    “Let me out, Emma, and no one gets hurt,” Jo screamed over the wind. Emma wasn’t walking in her direction, so Jo sat back down on the back of the car. She needed her to come closer.  

    Emma took a step, stopped, then she worked her way to Jo. April and Cora stood beside the car without moving. “You’re hurt, baby. Come with me, and we can put all this behind us.”  

    Jo calmed herself as Emma got closer. Shelly told her that Emma had no special powers other than being able to hypnotize you with her eyes and that she was immortal. The evil lived in the fields and depended on Emma to feed it. Jo reached in her pocket and plucked a cigar from the pack. She pulled her lighter from her pocket and lit the end, and the tip glowed bright red. She took a deep inhale and blew the smoke out.  

    “I always hated that you smoked,” Emma said while she stopped about twenty feet from Jo. “Are you okay? That was a terrible wreck, but I tried to tell you that there is no way out of the town.”  

    Jo took another deep draw of the cigar. For a moment, it sounded as if Emma cared for her. When Emma took another step, Jo held her hand up to stop her. “Don’t get any closer.” Jo’s eyes never reached Emma’s. 

    “Jo, please. Don’t make this hard.”  

    “Emma, you’re a bitch. A great lay, but a bitch. You deserve to rot in hell. Oh, and you need to pay more attention to your girlfriends.”  

    “I paid attention to you,” Emma responded in defense.  

    “Then you would have remembered that when I was a teenager, I used to siphon gas from cars to earn money.” Jo took one more draw off the cigar and flicked it in the air. It twirled in the air before hitting the ground near the edge of the fields of yellow. The fire exploded in tall flames and climbed the stems of the lofty sunflowers before jumping from one flower to the next. Screams emerged. Jo watched the line of fire crawl across the ground until it reached Emma. A tornado of flames wrapped around Emma’s leg. When she fell to her knees, wailing in pain, Jo felt the change in the atmosphere. A gush of wind hit Jo in the back when the wall collapsed behind her. Jo ran. She ignored the screaming of her name by Emma, and she didn’t look into the burning fields. She ran.  

    Jo crossed the town limits and fell to the ground. She turned to see Emma standing in the distance as flames engulfed her. She was no longer screaming but standing still as flesh burnt. Her arms stretched out and reached for Jo. “I’ll be back in five years.” Emma voiced carried the words through the flames. Only her green eyes glowed before Jo watched her walk into the fields.  

    “Hey lady, are you okay?”  

    Jo jumped and scooted back on her butt. She was sitting in the middle of the highway, and a trucker stood above her. Jo turned back around but only found the roadway where the burning fields once were. Emma, and the sunflowers, were no longer there. Everything was gone. Hell had vanished. A highway of desert stretched miles in front of her with no signs of sunflowers, only sand.  

    Jo looked up at the stranger and shook her head to his question. “Please, help me.”  
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    CATSPAW 

     

     

    Olivia flitted about her apartment, putting the finishing touches on what she hoped would be a romantic dinner with her new love interest, Quinn. A creamy pumpkin soup was in the Crock-pot on simmer, and orange stuffed bell peppers, topped with marinara, were baking away in the oven. The delicious smell wafting through the air had her stomach growling. Stopping at the colorful veggie tray she’d put together, she picked up a carrot stick to munch on while she finished up. Next, she opened an excellent bottle of Cabernet and placed it on her little round bistro table so it could breathe. The table was set with some Halloween themed plates and bowls she’d bought from Amazon, along with two long tapered black candles that smelled like licorice. She’d just lit them when she heard a soft knock at her door. 

    Olivia hurried into the hallway and stopped at the wall mirror to give herself a quick once over. The lace cap, pinned atop her blond head, from the sexy little maid’s costume she’d purchased for the evening, was askew, so she straightened it. Her full lips turned up in what she hoped was an alluring smile, then she reached out and opened the door. But instead of her date, she saw the masked woman from her nightmares, dressed all in black. She let out a terrified shriek, slammed the door, and locked the deadbolt. As her shaking fingers worked to get the end of the security chain in its slot, a voice she recognized called out, “Hey Olivia, what the hell is wrong? It’s me, Quinn, let me in.” 

    Trying to wrest her nerves under control, she leaned her forehead against the door and took several slow deep breaths, then huffed out, “Just give me a sec, please.”  

    Olivia did her best to calm herself, but her heart still felt like it was trying to beat out of her chest. Gathering her nerve, she finally opened the door again. Quinn stood further back in the shadowy landing of the apartment stairwell. She’d taken off the mask and was holding it in her hand along with something else, but Olivia could see that her brow was furrowed in concern.  

    Still trembling, she clung to the door with one hand and waved the other toward the hallway. Quinn hesitated, and Olivia couldn’t blame her after the scene she’d just made. In a conciliatory voice, she offered, “If you’ll come in, I promise to explain why I freaked out.” 

    Quinn held the mask up in question. “Didn’t you leave this on your doorknob for me to wear? I figured it was just a part of our Halloween evening, along with this DVD.” 

    A shudder ripped through Olivia’s body, and she squeaked out, “What DVD?” 

    “Why, this old horror flick, Cat People. I’ve seen it a few times over the years, and it’s pretty good. I just thought it was your way of setting a spooky tone for our dinner date, and the mask was a part of that.” 

    Olivia stepped out onto the landing and looked all around but saw nothing out of place. Then she grabbed Quinn by the arm, pulled her inside, and slammed the door, engaging all the locks. She must have looked half-crazed because Quinn had edged away from her along the foyer wall. When she bumped into the small table that held a plastic bowl with some fun-sized Snickers in it, Quinn came to a stop. 

    In an attempt to diffuse the tension, Olivia said, “I swear I’m not nuts, Quinn but that mask and DVD are a part of something I’d hoped I’d left behind me. Unfortunately, it looks like my tormentor might have followed me.” 

    Quinn drew herself up, her militaristic manner showing in her face and posture, then in a menacing tone, asked, “Is someone stalking you? I hope you’ve gotten the cops involved.” 

    “It’s such a long-convoluted story, and…” The ding of the oven timer interrupted her. She motioned to Quinn and said, “Come on, dinner is ready. I’ll explain everything after we eat.” 

    Olivia picked at her dinner but was feeling much more relaxed after finishing her second glass of wine. Quinn had scarfed everything down and explained she rarely got a home-cooked meal, eating mostly in the chow hall or going off base for some fast food. Olivia had met the tall Army chopper pilot her first week in San Antonio and was immediately attracted to her rugged good looks. They’d only been on a half dozen dates, and she had hoped things might turn more intimate tonight. Now she’d be lucky if Quinn didn’t run for the hills after hearing her story. 

    Sighing, Olivia got up and carried the dishes over to the sink to soak. She’d load them up in the dishwasher later. Returning to the table, she said, “It’s a nice cool evening for a change, and the moon is full, so why don’t we take our drinks out onto my balcony while I tell you about my ex-wife.” 

    She poured a little more wine into her glass, then looked toward Quinn’s and saw she’d only consumed half of hers, so she asked, “Did you not enjoy the wine? If you prefer, I have beer in the fridge.” 

    “No, I’m good. I just keep drinking to a minimum when I’m driving,” she said emphatically.  

    Yup, Olivia thought as she led Quinn out. There goes my plan to invite this sexy, muscled woman into my bed tonight.  

    As they settled into her new patio chairs, she looked out into the greenbelt full of oak and cedar trees surrounding the back of the apartment complex, so very different from the concrete and steel city of New York. She hadn’t acclimated to the weather of her new home yet, but at least the cold front, promised by local weather forecasters, had arrived. The slight breeze coming in from the north had dropped the nighttime air temps into the upper sixties instead of the eighties like last month. Well, she’d stalled long enough. It was time to relate the almost Twilight Zone experience that had driven her out of New York. 

    The moon shone down, and there was plenty of light on her darkened balcony to see Quinn watching her closely. “You said you’ve seen the movie you found at my door tonight. But, I’m a big wuss and never watched any horror flicks after being scared shitless by The Shining when I was young. So, when I met Irene a year and a half ago, I had no clue that I would get caught up in some eerily parallel version of Cat People myself.  

    “Let me just say that from the moment we met, something primal seemed to explode between us, and I quickly fell for her charms.” With those words, Olivia sank into her memories as she told Quinn how her relationship with Irene had gone from magnificent to macabre, causing her to flee the city she loved. 

    




 

     

     

    MEETING IRENE 

     

     

    One responsibility of the Fundraising Director for the New York Aquarium during an event was to oversee the caterers, wait staff, bartenders, and musicians. Olivia’s primary task tonight was to make sure that everyone did their job so that the high society guests would have a good time and generously open their checkbooks wide. She’d been on her feet for hours, and they were now killing her. The last month she’d worked herself into exhaustion, prepping for the aquarium’s biggest charity event of the year, which had required excessive amounts of overtime. 

    Dinner and the silent auction were now finished, and the attendees were either mingling, dancing, or drinking. Olivia was so ready for it all to be over so she could take off her damn three-inch heels. Even the stars from the Broadway stage, television, and movies that called New York home failed to excite her. She’d flitted around the ballroom with a Crest toothpaste smile plastered to her face for most of the night. To her utter disgust, for the last ten minutes, she’d been trapped in a conversation with the current District Attorney, if you could even call it that. He kept dropping sexual innuendos and couldn’t keep his leering gaze from dipping down to her cleavage repeatedly. She was just about to excuse herself when a sultry voice purred out directly behind her, “Care to dance?” 

    Olivia turned to find the well-known fashion designer, Irene Мачка, holding out a long-fingered hand toward her. The woman was stunning. Tall and lanky, with an androgynous figure that would have rivaled the women that modeled her dresses. Her shoulder-length jet black hair was cut in a style that framed her broad, but short, angular face attractively. Her wide-spaced emerald green eyes were mesmerizing under sculpted brows, accentuated by her high cheekbones. 

    She’d never met the reclusive socialite before, even though Irene was one of the major contributors who supported the aquarium programs. Her fashion design business, FelisCitations, was internationally acclaimed as the best and most exclusive. Little was known about Irene personally, except that she was very wealthy and very beautiful. Olivia had googled the enigmatic woman when the first charitable donation had arrived in her office. She’d found out that Irene’s last name, Мачка—pronounced mat͡ʃka—meant ‘cat’ in Serbian. The word combination that Irene used for the company’s name took on a new meaning and wasn’t just a cutesy spelling of felicitations that most people, like herself, thought it was. 

    The woman shunned the glitter and glitz that most of the attendees of tonight’s affair craved. Her captivating creations were worn by some of the most famous women around the world. Olivia had also heard she was very particular in choosing whom she deemed worthy of wearing them. Irene herself was decked out in a long black silk dress that clung to every alluring minimalistic curve of her body. Olivia’s own expensive off the rack red gown looked so vanilla in comparison. Unlike the women in the room that were dripping in jewels, Irene wore only an emerald and diamond choker in a platinum setting. The emeralds accentuated the green of her eyes and drew one’s gaze to her delicate collarbone visible just above the neck of her clingy sheath. 

    Irene stood there regally with her hand out, and a dark brow quirked up, waiting patiently for Olivia to respond to her query. She gave herself a mental shake. “I’d love to,” she said and slipped her hand into Irene’s long-fingered one.  

    With a nod, Irene turned, and Olivia’s eyes mapped out every square inch of the naked flesh revealed by the low-backed gown that rounded out just above the base of her spine. As Irene led her to the dance floor, her gaze was riveted on the tawny perfection taking up all of her vision. Two enticing dimples were playing peek-a-boo as the shimmery silk slid from side to side, exposed by the motion of Irene’s sinewy gait. The woman was like sex on a stick, and she saw quite a few heads turn her way with looks of envy written plainly on their faces as they made their way through the mingling guests. 

    When they reached the cleared space where other couples were moving about the floor, Irene’s arms intimately wrapped around her. Instead of joining the other dancers, Irene focused her gaze on the small stage where the musicians Olivia had hired for the night were assembled. With a discernible nod of her head, the man at the piano signaled the rest of the band, and they finished up the instrumental rendering they were playing, then immediately launched into a new one.  

    When the first note sounded, Irene started them moving in a slow sensual glide, causing every nerve in her body to tingle. Olivia recognized the song carrying them along. It was an old Beatles tune called Something. It seemed so appropriate, as the attraction she was feeling for the woman that held her defied their brief acquaintance. As she laid her head against the proffered shoulder, she breathed in an alluring woodsy scent with a subtle undertone of jasmine that rose from Irene’s skin.  

    When that song ended, Irene pulled her head back and looked deeply into Olivia’s eyes as another began, Chris de Burgh’s Lady in Red. The music selection seemed to convey something intangible that was passing between them. Irene softly sang the lyrics to her as they drifted around the dance floor, oblivious to everything but each other.  

    By the time the mellow strains of the ballad faded away, a warm breath husked into Olivia’s ear, “Let’s get out of here. I’d like to take you home.” 

    Even though a part of her wanted nothing more than to fall into bed with this woman, that just wasn’t her style. But she was oh so tempted. She didn’t want to discourage Irene from possibly asking her out another time, and said, “As appealing as it sounds to go home and put my feet up, I’m still on the job, so I will have to pass on that tonight.” 

    Irene got a sparkle in her catlike eyes and said, “I’m sure Don can find someone to finish up for you, especially if I make it worthwhile for him to do so, and then I can escort you home. That will give us at least a bit of privacy to get to know each other better.” 

    Before Olivia could respond, she was leading her over to where the Chairman of the Board for the aquarium stood talking with the mayor. Irene interrupted their conversation with a clearing of her throaty voice. “Hey, Donnie. I’d like to discuss with Olivia the possibility of financing your next deep submersible exploration trip. Unfortunately, I leave for France tomorrow. Knowing your deadline for funding is looming, I’d like her to accompany me now so I can finalize those details with her.” 

    With avarice lighting his features over the size that donation would be, he inclined his head and said without consulting Olivia, “By all means, Irene. She’s all yours.” 

    Even though she felt like her boss had just sold her off like a piece of meat, nonetheless Olivia was happy that she’d captured the interest of the beautiful sphinxlike woman. With a nod, Irene turned and ushered her out of the building—a possessive hand wrapped snugly around her hips. 

    




 

     

     

    THE COURTSHIP 

     

     

    From the moment Olivia entered the rear of the black limo, she felt like she’d been swept along into some kind of lesbian Hallmark movie. Little did she know at the time that she’d picked the wrong genre comparison. Her hand stroked along the supple leather seat as she took in the elegant interior. In front of them was a low cabinet unit with a video screen dead center. Irene reached out to one of its doors and pulled it open, revealing a bar alcove. A variety of mini liquor bottles lined one shelf and in another held cut-glass tumblers, along with two crystal flutes. A mini-fridge was tucked in below, and Irene pulled out a bottle of Dom Pérignon. With practiced ease, she removed the cork with barely a hiss. Filling the two champagne flutes—with not a drop spilled—and handed one to Olivia.  

    Irene turned toward her, raised her glass, and with a smile full of sexual allure, said, “Cheers!” Olivia raised her flute, but before they could clink together, Irene gave her a smoldering look and continued, “Here’s to one and only one, and may that one be she, who loves but one and only one, and may that one be me.” 

    She flushed under Irene’s intense gaze, and her mouth felt suddenly dry. The cold champagne sliding down her throat was a welcome relief. With the tinted windows and the soundproof quiet of the limo, Olivia felt like she and Irene were locked inside their own private little world. 

    That thought was interrupted when Irene asked, “So do you have a passport?” 

    Thrown for a loop by the question, she answered tentatively, “Ah yes. Why?” 

    “So that I won’t become a liar. I told Don that I was going to France, so now I have to go, and I’m taking you with me, of course. There is nothing else quite like springtime in Paris, and I want to show it to you.” 

    “I can’t just pick up and leave the country. I have to go to work on Monday.” 

    “That will be no problem. I have a corporate jet. We will just stop by your apartment, so you can gather a few things and go straight to the airport. If we leave by midnight, we’ll be in Paris by noon Saturday, spend a day and a half, then fly back. You can sleep in the bedroom on the plane on the way back, and by the time we arrive in New York again, you can go straight to work, so that won’t be an issue.” 

    The idea was thrilling. Olivia had traveled very little, and the only reason she even had a passport was because she’d gone to Aruba during spring break of her senior year in college. She found herself agreeing, and within two hours, they were boarding a sleek Lear jet with the black panther logo of Irene’s company emblazoned on its empennage. 

    As they entered the plane, Irene spoke to a young woman, “Colette, this is Olivia. Please take her bag back to the bedroom, then bring us a snack and two Mimosas.”  

    Colette didn’t speak, only nodded, then went about her duties as Irene led Olivia over to a cozy seating area. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. I want to go and change out of this dress, and then we’ll talk about what you would like to see.” 

    Before long, Irene returned, and they spent the first few hours eating, drinking, and talking, then reclined their chairs and napped the rest of the way. The jolt of the plane wheels touching down woke Olivia, and she gazed across to the opposite seat to see Irene watching her with a secret smile on her face.  

    “Welcome to Paris, Olivia! Are you ready to explore the city of love?”  

    Her body flushed with heat at the thought of making love to Irene. It didn’t seem to matter that she’d only known her for hours. It was so unlike her to feel this way so quickly. It seemed fated to Olivia that they should meet like the character did in some of the lesfic romance books she loved to read. 

    They disembarked the aircraft in a private hanger, surrounded by other personal jets. Within thirty minutes, they’d cleared customs and were traveling through the streets of Paris in the back of a large black sedan, driven by a woman that Irene had introduced as Gisèle. Irene conversed with her in French, and since Olivia had zero affinity for foreign languages, she only knew a few basic words like bonjour, s’il vous plaît, and merci, that she’d picked up from movies and such.  

    Olivia’s eyes were drawn to the Eiffel Tower, the historic landmark at the heart of the city. Unlike New York, where the skyscrapers obscured almost everything from ground level, the multistoried buildings here were much older and topped out at around six to eight floors max. The hustle and bustle of the vehicles darting in and out of traffic, interspersed with blaring horns, also reminded her of home, except it was even more chaotic here. Still, the streams of people making their way down the sidewalks were familiar.  

    Engrossed in taking in all the sights, Olivia hadn’t noticed the car slowing until it came to a stop. She heard the click as the lock on the trunk disengaged, then her side door opened, and she exited the car with Irene right behind her. Taking her overnight bag from Gisèle, she looked up at the green and black marquee directly above her and knew she was standing outside the exclusive Paris salon of FelisCitations. The distinctive outlines of a panther were etched in the frosted front windows that faced the street.  

    When Irene reached Olivia’s side, she put a hand on the small of her back and said, “Shall we?”  

    Instead of going inside the shop, Irene steered her to a side door and keyed in a code. Olivia followed her down a long hallway to a small foyer at the rear. There was a door in one wall that she figured must lead into the interior of the store. On the opposite side was an elevator with a minuscule screen on the wall next to it. Irene rested the palm of her right hand on it, and the door slid open. They stepped inside, and Irene pressed the up button—the only other one on the panel was labeled down. 

    As the elevator rose, Irene said, “I have an apartment on the top floor with a fabulous view of the city. Once we drop off our bags, I’ll take you on a tour. How does that sound?” 

    “Awesome. I can’t wait to see this fabled city,” she answered, then promptly lost her voice when the elevator door opened to reveal Irene’s enormous apartment. Olivia had expected the interior to be antiquish, based on the age of the building. But to her surprise, it was a sleek open space, with floor to ceiling windows on two sides, one of which held a sliding patio door. Through the glass, she could see an expansive terrace with a four-foot-high parapet that seemed to extend around the apartment. The furnishings were all ultra-modern, with rounded curves instead of sharp corners. The color scheme was black and white and chrome. 

    Olivia looked over to Irene, who was watching her intently, and managed to say, “It’s beautiful, and so like you.” 

    “Why, thank you. I like it.” Irene pointed at a door to her right and continued, “This will be your bedroom, so just drop your bag inside, then I’ll show you around.” 

    Even though Olivia had fantasies that they might share a room, she said, “Sounds good,” then she opened the indicated door and stepped through. She barely noticed the modular furniture. Instead, her eyes were drawn to another glass wall directly across from the bed that looked out onto the Eiffel Tower. It, too, had a sliding door and bunched into each corner were dark curtains that could be closed for privacy. Olive’s feet carried her across the plush carpet until she stood in front of the glass barrier, gazing out at the famous skyline transfixed.  

    She felt a presence behind her, and smiling, turned her head to find Irene only a foot away. “I can hardly believe I’m in Paris. Thank you so much for bringing me.” 

    “This is nothing and quite selfish on my part,” Irene said, then reached around her and slid the door open. “Come, we will start our tour right here.”  

    Taking Olivia by the hand, Irene led her out onto the terrace—which did indeed wrap around the entire apartment. She was surprised to find small potted trees, flowering shrubs, and other plants everywhere. Seeing all these and noting that the interior was spotlessly clean, she asked, “How often are you here?” 

    “Usually at least once a month but longer in the fall before fashion week. I generally make the rounds of my other boutiques starting in London on the way over then Milan, Monaco, and Singapore on my way back to New York.” 

    “Wow, that is quite the jet-set lifestyle.” 

    Irene gave her a questioning look and asked, “What is your work schedule like after we get back?” 

    “Not a lot; the next fundraiser isn’t for a couple of months. Why?” 

    “Do you have any vacation coming?” 

    “Ah…yes, two weeks’ worth. But again, why?” 

    Irene turned a cat that ate the canary smile on her, and said, “Good. Then I’ll just call Donnie and tell him I’m keeping you for the next fourteen days. That way, I can conduct a bit of business while showing you more of my world.” 

    As intriguing as that sounded, there was a minor flaw in Irene’s plan, so she said, “You forget one thing though, I only brought enough clothes for two days.” 

    Irene drew her in with a hand to the back of her neck then stopped inches from her lips and husked out, “That’s no problem, I own a boutique after all, and what’s not available there we can shop for while we are out today—my treat.” 

    Her lips parted to answer, but Irene took that as an invitation and plundered her mouth until she was not only breathless but senseless as well. When Olivia came up for air, she agreed with a nod of her head, and her last thought before diving back in again was that Irene could convince her to do almost anything. 

    




 

     

     

    GREEN-EYED MONSTER 

     

     

    On the heels of those fabulous two weeks were another few months of romantic dinners and weekend getaways to other exotic locations. Olivia found herself falling deeply in love with Irene as she wined and dined her. But there had been one tiny fly in her ointment—they’d yet to make love. Irene’s smoldering kisses had generated so many nighttime fantasies that she’d practically worn out her vibrator, but ultimately left her unsatisfied. Every time she’d tried to take things further, Irene had gently rebuffed her, until she finally asked why. 

    “I’ve had sex with other women, but it was just physical, all heat and need. There was no true passion with them. But you I love and respect. I just can’t be intimate with you unless we’re married. So, until you are ready to be my wife, you will just have to wait.” 

    “Married?” Olivia asked incredulously. “You want to marry me?” 

    Irene arched a dark brow as her eyes turned a deeper shade of green and said, “Yes.” 

    That had been the first time Irene had mentioned love, and Olivia had thought she’d been alone in her feelings. But could she really marry Irene without making love with her first? That was a pretty old-fashioned concept, but felt Irene’s controlled desire for her, and said, “I love you too, so let’s do it.” 

    They’d married in a brief civil ceremony in New York before jetting off to Tahiti, then boating over to the private island of Motu Teta. Olivia had thought being married to Irene would remove the last barrier that stood between them, but she’d been wrong. Oh, Irene had made love to her, but it had all been one-sided and therefore lacked the real emotional intimacy she craved. Irene had made her feel like some damn pillow princess. She kept telling herself to be patient in the months that followed because eventually, Irene’s own physical needs would outstrip her ability to control them, and she would be more than ready to meet them. 

    Now here she sat nine months later in a private session with Dr. Lois Jones, their couple’s therapist, rehashing the major issue in her marriage. “Irene’s still not allowing me more than a few token touches and zero reciprocation in the bedroom. We’ve been together for almost a year, and this asinine idea is still dictating her actions. It’s ridiculous that she thinks allowing me to make love to her; it will unleash some imaginary evil.” Her voice rose along with her ire. “She refuses to discuss anything about her background or why she thinks she’s been cursed.” 

    Dr. Jones cleared her throat and said, “Olivia, you know I can’t disclose what Irene and I talk about in our private sessions, just like I can’t share what you tell me. Her idiosyncratic belief is her mind’s way of dealing with some old trauma. It will take time for her to move past what created it. After some more sessions, I think she’ll be able to share more with you. That’s why you are both in counseling so that we can work through these issues together. You do want to save your marriage, don’t you?” 

    “At this point, I’m not sure anymore. Things seem to be going from bad to worse. Now I swear she’s following me, even though I’ve never caught her at it, and she’s more insistent than ever that I quit my job. I’ve lost contact with all my old friends because of her possessiveness, and I feel cut off from my old life. I’m not sure how much more I can take.” 

    The chime of an alarm interrupted their discourse. Dr. Jones shut it off as they both rose, her gaze sympathetic as she said, “I understand your frustration. I confess that not every relationship can be salvaged, but I hope you’ll allow Irene more time to move past her intimacy fears. We’ll address the job and jealousy issues when we are all together on Friday after Irene returns from Europe.” 

    Olivia’s eyes widened. “How do you know she’s in Europe?” 

    Now Dr. Jones looked chagrined. “I shouldn’t have let that slip, but I’m still a bit groggy this morning. I can only say she called late last night for a phone session and said something about the time difference.” 

    “Oh, all right. Goodbye, then, and I’ll see you on Friday.” 

    As she sat in the back of the cab, taking her across town to work, she thought back to last night’s dinner with Alicia and how she’d felt they were being watched or maybe followed. Last month, needing someone to confide in besides Dr. Jones, Olivia had struck up a fledgling friendship with Alicia, the new hire at the aquarium. It had begun innocently enough when they’d shared lunches at one of the outside tables, but as they’d delved deeper into each other’s lives, something more than friendship had started to form.  

    They hadn’t crossed the line because neither of them were cheaters, but last night had been a close call. Olivia had been feeling so down, and the wine she’d had at dinner only seemed to add to her depression. She’d started sniffling as they cut across the corner of Central Park South. Alicia had wrapped her up in a comforting hug, and they’d shared a less than innocent kiss. A rustling of the shrubs behind startled them both. They broke their embrace, then beat a hasty retreat out of the park.  

    Olivia wondered if Irene had felt her shifting emotions. She’d suspected that Irene was following her, but maybe she’d hired a professional to do it instead. If so, perhaps they’d reported her activities to Irene, which had precipitated the late-night call to Dr. Jones. What she hadn’t revealed during today’s session was that she’d consulted a divorce attorney last week after discovering that Irene had been tracking her whereabouts with an app on her cell phone. 

    Those trust issues, combined with their sexual intimacy problems, had killed her previous adoration for Irene. Now she just wanted to move on and maybe see if she could build something with Alicia. Thirty minutes later, as the cab pulled up at the aquarium, she’d made her decision—it was time to end her short marriage. 

    As soon as she stepped foot inside her office foyer, her morning took a turn for the worse. Her secretary Norma had a strained look on her face and said, “Mr. Davenport buzzed me a few minutes ago and said he wants to see you ASAP. I’ll put your purse and briefcase up, but you should go now.” 

    “Don’t worry, Norma. You know how he gets when our annual fundraiser is just weeks away. Do you have the updated list for the RSVPs yet?” 

    “Yes, ma’am. I sent that over to Laura already, so he should have it.” 

    “Okay, then. Hopefully, it won’t take too long to calm him down, but in the meantime, can you call the setup people and give them our final attendee count so they can get to work on logistics of the tables and such?” 

    “Will do.” 

    When she stepped into Don’s outer office, something seemed off as Laura greeted her, “Go right in Olivia. Mr. Davenport is expecting you,” but wouldn’t meet her eyes. 

    Marshaling her courage, she opened Don’s door and felt her trepidations rise as Candace, the head of Human Resources, sat in one of the two chairs in front of his desk. Don sat erect, his forearms resting on the desktop, hands clasped together, with a stern look on his face, and said, “Please have a seat, Olivia.”  

    On shaky legs, she crossed over to the other vacant chair and gingerly lowered herself into it. Before she could get up the courage to ask what was going on, Don continued, “I’m going to keep this short and simple. You are being let go for an infraction of company policy in dating a co-worker, as well as the morality clause in your employment contract because you’re married, and to a very high-profile woman to boot. If this hit the press, it would impact your ability to function in the job we hired you to do.”  

    Stunned, she couldn’t speak but just gaped at Don as he opened a file folder in front of him and presented her with a photo of last night’s kiss with Alicia. That’s when she knew she’d been right about Irene. She had been followed and photographed. She felt a moment of rage knowing that Irene had, in fact, done such a thing, then used the picture to get her fired from a job she’d refused to quit. 

    Olivia tore her gaze away from the photo to see that Don’s face had softened a bit and signs of regret filtered through his eyes. “I hate to do this because you have been a very valuable asset to the aquarium over the years, but I had no choice.” 

    He then slid a sheet across the desk and said, “If you’ll sign this separation letter Olivia, and agree not to disclose the reason behind it, you will receive a very generous severance package. If not, you will find it very difficult to obtain unemployment benefits, and any inquiry coming in about your employment history with us will include why you were let go.” 

    Anger still burned through her, but she signed the paper, pushed it back across the desk to him, and said, “I know who’s behind this, Don, and I know the power she wields in this town to get what she wants. Is Irene also forcing you to fire Alicia too?” 

    Now Don looked down and fiddled with a paper clip and answered somberly, “She didn’t show up for work today, but since she is still in her probationary period, yes, she will be let go.” 

    Olivia shot out of her chair. She needed to find Alicia right away and apologize to her for Irene’s vengeful tactics that resulted in them both being terminated. Candace hadn’t said a word during the brief meeting but arose at the same time she did and followed her back to her office. Norma was conspicuously absent, but her door was open, and there was an empty file box on her desk. She packed up her few personal items, left the building, and headed to Alicia’s place in a cab. 

    Olivia tried calling her repeatedly during the drive, but they all went straight to voicemail, and her worry over what that meant was escalating. As she neared Alicia’s apartment, cold chills raced through her system when she saw several police cruisers lined up along the block and yellow crime scene tape stretched across an alleyway. With a tremor in her voice, she asked the driver to pull over and wait for her. When they stopped, she exited the car, approached one of the cops, and said, “Excuse me, Officer, can you tell me what’s going on?” 

    He gave her the once over and asked in return, “Do you live around here?” 

    “No, sir. I came to check on a friend that didn’t show up for work today, and she isn’t answering her phone.” 

    His eyes darted toward the ally, then back to her, and asked, “By any chance is your friend’s name, Alicia Carstairs?” 

    She gasped for breath and could only nod as her head swam, and spots appeared in her diminishing vision. The next words he spoke seemed to echo down a long tunnel. “I regret to inform you she was killed sometime last evening by a panther that escaped from the zoo,” and with that, she fainted dead away. 

    




 

     

     

    DELUSION OR CURSE 

     

     

    An acrid smell of ammonia burned her nostrils and returned Olivia to consciousness. She blinked rapidly to clear her foggy gaze. The wired barrier in front of her came into sharp relief, and she realized she was sitting in the back of the police cruiser. The sound of a clearing throat brought her head around to find the big cop looking at her with concern plainly written across his face.  

    It took a moment for her mind to catch up with her body, but when it did, she blurted out, “Murdered! She murdered her!” 

    “Mrs. Мачка, no one was murdered. You’ve just had a nasty shock, is all. As I told you before you fainted, your friend was killed by an escaped panther, and they’re looking for it now. The forensic team has arrived, so I’ve been released from the scene. Would you like me to take you home or call your wife?” 

    He’d pronounced her name correctly, she realized, which could only mean he knew of her semi-famous wife. Olivia’s eyes immediately dropped to the ground. Sitting on the sidewalk next to the cop was the box she’d left in the cab, with her purse sitting on top. Her gaze shifted back up to his in question. 

    Understanding her look, he said, “Yes ma’am, I retrieved your box and sent the driver on his way. I only went through your purse to find your ID or a medical card. It’s SOP when someone goes down as you did.” 

    After the ever-shifting chaos of her morning, she needed to get someplace quiet so she could try to figure out what was happening, and said, “Yes, Officer…” 

    “Banks, Ma’am,” he said, pointing at his nameplate. 

    “Thank you. I would appreciate a lift home.” 

    “No problem, Mrs. Мачка, but come on and sit up front. We only transport criminals or suspects in the back.” 

    Thankfully, he didn’t ask her any questions on the ride uptown because she didn’t have any answers. He dropped her off, but when Olivia opened the door to the penthouse, she wished he had escorted her up. She was shocked beyond words. The place was a wreck. Things had been swept off the counters, tables and chairs overturned. Every framed picture of her and Irene lay shattered and broken on the floor. In a daze, she dropped the box she was holding as she shivered with dread. She knew that it must have been Irene’s doing. Just like Olivia had somehow known that she was responsible for Alicia’s death as well. 

    With fear dogging her every step, she went into her bedroom—that Irene wouldn’t even share that much with her had widened the gulf between them—and found the same chaotic mess only worse. Her clothes were lying everywhere in tattered shreds; feathers from her ripped pillows floated up from the floor as she moved about, examining the damage. As she passed into their shared master bath, she heard what sounded like a subdued conversation from Irene’s side.  

    With her heart in her throat, she opened the door only to find the TV on, with an old black and white movie filling the screen. She was turning away when she heard a distinctive snarling of some big cat issuing from the soundbar and stepped closer. The scene playing out was of a foggy night, and a woman was standing before a panther’s cage at a zoo. She quickly picked up the remote sitting on the stand and hit pause, then picked up the DVD case next to it. The words that leaped out and bore into her very soul were these—Simone Simon stars as a Serbian émigré, Irena, in Manhattan who believes that, because of an ancient curse, physical intimacy with the man she loves will turn her into a feline predator. 

    Olivia dropped the case like it was a hot potato, then snatched up the remote. On trembling legs, she walked over and sank onto the end of Irene’s bed. Her need to understand what was happening outweighed her fear of horror films, and she started the DVD from the beginning. As the movie played out, her dread increased as the many parallels between it and what she thought of as reality collided. Had the writer of this film stumbled across a folktale about these cat people and decided to make a movie of it? Was this movie the trigger for Irene’s delusion? Their names and professions were very similar, and she wondered if Irene had contrived to bring her fantasy to life. But that couldn’t be right. In the film, Irena kills Dr. Judd, then is struck down by the panther, and Alice is alive at the end. And when she’d married Irene, she hadn’t known of Alicia’s existence. So, if this whole thing wasn’t some kind of weird nightmare, was Irene actually cursed? Or maybe she was the nutty one. 

    Frantic to try and figure out just what the hell was going on, Olivia raced to her purse. She dug around in it until she found her cell, then called Dr. Jones’ office. It rang five times then went to voicemail, so she hung up. Looking at the time on her phone, she saw it was twelve forty-five, and hoped like hell that Dr. Jones was only out to lunch. She felt a driving need to get out of the condo and find her, so she took a cab back to the office she’d left only a few hours ago. The sight of an ambulance and a score of police cars told her she was too late. Olivia knew in her heart why they were there. Dr. Jones was dead. 

     

    ***** 

     

    Olivia didn’t turn to look at Quinn, afraid she’d see a look that would peg her as a lunatic, and if she’d been the one listening to this horror story, she would have thought the same thing. Instead, she gazed up into the blazing ball of white lighting the night sky that carried the name, Hunter’s Moon, and that’s precisely how she felt tonight, hunted. Someone or something had tracked her here. 

    “When I showed up there, a detective took me aside and questioned me. I spilled some of my outlandish tale and gave him the impression that I thought my wife was having some sort of psychotic break. That led them to investigate the possibility, and they got a court order for Dr. Jones’ files. They combed through all the security cams and any video footage available at both the doctor’s building and around the alley where Alicia was found. They spotted someone dressed all in black, wearing a panther mask like the one you found on my door tonight, in the vicinity of both deaths.” 

    Oliva finally turned to Quinn, and she could see a look of utter shock on her face. Determined to finish up her bizarre story, she plunged ahead. “Even though they couldn’t identify the person behind the mask, the condition of our condo and the fact that Irene was seen entering and exiting the building when she was supposedly out of the country, was enough to make them want to question her. But Irene had moved a lot faster than they did. Within mere hours after Dr. Jones’ death, she’d flown out on her private jet. They tracked it to Paris, but Irene was nowhere to be found in the city, and according to them, she never returned to New York. But I believe she snuck back in somehow within days. 

    “I never returned to the condo and took up residence in a hotel temporarily while I consulted with my attorney. We went over all of my options, the most significant of which was that no one knew where Irene so she couldn’t be served. Trying to get a divorce in New York would have been a long, drawn-out process. Since I also wasn’t seeking any of Irene’s assets, which were all in the corporate name anyway, my attorney advised me to move to Reno and file for a quickie divorce there. 

    “The thing that decided it for me was one night I swear I heard the growling sound, much like in that old movie, as I walked back to the hotel from dinner. But even more frightening was I then found a Cat People DVD propped against my door with a sticky note on it that read, You’ll always be mine. Terrified, I called the detective on the case, and again the surveillance video showed someone in black with a panther mask obscuring their face leaving it behind. 

    “Right before I left Reno, another DVD showed up at my apartment door with the same sticky note. I’d hoped that Irene would move on once the divorce was finalized and leave me in peace. I can’t prove she’s my stalker, no more than the police can, but I need you to know it might be dangerous for you to be anywhere around me.” 

    Quinn, being the tough but tender woman she’d come to know, puffed up and said, “I’m not worried about it. I know how to take care of myself, and besides, I like you. So, plan on me sticking around.” 

    So happy that her nightmare history hadn’t scared Quinn off, she leaned over and gave her a passionate kiss. Exhausted by her trip down memory lane, combined with the late hour and the wine, Olivia was about to suggest they call it a night when, just beyond the tree line, she heard the distinctive sound of a panther screaming. 

     

     

    ~The End~ 
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    Halloween falls on a Sunday this year, which is perfect, because it means the early evening city traffic is light. Not that I didn’t start with plenty of time to spare. I am always on time today. Picking her up is important to me because I never want to miss a minute. I simply cannot get enough of her, and as I roll up to the front of the hospital where I know she will be coming out, my eyes already watch for her. I am not disappointed. Only a few minutes go by, and then there she is—Joy Monroe. My lovely wedded wife. She passes through the exit doors and then walks toward me in a hurry, blonde hair in waves past her shoulders, her blue eyes sparkling with excitement at the evening ahead, and a full mouth turned up in a smile. When she sees me, she gives a little wave, and I can't help but feel a tug at my heart to see her so happy. The woman is filled with excitement for our night. No matter what I might be feeling, it's impossible not to get caught up in her enthusiasm. 

    When Joy reaches the car, she pops into the passenger seat and reaches out to squeeze my hand. “Hi there,” she says, and I smile loving the contact, always amazed when I remember how good it is to feel her. 

    “Ready?” I ask, already knowing her answer. She absolutely loves Halloween, and now so do I. Better than Christmas by far. 

    She claps her hands in excitement. “You know I am. Let’s go.” It’s impossible not to chuckle at how full of life she is today.  

    “Well, then I'll take you. Usual route?” I ask as if I have a choice in the matter, and she nods. 

    “It's Halloween, you know where I need to go,” is her answer, and I put the car in drive to be on our way. As I do, a pair of nurses in blue scrubs and carrying purses come out the exit. I recognize them and wave, but they don't appear to remember me so wave back with less enthusiasm. There is no doubt they see a lot of people in the large oncology unit at Johns Hopkins. Without another thought, I pull away from the curb, again pleased there is little traffic. Nothing upsets me more than wasting time being stuck on the highway. 

    Before we’ve gone far, Joy’s hand squeezes my thigh, and I glance at her. Her eyes have a mischievous twinkle in them. “You're sexy,” Joy says before biting her lip. I know that look. She wants to be kissed, badly, and a tingle of heat spreads through me.  

    “So are you,” I answer, my voice huskier than usual from wanting her. It's been quite a while since she flirted with me like this. “Shall I take the next exit?” 

    Her answer is to slide her hand higher on my leg until it brushes against the zipper of my jeans. The touch sends a jolt of electricity through me. Nothing amazes me more than how quickly and completely she can turn me on. Some things never change. Leaning across the center console, she puts her mouth to my ear. “Yes, I'd like that,” she whispers, and the heat of her breath on my skin makes me grit my teeth to keep from moaning. 

    A mile later, I see our exit and take the ramp far faster than the posted speed limit. I have places to be and things to do. Besides, it's Halloween, and being a little reckless won't hurt anything and, as we shoot down the street, a motel sign is visible. It is already lit as dusk is falling quickly. “Will this do?” I ask, and she follows my gaze.  

    “Mmmm hmmm,” she murmurs, and the sultry sound of it makes me shiver with anticipation. For some people, the desire to make love to their wife fades, but that will never happen with me. I live for her caress and can never see her naked body enough. The thought of hotel sex only excites me more. It always does, and I can't get our key fast enough. Joy taunts me as I talk to the desk clerk, running her fingers through my hair and blowing on my neck. This is part of the game though. My once shy wife is now taking advantage of the situation. I love every single second of it and am so lucky to have this incredible, sexy woman wanting me. 

     The place is a dive, but the threadbare and stained carpet hardly registers. The bedspread of brown and yellow flowers looks like it's from the seventies, and it might be, but I fall back onto it anyway after stumbling with Joy through the flimsy, cheap door. She straddles me and our hands are everywhere, pulling at buttons, unbuckling belts, kicking off shoes until we are down to nothing. Finally, I can look at her nakedness again. 'Feast my eyes,' as they say, and I do, wanting to see every inch of my wife as she sits on my hips and pauses. Joy knows this is an important moment for me, to take in every aspect of her. For an instant, emotion threatens to overwhelm me because she is so beautiful. “I love you,” I say, and she smiles. It is slow and a little coy. 

    “Do you now?” she asks, an unmistakable playfulness in her tone, and it helps me gather myself. Now is not the time for anything but sex. We didn’t come to this cheap motel to whisper sweet nothings into each other’s ears. We are here to fuck, and I feel the need for release building inside me. It’s been too long. 

    There’s no reason to answer her question. Actions speak louder than words. Grabbing her wrists, I pull her down on top of me until we are face to face, and our mouths crash together. The kiss is almost angry in intensity and our tongues collide. A moan escapes one of us or both, I’m not sure. Her tight nipples, hard with excitement, brush my own, sending erotic jolts of need straight through me. The tightness already between my legs turns to an ache. Still, I want this kiss to go on forever, willing to forego that sweet release if I can keep her mouth on mine. But for Joy, it is not enough, and with a little bite at my bottom lip, she wrestles free of my grasp and sits up again. 

    Her eyes are half-closed with desire, and their brilliant blue has turned darker. I know from experience she wants me. Badly. “Make love to me,” she says, her voice thick, and she starts to rock her hips over mine. The wetness between her legs slides over my skin and thrills me to the point I need her closer. Running my hands up her thighs, I grasp her hips and start to pull her tighter against me, but before I do, I pause. My hands are strong, and she bruises so easily. The last thing I want is to hurt her. 

    Clearly feeling the shift in me, she covers my hands with her own and squeezes them. “I won’t break,” she says. “I need to feel how much you want me.” Unable to resist her request, ever, I grab on tighter and move with her as the growing friction between us builds. The heat of her grinding against me sets me on fire, and I thrust my body upward to match her movements. A small cry of pleasure escapes her, and the sudden desire to be inside my woman overwhelms me. Sliding my hand between us, she lifts enough to let me find her. Her lips are hot, and I slide my fingers through her wetness until suddenly, I am inside her. She gasps with satisfaction because now I'm not gentle. I'm taking her the way she wants—hungry, powerful, letting her know she is driving me wild. 

    Continuing to thrust with my hips, I drive myself deeper inside her and she responds by bucking against my hand. We’ve both been waiting for this moment. “I want you to come,” I tell her. I need her to come. 

    “Not yet,” she groans from deep in her throat. “Not without you.” And she slides her hand between us until she is between my legs. Her fingers find my clit easily as she knows my body like no other ever will and the first touch makes me cry out from the intensity. Encouraged, she circles me with her fingertips as we pick up the rhythm of our bodies moving together again. My fingers are thrusting inside her while she teases me to the edge with her hand. This is what she wants more than anything—for us to come together. I will give it to her, even though the intensity of her touch is enough to push me over so easily. Not only is she sexy, but I love her with all that I am, and when she throws her head back, and the beat of her movements grows faster, I know she is about to come. Holding my breath, I wait for the pulse of her clenching my fingers, and when it happens, she cries out with pleasure. That is enough. My own orgasm crashes through me, and I know I say her name over and over. 

     

    **** 

     

    There’s a bar across the street. The Rusty Nail. If the motel was a dive, this hole in the wall pub matches the theme. It’s popular though, and groups of people in all manner of Halloween costumes crowd the small tables and stools at the bar. Night has fallen although it's not much past seven-thirty. Still far later than I would like as time always seems to slip away from me on this spooky night. Strange how every other day moves like molasses. But don't they always say time flies when you're having fun? And we are. A quick shower at the motel and another orgasm each, and I am famished. The smell of greasy food and beer permeates the air, but it’s enough to make my stomach growl. “Are you hungry?” I ask Joy who clings to my arm else be trampled by the masses. 

    “No, not tonight,” she answers. Of course, that’s her answer. I should have known, but habits are hard to break. She touches my face. “Order yourself a beer, sweetheart. I’ll have a ginger ale.” Taking her hand, I kiss her palm. 

    “You got it. Now hold onto me tight. Here we go.” I plunge into the masses to swim toward the bar with Joy in tow. Getting through is no small miracle, but somehow, we make it and stand pressed together shoulder to shoulder at the counter. The two bartenders move with practiced efficiency from one thirsty patron to the next, and before long, I give them my request. 

    “This crowd is incredible,” Joy says while we wait. “And the costumes. I love it.” Her eyes shine with excitement, and I agree with her. Looking in the mirror behind the bar, I take in the scene behind me. The place is festive with ghouls, vampires, princesses, and superheroes. Then, off to the left, something catches the corner of my eye. Looking harder, I see a man in black standing at the edge of one of the larger groups. Or at least I assume it’s a man from the height of him and the breadth of his shoulders, but I can’t be entirely sure. His face is under a mask so black it gives the appearance he has no face at all. It’s a good costume, albeit simple. The outfit is nothing too flashy or overdone. Just black. Maybe that’s why it works so well because I feel a nervous tightening in my stomach as I look at him. Although he appears to be engaged in conversation with someone in the group, there is something I find unsettling about his appearance. Can a costume be too scary? As if he feels my stare, the stranger looks over to meet my eyes in the mirror, and although I quickly avert my gaze, I know it is not quick enough. 

    “Are you okay?” Joy asks, but before I answer, the drinks arrive, and I am grateful for the distraction. There seems no sense in drawing her attention to the stranger, mainly because I'm being ridiculous letting myself be creeped out over a clever guise. 

    Glancing at Joy, I smile and raise my drink. “To Halloween, my love.” With a laugh and a shake of her head, Joy watches as I tap my glass against hers. 

    “You and the toasting,” she says, but still smiles. “I swear, sweetheart, you toast to everything.” This is one of my quirks that we've bantered about for years, and she's right; I am almost superstitious about it. Especially tonight. 

    After taking a sip, I prepare to defend my desire to invoke good tidings wherever and whenever I can. Joy leans closer. She runs her thumb along my top lip to clear off a bit of foam and follows the gesture with a quick peck on my lips. The intimacy of the act makes my heart ache with affection for her. “Thank you,” I tell her and she licks the foam from her finger. The move is erotic and there is heat in her look. The desire I feel low on my body makes me want to take her back to the hotel, but I resist. Although the night is young, Halloween won’t last forever, and we have things yet to do. Clearly seeing I’m conflicted, she laughs again. 

    “Drink up, Mrs. Monroe,” she tells me, and I do, but not before I take a moment to glance in the mirror to see if the unsettling stranger is still with his friends. He isn’t, and I feel a pang of anxiety that I’ve lost track of him, but then Joy is touching my hair. Surprised and not sure what she is doing, I refocus on my reflection. I watch as she combs my bangs with her fingers. Her touch warms me and I dismiss the guy in black as just another stranger who loves dressing up for Halloween. 

    “Do I need grooming, dear?” I ask, playful, so she doesn't stop. She could mess with my hair forever and I would never mind it. Just to feel her touch. 

    “You look like someone who’s just had sex.” 

    I raise my eyebrows. “I hope you mean great sex.” 

    She chuckles. “Mind-blowing sex,” she corrects, then turns to me while she touches her own hair. “I’m sure I don’t look much better.” 

    Reaching out, I run my fingers through her blonde mane. Hair like spun gold and what she once said was her best feature. Some would agree, but I have always found her expressive blue eyes my favorite. Still, tonight, her hair feels like silk against my skin and as a few strands fall away, I marvel at how they catch the light. “You look beautiful,” I murmur, lowering my face to hers. “As always.”  

    “You're so biased,” she whispers back but then kisses me. Unlike before, this time the feel of her mouth is tender and lasts only a moment but is another one to treasure. We pull back enough to look into each other's eyes, and I see all the emotions I feel in hers. Then the spell is broken as a bar patron clumsily stumbles against me. 

    “Scuse me,” he slurs, clearly dead set on making space for himself at the counter. Pulling Joy tight against me, she barely moves out of the way in time, else he would have plowed right through her. 

    “Jesus,” I growl under my breath, but Joy puts a finger to my lips. 

    “It's okay,” she says so only I can hear. “He's drunk. Maybe we should go. It's only getting more crowded.” The idea sounds good to me. I drink the last of my beer before turning to lead my wife toward the exit, and I see the black costume in the mirror again. Not with his original group, but closer behind us, and this time I know he's caught me looking because he moves our way. The hair on the back of my neck stands up from the chill that passes over me as I watch him. That damn costume is totally freaking me out. The crowded room slows his progress and gives me time to contemplate if I should wait to see what he wants or take Joy by the hand to leave. Maybe under the mask is someone I know, or he’s mistaken me for someone else. Something in my gut makes me think otherwise. Even though it could be a mix up, the last thing I want is to spoil this night with Joy by making a scene, so I put my hand on her lower back to guide her out of the bar. 

    “Let’s go,” I tell her, trying to keep any urgency out of my voice. There is no point upsetting Joy over what is probably nothing. Thankfully, the crowd parts enough for us to find the door. As we move, I fight the urge to glance behind me and see if we are followed, but once we reach our car, I do look. A part of me expects to see the guy standing in the doorway of the bar doing his best killer from a slasher film impersonation, but there is no one. I’m so relieved I chuckle at my own silliness. The laugh is off though, a little high pitched, and I see Joy frown in my direction. 

    “Are you all right?” she asks, and I give her my most reassuring smile. 

    “Just thought I saw someone I know,” I answer. “But guess not.” I unlock the car and slide behind the wheel. Joy is waiting for me, and when I look at her, the excitement on her face makes me forget everything but how much she likes the adventure that remains ahead. Every year we do this on Halloween. Other aspects might shift a little, but the destinations never change. Including this one. “Okay, Joy Monroe. Sure you’re up to this?” I’m teasing because nothing keeps her from what she says is the best part of Halloween. The scary part. 

    “Oh, yes,” she breathes. “Take me to The Maze.” 

     

    **** 

     

    ‘Welcome to Scaresville' reads the giant billboard outside of Joy's favorite corn maze. The words are framed by a yawning mouth of white fangs, and the mandatory drips of blood-red paint are included. She loves this place because, unlike the many others that focus on pumpkin patches and autumn fun for the family, this one is designed to be scary. And I will admit, it is. Very. Not only because you're expected to find your way through crisscrossing paths cut into a cornfield, but things really do wait among the stalks to jump out at you. A pair of stadium lights illuminate the field, but they are only so useful, often causing long shadows to darken the inner corners of the maze, making it even more frightening. Every person is required to carry an additional light source, and I brought us each a large flashlight loaded with brand new batteries. Mid-maze is not a time to lose the comfort of your own light source.  

    Pulling into the full parking lot, I am glad I planned ahead and have tickets waiting for us at will call. Although I don’t know what kind of business the place has for the rest of the month, on Halloween night, Scaresville is the hottest ticket in town. Our appointed start time is nine o’clock and a glance at my watch confirms we are right on schedule. I’m unable to keep from swallowing hard as I note the night is slipping away. Still, before I can dwell on the waning time, Joy is out of the car and bouncing on the balls of her feet she is so excited to go. She flashes me a smile through the windshield, and although she is anxious to get started, I pause to look at her. It's been a while since I really took her in from a distance, and I let my eyes travel over her body. Joy is a little taller than I am, which I love, and has enough curves in the right places to catch anyone's eye. I never mind if others look. Having her on my arm makes me proud, she is so amazing. Tonight, I notice she's losing weight, but it makes her no less attractive to me. She is always sexy. Now though, she's waving for me to come along, and I know better than to leave my wife waiting.  

    Pulling our coats around us to ward off the autumn chill, we go to will call and pick up our tickets, bypassing the queue waiting still hoping to buy passes to get inside, and I am again glad I already had ours. Missing the opportunity to go through the maze would be crushing. The place means that much to us. Thirteen years ago, on Halloween, this is where Joy and I first met. Even though complete strangers, we were put in the same group of six to go in. I was there with a few of my friends who dared me to come with them even though, before Joy, the holiday was never my favorite. Not that I mind being scared because of a good horror film or, even better, a spooky book. Still, the idea of stumbling through a corn maze waiting for something to scare the hell out of me wasn't on my list of fun things to do. Yet, there I was, and as I waited, flashlight in hand, the love of my life wandered past me. I didn't know it at first, of course. She was too graceful and confident for plain old me to have a chance of dating her, and besides, she was with someone. Not until later did I learn that when she saw me, she fell for me instantly. Which was why we were standing together when the first monster jumped out at us. 

    Joy had faded to the back of the group, something we never do now as she likes to lead into the maze, but I was there, and she wanted to walk with me. I learned later the woman she was with was a cousin, so Joy didn't hesitate to flirt. Frankly, I was oblivious at the time, and only after looking back on that night did I realize she was into me. “Hi,” she said. “Are you scared?” I remember acting as nonchalant as I could, probably giving her a shrug of my shoulders. 

    “Naw,” I said. “There's nothing really here but actors.” Then, as we rounded the first bend, a screaming creature with a bloody pitchfork and melting face came barreling out of the corn at us. I shrieked like a child, instinctively clutching for Joy, who grabbed me too as we hurried with the pack past the thing. Once we were around another corner and no longer chased, I realized I was holding onto Joy's hand. I also realized she wasn't screaming but laughing. 

    Bumping her shoulder against mine, she gave my hand a squeeze. “You are so cute,” she said, still chuckling. “That thing got you good.” Her laugh was so infections, even though my heart was still racing, I started as well. Soon, we were laughing together, and our friends probably thought we were crazy, but it didn’t matter because I found the person I would love forever. 

    Now, thirteen years later, as we stand at the entrance with Joy’s arm tucked through mine, the ticket taker punches our pass. “You’re sure you want to do this alone?” he asks, a concerned look on his face. “This stuff is certifiably scary. They make us all go through it at least once to get a low down on what people will be seeing, so I know.” 

    “I have no doubt it is,” I say. Every year it does seem to get scarier, but we prefer to take it alone rather than go with strangers. “But, I'm sure.” Joy snuggles against me a little closer, and I know she's ready too. 

    The ticket taker shrugs. “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 

    “No problem,” I tell him while Joy and I walk under the arch guarding the entrance. 'Enter if you dare' is written in swirls within the rod iron. Fake webs speckled with giant spiders hang from it, and I push them aside to make way for the two of us to go in. 

     

    **** 

     

    I notice the eerie rustling sound of the corn moving immediately. There is nothing in the world like it, and already a shiver runs up my spine. Rumor has it the noise is caused by the stalks growing, but tonight I think it's just a breeze. The creepy feeling isn't helped by the fact I can't see past the first couple of rows. The decaying corn, well past the autumn harvest, is a wall of brown and green. Anything could be hiding in there. Like the guy in the black costume from the bar? I frown. That’s an unwelcome thought, and unrealistic. There’s no possible way he could know where we went. Even if he followed us, he wouldn’t be able to buy a ticket to get in. 

    Something in my body language must have given away the fact I was distracted, because Joy pulls me to a stop before the first turn. “Are you okay?” she asks, a wrinkle of worry appearing on her forehead. “You don't seem to be into this.”  

    She's right, and I force a smile as I turn to her. “Just hoping I locked the car,” I lie. She tilts her head, clearly not sure if she believes me. As she considers my answer, I can't help but notice the start of dark circles under her blue eyes. I worry she's tired, and I am about to ask if this is all too much, but then Joy shakes her head and sadness fills her beautiful eyes. 

    “You don’t have to do this every year, sweetheart.” She puts her arms around my shoulders and pulls me closer. “There are other things to do.”  

    I put my hands on her hips and hold her. “I want to,” I say, swallowing my emotions to keep the evening light. “You have no idea how much I look forward to this.” She purses her lips as if to say something more but then gives me a little kiss and steps back. 

    “Well, in that case,” she says, the playfulness back in her voice. “Let's go find something spooky.” 

    It doesn’t take long. 

    As soon as we decide to go left at the fork, an ax murderer rushes us from his hiding spot cut into the corn. Blood drips from the head of his weapon and his eyes are wild while he screams. He is nothing but an actor from one of the college theater groups, yet I duck and pull Joy by the hand, dragging her along with me. The maze owners ask people not to run for safety reasons, but when the flight instinct kicks in, obeying the rule is a challenge. Especially when the freak raises the ax above his head as if about to strike. “Come on,” I try to say as bravely as I can even though my heart is racing. A glance over my shoulder and I see Joy has a hand raised as if to ward off an oncoming blow, yet she is smiling. The woman loves it. 

    Making the next turn, I'm happy to put the ax man behind us as we begin the tricky navigation of one twist after another. Often, we cross paths with other couples or groups and sometimes compare notes. Trying to remember where we have been is nearly impossible. The corn is ridiculously uniform, and the dirt paths are devoid of any substantial landmarks. Years ago, we learned that the actors will kick apart any attempts to make signs to navigate by, so frightened adventurers study tufts of grass or the occasional rock. Luck is in our favor because the night is relatively clear with only a few wisps of clouds, and the still rising moon is full tonight. Using it and the location of the overhead lights, we make good headway. Dodging the occasional zombie, headless ghost, and some very realistic looking pits of snakes and spiders, I know we must be nearing the midway point.  

    The corn maze has a large circle at the center where people can catch their breath and buy a drink or have a snack. Tables with benches are set up, plus a first aid station and some volunteers who are there to lead people who've had enough out the easy way. The space holds extra special meaning to me though, and I look forward to finding it. But we are not there yet, and there is another fork dead ahead. At the center of the crossroads is a frightening sight. A coffin lies closed, and I already know that as soon as we start to pass it, something will pop out of it. A shiver runs up my spine in anticipation, and I pause to consider which way we should go. “Well,” I say, looking at my wife. “Any thoughts?” I see a flicker of pain cross her face before she hides it behind a smile. I could comment, but she has a lot of pride in being strong, so I pretend not to notice. We can talk about it later. 

    “I say we stick to our plan and go left,” she answers. Another thing we've learned. Have a strategy to keep from going every which way. Ours is to always try left first. Almost a superstition at this point, and I nod as I take her hand. 

    “Let’s do it,” I say. “And don’t let go. I can’t lose you.” She obliges and hangs on as tight as she can, although even her grip feels a little weaker. This year we might throw in the towel at the midway point. Maybe. It’s something I’ve never tried before, but first, the coffin needs navigating. I instinctively hug the wall of corn on the left but keep my eyes riveted on the lid. A fleeting thought of just how the actor inside knows when we are close crosses my mind a second before a hand reaches out of the corn and touches me. The fingers are like ice, and every cell in my body is repulsed at the contact. I jump away from the hand only to look into the stalks to see a black void of a face. Shaking my head to will away the impossible vision of the guy in the black costume from the bar, I hear Joy scream. Panic floods me. Getting her to safety is my only thought, and I turn to grab her only to see the coffin is open. A vampire is rising. The costume is excellent and scary but seems laughable compared to the man in the corn. 

    I yank on Joy’s arm. “Run!” is all I can think to say, but she holds back and starts to laugh.  

    “Babe, you're so scared,” she says. She doesn't realize my fear is not from the fake vampire, and I open my mouth to explain only to see past her into the corn. Where the guy in the black costume was a moment before is now empty, and I blink, trying to decide if he was ever there at all. The breeze moves a few leaves, and I realize one of them must have run across my neck. My hyperactive imagination had me seeing things—particularly the creepy stranger.  

    I force myself to laugh with her as we slip by the coffin. “That one got me,” I tell her, enjoying seeing the smile on her tired face. “You know I hate vampires.” She nods as the laughter peters out. 

    “Do they seem especially realistic this year?” she asks. I would have said yes five minutes ago, but the very real fear I felt seeing the face in the corn seems to have diminished the scare factor. Still, I agree rather than having to explain. 

    “They get better every year,” I say as we make a turn before I see activity ahead. The weight of anxiety in my chest lightens a little as I realize the center of the maze is ahead. We are going to be okay. 

     

    **** 

     

    As we enter the ring, all the tables are full of men and women. Some wear costumes, and others are in street clothes like Joy and me. We never come in costume any more. The masks make it hard to see and hear. Things are scary enough without feeling constricted by poorly fitting clothing. There is a short line at the concession stand, and I turn to Joy, ready to ask if she wants anything to drink but then pause. She looks so tired. “Hey,” I murmur as I reach to pull her closer. “I think we need to abandon ship and go ask to be led out.” 

    Joy pulls back, shaking her head. “Absolutely not,” she says. “This is what we do.” She’s right, it is, and the maze is a special part of this evening. Not only is it where we met, but it was in this circle that I proposed to her. Here, surrounded by a cornfield filled with fake monsters, eleven years ago, I gave her a ring and asked her to be my wife. Her saying yes was one of the most magical moments of my existence and thinking of it now makes tears burn my eyes. So much has happened since that night. 

    “Okay,” I say, not wanting to argue. “I love you.” 

    “And I love you, Mrs. Monroe,” she says. “Now, lead us the hell out of here.” With a nod to reassure her, I retake her hand before waving at the different exits. Like a wagon wheel with each spoke another path that may or may not take us back to the parking lot. 

    “That one.” She points to the mouth of a trail that looks exactly like the others, but I always trust her instinct and walk in that direction. It's not long until I wish we had picked another. We are met with an assortment of horrors and have our share of screams and laughs. As the night grows later and we are still wandering, I worry more and more about Joy. We seem hopelessly lost. The thought comes to me to retrace our steps back to the center, but that seems impossible. We've also not crossed paths with any other groups in what feels like a long time, almost as if we are in our own special section of the corn. 

    I stop. “Want to take a break?” I ask, needing to check on Joy. 

    She shakes her head. “No, keep going. We have to be close.” 

    I hope she is right, and that the long corridor in front of us is the way out. “Okay, you're right. This will be it.” Yet, when we start walking, the corn's eerie sound seems to shift. The creaking has turned into a moan and I'm about to ask Joy if she hears it when the rhythm slowly changes to a chanting. “Joy,” the corn repeats, and my heart leaps into my throat. It's impossible, and my rational mind knows my ears are playing tricks on me, but the other part of me is ready to scream. 

    “What’s wrong?” I hear Joy say from what sounds like far away although I have her hand in mine. I don’t want to tell her, because clearly, she doesn’t hear it. 

    “Nothing,” I say as the chant grows louder as if daring me to keep pretending it doesn’t exist. “We’re almost to the exit.” Putting all my focus on the end of the corridor in front of me, I stumble onward. The word “Joy” echoes in my ears, and I realize the path is becoming narrower with each step. The walls of corn are growing closer and closer together. My mind tries to rationalize why the people who made the maze were so off on how they cut this path. We will be lucky to squeeze through.  

    I feel Joy pulling on my hand, her energy lagging. “Not much further,” I say as I glance back at her. She is not doing well. And then I see him. He's following us. The same black-as-night costume. The same mask. Fear courses through me and my body shakes when I realize he may reach us before we get free of the corn. “Hurry, Joy,” is all I can mumble. 

    “I can't,” my wife says, and without hesitating, I scoop her up in my arms. She weighs almost nothing, and I start to run. Although I am sure he is bearing down on us, I don't look back. My skin crawls as I wait for his cold hand to grab me, and then, with a cry of relief, I am plunging out of the maze and find myself back at the parking lot where we started. Panicked he may still be following, I check behind us, and as before at the bar, realize my eyes have played tricks on me. There is no one chasing me, and the corridor of corn is not anymore narrow than any of the others. The sound of the corn has changed too and is now just the creepy squeak of stalks rubbing together. 

     

    **** 

     

    Leaving the parking lot of the maze is a relief and yet fills me with sadness. The highlight of Halloween is over and only one place remains to visit to finish the night. Joy rides beside me, the seat back a little and with her eyes closed. I don’t bother to ask her if she wants to skip the next stop because her answer is always the same. Instead, I reach for her and touch her leg with just my fingertips. “Thank you,” I hear her say and glance to see her eyes are half open and watching me. 

    “For what?” I ask, trying to keep a lightness in my voice even though the air in the car feels thick with emotion. The last place we visit is a somber one. 

    Joy covers my hand on her leg with her own, and I force myself not to react to how thin her fingers feel. Their touch is cold and the thought of a skeleton pops into my head. No. Not Joy. She’s still okay. “For spending Halloween with me.” 

    I pick up her hand and kiss the back of it. Her skin is thin as tissue paper, but the act makes her smile. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I say and mean it. Halloween is too special. Even as I turn into our destination, I have no regrets for how I’ve spent my night. Joy is my heart and making her happy is all I want. With a crunch of gravel, I pull up next to the gate. There is no sense finding an actual space as only we are here from the looks of it. Two years ago, that wasn’t the case. A group of teenagers was trying to scare each other by exploring the place on Halloween, but when they saw me, thankfully, they ran off. This is a private moment, and I didn’t want it spoiled. 

    I check on Joy, and her eyes are closed again. She may even be asleep, so I look at my watch to see how much time we have left. What I see makes my heart ache. So close to midnight. “I’m ready,” Joy says, surprising me. Her eyes are open, and she gives a weak smile. Even if the rest of her has slowly faded, her eyes always stay sparkling blue. All the love I feel for her reflects back at me in them. 

    “Can I carry you?” I ask, knowing sometimes she prefers to make the walk, but this year seems weaker. 

    She nods. “I would like that.” 

    So, I do, and it is far too easy. She weighs almost nothing, and as I step through the open gate, she grows ever lighter. We've only gone a few feet when there is a flicker of movement near a large oak tree to my left. The broad branches cast everything below them in shadow, but there is enough moonlight to see an outline. The same black figure that has been following me all night. My stomach clenches with fear, and I'm about to run back to the car when I feel Joy's hand on my cheek. “Ignore him,” she whispers, but I can't when he starts to move. If he keeps the same path, walking among the gray headstones, the stranger will meet us at our destination. 

    “Joy,” I start, slowing my steps. “I don’t think I can.” Tears which I have fought all night come and slide down my face. I suffer this every year, thankfully forgetting the details of the man in black. I think Joy somehow does that to protect me. As if knowing the specter of death stalks us all would drive me crazy. 

    “You must,” Joy reminds me, and I know she is right. I have no choice and finally come to the place I visit every week. The moon has slipped behind a wisp of a cloud, so the writing is not clear, yet I have it memorized. “Help me stand. I want to kiss you,” she says. With despair in my heart, I do what she asks. As I do, the cloud slides away to reveal the headstone more clearly. 

     

    My Beloved 

    Joy Monroe 

    Taken too soon 

     

    The dates show her death was ten years ago tonight. An anniversary and as Death joins us, I feel the faintest touch of Joy’s arms around my shoulders. She is hard to see, but what I can makes me sad. My beautiful, vivacious wife has faded away. In a moment, as midnight strikes, she will be gone, but not before her lips touch mine. They are nothing but a breeze in the night, yet I feel them to my soul. “I love you,” I tell her, but it is too late. She is gone. Death has retaken her.  

    Yet, I do not despair. The year ahead will be long and lonely, but I bear it knowing I will have Joy in my arms again. Next year. On our day. Halloween. 
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    AUTHORS’ NOTE 

     

    We hope you had as much fun reading the stories in Lady Grim: A Halloween Anthology as we did writing them. Whether it’s connecting with one of our authors on social media or leaving a review at your preferred site to do so, we’d love to hear from you! 
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