
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Possessed

    

    




      
        Kirk Kilgrave

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Kirk Kilgrave

      

      All rights reserved.

      

      No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form without the prior written permission of the author.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, locations, and events is purely coincidental.

      

      To subscribe to my new release newsletter and for a list of my novels visit: www.kirkkilgrave.com.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Author Note

      

      
        Sneak Peek - The Damned

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “A Ouija board?” I asked, my throat growing tight at the sight of it. I’d had a bad experience with a Ouija board in sixth grade. While hanging out at my friend’s house, we’d pulled out that evil thing and tried to communicate with a classmate who had recently died of leukemia. The planchette moved under our fingers. A gust of wind blew out every lit candle in her room and slammed the bedroom door. I’d bolted to my feet, whipped that door open, and ran out of her house. My friends made fun of me for weeks, saying the breeze from an open window had doused the flames and shut the door. But the air in her bedroom felt thick and congested, even menacing.

      The same way our kitchen felt now.

      Or had I transferred my fright from that day onto this one? More than a decade had passed, but the memory left a deep scar on my psyche. Either way, I didn’t want my mother fiddling with it. “That’s dangerous. You should put it away.”

      “Nonsense.” With one palm wrapped around her cocktail and the fingers of her other hand resting on the planchette, my mother’s eyes were alert. Strange for someone who had gotten wasted every day since a drunk driver killed my father in a car wreck two years earlier. Usually her eyes looked sluggish and glassy. The same went for her ordinarily slack blond hair. Today it had plenty of volume and looked shiny.

      “I bought this game at Walmart,” my mother said. “They don’t sell dangerous products.”

      “They sell guns, Mom.”

      She twisted her neck my way and leveled me with those gray eyes. “How many times have I told you not to call me that?”

      “A thousand. Maybe more. It gets really fuzzy around nine-hundred.”

      “Please call me Lilah. Is that too much to ask?”

      In her mind, the drunk driver hadn’t just killed my father. He’d also killed any hope that we’d once again be a happy family. I’d tried to pull her out of an alcohol-fueled daze, but the harder I fought, the more she demanded that my identical twin sister, Noelle, and I call her by her first name.

      “This is serious, Jocelyn” she said. “I’m attempting to reach your father.”

      A moment of excitement coursed through my veins, but the exhilaration passed when I recalled the fear that gripped me when I first sat in front of that Ouija board. Why had Lilah waited until now to use the board? If anything, I’d have expected her to try it a couple months after he died, not two years.

      “If you want, I’ll call you Lilah from now until you die, but only if you put the board away and burn it.”

      My mother chuckled, eliciting a hint of condescension.

      Seeing that she had no plans to set the board aside, a sense of discomfort settled over me. As much as I wanted to turn away from that board, I needed to keep her company. If anything happened to her, I’d never be able to forgive myself.

      “Did he answer?” I took a seat across from her and plopped my arms on our scarred, wobbly table that only had enough space for three in our tiny kitchen.

      “No, but I think I’m getting closer.” In spite of her alcohol abuse, my mother looked like she’d just crossed into her thirties, not that she’d soon exit her early forties.

      “Closer?” I asked, fright spiking my shoulders upwards. Either that or the chill on this October night in the suburbs of Chicago had somehow slipped between the window cracks and under the front door. “How long have you been at it?”

      She shrugged shoulders inside her flannel pajamas. “A couple weeks, but I’m on the verge of reaching him.” Her eyes sparkled with anticipation as she took a gulp from her glass.

      “A couple weeks?” I’d hoped she’d say a couple times at most, so to hear that she’d been trying to reach Dad for so long really disturbed me.

      “Despite my greatest efforts, this board hasn’t yet paved the way for communication with your father. But it will,” she said, nodding as her eyes twinkled with maniacal glee. “Oh, it sure will. I’ll make it happen. No matter what I have to do, no matter how long it takes, your father and I will be on speaking terms once again.”

      “Back up. When you said—”

      “Your father will find his voice, I assure you of that.”

      “Stop!” I paused to force her to look at me and listen. When she reached that point, I said, “Are you in deep with the paranormal?”

      “Of course not. I’ve only used it a handful of times over the past two weeks.”

      “What?”

      A satisfied smile met her lips. “And nothing bad has happened yet, now has it?”

      I couldn’t answer that. Over the last few months, when I wasn’t studying or hanging out with my boyfriend, I’d been taking jobs my old boss from Hank’s Hardware sent my way, so I could pay the bills and convince banking executives to give me a loan to start my own business: “Handywoman 4 Hire.” Far from the most imaginative business name, but it got the point across, especially since I’d promote it to women because I suspected they preferred to invite a female stranger into their home than a stranger from the opposite sex. All told, I came home to eat or sleep. That’s it. My mother had taken over walking J.D. twice a day because I didn’t have the time, a fact that cut me up inside, because I loved spending time with him.

      “This isn’t something to toy around with, Mom.”

      “Seriously? I just told you to call me—”

      “Burn that board right now, and I’ll call you Lilah.”

      “Now you’re resorting to blackmail?” She rolled her eyes. “I raised a criminal.”

      I put my hand on the board, prepared to remove it from the table.

      My mother’s palm slammed down onto mine, pinning it to the board. “Let go.”

      I stared at her, unsure what to do, what to think. Not only because she’d caught me by surprise or that she had a feral look in her eyes, but also because that was the first time she’d touched me since Dad died.

      My mother stared at her hand across mine. Wincing as tears entered her eyes, she grasped my hand, interlocking our fingers. She closed her eyes and lowered her head, taking soft breaths.

      My breath left me, and I was afraid to move because I didn’t want this moment to end. Well, actually, I’d wanted to pull closer and wrap her in a hug, but intuition told me that would unsettle her and she’d leave the table.

      Which meant she’d leave the board behind! Then I could crack it in half and torch it. Relieved that I’d found an idea that might work, I started towards her.

      My mother raised her head, removed her hand from mine, and backed away in her chair. “What are you doing?” Her gaze immediately found her glass of alcohol, her safety blanket. She reached for it.

      “Mom, don’t—”

      She took a giant gulp, set the glass down, and exhaled as a grin settled on her lips.

      It felt like she’d rather drink than share an affectionate moment with me. Even worse, it seemed that she needed to drink to get over the feeling that we’d once been close, a sensation she wanted to forget and had no interest in reclaiming.

      I needed to get her mind off the Ouija board. Just looking at it made my stomach churn. “I’d like you to come to my graduation in a few weeks.” I’d earn my Masters degree in business management from the same school my parents had once taught at until the accident dislodged my mother’s interest in teaching physics the same way it had displaced her interest in being an active part of my life.

      My mother set her fingers onto the planchette to resume working the board. “You may leave now.”

      In her current state, I doubt she’d even heard me speak. “Will you come to—”

      “Jocelyn, I’m busy. How can I reach your father if you keep interrupting me?”

      “This is a big deal, Mom.”

      My mother slammed both fists onto the table and hopped up from her chair. Her antagonistic eyes were now wide and alert. “Why? Why do you insist on disobeying me?” Her booming tone startled our thirteen-year-old Golden Retriever, John Doe, to get to his feet in the other room, the metal nametag around his collar rattling as he tottered toward us.

      “Because that board is evil.” Before my father passed, Lilah had been occasionally supportive, loyal, and honest, whereas she’d always exhibited those attributes for Noelle because she felt a stronger kinship with her.

      “The corner,” Lilah said, pointing at the wall behind me. “Go. Now.”

      “Are you kidding me? I’m twenty-three.” Had she consumed so much alcohol that she’d killed all her brain cells?

      A self-serving smile settled on my mother’s lips. “An adult, huh? Then how about earning your keep? Why aren’t you paying your portion of the mortgage?”

      “I pay the entire mortgage, mother. And our water and sewer, the electricity, and our grocery bills.” Noelle handled our clothing needs, health insurance premiums, bought our appliances, and took care of a few other odds-and-ends. “If you weren’t hammered every day, maybe you’d realize that I’ve been working my fair share for the past two years, while you’re zoning out on reality TV.”

      “Well,” Lilah said, swaying in place for a moment before gripping either side of the table to stabilize herself. “Fine.” She sat down and her gaze fell upon John Doe, who’d just moseyed into the kitchen. “There’s my boy!” She crouched down, threw her arms around him, and hugged him tight before kissing the top of his head. “Now go in the other room. I’ve got work to do.”

      When John Doe headed into the family room, she sat down at the table again, and her eyes brightened upon seeing the Ouija board. “Follow J.D. I must attend to this task.”

      “It’s not a task.” Once more feeling a chill in the air, I headed out of the kitchen and checked the thermometer in the hallway, only to find that it was warmer outside of the kitchen. In fact, the temperature held at seventy degrees, but the kitchen, a mere fifteen feet away, felt like it was at least five degrees cooler. I’d need to check on that later.

      I returned to the kitchen to find my mother’s fingers on the planchette as it slid across the board. I swatted her hand off the planchette, sending it sprawling onto the floor.

      My mother backed up in her chair and glared at me, gasping. “It’s not enough that you keep me up all night, pacing the hallway upstairs, now I’ve got to worry about domestic abuse?”

      “I didn’t hit you. I hit the piece from your hand. There’s a big difference. I don’t want you working with that board.” Then her words struck me like a slap to the face. “What do you mean, pacing the hall? I don’t pace the hall, no matter what time it is.”

      “Back and forth, the floor was creaking with your weight last night,” she said, quirking an eyebrow.

      “That wasn’t me.” I didn’t hear any sounds last night, and my bedroom was next to the hallway. Then I recalled that my mother often passed out on the sofa downstairs while watching TV. Without a door to block out any sound from upstairs, she’d probably notice any noise better than I would. “Maybe Noelle had a tough time sleeping. She was worried about landing that local TV anchor job, so that could explain it.”

      “It started at three o’clock.”

      “That wasn’t me.” I scrutinized her expression to see if she was messing with me.

      “I’m quite serious.”

      “And I’m telling you, I was asleep the entire night. I didn’t even go to the bathroom. You should ask Noelle about it. She might have been working off nervous energy.”

      “Noelle’s like you: she sleeps the whole night without disruption. Last night was no different. Then perhaps John Doe was the culprit.”

      I shook my head. “He sleeps by my bed every night, remember? And I didn’t let him out until this morning.”

      Her expression, a melancholy mask of introspection, appeared troubled by not learning the truth. “It wasn’t my imagination.”

      “Maybe it was the TV. Or better yet…” I gestured to the Ouija board. “Maybe that had something to do with it.”

      “How would you know? Have you studied the paranormal? Are you an expert on spiritual phenomena?”

      “No, but—”

      She chuckled with more than a bit of arrogance. “Then don’t you think it’s possible that you’re being a little melodramatic about—”

      “If you’d let me explain, I’d—”

      My mother waved both hands across my field of vision. “You haven’t studied in this field, yet you persist in passing off what you think you know as truth? You know as much as an empty book, so why should I listen to you?” Lilah took a sip of her drink.

      She breezed past me, bent over to retrieve the planchette that rested against the bottom of the fridge, and nearly stumbled while trying to rise. She held out both arms to regain her balance.

      “I can feel it,” said my mother. “I sense it. I will make contact.” She wagged a finger my way. “Would you care to join me?”

      “Have you heard a word I’ve said over the past ten minutes?”

      “I’ve tried not to. You’re an emotional creature, Jocelyn. You always have been. You get that from your father.”

      Had she faked the tears that shimmered in her eyes a short while ago? No way! That was as sentimental as I’d seen her in two years. It even looked like she had trouble swallowing past an imaginary Adam’s apple in her throat. Now, however, after drinking so much she’d allowed the liquor to forget our past, so she could concentrate on talking with another person from her past.

      Once more, against my better judgment, but only to keep an eye on my mother, I joined her at the table, but rather than taking part, I tried to find some way to interrupt her.

      “Given your academic temperament,” she said, “I doubted you would dabble in something you haven’t thoroughly researched.”

      “Just because I haven’t, doesn’t mean I won’t.”

      “Consider me impressed,” Lilah said in a yawn, her petite frame rising and falling with her heaving breath. “I’ve done enough research on the topic.” She set her gaze on the board as if it held every unanswered question about the universe. She directed a finger above the refrigerator where she’d stacked a handful of books on the paranormal. “In addition to the Internet, I’ve read those.”

      I shook my head, feeling that she got the better of me because I hadn’t even noticed them. That’s what happened when you bolt to and from the house for months on end. You miss little things. Sort of like how there was a draft in the house, and the thermometer seemed broken. I didn’t beat myself up over it though. My mother had probably only gotten those books a couple of weeks ago since they had library labels on the spine, and she could only renew them so many times before overdue fines kicked in.

      “Don’t you think he would’ve answered you by now?” I asked. “If nothing happened before, why do you stick with it?”

      The front door slammed. “Dinner is served!” Noelle said, lifting a bottle of vodka in her hand. She trounced into the room, looking twice as beautiful as I did on my best day by adding well-placed make-up, while I preferred not to use anything more than lipstick and some eyeliner. Where I looked frumpy in clothes whose colors had faded because I used what I earned to support the family, Noelle spent freely on anything that enhanced her beauty, which granted, didn’t take much despite our being identical twins. But I now regretted telling her that I’d take on so much financial responsibility, where she mostly needed to spend on the infrequent big-ticket items.

      She wore a black Guns N’ Roses shirt one size too small for her chest, which displayed a flat midriff, and a short black skirt showed off her toned thighs. She sauntered into the family room with a shiny pair of black knee-high boots. She’d dyed her hair black yesterday, which enhanced the warmth in her caramel-colored eyes. Noelle caught sight of the Ouija board. “Yes! I’m totally in for speaking with Dad.” Then her gaze fell upon me. “Oh…why aren’t you working?” She plopped the vodka bottle on the table.

      I’d come to expect this line of questioning from Noelle. While I’d worked hard in an academic setting, Noelle had barely eked out a high school degree, but because of her beauty, charisma, and an uncanny ability to relate to others regardless of their social status, she waltzed through life without putting much effort into achieving her success.

      Still, having been born a mere three minutes earlier than her, Noelle regarded me as her older sister, and when she needed help, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t resist doing just that. Some would call that weak, but when I looked in the mirror sometimes, I saw Noelle – someone I admired: popular, outgoing, and stunningly beautiful. So whenever she came running to me for help, I did what I could because she was my sister, but also because I hoped some of her sparkly personality would rub off on me. It never did.

      Lilah reached for the bottle of vodka, cranked the lid off, and tilted the bottle toward her nose. She took in a whiff, closing her eyes in delight, and smiled as she exhaled. “Beautiful.” Her eyes snapped open. She added more alcohol to her glass, screwed the lid onto the bottle, and handed it to Noelle, who placed it in the fridge. “Coke, please,” my mother said to Noelle.

      “None left,” I chimed in. “I snorted it all last night.”

      Lilah gave me a wry look.

      “What? The vial didn’t have the same ‘Hands Off!’ note you tape to your vodka bottles.”

      Noelle snatched a liter of soda, snapped off the lid, and plopped it on the table in front of Lilah. “All set.” She rummaged through her purse and removed a joint from a Ziploc bag. “So Jocelyn’s going to join us this time?” She went over to the other side of the kitchen, opened the window, and lit the joint using a large candle lighter. Then she took a long pull on the joint, held it in, and exhaled it through the window screen.

      “When did you invite me?” I asked, appreciating that Noelle directed the marijuana near the window screen so most of the smoke didn’t infiltrate the kitchen. I wished they’d told me about their attempts to contact my father. If they both abused substances while using the Ouija board, they might not be coherent enough to be careful with whomever they contacted.

      “We didn’t think you’d be interested.” Lilah tilted the Coke bottle until a few dashes of soda discolored the clear liquid in her glass. Then she grabbed the liter of Coke, snapped off the lid, and poured some into her glass. She put the glass to her lips and guzzled it down, as though she hadn’t tasted a similar concoction every day during the past two years.

      My heart broke at the sight of what my once strong and intelligent mother had become. I set my eyes on Noelle, who took another pull on her weed, and my spirit felt hollow, void of attachment. It pained me so much that I didn’t know how to help them.

      At first, I’d left brochures about alcohol abuse around the house for Lilah, but whenever I took out the trash, I always found them inside the bag without a crinkle in the spine, which told she hadn’t even cracked open the booklet. I’d also given her contact information for recovery support groups, but she didn’t think she had a problem. Until she acknowledged the truth, I couldn’t help her. As for my sister, who indulged in partying every minute that she wasn’t working, I’d given up hope that she’d also return to the loving twin who lashed out at her popular friends when they had insulted me in middle school for dressing up as Hermione Granger while at a Halloween party.

      “You want some? asked Lilah.

      “Yeah,” I said, hoping they hadn’t heard the jitter in my voice.

      “Seriously?” Lilah wore an astonished expression. “You want a drink?”

      “Hit me up,” I said with a confident smile, only because I’d discovered that Lilah and Noelle might have been dealing with dark forces. I’d need some liquid courage to overlook my experience with a Ouija board. After all, I’d failed to prevent them from using the board, so I’d need to chaperone them.

      “Well, all right,” said Lilah. A selfish grin formed, revealing that I no longer had any right to criticize her dependence on alcohol. She got up and made a drink for me, but mostly filled it with Coke. I couldn’t tell whether she’d done so because she thought I was a lightweight or if she’d done so to save more vodka for herself.

      I took a gulp from my drink, so I wasn’t uptight while Lilah and Noelle tried to contact my father. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have taken a sip because I was a control freak, but when it came to the Ouija board, instinct told me I’d need something to dull my anxiety.

      Noelle returned to the table as a wisp of noxious pot smoke swept about her head. When Lilah put her fingers on the planchette, my sister did likewise.

      “Are you there, Rick Ryland?” asked Lilah. “We love you, so please answer us.”

      Nothing happened.

      “We’re here, Dad,” Noelle said. “Even Jocelyn.”

      Seconds ticked by, but the planchette didn’t move.

      “Do you think,” Noelle said, “that Dad wants us to show how much we want to hear from him? Maybe that’s why he hasn’t gotten in touch with us.” Noelle and Lilah looked at me.

      “No way,” I said, waving off the idea. “Keep me out of it.”

      “You already had a drink,” Lilah said. “Did you like it?”

      “It tastes horrible.”

      “But do you like the way it makes you feel?”

      I couldn’t argue that point.

      “Jocelyn,” my mother said in a soft tone. “Be honest with yourself: you wouldn’t have had that alcohol if you didn’t plan on joining us.”

      Once again, I couldn’t lie.

      “Fine,” I said, moving forward and placing my fingers on the planchette beside theirs. “Is this better? Does this make you happy?”

      “Rick Ryland,” my mother called out. “Are you there?”

      Underneath my fingers, the planchette moved across the board and landed on the word “Yes.”
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      I backed away from the table, shot up from the chair, and stared at the board. “That wasn’t… it wasn’t…”

      “Who?” asked Lilah. “Your father?”

      “It wasn’t either of you doing that,” I finished. “Right?”

      Lilah took in a deep breath, and a triumphant smile lit her face.

      Noelle swished her hands together. “Let the festivities begin!” She got up and removed a red see-through glass containing a fruit/veggie smoothie she’d left in the fridge since this morning, something as ritualistic as this encounter with the paranormal. She tilted it to her mouth, gulped some down, and then placed it on the table before taking her seat and returning her fingers to the planchette.

      “As your sister stated,” Lilah said, “it must be because we’re all in attendance.” With her free hand, she reached for Noelle’s palm and took it in her own, ignoring my own as a secondary option. It made sense since Noelle had always been her favorite. They had the same charismatic personality, at least when my mother wasn’t trashed. They spoke each other’s language, cynicism with a hint of self-doubt, even if they spoke in a completely different manner. As a child, each time they shared a tender moment, it felt like someone had jabbed a knife into my heart and twisted it. But time passed. The dagger now felt like a pinprick.

      “Dad, is that you?” asked Noelle.

      The planchette led Lilah’s hand across the board until it stopped at the word, “No.”

      Breathless, I was still shocked to see it move, apparently without Lilah or Noelle manipulating it. I could tell because their fingers moved in a mechanical way, the kind that showed they didn’t anticipate movement as they stared at the board with perplexed expressions.

      “This is bad,” I said. “We should stop.”

      “You did your part,” said Lilah, eyes wide enough to give the impression that she was sober. She had the hungry yet greedy stare of a card shark who couldn’t wait for an opponent to reveal his hand. “For that, I thank you, but you’re free to leave.” She turned to Noelle. “What now?”

      “Don’t you know?” asked my sister. “You’ve been working this thing for a while now. Ask it another question.” She snickered, but her mouth opened wider as every second passed, making it clear that she was eager for something to happen.

      Angry and irritated that they looked like drug fiends waiting for their next fix, I reached across the board and knocked Noelle’s fingers aside, replacing them with mine. “Who are you?”

      The planchette slid under my fingers, but I barely managed to retain control of the device because my hand shook so violently. When the planchette came to a stop, it had spelled out “A…F R I E N D.”

      I removed my hands and placed them under my hamstrings, pressed tightly against the chair’s padding because the trembling would continue, and I didn’t want my sister and mother to criticize my blatant fear. “A friend of mine? Or a family friend?”

      Lilah and Noelle took the planchette, and soon enough it spelled out, ‘A…C L O S E…O N E.’ “Obviously,” Lilah said. “But which friend?”

      A framed family photo with the three of us and my father rattled against the wall behind me. A second later, it fell to the ground.

      I jumped in my seat, and the idea that an unseen entity lurked around our home made me scan my surroundings. The air felt heavy, as if someone had pumped the house with humidity, and it carried an ominous sensation that made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

      “Ha!” said Noelle with a triumphant smile. “See? I told you. We made contact!”

      Seeing her excitement at having invited an invisible spirit into our home that wasn’t our father, I rushed over to the table, picked up the Ouija board, and slammed it against my right knee, breaking the board in half.

      “What the fuck, Jocelyn!” Veins stood out in Noelle’s neck. “That person could have known Dad!”

      “A person has a pulse,” I said. “Flesh and blood. That’s a person, Noelle. A ghost is not a person. And it even admitted that it’s not Dad.”

      “It was a spirit,” said Lilah, glaring at me with tight lips, as though trying to clamp her mouth shut to keep from ripping into me. She hurried over to the picture frame, inspected it, and sighed with relief upon seeing that the glass hadn’t broken. She mounted it to the wall and took longer than necessary to straighten it. “We all have a spirit. Just because it isn’t corporeal doesn’t mean—”

      “It wasn’t Dad,” I repeated. “I pitched in to play along in the far off chance that Dad would reach out to us. He didn’t. Something else did. I don’t want an entity in the house, peering over my bed and staring at me while I’m sleeping.”

      “But it knows Dad,” said Noelle. “Why else would the spirit knock over that picture? It’s his way of saying, ‘I’m not your father, but I know him!’ That spirit might tell us about—”

      “Dad doesn’t want to communicate with us. Let him rest in peace. Why are we even having this conversation?”

      “I expected…” Noelle splayed her hands across her arms and looked around. “It feels cold in here now.” She turned to me. “Right?”

      I’d been so upset by whatever had infiltrated our home and how Lilah and Noelle responded to the paranormal that I hadn’t even noticed the chill in the air. My gaze instantly settled on the open window. I let out a long sigh as I got up, crossed the floor, and closed it.

      “Oops,” said Noelle with a guilty grin.

      “The air doesn’t feel as charged as it had been earlier,” I said.

      Noelle glared at me. “You’re reading more into this because you were so weirded out by the whole thing. You didn’t have to go all caveman and break the board game.”

      “It’s not a game! How high are you right now?”

      “It’s perfectly rational that a gust of air from the window may have caused it,” Lilah said.

      That she’d considered the same explanation as my friends from sixth grade obliterated my anger, sending me back to a much younger age when I turned inward. This time, however, I didn’t have to worry about my friends ostracizing me. My mother and sister had already done it years ago.

      They’d never say it outright, but by keeping me out of conversations, going out shopping or chatting over a meal at a restaurant, they had cut me out of their friendship. In doing so, they made me feel like a forgotten relative instead of a member of their immediate family.

      “It wasn’t the wind,” I said. “It was something otherworldly.”

      “And how would you know?” my mother asked. “You’ve made it clear you haven’t studied the paranormal.”

      I thought about the books I’d seen on top of the fridge. “No. But you have. Does it say that gusts of wind from open windows travel thirty feet through the house and knock framed pictures off hooks in the wall? Because if it does, then who am I to argue?”

      “Now you’re just complaining.”

      “I’m using common sense. Something that came naturally to you before you tossed your career into the toilet by getting wasted every day since Dad died.”

      “Your negativity chased that spirit away,” said Lilah. “Don’t you think it would have been wise to discover its identity before you broke the board?”

      “Two years ago,” I said, “you were one of the most distinguished professors in the country. It doesn’t bother you that you’ve given up on that life to drink full-time, yet you’re mad at me because a ghost, that wasn’t Dad and might have wanted to haunt us, vanished and we don’t know its name?” My comments might have sounded callous, but up until Dad died, I’d looked up to my mother as someone to emulate. But it disappointed me that she now spent her days consulting a Ouija board instead of writing another well-regarded book in her field.

      “What are you so pissed about?” asked Noelle. “We’re the ones who can’t communicate with Dad now.” She turned to Lilah. “Guess we gotta buy another Ouija board.”

      “You’ve been trying to contact Dad for a couple weeks. Have you gotten this far before?”

      Noelle lowered her head and Lilah wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      “So maybe whoever answered your call did so because I was here.”

      Lilah shot up from her chair and headed to the fridge without even looking my way. She pulled open the door, removed the bottle of vodka, and put it to her lips. She took a few healthy gulps before removing the bottle from her mouth. She capped the lid and set it back into the fridge. She let out a long sigh as though she’d taken in a fresh gust of air. With her eyes closed, she allowed a big grin to appear. “That was so necessary.” Then she opened her eyes and turned a harsh gaze onto me. “For this sort of thing to work, you have to believe.”

      “Don’t you think I want to hear from Dad?” I asked, unable to keep tears from entering my eyes. “But you still have each other. I don’t—” I steeled myself against a crying jag because my mother had stopped showing me affection on that horrible day when I was four years old.

      Lilah stood between us, her face fragile and crestfallen. She placed an arm around my left shoulder and mirrored that movement with my sister. “Girls,” she said, but her voice broke. Her head slung low and she shook it. A pair of tears fell from Lilah’s eyes. They hit the floor and glistened in the overhead light. Her arms slipped off our shoulders. “Next time, if you join us to contact your father, please don’t bring your reticence with you.” She lifted the bottle to her lips, took a swig, and headed for the family room.

      When Lilah was out of earshot, Noelle leaned over and punched me in the shoulder. “Nice going, Jockstrap,” she said, using her childhood nickname for me. “As if Lilah doesn’t have it hard enough already, you’re making her feel worse.”

      “She hasn’t even tried to stop drinking, and she’s just as disinterested in finding a job.”

      “Did you ever think,” said Noelle, “that using the Ouija board to chat with Dad was a good thing? That maybe it might help her move past it?”

      “You have to mourn someone to move on. She hasn’t done that.”

      “Are you kidding? That’s all she’s been doing. For two years!”

      “She drinks to keep her from thinking about having lost him.”

      “That may be, but did you ever ask her why she drinks?” Noelle asked.

      That gave me pause. My mother once told me that, before meeting my father, she’d suffered from very low self-esteem, and that he’d persuaded her to work toward achieving her dreams, rather than considering them beyond her reach. Given that information, I now wondered whether having lost him, Lilah had retreated inside herself because she no longer had anyone to encourage her. I’d done so, but only from the perspective of a child asking her alcoholic mother to face reality, quit drinking, and accept the responsibilities she faced.

      I now felt as if I’d been overly judgmental, but I hadn’t gained enough experience with romantic long-term commitment to comprehend what Lilah lost when my father had died. After all, my first and only boyfriend and I had only been together for three months. There were things I hadn’t learned about him, and I questioned whether he’d ever voluntarily offer up those parts of himself without prodding.

      Sort of like my mother. She rarely gave up pieces of her past, let alone her feelings in the present. I gestured toward the books above the fridge. “Did she really read all those books?”

      “I’m sure of it. Does she recall what she read? Who knows? But don’t you think talking with Dad might give her some closure?”

      “No. I think she would miss him even more, and it would make it worse for her. Dad obviously feels the same way. Otherwise, he would have tried to make contact at some point during the last two weeks. He hasn’t for a reason.”

      Noelle searched my gaze. “You’re only saying that because you’re scared of the Ouija board. You made that clear when you cracked it in half.”

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “But what if something bad happens?” Something worse than a door slamming shut or a picture frame falling from the wall? What if something seriously dangerous threatens our lives?”

      “That can happen when you get behind the wheel. Dad taught us that.” Mention of our father’s poor fortune tugged her lips into a frown. “Good night, sis.” She got up from the table and started toward the family room but turned back. “One more thing: I know we aren’t close like we used to be, but…with you graduating soon and getting your business off the ground?” She nodded with conviction. “I’m really proud of you.”

      Tears entered my eyes. Noelle rarely allowed herself to be vulnerable with others, so to hear her share those feelings lifted my spirits higher than she could have imagined.

      Before I could thank her for her kind words, she walked over to me, placed a hand on my shoulder, and said, “I’ll distract God, so He won’t see you taking another sip from your glass. Better hurry, though, I’m not sure how long I can hold Him off.”

      I reached out and took her hand just to feel closer to her since we so rarely spoke so intimately. I cleared my throat and wiped the tears from my cheeks. “Love you, Noelle.”

      “Me too.” Just as she was about to leave, she pointed to the wall beside me. “Oh, yeah, I’ve heard some pounding from that wall. I pulled the washer and dryer away from the wall, but it’s still making the same thumping sounds.”

      “Okay, I’ll take a look.” Because I’d been so busy lately, I hadn’t heard the noise Noelle had mentioned.

      In the past, Noelle had thrown all sorts of things into the dryer: shoes, baseball hats, a windbreaker with a tennis ball in the pocket. In short, she often dried things that didn’t ordinarily belong in there, so I suspected she’d added another heavy object that made the dryer rumble, and if the dryer were too close to the wall, it would no doubt bang against it.

      I entered the laundry room and flicked on the light. As I suspected, the washer/dryer combo was pressed against the wall. Yet, Noelle just said she’d pulled it away from the wall. Then again, when Lilah drank more than usual, she often knocked things over, her liquor glass being the main object, since she always had it within arms’ reach. What if she’d spilled liquor on her clothes or onto a blanket? In that case, she may have accidentally bumped into the unit, forcing it against the wall.

      After using the washer and dryer, I always unplugged them to prevent them from sucking phantom energy from the outlet. As the primary breadwinner of our family, I was always looking for ways to reduce our bills. Both cords were still in the wall. Noelle knew better than to leave them in the socket, so I suspected Lilah had indeed used the unit after Noelle had last checked it.

      I unplugged the cords and shimmied the unit away from the wall. I was too exhausted to do a more thorough search. Besides, I could tackle that project tomorrow morning after a long night of rest.

      I returned to the kitchen, but just as I was about to head upstairs to bed, an unlikely scenario popped into my head: what if a rodent had been stuck between the walls?

      Would that even register a sound? Rodents usually scurried around, not banged into walls. Unless of course, there was an infestation, and they were cramped in such a tight spot that they trampled all over each other. The idea sickened me, but knowing that critters would seek shelter during the fall and winter, I couldn’t leave the laundry room after that idea snagged my mind.

      I turned around, went over to the wall, pressed my ear to it, and listened for any clawed feet skittering around.

      Nothing but silence. For at least thirty seconds. I pulled away and spun around.

      A hollow thump whacked the wall in the spot my ear had touched a moment earlier.

      Startled, I jumped back, my pulse ratcheting up to twice its normal speed. What could have made that sound? It didn’t sound like an army of rodents. Could a gigantic rat have pounded the wall with that much force? Doubtful but not impossible.

      I inspected the drywall for a bump or a dent, but I didn’t see the slightest indentation. I tried to get my heavy breathing under control and considered other possibilities before narrowing down the list to damaged pipes or an HVAC issue.

      Checking both would be time intensive. I prayed it was merely an HVAC issue. If so, I could fix it myself. Our house was over forty years old, and I hoped the issue didn’t stem from pipes that had outlived their lifespan. I barely knew the plumbing basics, so if there were a problem with the pipes, I’d need to hire a professional, and it would hit my bank account hard.

      Dreading the more expensive option, I checked the wall near my feet in both the kitchen and the laundry room, but a quick once-over didn’t indicate that the drywall was wet or moldy, so I doubted any flooding had occurred. I retraced my steps to listen once more for the sound to repeat itself. I set my ear in the exact spot the bang emanated.

      Please don’t make a sound. We can’t afford a major repair.

      I didn’t move for a few minutes and listened for water rushing through pipes, or if the heating system turned on and caused the noise, but I didn’t hear anything. Glad that the noise hadn’t resumed, I spun around and headed to the family room.

      Something heavy thudded against the wall once, twice in quick succession, sounding like someone had slammed a mallet against the surface.

      I jolted to a stop and spun around to face the kitchen wall, once more breathing heavily and now listening if Noelle or Lilah had used the toilet. I didn’t hear any sound on either floor. Likewise, the heating system hadn’t kicked into gear.

      So what had caused the noise? It sounded too loud, compact, and powerful to be a giant rat. In that case, wouldn’t I have heard feet clawing against drywall?

      My thoughts turned to the Ouija board. Goosebumps once more pebbled my skin. I’d broken the board. No one could contact the spirit world now. Besides, the air didn’t feel cold or thick, so I disregarded that thought. Just to bring closure, I snapped each side of the board again and tossed them in the trash.

      I wanted to stick around and identify the problem, but it was almost midnight and I’d strung together a few consecutive restless nights. I found it difficult to concentrate, and if I tried to do so and couldn’t pinpoint the problem, I’d end up getting angry and have a tough time falling asleep. I also didn’t want to do a more thorough check this late at night. All told, if the problem had existed for a day or two, and an emergency hadn’t already occurred, I could wait another day to look into it. At least I hoped so.

      I turned off the light and replayed the noise in my head. It sounded like something was inside the wall trying to break free…or get my attention.

      Once again, my mind returned to the Ouija board. What if…?

      I didn’t want to consider it, but my thoughts still veered in that direction. No, nothing was trying to contact me. It had the perfect opportunity to do so earlier when Lilah and Noelle were beside me, when we’d all placed our fingers on the planchette. If it was a spirit, it only responded after all three of us were present, so it would only make sense that it would try reaching out when we were together.

      But Noelle had heard the sound earlier. That relieved some of my anxiety, which could have wound me up because I was alone late at night. If I’d heard that sound during the afternoon, I’d probably have had a more subtle reaction.

      I stood in place, unable to breathe, unable to move, just staring at the wall, hoping it didn’t make another sound, praying the kitchen remained perfectly still. I stood there for a full minute, but not hearing anything, I finally managed to move my joints. And when I did, I bolted out of the kitchen, hurried up the stairs, and dashed into my room.

      I hurried past J.D., who gave me a lazy stare before resetting his chin on the rug beside my bed, and then leapt onto my mattress and hugged my blanket to my body. Now behind my bedroom door, where a third knocking in the wall downstairs couldn’t reach me, I felt safe and secure. Maybe it had something to do with John Doe lying next to my bed. Then again, if a spirit came after me, would J.D. even notice it, or would he look at me like I was nuts?

      Regardless, for the first time since we took J.D. home from the shelter, I didn’t snuggle with him before bed and wish him a good night. But speaking aloud would help me pretend if I didn’t speak, the sound wouldn’t return.

      Despite my fatigue, I stayed up for a couple more hours, worrying about whether Lilah or Noelle had indeed contacted something on the other side that had finally responded. Maybe it hadn’t pounded when they were beside me because…it wanted to communicate with only me.
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      The next morning, after getting a great night of sleep, I felt the mattress behind me sag as if someone had just joined me in bed. With sleepy eyes, I said, “Awww, J.D., it’s been forever since you crawled into bed.” I was surprised he’d managed to leap up considering he hadn’t been physically able to do it in about four months.

      The mattress shifted again as if he was trying to get into a comfortable position. The bed frame squeaked with the movement. The covers slid a few inches away from me.

      “You’re just a cuddle-bug, aren’t you?”

      The blanket eased away from me, possibly moving only a few centimeters every second.

      “Hey!” I clenched a fistful of fabric to keep him from taking any more. “Okay, you can’t hog all the covers.” Although I tried to pull the blanket my way, it wouldn’t budge.

      Wait a minute. J.D. couldn’t grasp hold of a blanket. He could paw it, push it, or pull it, but he couldn’t tug it toward him incrementally. A dog didn’t have that much control over its faculties.

      So if he hadn’t moved the blanket… “Very funny, Noelle.” My sister had preyed on my fear of the Ouija board and the possibility that a spirit had knocked down our family portrait. Pretty cruel joke. I let go of the blanket.

      It continued drawing in the opposite direction.

      Unhinged by this development, I craned my neck to look over my shoulder.

      The blanket stopped moving.

      John Doe was not on the bed behind me.

      In fact, he wasn’t even in the room with me.

      Air seeped out of my chest like someone had turned the knob on an oxygen tank, letting a steady stream slip out. I stayed in place for a long moment, my eyes widening to take in the area. “Noelle?”

      No response.

      I should have been able to hear her breathe or shift her knees against the floor if she were kneeling on the carpet. Perhaps she’d been lying down. Maybe that’s why I didn’t hear a sound. That slowed my heartbeat a little.

      “Stop it.” My voice came out squeaky and far from confident. I’m sure she loved spooking me. I could almost imagine her covering her mouth, trying not to burst out laughing.

      With no sound from around the bed, I looked to my right, but she wasn’t there.

      I squiggled free of the blanket, but I felt cold, so I grabbed it again and pulled it tight to my chest. I lifted myself off the mattress and peered over the foot of the bed.

      The area was vacant.

      I scanned my room for anything that may have moved my blanket. Nothing came to mind except...the invisible entity I’d believed had flicked the frame off the wall. The hair on the back of my neck lifted.

      I wished my boyfriend, Jake, was here. He’d laugh off the incident, probably saying I’d been so tired that I’d merely imagined the blanket had moved. Even if I’d consider the idea far-fetched, I’d have wanted to go along with it, which would have put me at ease.

      Eyes and ears perked for the slightest movement or sound, I waited for something to happen. Five seconds passed. Then ten.

      When I figured I could keep sitting there for another minute and not hear a sound, I jumped out of bed, hurried across my bedroom, and zipped through the hall, but I didn’t see Noelle in either the bathroom or in her bedroom.

      The sun was high in the sky, which meant she had left hours ago.

      Since my mother and J.D. were gone, I figured Lilah had splashed her esophagus with alcohol before taking him for a walk. Once she took a more serious dose of liquor, however, she turned into an ornery woman who found little to like about our dog. Once that happened, John Doe stopped trying to win her affection and found a spot in the house as far from her as possible.

      In the house all alone, but with light pouring in through the windows, some of my fear subsided. Still, I wondered if something had indeed visited us last night...and decided stick around.

      I couldn’t discount that possibility. But how could a ghost sit down on my bed, only to have the mattress sag? Granted, I didn’t know anything about spirits, but they were invisible and as such, didn’t weigh even one pound. So if that were true, what pressed its weight onto my bed? What peeled the blanket away from my body?

      To keep myself from freaking out at every sound in the house, whether it was the floors creaking under my feet or the house settling, I turned on the television and flipped through satellite music stations until “Staying Alive” by the Bee Gees pumped through the speakers. Tapping my feet to the beat helped divert my attention from what had happened upstairs.

      But the echo of that incident remained in the background, similar to how computer users toggled between multiple windows. They might not pay attention to a file now, but it was always there in the background, waiting for them when they needed it. Only in this case, I didn’t want a reminder. I wanted the memory deleted from my intellectual hard drive. Forever.

      I hesitated before entering the kitchen, but ignoring the wall made it easier to feel comfortable. As other hits from the 1970s played in the family room, I ate breakfast without hearing even one thud from the wall and finally found the courage to perform a detailed check on the thumping from last night.

      I did some preventative maintenance on the heating system. Everything checked out okay, so I researched piping issues on the internet and followed up with a few measures that made it clear we didn’t need to replace them. Although it bothered me a little not to find a cause for the pounding in the wall, I’d need to wait until I heard the sound again, so I could analyze it and hopefully find out if it gave me an idea how I might fix it.

      That is…if there was anything to fix.
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      After dealing with whatever had tugged on my blanket, I was disappointed in myself for wanting to call Jake. It made me feel weak, because really, what could he have done? Get angry and slam some doors to try to chase the entity away? It’s not as if the ghost had anything to fear: no one could see it.

      Despite that, discounting my family, Jake was the first person I wanted to tell about the disturbance, so I decided to surprise him in the offices reserved for the Department of History professors at the University of Illinois at Chicago. I’d chosen this moment to visit because I had a small window of time between the pair of history classes he taught this morning and afternoon.

      I swept through the open doorway of his office and shut the door behind me, hiding the grilled-cheese sandwich I’d bought for him behind my back, a gesture that, once unveiled, would elicit a smile before he’d devour the meal. I always enjoyed how he appreciated the little things in our relationship.

      “The craziest thing happened last night and this morning!” I said.

      “Craziness?” asked Professor Jake Tilburn, a thirty-year-old with a few days of dark stubble on his chin. He wore a white dress shirt under a sky blue cashmere sweater that prominently displayed his toned muscles and a pair of fitted, worn blue jeans that hugged his frame nicely. “There’s been a lot of that going around lately.”

      Since the beginning of the semester when we met, I thought he’d grow weary of my traditional values of waiting until marriage before consummating our relationship, but he’d surprised me by making it a non-issue. Since we were both mature for our respective ages, we made a good couple. I didn’t have much experience in the romance department, so I didn’t have past relationships to compare it to, and I wanted to take things slow.

      “I think my house is haunted,” I said.

      Jake, leaning back in his leather chair and crushing a blue stress ball in his right hand, placed his full attention on me. “Haunted, huh?” He set that firm jaw of his as though preparing for battle, still staring at me with dead eyes. “Good.”

      His detached manner and the stirring of a smile made it seem like he took pleasure from what I’d shared. A flicker of anger rose inside me. Either he wasn’t taking me seriously, or something was wrong. In the past, whenever I was upset, he would come around the desk, sit in front of me, and listen intently. This time, he didn’t even pretend to move. For that matter, he didn’t pretend to care.

      “What’s with the hostility?” I asked, thrown off by such an unexpected greeting.

      “Don’t come in here and act like nothing happened.” His eyes flicked to the door, his lip curling with aggravation. “You really shouldn’t be here.”

      I hadn’t talked with him since yesterday morning, and he’d seemed happy and untroubled on the phone. What could have happened between then and now? I certainly hadn’t done anything that would have pissed him off so much.

      Jake glanced at the door again. “See that door behind you? Walk through it. Keep going. And don’t come back.”

      Upset yet frightened by his standoffish behavior, I said, “I seriously don’t know what you’re upset about, so why don’t you—”

      “The rape charge, Jocelyn, not that you’d forgotten already. Or have you? You’re obviously crazy.” He folded his arms across his chest, breathing heavy as though he’d just hiked up the steps to his office.

      “What?” I shouted, panicked by such a grave accusation. “I’d never accuse you of that.” What convinced him that I’d done otherwise?

      “Don’t bullshit me.” Crimson stretched up his neck until it hit his cheeks. He slammed the stress ball onto his desk, jumped to his feet, and stood behind his chair, his hands gripping the padding hard. “I was there. I heard it.”

      “That’s impossible. I haven’t seen you in two days. We last talked yesterday morning.”

      “So you’re saying I made all this up? That everyone else is wrong, not you?” Revolted, he shook his head. “Sorry, that’s impossible.”

      Had someone slipped a hallucinogen into his coffee? That would explain such a wild and baseless exaggeration. It pissed me off to no end that he believed I’d be capable of such a bullshit charge. Was he secretly looking for a way out of our relationship? Is that why he’d made up such a bogus claim? To dump me and act like a jerk so he could cut ties and move on?

      “I didn’t accuse you of rape, and you’re an asshole for thinking I did.”

      “You’re still going to deny it?” He shook his head slowly in disbelief. “Even when you stood in front of my class and accused me? Two hundred students saw you and heard everything. Some even recorded it on their fucking phones!”

      “Okay, when did this happen? What time?”

      “One-thirty pm.”

      “I was insulating someone’s garage at that time. I was there from one o’clock until three-thirty.”

      He scoffed. “Where’s your proof?”

      “Seriously?” My stomach churned at his cruelty. “If you’re just trying to break up with me—”

      “Oh, we’re broken up, you better believe that.”

      That remark felt like he’d slapped me across the face and laughed about it. “You lying bastard. I’ve got a check from a client that proves I was working.”

      “Did that person time stamp it? No? I didn’t think so.”

      He must’ve suffered some kind of psychotic break. Or a major case of paranoia had messed up his mind. Either way, he was obviously dealing with some mind-scarred issues that wouldn’t let him see reason or think clearly. As much as I hated him right now, another part of me wanted to help him, needed him to consider things logically, so he’d realize I hadn’t accused him of committing a crime.

      With his free hand, he removed his phone from the front pocket of his jeans and tapped the screen a few times. A scared, yet determined look came over him.

      “What are you…are you recording our conversation?” I asked, puzzled by his precaution.

      “I’m protecting myself. People will see the truth. I won’t let you kill my career.”

      My entire body clinched as if I’d stepped in quicksand and was afraid to move lest I sink deeper into the muck. I felt as nauseous as if I’d downed as much vodka as Lilah had last night.

      “Leave my office, Jocelyn, or I’ll call the cops.

      “I’ll leave,” I said, tears now blurring my vision. “But I want you to admit you’re breaking things off with me, not because of these lies but because of—”

      “And you’re still denying the truth,” he said, exasperated. “Jocelyn…” He met my eyes with a rage-ridden glare as he pointed at the doorway. “Get the fuck out of my office!”

      Those vindictive words made my insides crawl and set my nerves on edge. Part of me wanted to curl into a ball and pretend none of this happened. The other half wanted to tell him to go to hell and that I was better off without his lying and scheming.

      With tears running down my face, I turned around to open the door, only to remember that I still held the grilled-cheese sandwich I’d brought for him. I wanted him to know what he was missing in blowing me off, so I spun around, hurried over to his desk and set it down before whirling around, scuttling out of his office, and shutting the door behind me.

      I swept through the doorway and whipped the door shut behind me. More hot tears spilled down my cheeks. How could he have ended things so abruptly without giving me a chance to prove him wrong? Obviously, he wanted out of the relationship. He called things off in a brutal fashion, so he wouldn’t have to see or hear from me again.

      I leaned against the wall, wanting to move, to get away from Jake and his deceit, but my heart ached so deeply that I couldn’t budge…until I saw a gorgeous, raven-haired young woman turn the corner.

      When she saw me, a startled expression took hold of her as she came to an immediate stop. She wore hip-hugging lavender jeans and a tight pink T-shirt that accentuated a perfect hourglass figure. The crimson lipstick on her pouty lips opened and her turquoise blue eyes widened. Before setting her eyes on mine, she’d seemed easygoing and confident, but once we’d locked eyes, she looked unhinged. No one with a clear conscience acted so guiltily.

      As though realizing she stared my way, she lowered her head to the phone in her hand, turned in the other direction, and vanished around the corner.

      Jake’s absurd accusation circled my brain while I wondered why this beautiful woman took one look at me and went back the way she’d come. Could those two situations be related? Had she been heading to Jake’s office? Had Jake insinuated that I’d accused him of rape because he’d been seeing this woman, and the rape charge was an easy way out of our relationship?

      There was only one way to find out. I darted after the woman.
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      I didn’t want to think Jake had used such a disgraceful excuse to dump me, because whenever we’d argued in the past, he’d always respected me and never lashed out, so his behavior was out of the ordinary for him. Besides, intuition told me this woman had information I needed…that is, if I caught up to her. I picked up speed.

      Soon enough, I took the sharp turn and came upon the woman standing in front of the elevator, tapping her foot and waiting for the number above the car door to stop moving. She looked in my direction, only to stagger in place at the sight of me.

      I slowed to a stop about five feet away from her.

      The elevator chimed. The door opened.

      She started toward it.

      “Don’t try it,” I said, blocking her entry.

      She cringed, looking me up and down. “What’s your problem? Let me in.”

      Unmoving, out of breath, I shook my head. “You saw me and bolted. Why?”

      “Look, I don’t want any trouble.” But her hands curled into fists at her sides.

      I stepped back to show I didn’t intend to harm her. “Are you seeing Jake Tilburn? Is that why you were walking toward his office?”

      “I’m in his class. So what?”

      The elevator door closed, and she winced, possibly because I’d prevented her from leaving.

      “So you admit it, huh? You’re seeing him.”

      “Yeah, so he could tell me why I got a crappy grade on my essay. I thought I deserved at least a B.”

      “But you saw me and decided not to visit him? Why?”

      “Because of what you said and did.”

      I’d never seen this woman before, so I had no idea what she meant. “What do you mean?”

      “That he tried to rape you.”

      “That didn’t happen! Who told you that?”

      “No one. I saw it happen. I was in his class yesterday. By now, everyone on campus knows what you did.”

      Her words felt like a mallet crashed against my head. “You saw it?” How was that possible? I couldn’t have been in two places at the same time. So why did everyone think I’d accused Jake of rape at the same time I was knee-deep in fiberglass? “And what did I say?”

      She drew her neck back as though convinced I’d just escaped a mental asylum. Instead of answering my question, she pulled out her phone. “I recorded it.” She tapped the camera icon on the screen. “I’ll show you.”

      My mind reeled at that thought. This can’t be happening.

      She hit another button on the phone and presented it to me.

      On screen, Jake stood on a wide stage in Albert Hall, talking about how Abraham Lincoln had suggested freeing black slaves in the United States and sending them to Liberia a decade before the American Civil War. A door slammed in the background, and as he began talking about the importance of the Lincoln-Douglas debates, the camera angle swept to the left and captured...me walking down the steps with deliberate, but purposeful strides, my arms and legs sashaying in what I could only describe as an overtly sexual manner. When I reached the floor, my face was mangled, enraged. I rushed up the stage steps to the left, stomped up to Jake, and waved my index finger in his face.

      He stopped speaking and a curious grin overcame him as he turned to me. “Jocelyn, what are you—”

      I slapped him across the face so hard the crack made practically every student in the hall gasp. “You fucking bastard!” I screamed, my voice sounding hoarse yet lively. “I’ll get you fired. I’ll sue you. I’ll fucking ruin your life!”

      Jake rocked on his heels before righting his balance. He put a hand to his cheek before lowering it a moment later. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “You…” I shouted. “You tried to rape me!”

      More gasps and voices flowed from around the hall.

      “What?” he asked, stepping backward as though I’d swatted him across the face again.

      Now watching the recording, I wrapped a hand across my mouth, shocked at the proceedings. The real me hadn’t stormed into Jake’s seminar and interrupted him. I hadn’t slapped him. And I certainly hadn’t accused him of raping me.

      I shook my head, trying to find some explanation for this trickery, but this woman had recorded everything live. I couldn’t detect a set-up. The video looked realistic, except, when I looked closer at “myself”, I noticed that I wore dusky eyeshadow and dark red lipstick. I’d teased my hair, wore a tight grey blouse that emphasized my breasts, and a black leather skirt that was too high on my thighs. A black leather purse bopped against my thin arms.

      But my arms were a little thicker than what appeared on the screen. And didn’t the camera add ten pounds? In this instance, I seemed to have lost ten pounds. Plus, I didn’t own clothes like that, and I had no interest in wearing such a brazen outfit.

      On screen, Jake stepped closer to my double, clutched my upper arms, and cocked his head as though confused by the muscles he held. He took a step back, his brow furrowed.

      “Nothing to say, huh?” my doppelganger asked on the screen. “Like rape is no big deal. Just something to do on a fucking rainy day?  Everyone will know what you did. You’ll pay for this, you rapist bastard!”

      On screen, I spun around, jumped off the stage, and rushed up the steps and out of the hall.

      The woman was me, only different. She was more confident and more charismatic.

      In other words, exactly like my sister.

      Noelle exercised daily at the local gym. She didn’t have an educational background to lean on, so she spent most of her time off sculpting her body: making sure her muscles were tight and firm, while also using the best cosmetics to enhance her facial features that would also discourage wrinkles.

      Could she have impersonated me? Well, it certainly seemed she’d done just that, but what could have convinced her to do so? And if she’d done this yesterday, why hadn’t she mentioned it to me last night? Surely, the anger that gripped her wouldn’t vanish ten hours later. There had to have been some semblance of rage lingering inside her. So why had she joked around without the least bit of anger or frustration? How could she go from assaulting Jake and accusing them of rape and then joking around with me later?

      And how did she know him? Or his position at the college, much less his class schedule? I’d never even mentioned him to Noelle. For all she knew, I didn’t have a boyfriend.

      My breath cut short, and my heartbeat thrummed to the sound of my pulse. I’d told Jake I had a sister, but I didn’t specify that she looked exactly like me because I didn’t want him anywhere near Noelle. If he liked me, he’d find my sister way more attractive, tons more exciting, and willing to do things that I wouldn’t do before marriage. If I’d introduced them, he wouldn’t hit on my sister, but I’d only known him three months, and while we were growing closer, we were both so busy that we hadn’t really spent enough time in each other’s presence to build a solid foundation for our relationship.

      My fear lay more in whether seeing Noelle would turn him on and make it easy for him to see Noelle…when he looked at me. It had happened many times. Same with guys hanging around me, hoping to get closer to Noelle. In those instances, my sister always told me about their ulterior motives, but it still hurt. I didn’t want either case to happen again, and I’d hoped that if I spent enough time with Jake that maybe he’d grow to like me enough not to have eyes for someone else. Thinking about this now made me realize how I’d been lying to Jake and living in fear. I didn’t want to live like that. We both deserved better.

      Without giving further thought to my actions, I pulled out my phone and called him. His line rang five times before his voicemail kicked in. I had too much pride than to leave a message, so I hung up.

      Past experience had persuaded me to save face. Growing up, my sister had more guys buzzing around her at any given time than I’d have interested in an entire decade. Even though we’d left high school six years ago, our roles hadn’t changed: I was still the geek, and my sister was still the cheerleader, the focal point of every man’s fantasies.

      And Noelle, who had a massive inferiority complex, felt compelled to get as much attention as possible. I truly doubted whether she knew the difference between flirting and simply chatting with men. Both came so naturally to her that they intertwined and became part of any given conversation.

      Despite all that, she was my sister, and up until middle school, we’d been tight: pitching the tent in the backyard during the summer months and playing “would you rather”, switching gifts on our birthdays to get exactly what we wanted, trying to confuse our doctor and dentist about our identities, and so many other harmless, fun-filled adventures. Even with this latest development, I didn’t want to believe my sister had impersonated me and accused my boyfriend of rape.

      “That’s not me,” I said.

      She shrugged as if to say, “Okay, but everyone thinks that’s you.”

      That meant the school would be investigating me and would probably contact me soon about the allegations. My vision skewed, my gut twisted, and perspiration broke out across my brow.

      The elevator dinged, and this time, the woman didn’t miss her chance to leave me behind.

      My thoughts returned to Jake. Why hadn’t he considered that this wasn’t me? He knew I had a sister. Why hadn’t he considered that? Granted, he didn’t know her age, but still. Besides, I certainly hadn’t given him any reason to think that I’d hit him or accuse him of rape. Why hadn’t that registered? Why had he just assumed I’d attempted to sabotage his career?

      If I tried to return to his office, he wouldn’t listen to anything I’d say and maybe call the police. As much as I wanted him to know the truth, I couldn’t approach him. It would only make matters worse. There was nothing worse than being falsely accused, especially when you couldn’t defend yourself and set the record straight.

      Everyone on campus knows what you did.

      I pulled out my phone and logged into my business profile on Facebook, only to discover that Noelle had hacked it and posted the video there soon after she’d confronted Jake. Furious at the idea that prospective customers may have seen the video, I quickly deleted the video from my account and contacted admin at Facebook to do likewise.

      How much damage had it caused? At this time of day, I’d usually have received a couple of calls from prospective clients, but I hadn’t gotten one call since yesterday afternoon…since the moment Noelle slapped Jake. In all likelihood, some potential clients had seen the video, noticed “my” unhinged state, and decided to avoid my business. I prayed they hadn’t shared it.

      My sister had not only tried to destroy my love life, but she’d gone out of her way to obliterate my career as well.
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      I spent the rest of the afternoon trying to recall anything I’d said or done that would have turned my sister against me. But I’d come up with zilch. When I got home, the eerie situation in my bedroom came to mind, but I had more pressing issues than worrying about a blanket sliding away from my body or some pounding in the walls.

      I entered the house and promised myself that I would try to listen to whatever Noelle said with an open mind. I suspected she was upstairs in the bathroom, no doubt touching up her makeup. When I spotted Lilah sitting on the sofa, nursing a cocktail, I suspected she’d try to draw me into conversation. That often happened when she sat around all day without human interaction. To avoid that possibility, I acknowledged her with a nod and strode toward the stairs without uttering a word.

      “Mortgage is due,” Lilah said, not bothering to tear her gaze away from a television game show. “Same with the electric, gas, water, and trash bills.” She reached over, grasped her glass of liquor, and took a healthy sip as ice cubes clinked.

      “Thanks for getting the mail,” I said, surprised that she took that much initiative. I’d set up all our bills to come due on the same day of each month so I could handle our obligations at the same time. It seemed she hadn’t even acknowledged how our bills got paid every month. “I’ve taken care of it.”

      Climbing the steps, I scanned the bottom floor but didn’t see John Doe anywhere. Usually, upon my arrival at home, no matter where J.D. might be lying around, he’d get up and lumber around until he found me. This time, he didn’t make his presence known.

      “J.D.?” I shouted and came to a stop.

      “Why do you insist on breaking the silence to call upon a canine?”

      “The same reason you take him for walks and feed him every morning. Because I love him.”

      “I don’t love—”

      “Yes, you do.”

      Lilah rolled her eyes and flicked a wrist my way, but she didn’t dispute my claim.

      John Doe rambled out from the den and into the corridor, his tongue hanging out of his mouth. Then he spotted Lilah and lowered his head before spinning around and trotting back into the den. He’d often respond that way whenever she’d been drinking, but ordinarily, he’d just overlook her existence.

      Surprised by his response, I turned to my mother. “Is he scared of you?”

      Lilah drew back against the sofa cushions. “No, he’s angry at the world. He’s old and despises the sensation of aching bones.”

      I ignored her sarcasm. Still, if I got home while J.D. was upstairs, he’d always appear at the stairs to greet me, since he’d prefer not to make his way to the lower level. This time, however, he looked excited to see me…until his gaze settled on Lilah.

      “Honestly, Jocelyn, how would I know if he’s upset? He’s a dog. He doesn’t speak. Remember?”

      “You’re right, I seem to remember that being in the owner’s manual the day we got him.” Hadn’t I meant to avoid a conversation with her? Then again, after the day I’d had, I needed to speak with someone, even if it meant accepting or doling out insults.

      “Oooh,” Lilah said, spinning around to cock an eyebrow at me as she practically sank into the cushions. “Did I hear a hint of arrogance in your tone?”

      “And did I hear dissension in yours?” I asked, continuing up the stairs. “Are you gearing up to give me a tongue-lashing? You’re so unpredictable!”

      “Get your ass over here.”

      “I really need to—”

      “Now!”

      I let out an even breath and did my best to quell the anger that stewed inside me. I made my way down the stairs. “Yes, mother, how can I help you?”

      “Retire the attitude, child. The thumping in the walls has been interrupting my talk shows. I asked Noelle, and she texted back that you planned to look into it. I’d like a full report.”

      Chills racked my body. “It happened this afternoon?” Dammit! I looked into the kitchen. Had they been louder than last night? Or did they elicit noise with the same intensity?

      “Don’t pretend you’re paralyzed. Your mouth is open, so let some words tumble out.”

      I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t blink or breathe. All because one thought struck me motionless: could a ghost make such a racket? Sure, it may have pulled the blanket from my grasp, a task that escaped logic because an apparition had no mass, which should have made that an impossible endeavor, so if that seemed impossible, how could a spirit produce such a heavy thump? I needed to look into the subject to have a better idea of what I was potentially dealing with.

      “You can be a real irritant,” my mother said. “Now can you explain why it’s acceptable to lift a hammer to help others, but when we need your assistance, you won’t use it?”

      Discussion of a more mundane topic penetrated my thoughts, distracting me. I took in a breath and tried to settle my heartbeat.

      “For a moment, I thought you’d gone catatonic! Now that you’ve returned from the ether, please commence with your report.”

      As an academic, my mother always expected a response approximating that of an essay, so even though I’d speak, rather than write, I needed to give her an update that satisfied her expectations on an academic level. “I discovered a thumping in the walls last night. I investigated the issue this morning. Neither our heating system nor our pipes could have caused the disturbance. A rat may be the culprit.” Based on her interest in the supernatural, I didn’t want to mention the possibility of something otherworldly because it might encourage her to buy another Ouija board.

      “A rat?” asked Lilah, sitting up at full attention. “Is that mere speculation? I want a statistical breakdown of the potential certainty that we may have a rat infestation.”

      “I said rat, as in one, not plural. Let’s not make this into something it’s not.”

      “Rats, like every organism on this planet, can breed. They might have a house full of little bastards scampering across the floorboards in no time. It’s your duty to ascertain whether this may be the problem at hand. Can I count on you to determine the cause of this matter?” Before giving me an opportunity to speak, Lilah said, “If rats are indeed the issue, some of them may be dead. Earlier, the kitchen smelled of rotten meat. If rats are indeed the cause of the knocking, perhaps they’ve been scampering across each other in such a small space, resulting in trouncing on their dead carcasses, which could potentially bring about such a wretched odor.”

      Of course, I’d had the same thought…before the blanket incident. “I said I’ll look into it. But first I have to—”

      “These are trying and desperate times, yet despite these circumstances, you find it more important to analyze your complexion in the mirror.”

      “You’re confused: my name is Jocelyn, not Noelle.” I smiled, knowing my sarcasm would irritate her. When she got bitchy, I returned the favor, only in my own way.

      “For the record, your face appears fine. Both eyes are in perfect symmetry. Your cheeks are bright pink, relaying your aggravation by my line of questioning, which, by the way, is justified.” She smirked. “Rest assured, you are not rotting.”

      “Thanks for the motivational pep talk.”

      “But something may be decaying in the kitchen. Please check on it.” She paused for effect as a harsh stare embellished her feral expression.

      “My pleasure, Mom.”

      She gnashed her teeth together so hard, her jawline protruded through her cheek.

      I could have ignored her, but doing so would only end in a prolonged spat, one I’d never win because Lilah would hound me until the morning hours, if necessary. In these instances, I found it easier to attend to whatever she requested, so I crossed the family room and headed toward the kitchen.

      “And refrain from the angst,” Lilah added. “I get enough of it from reality TV.”

      “Yeah, I can see how female millionaires squabbling about simple misunderstandings would upset you.” I headed into the kitchen, and the closer I got, the more I realized the kitchen stank of rancid meat. I overlooked the notion to plug my nose. Maybe we did have a rat infestation.

      What could have isolated the scent to the kitchen? On second thought, Lilah had just complained about it now, so the stink may eventually worsen and spread.

      I opened the fridge and the freezer, but nothing smelled moldy in either place, and both gave off the requisite amount of chilliness, which told me both units worked properly. I was mystified by the overwhelming scent of rotting meat. I returned to the wall I’d inspected a couple of times before, but I didn’t detect anything that could have given off the disgusting scent in that area. I circled the kitchen, trying to find out what caused such a gross odor, but I couldn’t find an epicenter. Next, I went to each corner of the room, sniffing the walls high and low, but I couldn’t locate anything that would create such a hideous fragrance.

      I exited the kitchen. “I smell it too, but I don’t know where it’s coming from.” I didn’t know what to make of such bizarre circumstances. I just wondered if it was tied to the fallen picture frame, the knocking on the wall, and my tug of war with the blanket.

      “And you’re supposed to be Ms. Fix-it?” She chuckled with disdain. “Pa-thet-ic!”

      “Hey, kill the attitude! You wanted me to check on things. I did. I’ll continue to do so. You may have the mortgage under your name, but if I weren’t paying it off, we would have lost it two years ago. Now, I don’t know where the odor is coming from, but I’ll find it, and when I do, I’ll tell you. Until then, talk of the scent and the pounding are off limits. I’m going upstairs.” Once more, I headed in the direction.

      “Oh,” Lilah said, acknowledging her near empty glass with severe disappointment. “I’m in need of a refill.” She extended her arm, her elbow resting an inch above the mahogany end table. “Would you be a darling?”

      “You have two legs. Use them.”

      She grabbed an afghan and spread it over her chest and shoulders. “It’s too cold to get up. I adjusted the temperature earlier, but it hasn’t netted the preferred results.”

      The same thing happened last night after the chill whipped through the kitchen and dislodged the picture frame. I hadn’t noticed it during our argument. Once again, my thoughts turned to the supernatural. Everything seemed too interrelated to be coincidental.

      Heat rose, so I hustled up the steps, hoping to find out if it felt chilly upstairs as well.

      The air felt lighter and quite a bit warmer up here. It led me to believe that something inhabited the lower level. Did ghosts creep around before nightfall? Please don’t let it be a haunting.

      I found my sister in the bathroom, removing her makeup and investigating her pores for the slightest imperfection. I’d once disclosed that I never found it strange that when looking in the mirror, I saw both of us, whereas Noelle confided that she never saw me, only her.

      The confession disappointed me in a big way. As twins, I felt we had an unshakable bond. If anything, we should’ve been able to share everything: the deepest truths, the darkest disappointments. It took a long time for me to accept that Noelle couldn’t empathize with my feelings, that what I relied on with gut instinct alone she’d overlooked. In the end, we needed to be our own person, despite my interest in returning to the close connection we’d shared growing up.

      “Hey,” she said, seeing me in the mirror.

      My sister had lit a match to disguise the odor while using the toilet, and the scent always made me retch, but after getting so much upsetting news earlier, I held back the reflex to gag. “Damn, you could have cracked open a window.” I needed answers, and only Noelle could give them to me, so I breathed through my mouth and did my best to disregard the scent. “Do anything exciting in the last couple days?”

      “No. You?”

      In the past, whenever she’d tried to play off something she’d hidden from me, I’d remain silent and soon afterward, Noelle would glance my way and spill whatever she’d originally hoped to keep to herself. That didn’t happen this time. She didn’t look the least bit guilty. If anything, she looked clueless.

      She glanced at me in the mirror again, her eyes widening as a visual cue for me to answer her question.

      “I’ve just been working. You know the drill. Saw something interesting about me on Facebook. Did you see it?”

      “No.” Noelle didn’t even flinch upon hearing my statement. She continued adding more mascara to her eyelashes. “Fill me in.”

      Once again, she appeared completely unaware of what had happened. How was that possible? Her lackadaisical response obliterated my anger and frustration from seeing Noelle slap Jake and accuse him of rape on video. “It was…pretty wild,” I finally managed to say. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t accuse her of what happened, and I couldn’t explain why. It just felt…wrong.

      She started working on her eyelashes and scanned her face with every stroke of the brush, looking left, right, and straight ahead. “I don’t like my nose,” she said, scrunching up her face. “Never did. It’s too big.”

      “It looks fine,” I said, knowing that our noses were the same size. Where did I need to take this conversation to get her to admit what happened?

      “No,” she said, snapping her head left and right. “Way too big. I could be a circus clown. Paint it red. No one would know the difference.”

      Without an education beyond high school, Noelle viewed her image as what gave her a paycheck. I’d long ago realized that no matter the situation, if my sister disliked something about her appearance, it would bother her forever, even if her other, more beautiful aspects, rendered her “problem areas” irrelevant.

      “I can look so ugly some days,” she said, swallowing back a distaste that had apparently become too much to bear.

      “You’re not ugly.” We could spend an hour exchanging meaningless banter while I tried to broach the subject, so I decided to go with a straightforward approach. “How did you know I’ve been seeing Jake?”

      In the mirror, her eyes found mine, at first seeming doubtful before a smile found its way to one side of her mouth, obviously impressed. “Wait, you’re seeing someone?” Her insincere grin tugged into one of outright happiness. “You’re dating someone?” Her smile grew even more vibrant. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She spun my way and accidentally knocked her stackable cosmetic organizer into the sink. A couple of drawers popped open, and eyeliner, as well as lipstick, slipped out of their cases. Ordinarily, this would have caused her a great deal of consternation, but her grin faltered for only a moment. Her eyes grew bright as she grasped my arms, shaking me as though irritated not to have discovered my secret on her own. “Tell me. Tell me everything. When did it happen? A week ago. A couple days ago? When?”

      I hadn’t expected such a joyous response. Over the years, I’d watched her expression during every truth and lie, but her response floored me. There was no hesitation, not even a second of indecision as to whether I might believe whatever lie she’d concocted because she hadn’t told one. From every indication, she looked and acted sincerely. She seemed happy for me and wanted to know all the details.

      Would someone who tried to break up my relationship look so happy for me? It didn’t make sense. Thinking back to the video, my sister had seemed perfectly aware of her actions and her surroundings. There was no hesitation in how she berated Jake. So how could she seemingly be oblivious? Obviously, something seemed off.

      The best way to learn more was to keep providing details in hopes that my sister would say something that triggered the truth. “He’s a history professor at—”

      “And you’re seeing him?” Noelle asked. “You’re dating a teacher? That’s sooo hot! You’re so naughty! Give me all the details!”

      “It’s not like that,” I said.

      Noelle lowered her hands. “Don’t deny it. There’s something about an older man, an experienced older man, an older man who—”

      “For crying out loud,” I said, annoyed by her use of the term ‘older man.’ “He’s not a grandpa-age or anything. He’s seven years older than me.”

      My sister couldn’t hide her smile. “Yep, totally jealous.”

      I studied her expression. Could that be why she purposely destroyed my relationship? Because she wanted what I had? Doubtful. If she was determined enough, Noelle could get any man, straight or gay, single or married. It didn’t matter. So, unless she’d tried picking up Jake – assuming she’d met him – and he’d turned her down, would she have taken dramatic measures?

      Only in an alternate universe. Like Jake, my sister was obsessed with chasing success, and she wouldn’t let the hint of a scandal sidetrack that inevitability. It begged the question: why had she impersonated me and torpedoed my relationship?

      Did the possible ghost in the house have anything to do with her behavior?

      The thought clinched my shoulders in place, making me wonder how an apparition might persuade a human to act. But again, spirits were invisible, so how could Noelle know one existed, let alone get instructions from the spirit to attack Jake?

      “A professor!” Noelle repeated. “Knowing you, he’s uptight, a cranky professor, the kind that would bend you over his knee and swat you on the bum with a thick book.” She grinned, obviously letting her mind wander. “Ooh, does he wear one of those 70s style suit coats? You know, the kind with the elbow patches?”

      Noelle lifted both hands as though admitting a long-held secret. “Okay, I gotta admit…” She leaned in close and set her mouth next to my ear. “Sexy. As. Hell!” She bit her lower lip, once more envisioning this scenario play out. “Mmmm. He’s surely smart, I mean seriously book smart. That goes without saying. He’s probably a year or two away from his first Pulitzer. Think of how much he’s missed. All of those hours spent reading and writing, all by himself with no female company to speak of.”

      I studied her expression and not even one muscle twitch betrayed her. Noelle looked clueless about my relationship with Jake. She hadn’t spoken to divert attention from a sinister need to destroy my relationship. From every indication, Noelle had only good intentions when it came to my romantic life.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Seriously, what’s up?” She grabbed my wrist and pulled me out of the bathroom and toward her bedroom that had a mirror on opposing sides of the room, as though if no one could keep her company, at least she could count on herself to do the job.

      I sat down on her bed, glad to exchange the scent of perfume and hair spray for what lingered in the bathroom. “Have you been on campus lately?”

      “No.” Noelle sat down in a chair at the desk to look at her appearance, while keeping an eye on me, since she’d positioned the mirror opposite her bed. “But you think I have,” she asked in a defensive tone, a snarl appearing in the mirror opposite me. “What makes you think so? And why would that be a problem?”

      I didn’t find a way to answer without blaming her, so I thought I’d stay on track. “Have you met him?”

      “No.” She swiveled in her seat, a disgusted look on her face. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “You need to see something.” I pulled my phone out of my purse, set it up to play the video that I’d found on YouTube, trying not to contemplate the ramifications of that. “Don’t hover over me,” I said. My sister intimidated me, not because I feared she’d threaten me or attack me, but because I felt her judging me. She’d never done so in the past, and I didn’t want her to start now. “Sit down beside me.”

      Noelle shook off her scowl and a concerned expression replaced it, one that made it clear she had my best intentions in mind. “Okay, you’re really scaring me, right now. What’s going on?”

      “Sit down.” When she did, the surface of the bed underneath me trembled. I didn’t know what to make of that, so I hit play, and as my doppelgänger started down the stairs toward the stage, I divided my attention between the screen and my sister’s expression.

      “Wow,” she said, staggering back a little as she tilted her head to the side, contemplating our look-alike. “You look…so different. Kind of sexy, though.” When the impersonator hurried down the stairs, Noelle said, “What are you…?” When the accusation came, she took in a loud gasp, and when Jake got slapped in the face, Noelle said, “Whoa!” She swung toward me, mouth wide open, sucking in air. “What the hell, Jocelyn?” She withdrew a bit from me and stared at me as if doubting I truly sat beside her. “Who was that man?”

      “That was my boyfriend, Noelle.” I scrutinized her expression, searching for the tiniest shred of evidence that she might be lying, but again, I found nothing. Infuriated by this mystery, I felt as if I’d swallowed a cup of bacon grease on an empty stomach.

      “What did you do?” asked my sister.

      “Where were you yesterday afternoon?”

      She looked at me with a blank expression, but as she consulted her memory and as the seconds ticked by, her expression turned contemplative, even aggravated. “I…I don’t remember.”

      No one else on this planet looked like me except Noelle, so I had to assume that, since she wasn’t trying to deceive me, she must have suffered from some form of amnesia. After all, it’s not as if I’d asked her to state where she’d been a few months ago.

      I’d spoken with Jake on the phone countless times. If a ghost had been in my room and listened to it, the entity might know where Jake taught. Had it whispered in Noelle’s ear while she slept? It seemed far-fetched, but I couldn’t rule it out.

      Still, it didn’t explain why Noelle couldn’t recall where she’d been yesterday. That information should have been at the tip of her tongue.

      “I’m sorry.” She paused to reflect on her inability to answer me. “I don’t remember.” Her jaw dropped as a haunted expression took up residence on her face. “How’s that possible?”

      Downstairs, John Doe let out a high-pitched yelp, one that relayed surprise and fear.

      Noelle met my gaze, her breath coming quick. “That sounded…off.”

      I’d never heard J.D. make such a frightening sound.
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      I throttled down the staircase with Noelle on my heels. Seeing Lilah slouched on the couch with her empty glass held high above her head, I wondered if my mother was so incapacitated that she hadn’t heard John Doe cry out. I reached the first floor and, not seeing J.D. in the family room, I rushed toward the kitchen. It still stank in there, but I was so worried about our dog that I overlooked the scent.

      “I’d appreciate a refill,” said Lilah.

      At the outskirts of the kitchen, I didn’t see J.D., so I veered around the corner, only to find Noelle emerging from our mother’s bedroom with a shake of the head before entering and exiting the bathroom. She sighed, her face gripped with worry.

      “What happened to J.D.?” I asked Lilah as I entered the family room, my voice hoarse but still loud enough to reach my mother in the other room. “Lilah! Did you hear him?”

      My mother pushed herself up higher on the sofa and spun her head in my direction. “What?” She jingled her glass. “A refresher? Why, I’d love one. How very thoughtful!”

      “Fuck your refill!” I shouted. “Where’s J.D.?”

      “Whoa! Those poor manners will not be tolerated. Enter the bathroom and grab a bar of soap. You know what punishment awaits you!” She still raised her glass and shook it.

      I wanted to charge her, swat the glass from her hand, pinch her cheeks between my fingers and demand that she concentrate on trying to recall hearing John Doe squeak.

      “Chill, guys,” Noelle said, making her way toward the front door. “I’m going to check the neighborhood.”

      Light poured in from under the door. I’d been so upset that I’d missed the obvious. After my sister left the house, she ran across the front yard and to the right. I darted off to the left and checked our miniscule fenced-in backyard that I needed to mow one last time before fall ended.

      J.D. wasn’t in the yard, so I hurried to the other end of the house. Not seeing him anywhere in the vicinity, I scanned the perimeter, knowing he couldn’t have traveled far because he never ran, probably from achy joints.

      I raced back to the house, stopped in the doorway, and peered in at Lilah. “Why did you leave the door open?”

      She didn’t answer.

      Had J.D. been whining to go out? If so, maybe the sound irritated my mother so much that she accidentally stepped on him, causing him to squeal. She may have let him out to avoid his whining.

      “Hey!”

      “I will not respond when you snap at me. Mind your manners, young lady.”

      It pissed me off that she chose to drink every day, a decision that had already destroyed her career and our relationship, but she didn’t care enough to see the damage she’d done and how her decision had affected those who loved her.

      I grabbed his leash off the wooden coat rack and said to Lilah, “I’m getting in the car to look around the neighborhood. I shut the door and shot over to my car.

      An hour later, after having circled the neighborhood three times and searching the outlying areas twice, I returned home, no longer angry but incredibly worried.

      Lilah lay asleep on the sofa, her face dug into the cushions, one leg strewn across the coffee table opposite her.

      J.D.’s disappearance paired with seeing my mother passed out made me break down and cry.

      A sob must have woken my mother because she stirred, groaned in anguish, and straightened up. Rubbing her eyes as hair sifted across her eyes, she clucked her mouth. “Such a pleasant nap. If you ever have the opportunity, I highly recommend them.”

      “Unless that’s a public service announcement from Alcoholic’s Anonymous, I don’t give a damn.” Thankfully, she never blacked out or passed out, which would have made it difficult to awaken her. She merely nodded off, woke up, and started drinking again. Although her behavior scared me, I was glad she knew not to pass a certain limit.

      It occurred to me that I shouldn’t appreciate that my mother hadn’t been worse off, which made me accept her drinking as almost acceptable in nature. And just like that, I was infuriated, this time with myself for making it so easy for my mother to live this way. I’d enabled her. And I only had myself to blame.

      But I didn’t have any time or interest in having a pity party. I had more important matters to attend to. “Where’s Noelle?”

      “She went door to door looking for the dog.” Lilah yawned and stretched her body wide. “Did you find him?”

      “No. Why did you open the front door?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “The same way you didn’t hear J.D. squeak? It sounded like he was either afraid or in pain.”

      “I didn’t hear him because I was asleep.” She grabbed her empty glass and stared at it. “Damn.”

      “The front door was open,” I repeated. “Last I checked, J.D. couldn’t stand on his hind legs and turn a knob with his front paws. Noelle and I were upstairs. You were the only one down here, and doors don’t open by themselves. Now, I want you to think real hard: why did you open the front door?”

      “I told you,” she said, grunting the words. “I did not open that door. Why would I do that?”

      “Maybe because you accidentally stepped on J.D. and that’s why he yelped? And maybe you felt bad about that or got pissed off that he was interrupting your TV show, so you let him out? That way, you wouldn’t have to deal with him anymore. But here’s the thing: you could have let him out in the backyard. So why did you open the front door in hopes that he’d leave and never came back?”

      Not that it would happen. I’d left the front door open numerous times to enter and exit the house with groceries. In all that time, J.D. waited obediently by the front door, watching me while wagging his tail. So even if Lilah had opened the front door, what had persuaded J.D. that now was the right time to step through the threshold? Unless Lilah had pushed him out. But even then, I suspected he’d wander around the house and look in the window, waiting for someone to notice him and let him inside.

      A disturbing idea trickled across my mind. Had she opened the door because the ghost had talked her into it? The same way it may have persuaded Noelle to attack Jake?

      Neither recalled actions that were otherwise out of character for them. Yet both had used the Ouija board.

      But so had I. So why hadn’t the entity tried to get me to do something that I wouldn’t remember later? Then again, maybe it had already convinced me to act in whatever fashion it wanted, and I suffered from the same amnesia that had affected Lilah and Noelle. That sent chills curving along my spine. I didn’t want to follow that line of logic because I’d never discover the truth, and thinking about it could only end up with me growing paranoid.

      Lilah stood up, tottered for a moment, and when she regained her balance, she extended an index finger at me while gritting her teeth. “I did not step on the dog. I did not hear him squeak. I did not open the front door. I did take a nap. That rounds out the events of this afternoon.”

      “A dog doesn’t just vanish from a house.”

      “Would you prefer that I lie? Will that calm your nerves?”

      “After you started using the Ouija board,” I started, “did anything contact you?”

      “The one time it may have, you put an end to it.” Her lips morphed into a snarl.

      “So you didn’t hear anything or see anything out of the ordinary?”

      “No.” Her tone carried a hint of annoyance. “And what does that have to do with John Doe?”

      “Apparently nothing,” I said, unsure whether I believed her. On second thought, my mother was omitting details as well as affection…at least when it came to me. But as far as I knew, she’d never twisted the truth. Given those circumstances, I wanted to believe her, but intuition told me I shouldn’t.

      Lilah stared at me with those emotionless eyes.

      That strange expression pushed a knot of fear into my shoulders and made me put a palm across my eyebrows to shade my face from her image. It took a few heavy breaths to compose myself. When I recovered, I pulled my hand away from my eyes.

      My mother now stood halfway inside the kitchen...about fifteen feet away. She’d moved without eliciting the slightest sound.

      “Lilah?” I asked, feeling an icy chill around me. “Are you okay?”

      She swayed in place. Ever so slightly, a smile tipped her lips upwards, even if no other muscle in her face moved.

      I backed up a step, not because I thought she’d attack me, but because her behavior was deeply unsettling. Nevertheless, my mother stood before me, even if she was lost inside the darker, more nefarious individual who had relied on alcohol to get through each day.

      Lilah spun on her heels in a robotic manner and walked toward the couch. When she stood before it, she crouched and fell onto the sofa. She stretched out along its length, laid her head onto an arm pillow, closed her eyes, and within five seconds began snoring.

      What the hell just happened? I entered the front room and stared at her sleeping figure.

      I remained at the outskirts of the kitchen to regain my breath and courage. I’d never seen anything so bizarre in my life, although the last two days held quite a few strange occurrences. Likewise, I’d never before seen anyone sleepwalk, but this seemed more unusual than mere sleepwalking.

      Had drinking so much alcohol made her body react this way? Although I’d studied the effects of alcohol addiction because I feared for my mother’s health, I hadn’t seen anything about alcoholics sleepwalking in my research, but that didn’t mean it didn’t exist.

      Based on this strange turn of events, I couldn’t rule it out. Different people reacted in different ways to the long-term effects of substance abuse. In those cases, however, I’d discovered they had difficulty reaching REM sleep, resulting in sleep disorders that could cause hallucinations. My mother might have seen something that didn’t exist.

      I couldn’t imagine seeing visions that appeared out of nowhere and have no idea how they’d arrived in my home. I could only hope my mother hadn’t suffered from that side effect. After a few moments, I found enough courage to move my feet, which felt like they’d been glued to the ground. With a little effort, I pushed them into motion, made my way to the sofa, and looked down at my mother.

      With both palms pressed together and lying under her right temple, which lay against a pillow, Lilah revealed a slight smile as though she’d discovered a secret no one else had the luxury of knowing. She looked harmless, fragile even.

      I stared down at her. For the first time in longer than I could remember, I remembered the times before Dad had died that she’d taken Noelle and me roller skating or swimming, to the zoo or museums in the city, to movies and plays, or even just treating us to an ice cream cone or a meal at a fast food joint. I didn’t want to shake those memories away. I needed them. Granted, she made a point of giving Noelle attention, while withholding it from me. But still, had I not memorized every detail from these outings, I wouldn’t be able to look at her without wanting to wring her neck.

      With her eyes still closed and her breaths coming with a regular rhythm, Lilah reached out, gripped my left arm and tugged me toward her. Her head leaned forward, her eyes batting open as she grinned at me.

      I drew back, gasping for oxygen, unable to comprehend what she’d done.

      Lilah retracted her hand. Her mouth returned to a flat expression. She closed her eyes and fell asleep once more.

      I stared at her, shocked at the unexpected movement. How could she have known where I stood and grabbed me without even looking my way? It’s not as if her arm wavered in the air before she latched onto me. She’d struck like a snake. I waited for her to react again, but she stayed motionless.

      Lilah took in soft breaths and let them out without the least bit of trepidation. She adjusted her body, and a perky smile came to her lips, as though dreaming of bottles of vodka lined up in the cabinet above the stove, all with knobs easily opened by a swift turn of the wrist.

      I backed away from her and tiptoed along the rug, making my way around the sofa and toward the stairs, unwilling to do anything that might awaken her.

      Soft giggling came from near the sofa.

      My shoulders hitched at the sound. Having prepared to drop my right foot on the first step of the staircase, I swung my head toward her, listening. I stared at the couch, waiting for my mother’s head to pop up from behind the cushions.

      Silence.

      She didn’t move.

      Neither did I, but I kept staring in that direction, expecting her to shift in place, expecting her to say something. It didn’t happen. I waited a full minute before making my way up the stairs. I took each step tentatively, expecting Lilah to utter something or begin giggling again.

      It didn’t happen.

      I rounded the banister and crept behind the wall, so I could see her below.

      The door opened and Noelle, with wide eyes and her hair frazzled, stormed into the house before slamming the door shut behind her. “Is he here? John Doe? Did he turn up?”

      My mother woke up. Catching sight of my sister, Lilah scrambled to her feet. “He hasn’t returned to us.” She grabbed the empty glass on the coffee table and started for the kitchen.

      “Where could he have gone?” asked my sister.

      “I’m certain he will return soon enough,” Lilah said. Glasses clinked together for a moment until something solid thumped against the counter. Liquid splashed into a glass, followed by ice cubes. A second later, my mother released a long, satisfied sigh and returned to the family room.

      Noelle purchased liquor for Lilah on a regular basis. We’d clashed on this subject numerous times. I sold Lilah’s car to help pay our mortgage, which also had the added benefit that she couldn’t get in a car while drunk. Nevertheless, Noelle kept Lilah fully stocked with liquor to maintain their relationship, perhaps secretly hoping that she’d get sick of getting trashed every day and ask for help.

      Lilah started toward the family room again. She clumped her fingers together on one hand, placed them to her smiling lips, and with a kiss, blew her fingers away like someone would do upon seeing a delicious meal and saying, “magnifique”. Her hand rattled as she lifted it to her lips again and swallowed, once, twice, a third time.

      At the top of the stairs, I moved around the corner to the left so they couldn’t see me. Both had acted strangely of late, and this was the perfect opportunity to see how they chatted in my absence.

      My sister pushed her hair down across her head. Her eyebrows darted upwards in fright. “Hopefully, Jocelyn finds him.”

      Lilah sniffed as if that question didn’t dignify an answer. “What significance does he hold in your heart? You wanted that dog. Do you care for it? Feed it? Bathe it? Walk it? No. I do. If your sister hadn’t informed you that John Doe had gone missing, would you have even noticed?”

      Disgusted, Noelle looked her up and down. “Why are you acting like this? J.D. is gone. A car could have hit him. He might be mangled and whimpering all alone while some drunk driver steps on the gas and tears down the street.”

      “Daddy issues, have we?” asked Lilah with a spiteful tone and a wicked little grin.

      My mouth fell open. How could Lilah talk like that about her deceased husband? She’d had so much respect, admiration, and love for him that…to hear her speak about someone who meant so much to her tore me up inside.

      My mother spun toward Noelle. “Or perhaps you feel culpable for wanting that old dog. Tell me, daughter, do you feel guilty?”

      “What’s gotten into you?” asked Noelle as she approached our mother, folding her arms across her chest as though doing so to protect herself. “This is serious.”

      “I’m well aware of that fact,” said my mother, a look of disgust on her face. “Jocelyn has set blame upon me for reasons I cannot comprehend. If you’d seen the look of hatred she directed my way…well, I wish I’d been guilty of permitting John Doe to leave the house. At least she would have someone to blame.”

      The depth behind Lilah’s response hit like a needle of adrenaline to the heart. It seemed she had no problem telling Noelle that she cared for me, but what made it so difficult for her to tell me directly? Had she seen me up here watching them? Is that why she let those words slip past her lips? Because I was watching?

      If so, was this all a ruse to get me to believe that she cared about me? But she didn’t look my way or even give the impression that she saw me watching them. I became more aware of my surroundings, and I wish I hadn’t moved because I noticed that the noxious scent in the house had reached intolerable levels. Although it seemed to emanate from the kitchen, I wanted to check this floor to be certain.

      I went into my room, and thankfully, the smell hadn’t snaked its way there yet. Something about that seemed odd. I swept across the corridor and checked the bathroom and Noelle’s bedroom. The disgusting scent wasn’t in either place. How had it traveled all the way from the kitchen and up the steps so quickly?

      I returned to my hiding spot and looked below.

      Lilah and Noelle were huddled together, arms thrown across each other’s backs as if they were two boys in the schoolyard, coming up with a plan to devastate the defense during their two-on-two game of basketball.

      I’d stepped away for one-minute max, so how had they smoothed over their argument in that time? I couldn’t explain their behavior, but I watched them for a while, hoping to catch a snippet of whatever they whispered, but I couldn’t hear anything.

      They straightened up and faced each other, expressionless. They nodded. My sister turned toward the stairs…

      Instinctively, I hurried away from the steps and rushed into my room to prevent her from catching sight of me. Once I closed my bedroom door, one question appeared at the forefront of my mind.

      Why was I so scared to let them know I’d been watching them?
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      Upstairs in my room, lying on the bed with my arms cradling my knees to my chest, I heard a knock on the door. Fearing Lilah would enter in a drunken stupor, appear good-naturedly, and try to get on my good side, I waited with bated breath, unsure whether I should say a word. In her state, she might forget that I’d been in the house, so if I stayed quiet, she might go away.

      The knocking continued.

      I stared at the door.

      “It’s me,” said Noelle in a hushed tone. “Can I come in?”

      The tightness in my chest constricted. “Yeah?” What had she and my mother talked about in that huddle? Did it have anything to do with me?

      Noelle opened the door quietly, slinked into the room, and shut the door gingerly. “I’m sorry about J.D. I asked a ton of our neighbors. No one’s seen him. What do we do next?”

      Tears instantly entered my eyes. Whenever sad, I sought comfort from J.D., and he never let me down. Hugging him, petting him, and kissing his head always made me feel better. But now…

      “Are you okay?” Noelle asked, sitting on the edge of the bed beside me.

      “Something weird is going on. First, things with Jake went…” I couldn’t swallow past the invisible ball in my throat, and the tears standing in my eyes spilled onto my cheeks. If anything, I needed those tears to fall. Unlike my mother and sister, I couldn’t ignore whatever darkness happened in my life. I needed to feel the melancholy, to wrap it around my shoulders like a cloak until I came out on the other side, healed but changed from the experience.

      “Plus the pounding in the wall,” I said. “And the rotten stench. Have you seen anything in the house since using the Ouija board?”

      “No. Do you think all that stuff is related?”

      “Don’t you? It can’t be a coincidence.”

      Noelle gave that some thought. “If Dad talked to us, he’d be a ghost, right? But he didn’t. Even if he did, why would he smell like decay? He’d visit in spirit, not in the flesh. So how does that relate? Plus, he can’t knock on the wall because he’d be an apparition.”

      She’d mirrored my thoughts. Maybe we weren’t dealing with a spirit. I’d need to do some research later and find out. “Has Mom been upset a lot lately?”

      Noelle crossed the room, removed the chair from my desk, and straddled it a few away from me, pensive. “Mom is…Lilah.”

      Hearing my sister acknowledge that simple but nefarious truth meant almost every vestige of my mother’s personality had been consumed by Lilah… the woman who sought fights, rather than tried to avoid them, the woman who sought to alleviate her suffering by drowning her sorrow in the bottle instead of facing them and moving on with her life.

      “Just like how you think I pretended to be you? Like how I said your boyfriend tried to rape you?”

      I couldn’t meet her gaze. No matter what Noelle said, she’d done those things. And despite the evidence, she wouldn’t accept responsibility for her actions. At the same time, I believed she was innocent of the crimes. Like my mother, it seemed Noelle’s temperament had cracked in half and a second personality, one centered on anger and retribution issued forth, only without her knowledge.

      My sister shrugged. “Is it possible you forgot to close the front door, and J.D. went through it?”

      “No. I’m very aware of him at all times. I’m there when he whines in the middle of the night because he needs to relieve himself. I’m there when he throws up because his stomach can’t break down food the way it used to. He was either hurt or afraid, and this time I wasn’t there for him.”

      “He had no reason to leave,” said Noelle, “unless…”

      “Lilah made him leave,” I said. More tears broke free of my lashes and cascaded down my cheeks.

      “It’s not your fault. You can’t blame yourself. John Doe is out there somewhere. This is nothing like what happened to Dad.”

      The sadness that skipped my feelings along the ground fractured upon hearing what Noelle had all but admitted. “Who said I feel guilty? I wasn’t there. I had nothing to do with it.”

      “True,” Noelle said, but she let the word drag out as though she had misgivings on the topic.

      “What? You blame me?” It felt like I’d turned my back, and she’d jammed a knife into it. “I wasn’t anywhere near Dad at the time. How could it be my fault?”

      Noelle wouldn’t look me in the eye.

      I grabbed her left arm and tugged her to force a response.

      “Ouch!” Cringing, she shifted away from me, drawing her arm back.

      “What’s wrong?” I let go of her, shocked that barely touching her had evoked such drama. It’s not as if I’d dug my fingernails into her skin.

      “Nothing,” she said.

      “I don’t buy that.” I reached out to grasp hold of the same spot.

      Noelle jerked back her arm and grunted in anguish as if I’d touched her flesh. “I’m fine, okay? Just…” She got up and marched toward the door.

      I’d barely touched her. So what made her recoil? I sprang into action and slung myself in front of the door, preventing her from leaving. Noelle had been in abusive relationships before. Each time, I nursed her back to health.

      “You’re not leaving until you tell me what happened.” Noelle had always been very vocal about her romantic relationships, but she hadn’t mentioned seeing anyone of late, and I feared she might have just entered a new relationship.

      “It’s not a big deal.” Noelle reached for the doorknob.

      I blocked that attempt. “Tell me!”

      She placed both hands on her hips and notched her chin high.

      “Please tell me what happened.”

      She let out a heavy sigh and folded her arms across her chest. “Fine.” But she didn’t speak. She didn’t move either.

      I lunged forward, grabbed her shirtsleeve, and lifted it up to find a purple-blackish bruise a couple inches wide. I gasped. “What the hell is this?”

      “I don’t know.” She looked away, but when I didn’t speak, she met my gaze again. “What? I’m serious. I really don’t know. I woke up this morning, and there it was.”

      “You didn’t get trashed?” I asked. “And maybe bumped into a railing or something? Or maybe you took some kind of drug and—”

      “I smoke a little pot now and then. So what?” She pulled back her arm and covered the sleeve over her bruise. “Enough with the judgmental shit, all right? You know what? Fuck this. I’m outta here.” She grabbed my shoulder and pushed me aside.

      “Hey!” I regained my balance and turned toward her. As Noelle tried to get a hold of the doorknob, I threw myself back into position and knocked her hand aside. “Not until you tell me what happened? Did some guy do that to you? Who is he?”

      “There’s no guy, all right? I told you already. I don’t know how it happened. Now let me go.”

      I scrutinized her expression.

      Noelle winced as though frightened by the idea that she didn’t have an explanation. A moment later, as though aggravated by her uncertainty, she tossed a hand overhead in aggravation. “Whatever. It’s over anyway.” She started toward the door again.

      Unsure what she’d been going through, but sympathetic to her plight, I stepped aside.

      She grabbed the doorknob, twisted it, and swung it open before stepping through the threshold and leaving my room.

      A gust of the rotten smell whooshed into my room.

      I staggered back as though struck and turned away from it.

      Noelle didn’t look back as she made her way down the hallway. “Cunt,” she said, her voice lowering with each syllable.

      I veered toward her to determine if I’d heard right, but my sister didn’t even waver. She kept walking down the hall, through the disgusting scent, as though she hadn’t noticed that it brushed against every follicle of her body.

      Surely, I’d misheard her. We’d had plenty of nasty shouting matches during our teenage years, but she’d never called me such a derogatory term, nor had she said it in such a cool, detached tone. In the past, we’d screamed at each other. This was different. So different, in fact, that I returned to the possibility that something had affected Noelle’s behavior. Something she may have conjured last night while using the Ouija board.

      It had to be composed of matter. Otherwise, it couldn’t have pounded the wall, removed the blanket from my bed, or emitted such a putrid scent…if the latter emanated from a supernatural cause.

      Determined to identify the source of that scent, I left my room. The stench was still in the air, but it wasn’t as heavy as a minute ago. I walked through the hall and made my way down the steps, ignoring my mother’s sleeping form on the couch.

      When I reached the bottom floor, the odor seemed more prominent. Once again, I traced the scent to the kitchen and sniffed my way around the room like a dog, which of course, led me to thoughts of John Doe, so it took me some time to tamp down on reflecting on someone I’d loved so much and instead concentrated on the issue at hand.

      I spent the next ten minutes checking the kitchen: the fridge and freezer, the cupboards, the oven, and the drawers. The odor led me to the same wall that had issued pounding sounds last night. Once more, I opened the kitchen door, entered the garage, and inspected the drywall opposite that which the smell emanated from, but as before, I couldn’t detect anything unusual. I closed the door and turned around in hopes of discovering the hotbed.

      Noelle stood a couple of feet away, watching me.

      I jumped. “What the hell, Noelle!” I used that line often not only because it rhymed, but also because she frequently exasperated me. My heartbeat went double time, and I needed a moment to catch my breath.

      “Follow me.” Noelle turned, headed out of the kitchen, and started toward the stairs.

      I could have admonished her, but I didn’t want to wake up Lilah, so I followed her. When we entered her bedroom, it smelled as if Strawberry Shortcake had spent an hour passing gas in there: numerous candles were spread throughout the room, all with their wicks lit. A white vanity sat near her bed, dozens of various cosmetics lined up on the desk. Opposite her bed was a dresser with another mirror above it.

      “What did you call me earlier?” I asked. “You know, when you walked out of my room?”

      My sister squinted and shook her head as though waiting for more information.

      Seeing her act ignorant burned me up inside. “You called me a ‘cunt.’” I hated using that term, but I couldn’t sugar-coat the truth.

      Her eyebrows perked high into her forehead. “What?” She shook her head, and her hair swished across her face. “I’d never—”

      “Don’t lie to me, Noelle.” I watched her mouth drop open in apparent shock, and if I didn’t know better, I’d buy the act. But I’d heard her correctly. I invaded her personal space. “Don’t ever call me that again. Understood?”

      “But I didn’t say that. Honestly, Jocelyn, I’d never—”

      Seeing her lie to my face made me want to grab her arms and shake her until she got whiplash. But I clenched my teeth and held it together. Because we were sisters. And I loved her.

      “What’s gotten into you?” she asked, her nostrils flaring with irritation. “I’d never call you that.”

      I just stared at her, wishing Jake stood in her place. I needed someone to listen and understand, someone who wouldn’t just deflect everything I said. Tears entered my eyes.

      “Really?” Noelle asked, looking at my reflection in the mirror. “You blame me for calling you…that, and now you’re gonna cry?” She snorted as though offended. She lowered her brush and drew closer to the mirror to look for any facial defects. “I don’t get you. So emotional, I swear. Always crying.”

      “I won’t apologize for having feelings,” I said, my voice trembling a little because I couldn’t tell whether I wanted to swat her in the back of the head…or start sobbing. Sometimes I got more emotional when I was indecisive than when I wasn’t conflicted. I had no problem admitting to being overly emotional. “At least I don’t manufacture them like you do on the air…so viewers can feel like they know you. You’re always smiling, always in a good mood. But I know the truth. Sometimes you can be a real bitch.”

      “What?” Noelle swung in her seat toward me. “I’m not a liar. That’s why people like me.”

      “No, people like you because you’re confident and charismatic. But the few times I’ve seen tears in your eyes, it always looks like you’re acting.”

      Noelle stuck both hands onto her hips. “That’s so…” She frowned and sputtered for the right word to sum things up for her. “Sick!”

      “Quick, look in the mirror! See? That’s how you look. Phony. You should get a mirror app, so you can check your expression.”

      “They made one of those?” Her personality sparkled through the moroseness that had controlled her earlier. “I totally have to get that.”

      Had Noelle dismissed my accusation and feelings and turned to humor to get off the subject? It hurt that she didn’t care enough to admit the truth or even apologize. If an entity had been manipulating her thoughts and actions, it would explain why she couldn’t remember insulting me. If that were the case, did it have control of her now? Even contemplating that idea made me shiver. I studied her face, hoping to find a telltale sign.

      “Just an FYI,” she said, “I’d never call you that, okay? Even if we’d been arguing, I might call you a prime-time bitch or whatever, but I’d never call you a…well, just know that’ll never happen, all right?”

      I studied my sister’s unwavering eyes and firm jawline and once again, I couldn’t find any indication that she was lying. Had I just misheard her? Had she uttered something else under her breath? Maybe I’d imagined it because so much craziness had been happening lately that I’d been expecting more of the same.

      To get off the subject, I said, “I checked the house a couple times to find out more about the gross smell, and it seems to be coming from the kitchen.”

      “Where? The wall where I’d heard the pounding?”

      “Maybe. I couldn’t tell. Lilah thinks dead rats are to blame. I’m not so certain.”

      “Any theories?”

      “Not yet.”

      Noelle shrugged again with a blank expression, disinterested. “Okay.”

      I wanted to question her about the rape accusation, but my gut feeling told me that Noelle’s response wouldn’t change. I suspected that the authorities and school officials would soon contact me and inquire about the event. I tried to put that out of my mind, which of course made me wonder how Jake was coping. By now, the cops had probably interrogated him, and the university may have already suspended him, pending the investigation. It seemed we both had some scary situations going on in our lives, and both revolved around my sister.

      That had to mean something.

      “You’re thinking about your boyfriend, aren’t you?” she asked with downturned eyes, the kind that tried overly hard to fake sympathy.

      Now this person may have called me the c-word. Furious, I opened my mouth to sling a torrent of negativity her way, but I caught sight of a black mark on her upper right thigh, which startled me and turned my anger to concern. I got to my feet. “What happened?” I asked, pointing at the bruise. “Another one?” I approached her. “What’s going on? Who’s hurting you?” Noelle immediately pushed down her nightgown to prevent me from getting a better look. “It’s nothing. You’re being dramatic. That’s my job, remember?” She smiled as if what I’d seen wasn’t worth any extra attention.

      Looking further, I saw just that: beneath her slip, a black bruise covered at least three inches of her flesh. “Who did this? Tell me, dammit!”

      “A guy I’ve been seeing.”

      “You told me that ended.” Rather, she inferred it.

      “It’s kind of an on-again, off-again thing. Once in a while, we’re on for a week, break up for a few hours, and then we’re back at it again. Other times, we’re on for a day and then off for a week. It happens so much, I sometimes forget when we’re supposed to be together or not. Either way, the make-up sex is sooo worth it.”

      “Sounds tantalizing,” I said sarcastically.

      “Anyway, he likes to suck me. All over. He sucks me so hard, it leaves a hickie. It’s kinda played out. It’s one of the reasons we break up so much.”

      That was a new one. Everyone had their perversions, I guess, so I shouldn’t judge them.

      “Not everyone is a prude like you, Jocelyn.” She chuckled with abhorrence. “Wanting to wait until marriage before having sex? Give me a break! What if it’s a disaster? What then? You’re stuck with some guy who doesn’t know how to make you feel good.” She looked at me for a long moment. “Have you ever felt good, Jocelyn? Have you ever touched yourself in your deep, dark, secret place?”

      Whoa! Where had that come from? “I’m not a prude.”

      “Not now that you’ve got a boyfriend.” Her face twisted into a confused expression. “Wait, are you still together?”

      “I don’t know.” I hated that he’d gone nuclear before giving me a chance to digest what he’d said, but I’d also withheld information about my family, so we obviously had our flaws. Still, I can’t imagine what it felt like to be accused of such a twisted act in public that could destroy his career, and I hoped he’d cool down and let me give him my side of the story.

      “But you had to have touched it, right?”

      I wouldn’t meet her eyes. I felt like a teenager again. When Noelle had begun dating, she had never brought up the topic with me because I rarely had more than a few dates with any particular guy before one of us called it off. And since I didn’t have enough experience to relate to her on the topic of guys, I got the impression she kept the subject off-limits because she didn’t want to make me feel awkward. But even now, after having been in a relationship with Jake for three months, I still felt incredibly awkward about discussing love and sex with her.

      “Do you pleasure yourself, Jocelyn?”

      “What’s going on with you? Why do you keep saying my name? It’s weird.”

      “The truth.” Noelle smiled. “That’s all. So have you? Touched yourself? Pleasured yourself? Let your juices flow? You had to have, right? It’s only natural.”

      Of course, I had, but I didn’t want to get into the particulars. It was too personal. I started for the door.

      “Oh my God, you haven’t?” She lowered her head and put a hand against her cheek. “That’s unheard of. That’s one of life’s greatest pleasures. I mean, guys? Seriously? They carry a dick and think it’s got magical properties, like they stick it in, and all of sudden, rainbows shine through the rain.” She let out a humorless chuckle. “Don’t get me started. They don’t know the first thing about pleasing a woman…until she shows them how. Just saying, something to keep in mind.”

      I stopped at the door and tilted toward Noelle. “Why are you doing this? Saying this?”

      My sister stood up and crossed the short distance between us. “I worry about you. Always working. Always studying. I was shocked to hear you had a boyfriend. And despite all that, you won’t let yourself get off.” An eyebrow quirked high into her forehead. “I bet Jake wants to get you off. I bet he thinks about it every time he’s with you…and even more often when he’s not. To touch you in your deep, dark place. Do you ever think about it? About him at home in bed by himself, touching his cock, stroking it?”

      I shook my head, saddened by everything she said because I may only see Jake again by pulling up his image in my mind. At the same time, a masochistic part of me wanted to hear more. I found it difficult to move, to get away from her.

      “Have you wondered what it’d feel like in your hand? If you only knew how it feels when a man presses it inside you oh so slowly at first, but then moving faster, harder. Once it gets to that point, he’s unable to stop himself, just lets the sensation overwhelm him, and there’s only one thing in his mind: to get off. And when he gets so stiff, the feeling is tremendous...”

      Curious by her erotic excitement, I looked into my sister’s eyes. They were so amused, so enticed by this one-way conversation. My mouth had gone dry.

      “Admit it,” she said, “deep down, you want him to take you, don’t you? You want him to go crazy on you.”

      Even if I’d tried to speak, I couldn’t have uttered one word.

      “Yeah,” Noelle said, smirking as she analyzed my eyes. “You’ve thought about it a lot, haven’t you?” She nodded and stepped back. “See, Jocelyn? You’re just like everyone else. Don’t lie to yourself. Don’t deny yourself. You’re on this planet only so long.”

      Her last remark shook me from this depraved discussion. “Why?” I asked, finding my voice as my tongue clicked against the dry bridge of my mouth.

      “Do I keep talking?” Noelle snickered. “Because you want me to. I can see it in your eyes. She released a full-throated laugh. “Good night, Jocelyn. I’m glad we had this talk. I know it’ll give you plenty to think about.”

      Since my sister had all but dismissed me, I turned around and left her room with only one thought in my mind: something had definitely influenced my sister’s behavior.
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      When I returned to my room, I grabbed my cell phone and searched the internet for what might happen when people used Ouija boards. Some considered the device as phony, a way to scare people into believing the supernatural existed. Others were adamant that it opened a portal for those on the other side to communicate with those in this dimension.

      Since we’d experienced paranormal episodes, I suspected our case adhered to the latter case, and the entity must have persuaded Noelle to act with even less inhibition than in the past. But how did it pound the walls? Or make the house stink? What was the common link between each of these actions?

      Plenty of websites were devoted to hauntings, and while they mentioned pounding in the walls, cold spots, and footsteps on floorboards, not one touched on odor or ghosts that could convince humans to act in unusual ways. Just as I was about to try different search terms in hopes of learning about more otherworldly beings, the screen on my cell phone went black.

      Dammit! I’d been so wrapped up in finding an explanation for all the strange incidents that I’d ignored the battery indicator at the top right of my phone. I clutched my phone with both hands, wanting to pulverize it into pieces.

      But my anger soon gave way to dread. I had no way to identify this supernatural force, which meant I didn’t know what it was capable of and what its intentions were.

      I reached over to my nightstand, pulled open a drawer, and felt around inside for my USB cord, but no matter where my fingers dabbled, they hadn’t tapped the cord. Annoyed, I sat up in bed, spun around toward the nightstand, and looked inside the drawer to find that the cord wasn’t inside.

      As a creature of habit, if I ever removed something, I returned it to that exact spot later. I didn’t like surprises and cherished certainty over uncertainty. So while I couldn’t completely disregard the possibility that I’d taken it out and hadn’t returned it, I found it more likely that either Noelle or Lilah had removed it. On second thought, there was one more possibility…Had the entity somehow encouraged me to hide it?

      You can’t truly believe you went all split personality, do you? You didn’t shave off ten pounds overnight, only to go out shopping for a hot outfit, and accuse your boyfriend of raping you.

      Earlier, I’d briefly contemplated whether this being had somehow manipulated me as well. I reviewed my actions over the past couple days, hour by hour, before reaching this very moment.

      Thankfully, until now, I couldn’t recall one instance where something seemed out of sorts, whether I’d forgotten something, or I’d lost time. I let out a heavy sigh, relieved. But that only lasted a few seconds. I still had to deal with this…presence.

      A minute later, I found my USB cord on top of my dresser. I wouldn’t have put it there unless I’d grabbed it, after which I’d set it down only to get distracted and let it slip my mind. Even then, I would have put the cable in its place. So to find it out of order unsettled me.

      I grabbed it and set up my phone to recharge. I’d been so focused on the phone and so freaked out about what had infiltrated my home that I could have just used my laptop. But it wasn’t on top of my desk.

      While I took it with me to the library and every class, whenever I was home, I never removed it from my room. I last used it two days ago and left it on my desk. So where had it gone?

      While in Noelle’s room a little earlier, I searched every portion of the room, but I didn’t spot my laptop anywhere. Either she’d hidden it, or Lilah had taken it.

      Aggravated that one of them had encroached upon my sanctuary, I got out of bed, certain that enough time had passed that my sister wouldn’t be on the lookout for me to continue her 8th-grade locker room discussion on sexuality, so I left my room to look for my laptop.

      The hallway seemed irregularly chilly.

      My thoughts veered toward John Doe’s big body and the warmth that rose from him. I stopped and spent some time trying to force fond memories of him from my mind. Even though I had teared up, I somehow managed to push aside my sadness and start down the stairs. When I reached the halfway point of our staircase, I caught sight of my bedroom door.

      It was closed.

      Only I hadn’t shut it. I looked left and right and then listened in case Noelle had been playing a trick on me. I didn’t see her anywhere. Had I shut the door without thinking? No. Impossible. I was so hyper-aware of every sound and every movement that I would have noticed it shutting.

      Then who had closed it?

      With no answer to that, I wasn’t willing to go over and open it for fear of what may lay behind the door. Eventually, I’d have to go to bed, but I’d deal with that when the time came.

      I continued down the steps, feeling the chill even more prominently now, probably because heat rose, but then again, it was early October, so it shouldn’t have been this cold in the house.

      When I passed Lilah on the couch without a blanket, I went over to the closet, opposite our den, and removed a Mickey Mouse bedsheet and Minnie Mouse blanket and returned to my mother in time to place both over her, while putting a pillow just beyond her head, so she could tuck it under her head when needed.

      I curled around the corner and came upon the thermometer. It was 70 degrees, and it showed that it was currently set at the same temperature. I opened the closet door that led to the heating system and once again checked the system for any issues. None seemed evident. Perhaps my body needed to adjust to the colder temperature now that winter would soon arrive. I notched the temperature a couple of degrees warmer and shut the door. The heating system kicked on.

      To my right, a dark figure moved out of the corner of my eye and disappeared.

      Startled, my heart pounded like it wanted freedom. Had I seen correctly? I turned in that direction. Hearing nothing, seeing nothing, I remained in place, waiting for some sort of commotion. It didn’t come.

      I waited another minute, but sensing that I’d probably imagined seeing the dark shape, I started down the hall and peered into the family room. I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Given the strange events over the last couple of days, however, I wouldn’t doubt that a supernatural intruder hadn’t entered our home.

      Upstairs, a door slammed.

      I spun around, my pulse ratcheting up even quicker than after seeing my door closed a moment ago. I looked up the staircase and scanned the half-dark hallway, looking and listening for any indication why a door had shut with such force.

      It was silent upstairs. Except…

      On the sofa, Lilah murmured, and the leather underneath her sleeping form rumpled as she clutched the pillow I’d set out for her before she latched onto it like a life preserver, her head resting against the spot between both arms.

      Rooted to the same spot, temporarily paralyzed as my breath came quick, I continued to examine the portion of the upstairs corridor in my sightline for anything unusual. Lilah’s drunken stupor explained why she hadn’t done more than stir after the door banged shut. With the amount that she drank on any given day, only a tornado could wake her.

      Still, the sound should have awakened Noelle. Or had she slammed her own door? Then again, she wouldn’t whip her door shut with such force. Although self-absorbed, she was too considerate to do so this late at night. If she hadn’t, then the noise should have jarred her from even the deepest sleep. But I didn’t hear a sound from upstairs.

      When I’d last crossed the hall, the bathroom door had been closed. Same with my door. That left only one door: Noelle’s. It lent further credence to the notion that something persuaded my sister to act unlike herself.

      If the dark figure I thought I’d seen had indeed been downstairs before hurrying up the steps, I would have felt a gust of wind pass by me, even if it was invisible, even if it didn’t have shape. Its mass would have sent air whooshing on every side of it. That hadn’t happened.

      I wanted to believe that a burglar had unlocked our deadbolt without eliciting a sound, but the thief wouldn’t know the home’s physical layout. He might inadvertently bump into a table, trip over the rug, or knock down a lamp. Likewise, he couldn’t enter from the kitchen door because he would have had to open the garage door, and as it cranked open, it would have alerted me to his presence. And even if he’d broken a window, the sound would have been unmistakable.

      But none of that had happened. Simply put, no mortal had entered our home.

      If a person hadn’t entered the house, something else had done so, something inhuman, possibly something able to move between walls without obstruction, something that could enter this home at any time, at any place. Something…like the dark figure I’d seen.

      It was here. Somewhere. Watching me. Waiting for the right moment to attack.

      That possibility reverberated in my brain, which sent terror stretching inside me like a flower unfurling its petals, or in this case, its lacerating tentacles to curl around me and squeeze my chest, forcing oxygen out of my body.

      Wait a minute: I hadn’t closed my sister’s door. What if Noelle had opened her window to smoke some pot before bed, and a gust of wind swept through the room and whipped the door shut?

      I stood in place, considering that possibility. I smiled at how silly I’d been. I’d psyched myself out at the unexpected sound and envisioned a dark figure I could blame for the noise. What an idiot!

      Or maybe she whipped that door shut to torment you.

      And just like that, the tension in my shoulders clinched again. I surveyed the hallway upstairs and looked for a sliver of light, indicating that Noelle’s bedroom light had slipped under her door and entered the corridor. No such luck. But that didn’t mean it didn’t exist. There had to be another reason a door had slammed, a reason I didn’t want to consider.

      I needed to move, to act, to do something. After this disturbance, I couldn’t look around for my laptop as if nothing had happened. Delaying the inevitable of searching the second floor for a paranormal entity would only make things more frightening, and I’d have even more trouble making my way up there to check on it. I needed to go up there now and investigate.

      Steeling myself against my own fears, I turned around, pushed one foot forward, and then another. Soon enough, I’d made my way over to the staircase. I looked up the steps once more.

      It was silent. And empty. I grabbed the wooden banister and took my time walking up the stairs, careful to avoid every creaky portion of each step to keep from waking my mother.

      That’s not the reason, you liar. You know she won’t awaken. You’re afraid of it finding out you’re on its tail.

      I trained my eyes on the second floor and allowed my peripheral vision to monitor things on the first floor. I wanted to believe that my limited understanding of the paranormal had allowed my mind to play tricks on me and that I’d imagined seeing the dark figure. But I hadn’t imagined the door slamming. Those two correlated, especially since the figure appeared moments before the sound upstairs. But could the figure be downstairs one moment and upstairs the next?

      I’d seen the shape, but after I blinked, it had disappeared. It could have moved into Lilah’s bedroom downstairs. Likewise, I hadn’t checked the den or the bathroom down there.

      No, don’t think that way. You don’t know what it is, what it can do.

      But you know it’s not human. Stop pretending you can rationalize things. You can’t do anything about the supernatural. Entities outside of this dimension have no boundaries. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be in this one!

      Oh yeah, how would you know? You’re ignorant of everything paranormal. You’d know more if you’d fully charged your phone. You might even know what you’re dealing with right now, instead of playing hypothetical games.

      I couldn’t overlook the noise upstairs any longer. I needed to investigate. I had to get answers.

      I took the first step of the staircase, and my breath came quicker, shallower. Nevertheless, I pressed on, staying alert for anything unordinary, figuring that Noelle hadn’t opened her window this late at night and guessing that this otherworldly monster had such incredible stealth that it dashed from one end of the house to another within the blink of an eye.

      Then another thought occurred to me: if something lurked upstairs, it might attack Noelle. Or push its thoughts into her mind. That notion doubled my fears, but it also brought out a fierce protective streak and impelled me up the stairs.

      When I hurtled the fourth step and still didn’t hear or see anything, I was emboldened by my bravery. I even shot a healthy dose of anger through my system, anger that something might have attacked my sister before and might have the same intentions again. When I crossed the next step even quicker than the last, I was convinced that I no longer cared how quickly the figure had moved or how imposing it looked. I wouldn’t allow it or anyone to hurt Noelle.

      Consumed with energy, I shot up the sixth, seventh, and eighth steps, only to feel my courage and fury quadruple. I double-stepped the next set of steps and reached the top floor in no time. Heaving for air, looking behind me, only to find my bedroom door still shut, I swung my neck to the right and found the bathroom door and my sister’s bedroom door closed.

      Noelle was asleep and alone. Completely oblivious to whatever had entered our home and slammed her door shut.

      Had it already reached her? Immobilized her? Prevented her from screaming?

      Fearing that each of those scenarios had already played out as I stood around trying to figure out what had happened made goosebumps etch my skin, I started toward my sister’s door, but hesitation made me stutter.

      No, I wouldn’t let my fright grab hold of me. Not when it came to Noelle’s safety.

      An adrenaline boost pumped through my veins, and I once again moved toward the other end of the hallway. When I passed the staircase, however, and the moonlight no longer shone through the windows downstairs and played along the steps lighting my path, I entered darkness. To keep fear at bay, I flexed my muscles, pushed my legs harder, and continued down the hall.

      Just as I reached her door, an even crisper chill than a few minutes ago had passed across my shoulders and chest, stretching down my arms and legs instantaneously. Shaken but undeterred, I grasped the doorknob, which had grown even colder than the air around me, sinking its frigidity into my palm. It startled me so much that my eyes focused not on what lay ten feet or so ahead of me, but inches from my eyes: a cloud of cold air passed across my field of vision.

      The chill produced what would ordinarily have occurred in a frigid climate. The horrendous scent that had inhabited the lower level now swirled around me as if a fan had pushed it in all directions.

      It felt like if I’d held the knob ten more seconds, my hand would succumb to frostbite. Rather than allow that to happen, I twisted the doorknob, swung the door open, and released the knob. I swung my gaze toward Noelle’s bed.

      The dark figure, more like a thick fog now that I had more than a moment to inspect it, was mere inches from the tips of Noelle’s Hello Kitty socks that peeked out from underneath her pink comforter. It pressed closer, moving along her body, heading for her thighs.

      Then it stopped. The haze veered in my direction, vibrating with intensity, shifting as though a current of wind passed across it.

      Did it see me? Or was I imagining things?

      A second later, it darted toward me, the fog growing larger and thickening, threatening to engulf me.

      I screamed.
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      “Dammit, Jocelyn!”

      The lamplight flicked on, and Noelle drew herself up against the headboard, holding her night mask in her left hand. An angry scowl split her lips. “What the fuck’s your problem?”

      Shocked that the figure hadn’t bashed into me, I checked the room for its presence, unable to find it anywhere. While that eased much of my anxiety, I couldn’t overlook the fact that, if it could disappear at will, it could reappear when I least expected it.

      “Hey,” Lilah called out from downstairs with a groggy, yet irritated tone. “Shut off the TV and go to bed.”

      I ignored my oblivious mother and threw my hands out in front of me as I approached my sister’s bed. I put a finger to my lips and hoped she’d obey my command.

      Noelle shook her head. Wisps of hair sashayed in either direction. “Really?” she asked, rattling it off in spitfire fashion. “Why should I be quiet? It’s past midnight, and you’re in my room, screaming your head off.”

      I lifted my left knee onto her bed, leaned over her body, and pressed my palm over her mouth. She struggled against me, so I fastened my other hand around the back of her skull and stared into her eyes with steadfast resolve. “Shhh!” I growled more than said. I shook my hands and tightened them on her lips. “Quiet.”

      Noelle’s eyebrows notched higher on her forehead as her hot breath rushed against my hand in quick bursts. Fear flashed in her eyes.

      I checked behind the door and all four corners of the room, but the fog hadn’t lain in wait. I jumped off the bed, rushed to her closet door, and swung it open. Nothing. I dropped to all fours and looked under the bed. Nope. I didn’t even notice the noxious smell that had drifted to my nose mere seconds ago.

      “What’s wrong with you?” my sister asked, her voice nearly failing her.

      I hopped to my feet, raced over to her door, and planned to shut it, expecting to feel another blast of arctic air, but it no longer inhabited the hallway. I grabbed the doorknob to swing it shut if the presence returned, not that a door would stop it, but it made me feel safer. Even so, the knob no longer felt the least bit cold.

      Refusing to let my fear get the best of me, but uncertain what I’d do if I’d once again encountered the black monstrosity, I swept through the hall and turned on the light switch to my right, which cut through the darkness. I peered down the stairs and caught sight of Lilah’s sleeping form. I scanned the perimeter around her but didn’t see the figure anywhere, so I stayed in place, watching, waiting, listening.

      Behind me, toes tapped against the carpet, and Noelle’s pajamas rustled as she came up behind me. “Screaming and latching onto me and running around so late…are you insane?”

      “I saw something.” With no sound or movement below, I scuttled to the bathroom door, opened it, turned on the light, and looked inside. The room was empty. I shot toward my bedroom and spread the door wide, and then flipped on the light switch. Once again, nothing appeared out of order.

      When I turned around, Noelle stood right behind me, as in only a few inches away. That she’d invaded my personal space put such a scare into me that I jumped backward.

      “What does that mean? You’re freaking the shit out of me!”

      “Something inhuman.” I brushed past her, shot down the steps, and turned on a lamp atop the console table near the front door, only to scan the room. With nothing askew, with no sign of a supernatural presence, I rushed through every square inch of the lower level but again found nothing the least bit conspicuous.

      We were alone.

      My mother slept on the couch as if nothing had happened.

      Hands clutched my shoulders and spun me around. I took in a sharp gust of air, ready to shout, but once again, I came face to face with my sister.

      “What,” Noelle mouthed, her eyes as deranged as I felt, “are you doing?”

      I breathed heavily, my mouth as dry as though someone had dabbed the insides with a cotton ball. I jerked a thumb up towards her bedroom before pulling my torso out of her grasp and running up the steps, darting down the hall, and rushing into her room.

      My sister came up on my heels, shut the door, and pressed her back and arms against it to prevent me from leaving again. “What’s going on?” she asked, heaving for air. “Tell me. Now!”

      “Something visited us.”

      Noelle winced and lowered her arms but stayed in place. “Define… ‘something.’”

      “Supernatural,” I stammered as too many thoughts swirled in my mind and bumped against each other, preventing me from describing what I’d seen. I caught my breath. “It was like a large black cloud. It almost attacked you.”

      “When I was asleep?” An irritated grin appeared. “So you’re saying using the Ouija board actually worked?” She chuckled, her annoyance ratcheting up a notch. “I doubt it, sis. It would have come when we used the Ouija, not now.”

      “I’m not making this up.” When she rolled her eyes, I spent the next few minutes describing everything that happened. “Why are you looking at me like that? I’m telling the truth. You’re the one who was using the Ouija board. You’re the one who invited this…whatever it is into our home.”

      Noelle lifted a hand to keep me from accusing her again and used the other to cover her eyes. “Oh, because the picture fell? But nothing has happened since then.”

      “What about the footsteps Lilah heard? And the cold drafts?”

      “She heard footsteps, I didn’t. Plus, it hasn’t been any colder in here than normal.”

      “What about the pounding in the walls?”

      She laughed. “Are ghosts picking up hammers now and pounding nails into the walls?”

      Annoyed by her unwillingness to take me seriously, I gritted my teeth. “The disgusting scent?”

      “You’re saying spirits stink, that they have B.O.?”

      “It’s not a ghost. It was a black figure.”

      “But you said it was a black cloud.

      “First, it was a figure and then it turned into a mist.”

      “So this shapeshifting entity, sorry, this creature turned itself into a cloud? We used that Ouija board five or six times, but it was a waste. Nothing happened.”

      Anger sizzled through my pores at the insinuation that I was nuts. “Try telling that to the black cloud that nearly attacked you.”

      “I’ve never been attacked by a cloud,” she said with a genuine smile. “How does that work? Does it zoom at me and whoosh, it just passes over me?  I can’t imagine that would hurt. I mean, it’s just air, so tell me again, why should I be afraid?”

      I fought back the urge to raise my voice because of the time of night. “It’s black—”

      “A storm cloud in the house? You’re not on acid, are you?”

      “I know what I saw.” I hated how Noelle always questioned me, no matter how certain I sounded, no matter how crazy I seemed. Why couldn’t she just trust me? But if she were under the influence of this entity, she’d want to doubt me, possibly even antagonize me.

      “So why didn’t it attack me?” she asked.

      “Because I stopped it.”

      “How? By glaring at it? Are you telling me, you looked at it, and then all of a sudden, this black cloud, in our house, decided not to attack me? Tonight,” she said, adopting a serious tone, “it’ll be cloudy with a one-hundred percent chance of crazy.”

      “I know what I saw,” I repeated, infuriated until I realized that I sounded like a prime candidate for the insane asylum. For that reason, I tried to dial down my frustration because, otherwise, my sister might not take me seriously.

      “Okay.” Noelle made her way across the floor and stopped at the foot of her bed. “It saw you, and then it turned in your direction and flew at you like Superman.” She lowered her head with her eyes raised, hoping that her questions made me see reason.

      “Yes.”

      Noelle threw both hands in the air. “I give up.” She turned and walked back to her bed.

      “Just because you haven’t seen or heard anything happen since you used the Ouija board doesn’t mean strange incidents haven’t happened since then.”

      “The purpose was to make contact. Does it make sense for Dad to appear later and say, ‘Sorry, I was hanging with the guys. It was rib night in Heaven. Did you call?’ No, Jocelyn. That’s not how it works.”

      It seemed like she’d studied up on using Ouija boards. Then again, she despised reading anything but gossip and style magazines, so maybe she’d relied on Lilah for that information.

      “Over the past couple weeks,” she continued, “whenever I had some free time, Lilah kept badgering me, so I played along to get her off my back.”

      I overlooked her annoyance because I knew it was easier to work alongside Lilah than to oppose whatever she wanted. Besides, it would tick me off if Noelle had rushed into my room and screamed, only to sweep through the house, seeking out the unexplainable.

      “Has Mom used the board without you?” I asked, suspecting she’d done just that.

      “I don’t know,” Noelle said in an exhausted tone, one that made it clear she’d given up on trying to think about it any further. “It was your imagination. That’s all. Now can we please go to bed?”

      “I told you before, and I’ll tell you again: that board doesn’t make it a game. Even if something didn’t contact both of you earlier doesn’t mean this entity hasn’t somehow communicated with Lilah.” I paused to let that statement claw itself into her psyche. “At least, give me that much.”

      Noelle flicked her wrist. “Fine. Whatever. If it’s real and you can talk with someone long gone, then okay, I’ll admit it’s possible. All right? I mean, that’s why we used it, so are we done here?”

      Based on the way my sister cringed at me, I knew she’d acknowledged my theory as possible, although unlikely because it would allow her to get back to bed. “Yeah, we’re done. But I’m sleeping in here with you tonight.” If something had influenced my sister in the past few days, the black fog may have done it, but since it left, I might not have to worry about my sister…unless it tried to attack her again.

      “Are you that afraid?” she asked. A trace of a smile hovered on her lips as she turned back to her bed.

      “I’m not doing it for me,” I admitted. “It came in here to attack you.”

      “Yeah, that’s right!” Noelle said, spinning back to me, as though catching me in a lie. Her grin grew more vibrant. “But if it flew at you, why didn’t it hit you?”

      I considered my mother’s alcohol dependency and Noelle’s recreational drug use and wondered if the entity found it easier to persuade them. In those instances, both of them were either somewhat or totally incapacitated, and therefore, unable to defend themselves.

      “See?” asked my sister. “How does that make sense? If it wanted to get me, but you distracted it, wouldn’t it try to kill you and then come after me?”

      She had a point, but I could feel that it had nefarious plans. There seemed to be an urgency, an animosity toward me once I got in its way. The way it rushed me told me as much. Then another thing occurred to me. “This was the first time I’d seen it. Maybe it doesn’t want to be seen. Maybe it wants to strike when you’re asleep, so you’ll be defenseless.”

      “Then why had it waited until now?” Noelle asked. “If Mom’s been at the Ouija board, and bad things happen while she’s done using it, why hasn’t that bad thing visited me a week ago? Or two weeks ago?”

      I didn’t have an answer for her, so I returned to my bedroom, glad not to see or hear anything unordinary, before dragging my bedsheet, blanket, and pillow into Noelle’s room. I set those items on the carpet and camped out in the corner of her room, just beyond the foot of her bed. While Noelle was untroubled by all the activity and fell asleep within minutes, I stayed up for a while, wishing J.D. was nearby to calm me down, and I stared at the door, expecting him to push it aside and magically appear. I replayed how the shape had almost thrown itself onto my sister, and when it took flight straight toward me, I tucked my sheets tightly around me.

      Then I remembered that I hadn’t reclaimed my cell phone. How idiotic! I stood up and waited for anything to disrupt the air around me. Nothing did, so I scuttled across the carpet, pulled open Noelle’s door, and looked into the corridor.

      All was silent. But that didn’t mean an otherworldly entity didn’t lurk nearby.

      I waited, looking for the black mist. When it didn’t appear, I rushed across the hallway and burst into my room. I dashed across the floor, snatched the phone from my nightstand without incident, ran out, and headed back into Noelle’s room.

      I swung the door shut and made sure it tapped against the threshold silently. Then I crept back to my blanket. Under the covers, breathing heavy, I turned on my smartphone to find it partially charged. I began searching for information about those who might appear in place of the one you hoped to contact when using a Ouija board.

      I was surprised not to find one article, editorial, blog post, or excerpt from a newspaper, magazine, or book article where a credentialed or qualified expert shared his or her knowledge or experiences. In short, I couldn’t verify any of the wild claims posted online. But based on most of the sites, those who claimed to be experts were usually charlatans. It seemed only those who worked on the fringes of society when it came to paranormal – in short, those who worked for free – had the skills and experience necessary to handle supernatural cases in a professional capacity.

      That should have given me pause, but having read so much shaky insight, ranging from ghostbusters to monster-fighters, I didn’t know what to think or believe. Over the next hour or so, I started at every sound: the tree branch outside the window that occasionally scratched the aluminum siding when it got caught in the breeze; the hum of the heating system kicking on every so often; Noelle grinding her teeth which, strangely enough, sounded like two creaky wooden boards grating against each other.

      All told, I’d become such an emotional wreck that I’d completely fried my nerves. It had a welcome side effect, however, because all of the crazy ideas I’d read about made it difficult for me to think through one idea before moving on to the next, eventually amalgamating into a gigantic mass of confusion. In all that time, nothing supernatural appeared related to what occurred in my house.

      When I finally clicked on a link about demons, however, the battery in my phone died out. Again. Of course, it did. It made me wish I’d searched for my missing laptop.

      When my eyelids faltered, I tried to keep them open, but at this point, no matter how much I wanted to remain awake, having stayed up for almost twenty hours straight had shut down productive brain activity. Between those moments where my eyelids closed and I glanced around the room for anything suspicious, nothing seemed unordinary. We were still alone.

      Sometime later, the air in the room felt heavy. I turned aside and wrapped my blanket tighter around my frame. The scent of rotten meat sifted to my nose, and my lungs needed to work harder for me to breathe. Had these sensations preceded an evil presence?

      The possibility of the dark shape returning made me crack open my eyelids. In the last instance, the scent had permeated the air when I’d seen the dark figure, which made my heart beat faster.

      A warning signal in my mind forced my senses awake. I looked down the stretch of my body without moving my neck. This small segment of the room was completely void of activity.

      Across the room, Noelle let out a soft whimper.

      As much as I wanted to turn around and check on my sister, fright pinned me in place. I’d waited so long for the entity to make itself known that when it may have done so, I was caught off-guard and couldn’t move.

      “Mmm-hmm,” cooed Noelle. “I do want it,” she whispered. “Just not here.” A light giggle ensued. “I like public places.”

      My heart slowed. My sister, who’d quizzed me earlier about sexual experience, might be having one of her own. Less than a dozen feet away from me. In her sleep. Fearing I might laugh aloud, I plugged my mouth with a palm.

      “Ooh,” she said with a gasp. “You too?”

      Was Noelle reliving a sexting session? Perhaps a flirtatious email with a lover? Maybe she imagined a man lying beside her, or even on top of her. Regardless, I envied her fantasy life. I only dreamed about unclogging drains with black sludge mingled with human hair or crouching on a roof while chipping away at thick ice clinging to exhaust pipes and praying I didn’t fall to my death.

      When my silent laughter died down, I wondered what my sister’s face looked like during these dreams, so I tilted toward her.

      A black mist a few inches in length lingered over my sister’s head and sunk toward her face.

      Aghast, I bolted upright and sprang to my feet, but when I finally looked down at her, I found no trace of the black shape.

      Had it moved? I glanced left and right, but I didn’t see it anywhere.

      My eyes were grainy from the disruption of sleep, only to awaken without fully rubbing the grogginess from them. Sensing that my muscles would lock in place if I didn’t move, I knelt down and looked under her bed.

      Had I imagined the smog because I’d been lying in wait for it? Or better yet, had my eyes tricked me? No, I’d seen it, but I hadn’t seen it disintegrate. So where had it gone?

      Had it somehow slipped into my sister’s body?

      I got up, padded alongside her bed, and scrutinized her face for any sense of discomfort.

      Noelle wore a lovelorn expression. She sighed and gripped her body pillow tightly.

      Nothing in her words, tone, or appearance gave me the slightest impression that she’d been under duress, and I certainly couldn’t call a sexy one-sided conversation a dangerous encounter.

      I reached out, prepared to grab Noelle’s shoulder and awaken her. But with only a few centimeters separating my finger from her skin, I realized that I shouldn’t awaken her. What if my imagination had gotten the best of me, and I’d conjured up an image that didn’t exist?

      The room didn’t feel heavy. My chest hadn’t worked overtime to snatch air into my lungs.

      I didn’t know if I’d had a bad dream that included an abhorrent smell, which might have made it difficult to breathe, only to wake me up, or if my overactive imagination and grainy eyes had given me the impression that the mist had returned. Did I fabricate that too? The same went for the noxious odor.

      I went to my blanket and pillow, settled down, and listened to my sister’s soft breathing from across the room. Try though I might, I couldn’t help but permit the lingering thought from trickling across my mind: what if I’d truly seen the last vestiges of the dark figure…slipping into Noelle’s body? If I had, that might be one way that a supernatural entity could manipulate her. It could possibly do everything my sister couldn’t remember doing, only to wipe those thoughts from her mind, making her think those events had never occurred.

      Although I hadn’t slept in nearly one full day, those thoughts kept drowsiness at bay. I looked at my phone, wishing it would power quickly so I could do further research about whatever plagued our home.

      With eyes that wanted to sleep but with a spirit that blocked that welcome refrain, I lay awake, splitting every glance between the door and my sister’s sleeping body, hoping the mist didn’t return, but praying it hadn’t somehow gained control of my sister.
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      Hours later, just as my eyes finally drifted off to sleep, Noelle’s phone erupted with the alarm of an airplane soaring through the sky while an unrelenting barrage of machine gun fire forced my sister awake with a jolt, her blanket kicking up at her feet.

      The sun’s rays peeked through the window, and my sister hopped out of bed and stretched as a slight squeak left her mouth before a yawn replaced it. While a good portion of her body may have been tired, Noelle’s eyes were alert and her limbs were as perky as if she’d had an uninterrupted nine hours of shuteye.

      While annoyed to have missed even a few minutes of sleep, I welcomed her company, as my sister collected her wardrobe from the closet and headed to the bedroom with an exhilarated smile. Granted, she didn’t leave time to talk, but knowing that she was awake and well reassured me that the entity must not have attacked her last night.

      On second thought, did I feel that way because I wanted to believe it? Or did I truly trust that she was okay? I had a tough time trying to separate the two. Noelle seemed fine now, but she’d also seemed that way…after accusing Jake of rape, minus the confusion about having lost time. In the end, I wanted to believe that the entity hadn’t accosted her, but I would remain wary of that possibility until I had more information about what may have tried to attack us.

      I returned my bedding materials to my bedroom and sadness hit my heart when I didn’t see John Doe at the foot of my bed. I went over to the window and pushed the curtain aside.

      Just outside our yard, J.D. stood at attention, looking up at me. He barked, wagged his tail, and remained in place.

      My pulse kicked into gear. I opened the window and poked my head out. “J.D.! Stay!” Then I bolted out of my room and hurried out of the house, but when I arrived at the place he’d stood only a minute earlier, he no longer inhabited that area. I glanced around and called out to him, but he didn’t come.

      How had he dashed away so quickly? Where had he gone? And why hadn’t he heeded my call?

      I spent the next thirty minutes searching the neighborhood in my pajamas, and while sorrow hit me hard at not finding him, at least I knew he was still alive. Maybe he hadn’t returned home because of the stench in the house. After all, dogs’ sense of smell was forty times stronger than that of a human’s, so if it annoyed us, it probably drove him so crazy he needed to leave. Taken in that context, I couldn’t blame him for leaving, and at least he’d let me know that he was all right. That obviously didn’t keep me from worrying about whether he had enough to eat or drink, but if he needed either, all he had to do was come home.

      When I returned to the house, I found the sofa vacant.

      Lilah stood in front of the stove, attending to sunny-side-up eggs and a few strips of bacon in the same frying pan. She lifted a cup of coffee, no doubt spiked with vodka, to her lips. She took one gulp, a second, and was about to place the cup on the counter but decided to take a third mouthful.

      I headed for the refrigerator to get some orange juice. “I saw John Doe outside a few minutes ago.”

      The tension in Lilah’s shoulders subsided and a smile split her lips. She poked her head into the family room. “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know. When I left the house to get him, he’d already run away.”

      “Do you think he might return?” she asked, concern lining her eyes as a frown replaced her smile.

      “I do, yeah.” I didn’t know what to make of his vanishing act, but his appearance made it clear he still cared about us and would return on his own timetable. At least I hoped so.

      “You must lower that television at night, Jocelyn. That screaming harlot may have awoken the neighbors.”

      I removed a carton of orange juice, grabbed a bowl, and took a spoon from a drawer. “It wasn’t an actress on TV. The television was off.”

      “Off? Don’t be ridiculous. It was blaring. It sounded as if you’d placed a megaphone next to the speaker.”

      “I was the one who screamed.” For a few seconds, I heard only the grease popping in the pan. I plucked a box of cereal from the cabinet, filled my bowl, added the orange juice to my bowl, and then swirled the cereal around.

      “What do you mean you were screaming? And you’re no longer a child. Will you please use milk instead of orange juice in your cereal? Why do you insist on carrying on in this manner?”

      “Because I like it,” I said, recalling how my mother had considered my concoction cute a decade ago. I just wished she’d accept me, instead of always pointing out what she considered as flaws.

      I hadn’t fielded any calls for potential jobs lately, which worried me. The video may have made the rounds, and prospective clients may have decided to hire a more “professional” contractor. I couldn’t blame them, and I hoped the video hadn’t gone viral.

      Similarly, I wished Jake would have given me a chance to explain what had happened, but since he wouldn’t answer his phone, I preferred to think we’d hit a rough patch, not that we were done. It was easier that way. It would also allow me to address the paranormal circumstances in my home.

      Lilah turned off the burner and began shoveling eggs onto a plate before doing the same with the bacon. Miraculously, there wasn’t a speckle of yellow on the bacon. Then again, she probably didn’t have to worry about salmonella. Even if some had splashed her bacon, all the liquor in her gut would probably kill it.

      “I screamed,” I said, returning to the original question, “because I thought I saw something about to attack Noelle in bed.” I started eating my cereal, hoping I’d piqued her interest enough to question my comments.

      “Are you certain the stranger wasn’t a boyfriend? She’s used plenty of ingenuity to sneak them into this house in the past, and one cannot help but overhear her yelling, “Ravage me, Blake. Oh God, ravage me.”

      “Wait, I thought Blake was your boyfriend,” I said, unable to keep myself from smiling at the prospect of my mother stealing the imaginary boyfriend she created for Noelle. “And wasn’t that you screaming his name?”

      “Hilarious,” Lilah said with a flat expression. “And for someone who isn’t religious, it’s a little disconcerting that your sister only calls out to you-know-who while she’s in bed with a man.”

      The last thing I wanted to discuss was my sister’s sex life…with my mother. I guess I deserved it since I tried using this subject to get off topic.

      Lilah plopped the plate onto the table beside me. It wobbled around the surface like a coin that had dropped to the floor before falling still. “Attacked?” she asked, as if she’d only now recalled that I’d mentioned the entity that may have went after Noelle. “In this house? That late at night? Do you take me for an imbecile?”

      I chose not to answer that one.

      “If an intruder had invaded our home, trust me, I would have noticed. The front door is less than ten feet from the sofa.”

      Again, I decided not to comment due to her oblivious nature while drunk.

      “Why must you carry on with these banal musings? Have I not raised you better than that?”

      At this rate, I could go all hour without saying a word.

      “Let’s assume you didn’t have such an active imagination, and an interloper had indeed entered our home undetected.”

      “You have my attention,” I said, willing to speak now that she’d asked a reasonable question. Besides, mornings were the best time to get an honest and non-sarcastic response because Lilah had only begun drinking upon waking.

      She pursed her lips, acting coy. “So this criminal—”

      “It wasn’t a criminal.” I lowered my spoon. I needed to get off this tangent and return to the matter at hand. “Have you noticed anything unusual happening around here since we used the Ouija board?”

      She tried to use the rest of her bacon strip to pick up a clump of eggs, but the bacon fell into her eggs. “You mean other than that incessant pounding in the wall that you still haven’t attended to? And that repulsive scent?” She wagged a bacon strip at me. “Yet another issue you have yet to look into.”

      I didn’t want another reminder of either occurrence because I still suspected they sprung from having used the Ouija board.

      “Otherwise, I haven’t detected anything noteworthy.” Using a fork this time, she scooped some eggs into her mouth and waited for a follow-up question.

      I doubted she’d notice the cold spots in the house because her alcohol intake most likely tricked her body into feeling warmer than actuality. “Have you seen or heard anything else unusual?”

      She shook her head and swallowed some of her coffee cocktail.

      “When we used the Ouija board, what if something other than Dad had responded?”

      “If at first, you don’t succeed, try, try again.”

      I wouldn’t have expected such a prescient response from a former professor.

      Given what I’d experienced the last two days, I hated how she’d shrugged off my concern, all but stating that I was being melodramatic. Would she have noticed some of the other encounters that I’d had…if she’d been sober? “You’re underplaying things.”

      “We were precise in our communications,” Lilah said.

      Seeing her hands shake, a side effect of her alcoholism, she put the mug to her mouth and swallowed until she’d drained it. She smacked her lips a couple of times and glared at the mug, as though blaming it for not providing a more pleasant buzz. With a frown, she stood up, went over to the fridge, removed the bottle of vodka Noelle brought home the other day and poured the equivalent of three shots of liquor into the mug before mixing in just as much coffee. She returned to the table, grabbed another bacon strip, and chewed it like a Twizzler.

      I wrapped my palm around her knuckles. “Take it easy, okay?”

      Lilah acknowledged my hand for a long moment and winced as though that simple touch meant something precious to her. Moisture entered eyes that fidgeted in every direction but mine. “I’m fine,” she said, her voice quivering a little. She shoved the bacon in her mouth and chomped away. “No need to worry. I’m perfectly fine.” A half-hearted smile, the kind reminiscent of those who used the credo “fake it until you make it” appeared on her face.

      It touched me that she couldn’t pretend my concern didn’t mean something to her. I found it strange that she had begun giving me the idea that she actually cared for me. Although it touched me, I wouldn’t fall for it. I’d done so numerous times in the past, and it left me brokenhearted. I didn’t want to make that mistake again.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, “if you tried to contact Dad or not. From the little that I’ve read, trying to contact someone who has passed can open up—”

      “What are you suggesting?” Lilah snapped. “A spirit other than your father took my attempted communique as an invitation to enter our home? That this ghost appeared and attacked your sister?” She smirked, all semblance of the moment we’d shared seconds ago all but forgotten. “I think you place too much faith in the internet.”

      That last remark ticked me off. As someone who once took great pride in sharing knowledge with others, Lilah would never have made such a snide comment in the past. Then my gaze fell to her mug, and of course, I realized the alcohol had probably been talking for her. If she’d lost sight of her past beliefs and now considered her past as a waste of time. I wished she’d shared that with me. As it was, she wasn’t willing to share anything with me anymore, except for her bottle of vodka.

      “You’ve always had an overactive imagination,” Lilah said. “What does your sister say?”

      “She thinks I’m nuts.”

      “Like mother, like daughter.”

      That felt like a dagger to my heart. Then I remembered that I’d forsaken any attempt to repair our broken relationship, and the hurt drifted away leaving behind a vacant hole. Of course, I knew what she meant. Dad and I had a closer bond than I’d shared with my mother, so Lilah tried to compete with our relationship by singling out Noelle and spending more time with her than me. When asked about it, my mother always dismissed my thoughts and feelings. I’d always tried to include her whenever Dad and I went out to ballgames or music concerts, stopped to check out garage sales or window-shopped, but Lilah and Noelle preferred to shop for high-end clothing and make-up, as well as visit museums and art galleries.

      “So,” I said, trying to wrap things up, “other than the fallen picture, the pounding in the walls, and the creaking floorboards, you haven’t seen anything strange or heard anything that didn’t sound right?” I asked, going for one last-ditch effort.

      “No.”

      “Well, I’ve been experiencing some strange stuff.”

      “You should speak with Noelle. She’s the one who pressures me to contact your father.”

      My sister had insinuated that Lilah had been the one in favor of continually using the board. So who was telling the truth? After contemplating how different my mother and I were, I realized that Lilah would probably prefer to exercise her intellectual prowess by playing Chess or Scrabble, not a board where she asked questions and mystical energy moved her hand around the board. In fact, that seemed more in line with Noelle’s preferred type of “game,” the kind that didn’t require her to think. Then again, Lilah had spiraled downwards since Dad died, not my sister. All told, I didn’t know what to think.

      Since alcohol lowered her inhibitions, she could have been speaking the truth. Furthermore, she looked like she didn’t care how this information affected me. But Lilah was always under the influence, so her opinions and actions should be consistent. Noelle would have a greater reason to lie. After all, she’d impersonated me. Or had the entity that manipulated her done that?

      The outfit! The one Noelle may have worn when she confronted Jake.

      Why hadn’t I thought of it before?

      Those thoughts persuaded me to leave the kitchen, hurry up the steps, and rush into Noelle’s bedroom. I went over to her dresser and looked through her drawers, searching for that sexy outfit.

      I didn’t find it there, so I looked under her bed, checked the drawers in her nightstand, and finally came upon her closet. I pushed aside all the clothes on hangars and explored the clothes on the ledge above it but had no luck. Finally, my gaze fell to at least one weeks’ worth of clothes on the ground, a place where I should have started my search.

      I got down, swished aside pants, socks, panties, dress pants, bras, a blazer, and…found the black leather skirt and tight T-shirt I’d supposedly worn when I’d accused Jake of rape.
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      Finding the outfit verified that Noelle had worn it and confronted Jake, but since I suspected the entity had influenced that decision, I still didn’t have what I needed: intel about whatever had penetrated our home.

      After searching the internet for a while, I found a blog post about a fellow Chicagoan named Eloise Blythe, a psychic who had multiple encounters with the paranormal and now worked full-time at the Fairfield Public Library Branch. According to her blog, she didn’t charge those she helped because she considered it her duty as an opportunity to help those afflicted by the paranormal, I traveled twenty-plus miles to her library branch in hopes of meeting her. The little neighborhood branch was cozy and inviting.

      I stepped up to a trim, blond woman my age who sat behind the Information Desk. The nametag on her chest read: Rosalind Lanners. “Hi,” I said, “I was hoping to speak with Eloise. Is she in?”

      “No, she’s off today. Is there something I can help you with?”

      My spirits sank. I needed to speak with Eloise in person, not speak to her through a third party. I supposed I’d need to leave my contact info and hope that Eloise would call me back, but I didn’t want to leave that to chance. I needed help. Now.

      “Are you two friends?” asked Rosalind, quirking an eyebrow, maybe suspecting I might not have a question she could answer.

      “Not really. I read a blog post of hers that made me curious, and I was hoping to chat with her.” Reluctant to meet her gaze, I noticed that her badge referred to her as the Branch Manager, and I figured that she wouldn’t have let me talk with Eloise more than a few minutes outside of ordinary business. My cheeks burned bright at the idea of getting in trouble with a librarian. “Um, I could probably follow up with her later.”

      “Should I tell her you stopped by?”

      “No, that’s okay. It’s…” I couldn’t say it wasn’t important, but I didn’t know how to phrase what I needed help with so I said, “could I give you my name and number?”

      Rosalind drew closer to the desk and leaned across it. “A blog post, huh?” she whispered and glanced around conspiratorially. Seeing no one who might overhear her, she said, “Does this have anything to do with…the supernatural?”

      My breath caught. I opened my mouth, unsure if I should say anything about Eloise outside of her profession. On second thought, Rosalind obviously knew about it and based on her low tone, she wanted to keep what she said confidential, so I nodded.

      A grim expression altered her pleasant features. “Is it something you’re dealing with?”

      I nodded again. Had she also had a supernatural encounter? If so, maybe she’d be more understanding if she knew I wanted to talk with Eloise for that purpose, rather than merely stopping by to talk.

      Seeing patrons at a nearby computer station, Rosalind cocked her head about fifteen feet away, toward a darkened study room. She snatched a notepad and pen and then headed in that direction. She entered the room, flipped the light on, stepped inside, and waited for me. “I can’t close the door because I’m in charge of the building, but this will give us some privacy.” A severe stare hit her eyes. “Has anything dangerous happened?”

      To hear that she took me seriously made tears enter my eyes. I stepped into the room and blinked rapidly to offset the moisture. “Something nearly attacked my sister. And then it tried to come after me.”

      Rosalind studied my gaze. “‘Something?’”

      The dark fog quickly hit the forefront of my mind. Until now, I’d tried not to think about it because doing so alone for more than a few seconds would make me start to shake. I described what it looked like.

      Rosalind put a hand against her heart. “I’m so sorry. I’ve dealt with something like that before, and Eloise helped in a big way.”

      I had no idea how tight my chest felt until she’d spoken those words. “Oh, thank God!”

      “Eloise tells me about all of her cases. Where is it happening?”

      “My house.”

      “Do you think you’re in danger?”

      “I get the impression something can happen at any moment.” I didn’t want to extrapolate on “something” because I didn’t know what could happen.

      “Eloise is working a case right now. I should get your contact info.” She prepared to write on the notepad.

      I gave her my name, telephone number, and my address. “How did she help you?”

      “Ghost infestation.”

      “Really?” I asked, realizing that two days ago I wouldn’t have believed I’d be discussing the paranormal with anyone, let alone a librarian who referred me to a ghostbuster. “Did anyone get hurt?” I hoped she wouldn’t reply in the affirmative. It might mean Eloise was experienced enough to deal with nasty elements without anyone getting injured.

      “It happened in this building. Eloise didn’t mention it in her blog post because I don’t want paranormal investigators trying to film here for their webisodes on YouTube. Understood?”

      “I won’t tell anyone a thing. By the way, what do you mean, Eloise worked a ‘case?’”

      “She works with a medium who speaks to those on the other side, among other phenomena.”

      Yes! If I could convince Eloise and this medium to help me, they might be able to identify whatever had infested my home. “I’d appreciate it if you’d get in touch with her as soon as possible.”

      She removed a cell phone from a pocket in her slacks and began dialing. “Is this soon enough for you?”
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      I remained at the library throughout the morning and researched hauntings, using online databases and books, but I didn’t find anything that addressed the issues I’d experienced in my home. Just as I recalled that I’d planned to search demonology last night before my cell phone died, I received a call from a detective from the Chicago Police Department. Apparently, he’d dropped by my house, and Lilah gave him my phone number.

      I agreed to meet him at the police station, where he questioned me for a couple of hours. I explained that a new medication had messed with my mind, and I assured the detective that Jake hadn’t attacked me. After that confession, the detective grilled me for wasting valuable police resources and potentially damaging Jake’s career. He left me alone in an interrogation room for another hour and a half before whipping open the door with a nasty scowl and said: “Get the hell outta here!”

      Afterward, I called Jake in hopes that enough time had passed that he might answer the phone. I’d have preferred to visit him, but I doubted he’d let me in his home or office, so I left him a long-winded voicemail, explaining that my twin sister had impersonated me and that her behavior was probably related to some paranormal events that were occurring in my home. Throughout the entire message, my voice quivered at the thought that he might delete the voicemail upon first hearing my voice.

      When I got home and spotted Jake’s black sedan at the curb outside my house, my heartbeat hammered with excitement that he’d decided to drop by instead of merely returning my call. A moment later, however, I prayed that he hadn’t already knocked on my front door, only to have Lilah invite him inside. If Jake had to meet my mother, I would have preferred to introduce them, not allow Lilah to answer the door in a drunken stupor. Thankfully, Noelle would still be at work, so Jake wouldn’t have to encounter the person who’d tried to ruin his career.

      My pulse no longer pounded with excitement but dread. I rushed into the house and found Lilah stretched out on the sofa, holding a mug that she now lifted to her smiling lips as her gaze met mine.

      Jake, seated in the recliner and tilting a mug of his own to his mouth, saw me and placed the cup on the end table beside him. He shot to his feet. He winced as though ashamed not to have considered that Noelle had attacked him as he approached me.

      “Hello, sweetie!” said Lilah. “Your boyfriend has been regaling me with the sordid tales of your dating rituals.”

      “What?” I asked, breathless. What had Jake told her? On second thought, we didn’t have any “sordid” tales to tell Lilah, so I assumed she was just trying to get under my skin.

      My mother’s eyebrow perked up. “Holding hands while strolling through an amusement park? Sharing a bottle of wine while dining at an upscale restaurant? Oh, you rebel! When you publish your memoirs, I’ll be the first in line at the bookstore.”

      Jake gave me a hug, and his scent washed over me as those strong arms held me. But I still had trouble with the way he’d jumped to conclusions and went off on me a couple of days ago. I wrapped my arms around him, but I didn’t feel the sense of closeness with him that I’d felt for him before the incident with my sister. And I sensed a little hesitation on his part as well. Jake may have been uncomfortable because he’d just met my mother and didn’t know how to act around her, but intuition told me that Jake had changed since the moment he kicked me out of his office.

      “Thanks for calling to explain things,” he said, pulling away from me.

      “I’m glad you listened to what I had to say,” I said, surprised that he hadn’t placed his hands on my hip or shoulder or anywhere really. He usually did, so I figured he felt as awkward as I did.

      “And I’m sorry for everything I said. I kept thinking about the grilled-cheese sandwich. I mean, would you bring that if you’d really accused me of…well, something seemed way off about that. Anyway, I wanted to call you, but I misplaced my phone. So, really, if you hadn’t called, I might not have found it for a while. But by the time I found it, you were already leaving me a voicemail.”

      “Oh, you two are adorable,” Lilah said, scooting into a sitting position. “Shall I retrieve my camera? Is a proposal forthcoming?”

      “Proposal?” I asked, annoyed. “Sorry to tell you this, Lilah, but we got hitched last weekend.”

      The sarcastic expression on my mother’s face twisted into a frown. “Surely, you jest?”

      “Yes, Mother. You’re not the only one capable of mockery.”

      Lilah glowered at Jake. “Mr. Tilburn, are you prepared for my daughter’s sarcasm?”

      “That’s one of her best characteristics.”

      “Very well,” said Lilah. She rattled the ice cubes in her glass. “Oh my goodness. It seems my refreshment has run dry.” She extended her arm and shook the glass. “Be a gentleman and supply a refill.”

      Lilah may have asked, but she had all but ordered Jake to help her…in an unfamiliar place. I wouldn’t allow her to treat Jake like an errand boy. I stormed over to her. “Are your legs broken? No? Then get your own refill.”

      “Mr. Tilburn, are you prepared for my daughter’s attitude?” asked Lilah, placing a hand against her chest, as though appalled at my behavior. “She is quite headstrong.”

      “Like mother, like daughter,” I said repeating the words she’d used earlier to describe her and Noelle.

      “That’s a shiny necklace,” Lilah said, nodding at the cross pendant against Jake’s collarbone. “Are you a devout believer?”

      “Yes, I believe in God. But I don’t go to church or anything.”

      Lilah examined his eyes for a long moment, her stare growing distant, cold. “Why?” she asked in a voice that sounded parched, making her tone come out cracked.

      “Not enough time, I guess.”

      “So you don’t truly believe,” she said as a smile slid across her lips.

      “I don’t pray, but I still believe in God,” Jake said, looking to me, as though unsure if he should continue speaking.

      Rather than encourage him to keep going, whereby my mother would then question why God allowed a drunk driver to kill her husband in an accident, I shook my head.

      Lilah slammed the mug on the end table beside her and got to her feet in one quick moment. Due to her drunken state, she steadied herself as though on a surfboard trying to acclimate to the imaginary waves under her. “See?” she asked, once more drilling Jake with a severe expression. “She won’t even allow you to speak for yourself.” She met my stare. “You have poor manners.”

      Instead of letting her drag me into an argument, I turned, grabbed Jake’s hand, and headed for the front door.

      The door opened before I had a chance to open it, stopping Jake and me in our tracks.

      Noelle appeared in the threshold, looked up at us, and stood upright, shocked to see us standing less than five feet away from her. When she set her gaze on Jake, she began to smile and turned to me with approval. “Good catch, sis.” She swung the door shut behind her and held out her hand. “Hi, Jake, is it? I’m Noelle.”

      Distrustful, Jake looked into my sister’s eyes as though for something, anything that might explain why she’d accused him of such a heinous crime, only to act as if she’d never seen him before.

      “Oh, that’s right,” said Noelle, lowering her head in shame, as if she’d only just now pulled up the memory from the video I’d shown her. It came off contrived and fake. “Jocelyn told me what happened, what I apparently said. I don’t remember any of it, but I didn’t mean any of that.” Even worse, her voice sounded condescending, as though despite seeing the truth, she distrusted the video. “I hope you can forgive me.” Without moving her head, Noelle’s eyes glanced up like a little girl who expected punishment but hoped for immediate forgiveness.

      How could she be so remorseless, so indifferent? “Are you kidding me, Noelle? You could have ruined his career.”

      “Hey,” she said, “I’ve given this a lot of thought, all right? The way I see it, you could have been the one who slapped him. I don’t even remember doing it. Don’t you think a person would remember something like that? So who’s to say that you didn’t do all that?”

      Startled by how quickly she’d turned on me, I said, “Earlier today, I found the clothes you wore that day in your closet. That’s how.”

      “Big deal. You could have put them there. What would that take? Twenty seconds? Nice try. How about a real explanation this time, or are you only interested in telling lies nowadays?”

      Noelle had always been self-centered, but she’d never been cruel, never disbelieved me, especially now after she’d admitted to losing time. This supernatural creature had to be manipulating Noelle right now. I had no doubt about it.

      But how? Where was it? Hiding somewhere in the house? In this room? Inside her? And how could it control Noelle so easily? Dammit. I needed answers. Come on, Eloise. Call me. Now!

      “I would never do that to Jake,” I said, hoping Jake heard the sincerity in my voice.

      “And I would, apparently,” my sister said, which is really odd because I only recently found out he existed, so how would I know where he worked? And why would I slap him and accuse him of rape? What do I gain from that?”

      “It’s connected to what happened with the Ouija board,” I said. “All of its related. Can’t you see that?”

      “How do you know?” asked Lilah, more alert and interested than she’d been in quite some time. “What evidence have you uncovered?”

      I looked from her to Noelle and then to Jake. Each person stared at me, waiting as the silence stretched on for what felt like an eternity. “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

      Jake inspected the house. “Nothing strange seems to be going on.”

      “Except,” my sister said in a calm, detached voice, “Jocelyn blaming me for a crime that I never committed. Where did our relationship go off the rails so badly that you’d lash out at your boyfriend and blame me for it?”

      “And what did I ever do to deserve that?” Jake asked, turning toward me with a snarl and eyes that blazed with confusion and aggravation.

      “Not you, too,” I said, my stomach plummeting at the thought of Jake believing my sister over me. How could he trust someone he’d never said hello to…over the woman he’d just met…over the woman he’d been dating for three months? That question made it difficult for me to form words, but when I did, I set my attention on Noelle. “Why are you doing this?”

      “I’m being honest.” She folded her arms and leaned her weight on one hip. “Are you?”

      Jake nodded, his severe expression growing ever more curious and angry.

      “I don’t have any—”

      “You’ve been dating for a while,” Noelle said. “Do you love him?”

      “That’s none of your business,” I shot back, anger propelling the words from my mouth.

      Jake dug his tongue into his teeth behind closed lips.

      “Don’t look at me that way,” I said and looked at my sister “You’re not yourself. You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “I asked if you loved your boyfriend. Jake heard it. Lilah heard it. And you heard it. So yeah, I really do know what I’m talking about. Now how about being honest and answer the question.”

      So much rage shot through my system that I shuddered. That’s not your sister. Some paranormal creature is controlling her, making her ask these questions. Noelle would never be this rude. “I’m not answering your goddamned question.”

      “Hey,” Jake said, heavy breaths shooting through his nostrils. “Don’t slander the Lord’s name.”

      Noelle tittered at that. Lilah watched on with eager eyes, as though waiting to find out who’d launch the next volley of animosity. And Jake just glared at me.

      “Well, Jake,” said Noelle. “Since Jocelyn isn’t interested in cooperating, I thought I should ask you something she probably hasn’t: how are things going at the university and with the cops? I’m sure they’ve both reached out to you, am I right?”

      Jake opened his mouth, took in a deep breath, and let it out evenly, as if doing so might allow him to regain his composure. “I spent,” he started, his voice booming before he stopped talking, swallowed, and took a moment to suck more air into his lungs. “I started out this morning getting interrogated at the police station. After that, they held me until the detective told me that Jocelyn had dropped the claim and didn’t want to press charges.” He turned to me, his expression softening ever so slightly. “Thanks for that, by the way.” His tone was clipped, forced.

      I had no idea we’d been in the police station at the same time, but I was glad the police had let him go. Still, I found it incredibly worrisome that he’d seemed more hostile towards me than Noelle. I tried really hard to remain calm and not let it affect me. It took a lot of intestinal fortitude. “Will they get in touch with the university and clear things up with them?”

      “They already did,” Jake said. “The dean will call me later today, so we can meet and come up with a game plan so I can return to work. I’m sure there’ll be a lot of damage control we need to work on. We’ll need to let the students know I was falsely accused, and hopefully, they’ll feel safe around me again.”

      I wanted to be happy for him, I truly did, but the way he’d treated me made that difficult.

      “Jake’s career trajectory will soon be back on track,” Lilah said, flicking her gaze my way as her eyes reflected warmth and positivity. “The dean knows how to flip a bad situation into a good one. Take your father’s death and my firing. He spun things in a way that the news behind those tragedies vanished within days. I’ll tell you what Jake needs right now.” The edges of her lips curled into a hungry smile. “He needs to celebrate. Drinks all around! Noelle, as the official bartender in this household, please set up some drinks.”

      “No, we’re good,” I said, startled how quickly my mother’s empathy and well-intentioned speech morphed into a reason to drink. “We’ve got some things to do.” Like talk about Jake’s hostility. And his inability to trust me. I cocked my head toward the door and mouthed the words, “Let’s go.” I reached the door.

      He turned to Lilah. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Ms.—”

      I was so pissed at him that I pushed him through the threshold and out of the house before he had a chance to finish his sentence.
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      “Great,” Jake said, stopping on the porch to close the door behind me. “There you go abusing me again!”

      “Cut the shit, Jake.” I started down the sidewalk toward his car at the curb. “How could you take my sister’s side?” My mind attempted to veer toward the familiar excuse: he found her more attractive, more exciting, and more charismatic. But unless they’d met before tonight, Jake wouldn’t have had enough time to feel that way.

      That was a relief, but given the circumstances, I felt like he’d betrayed me, and even worse, he never understood me. Is this how it had really been these past few months? Had I been so deliriously happy to have a boyfriend that I’d overlooked the truth? Maybe. I didn’t like that answer, but I had to consider it a possibility.

      Jake led me toward the street at a quick clip. “What was that all about?”

      I found it hard to keep up. “That wasn’t my sister.” To see her change so starkly in ways that I wouldn’t have considered possible only a few days ago, my heart tugged at me to turn around and check on her. “She doesn’t talk or act that way.”

      “What’re you saying? Your mom had triplets?”

      “No, it’s just…we need to talk. How does a long walk sound?”

      “Normally? Yes. But I am not leaving my car in front of your house. Your sister might slash my tires.”

      “Wait,” I said, bewildered. “So you believe me?”

      “I don’t know what I believe.”

      My gut tightened at the possibility that Jake still didn’t trust me, that this might be the end of our relationship. Tears instantly entered my eyes. “I’ve got to tell you something.”

      “Let me guess: your family is messed up.” He pulled away and his lips curled into a half-smile. “Did I pass the quiz?”

      “Y-e-s,” I admitted. “But I don’t want you to think I’m crazy.”

      He didn’t say a word.

      I looked down, frightened that what I had to say might put Jake over the edge. But he’d had enough reason to leave earlier, so I needed to trust that he might believe me, even if he’d already admitted he had a tough time doing so.

      Jake reached out for my hand. “Let’s talk about it in the car.”

      While Jake drove through the city streets, I’d explained all of the strange events that went down in our home since my family used the Ouija board. Afterward, I let out a heavy breath and waited for Jake’s reaction.

      He stared out the windshield.

      “Say something.”

      Jake opened his mouth but thought better of it and closed it again.

      My nerves clinched, making me fumble for words. “See? I knew you’d think I’m crazy.”

      He cocked his head to the side, silently conceding that point. “It’s either that, or you live in a haunted house.”

      “It’s not haunted. I didn’t see a ghost. As far as I know, spirits aren’t composed of black smog. But something visited us.”

      “It could be a demon,” Jake said.

      My head snapped in his direction. I figured he’d say that. Demons were an entity I hadn’t researched.

      “What else could it be? Something without physical matter, but filled with energy. If it’s not a ghost, it has to be a demon.”

      “You believe in demons?”

      “I believe in angels. And I can’t believe in them and think demons don’t exist.”

      “So you believe me?”

      Jake made a right turn, stopped at the red light ahead, and looked around the interior of the car before settling his gaze on mine. “I guess so.”

      That wasn’t the most convincing response. He still seemed conflicted.

      “I don’t think I should hang with your family for a while.”

      “Why?” After all the emotional turbulence the last few days, I’d prefer him to be at my side. On the other hand, he knew the circumstances I’d been dealing with and he wasn’t interested in sticking around. It felt like he’d hammered an iron spike into my heart.

      “Do you think it’s going to get any better than it was an hour ago?” he asked.

      I couldn’t imagine Lilah and Noelle warming up to him anytime soon. Rather than answer his question, I said, “I’m responsible for my sister.” I’d never really thought about it that way until now, but a surge of memories flooded my brain: handling chores she’d been responsible for a zillion times during middle school because she wanted to hang out with her friends; doing her algebra homework for almost a month so she’d pass her math class. When a cop arrived at the front door and told my mother that Noelle had bought liquor for a senior class party, I appeared by my mother’s side and impersonated my sister well enough to trick the officer into believing I would never break the law. I’d always been there for her, always done whatever was necessary to make sure she didn’t get in trouble. An assault on her was an assault on me.

      So now, with the accusation of rape hanging over Jake’s head, I needed to set things right. This time, I viewed things in a new light, one where Noelle wasn’t responsible for her actions. This time, she hadn’t willingly acted of her own accord. This time, something else had guided her actions. She wasn’t guilty. And she needed my help.

      My phone rang. I pulled it out of my purse and answered it, hoping it would be Eloise. “Hello.”

      “Hi, Jocelyn? It’s Eloise Blythe.” Her voice sounded as smooth as if honey coated her tongue. “I heard you’ve had some strange things going on at your house.”

      “Yes,” I said, ecstatic that she had finally gotten in touch. “Thank you so much for calling me back.”

      “So you’ve had some unexplained phenomena happening in your house?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      I spent twenty minutes describing every detail so Eloise would know exactly what we were dealing with and afterward answered every question she had.

      Jake pulled to a stop at the curb outside my home and killed the engine.

      I’d been so focused while talking that I hadn’t realized that we’d returned to my neighborhood until now.

      Jake got out and made his way to me, but when he gazed at my house, he looked as if his insides squirmed.

      “All right,” said Eloise. “We should meet.”

      “Great,” I said. “The sooner the better.”

      “How about now?”

      “That would be fantastic!”

      Behind me, a car door opened. Across the street, a young woman around eighteen-years-old got out of a rusty white Oldsmobile that looked as if it had existed for decades. A dark-haired woman with a pixie cut and purple highlights approached us. “Hey, Jocelyn.”

      “You were here all along?” I asked, breathless at the idea that she’d be able to check out my house immediately.

      “You gave my boss your contact info, so here I am.” Her friendly demeanor gave way to a more professional one. “But my partner is the star of the show. She’s kind of wiped out from our last gig, so I’m sorry, but I’m all you’ve got.”

      “That’s fine,” I said, “but who’s your partner? Rosalind mentioned her.”

      “Her name is Nona Torres. She’s been helping me hone my skills as a psychic.”

      After we shook hands, I introduced her to Jake.

      They exchanged smiles in greeting, and then Jake’s phone rang. He scooped it out of his jeans front pocket and placed it against his ear. “Hello? Yes, Dean Winslow, thanks for calling. Oh…” His eyes met mine. “Right now?” Jake flinched and lowered his gaze, appearing disappointed. “Is there any way I can meet you later?” He looked elsewhere. “Oh, I see. Well, I guess I’ll be right over there then. Thanks, Dean Winslow. Goodbye.” He hung up. “It seems the dean is leaving for a family vacation to Orlando later tonight to avoid traffic on the highway. He has a plan in place for how to deal with the accusation. I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      I was disappointed, but I couldn’t ask him to stay, not under these circumstances. Besides, our first meeting with my family didn’t go well. I went over and hugged him. He put his arms around me, but whereas in the past, he might hold me tight or kiss me, this time he did neither. It felt like our relationship was dying, and it cut me deep inside that I didn’t exactly put more effort into this embrace. “Thanks for coming by.” I stepped back.

      “You’re welcome. I’ll let you know how it goes with the dean. And call me with an update about whatever you two find out.” He got back into his car and drove away.

      I nodded, stunned by how he didn’t consider my predicament significant. Yes, his career was in jeopardy, and he had a limited amount of time to save it, but he’d mentioned the presence of a demon. Didn’t that earn more than a shrug and a quick goodbye?

      My breath left me as I watched him walk to his car. During our fifth date, he’d mentioned wanting to get married and starting a family, and while that future definitely appealed to me, it now seemed very far away.

      “Well,” said Eloise, looking up at my home. “What do you say we check things out?”

      From my research, I’d learned that, as a psychic, Eloise had the ability to identify emotions within others and, after touching another person, could potentially view past moments or upcoming events from that individual’s life. Of course, that depended on the strength and training of any given psychic, so I didn’t know what to expect from Eloise.

      “You gave me a pretty good idea of what’s been happening,” Eloise said. “But I’d like to just take things as they come, so don’t act any differently now than any other time.”

      “Okay, sure.” I reached the front door, my chest was tight with worry. I wrapped my hand around the doorknob but didn’t twist it. “Ready?”

      Eloise nodded. “Only if you are.”

      Her words gave me pause. A few seconds ticked by. I turned to her. “Actually, I’m not. Ready, that is.”

      “Oh?” She stared into my eyes, waiting for an explanation.

      “I’m unsure about all this.”

      “About opening the door? It’s actually pretty simple. Just turn the knob and push.”

      Her quiet confidence filled me with courage. “Okay.” I opened the door.

      “Hey!” said Noelle, sitting on the couch beside Lilah as both of them held red solo cups and watched an episode of The Simpsons on TV.

      Noelle set her eyes on my guest. “Hey, Eloise. I’ve been expecting you!”
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      “Expecting us?” I asked my sister, unnerved by her sense of prognostication. “But I just met Eloise.”

      Eloise drew close and placed her mouth next to my ear. “Don’t believe everything she says.”

      I didn’t need a psychic to tell me that. Still, I looked into Eloise’s eyes, only to find her giving me a hard stare, one that told me to trust her and follow her lead.

      “Sometimes demons have otherworldly knowledge.” Eloise stepped forward and set her gaze on Noelle. “How did you know I was coming?”

      My sister’s lips perked into a charming smile. “Oh, you know,” she said in a sing-along voice as she twisted a finger in her hair, as though she’d regressed a decade in the past minute. “Where’s your friend, Nona?” Her expression turned dour. “She’s the main event, isn’t she? You’re just her lackey.” Noelle affixed me with a dead stare, one void of emotion. “You left Eloise our landline number. She called asking for you.” She continued to twirl her hair in her index finger. “I may have impersonated you. No biggie”

      “Why would you do that?” I asked.

      Noelle issued a disappointed frown. “I said, ‘I may have impersonated you.’”

      I looked to Eloise. “Did you call here and think you were talking with me?”

      Eloise shook her head.

      “Oops,” said Noelle with a wicked gleam in her eye. “Busted.”

      Surprised that whatever controlled my sister somehow knew about Eloise and Nona, I searched my memory for whether I’d mentioned them to my sister and mother, but it took only a moment to realize that I’d kept their identity to myself. So how could Noelle have known that I’d contacted Eloise?

      “Aw, what’s the matter, sis?” Noelle chuckled and chugged from her cup before setting her gaze on Eloise. “Are you done, Eloise?”

      Eloise stirred at my side before stepping forward. “Hello, Ms. Ryland,” she said to my mother, acknowledging her with a nod of the head.

      My mother smiled at Eloise. “Another visitor. Wonderful. Would you like a glass of tea or coffee?”

      I appreciated that Lilah had offered Eloise a non-alcoholic beverage since she didn’t look old enough to drink liquor.

      “Are you done, Eloise?” my sister repeated with a devious stare. “You came. You saw. You know the truth. So, let’s say we get on with things, huh?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked. Had the supernatural creature that controlled my sister somehow met Eloise in the past?

      My sister said, “That woman is a seer. Isn’t that right, Eloise? But that’s all you do. You see the past, not the future. That must be frustrating: only looking backward and never forward. Oops, sorry, almost forgot: you can feel what others experience. But really, what good is that? Nona, on the other hand, does something. You just stand there, watching and listening.” Noelle’s humorous expression flattened. “Like I said: a second-rate lackey.”

      With the utmost indifference and poise, Eloise said, “How do you know about Nona and me?”

      Noelle turned a sarcastic scowl upon me. “What will bringing a psychic into our home accomplish? I expected a lot more from you, sis.”

      I found it difficult to look at my sister, who seemed anything but the person I’d known all my life. I crossed my arms across my chest because a chill had permeated the house.

      Eloise ignored my sister, acting as if Noelle hadn’t even spoken. She directed her stare at my mother.

      Noelle took another sip from her glass while something on TV captured her attention. “Ha!” She slapped a hand against her thigh. “That Homer…he’s such a riot!” A machine-gun of laughter erupted from her throat. “Definitely the best father in television history.” She turned to Lilah. “Am I right?”

      “Indeed.”

      “All right,” said Eloise. “It was nice to meet you both, but I should get going.” She walked right past me and opened the door.

      “See you soon,” said Noelle.

      Eloise stepped through the threshold.

      I walked out of the house and heard my sister’s sinister laugh as I shut the door behind me. It sent a quiver down my spine. “That’s it?” I asked Eloise. “Why are you leaving so soon?”

      Eloise stalked to her car with the fortitude of someone who didn’t want to hesitate until she’d reached her destination. “I don’t think I can help you.”

      “Why not? You were in my house for only a minute or two. You didn’t check anything out.”

      “I didn’t need more than that to find out what’s going on.”

      “What’s that? And how did Noelle know you and Nona?”

      “As I said, the demonic have otherworldly knowledge.”

      “Wait,” I said, outstretching a hand, stopping her. “The demonic?”

      “I may be getting ahead of myself,” she said, pressing two fingers to her lips, deep in thought.

      Her muted response, along with my sister’s strange behavior, made me trust Eloise because she seemed so confident in her assessment. My stomach plummeted as though I’d just gotten on an amusement park ride, only to have it drop fifty feet in one second. “A demon?” I repeated, shivering at how her statement mirrored that of Jake’s. “How’s that possible?”

      “I may have gotten that wrong,” Eloise admitted, shaking her head now as though accepting that response as fact.

      “Why?” I asked, caught off guard by her uncertainty.

      “Your sister hates me. I mean, she really hates me. Like she wants to attack me.”

      “You felt all that?” I asked, taken aback by what seemed like great exaggeration. “Noelle was demented and sarcastic and rude, I’ll give you that, but why do you say she wants to—”

      “Remember, I sense feelings. I’m often more empathic than psychic, but these abilities often feed off each other. Let me just say that Noelle seems like she wants to throw me in a tub of acid. That and her ability to know things she wouldn’t otherwise know make me wonder if a demon may have possessed her. There are a couple of other elements that will help identify the presence of a demon, and Nona’s presence might encourage your sister to reveal those signs.”

      I almost laughed. “She could have found out about that on your blog.”

      “And that’s why I might be wrong. Still, you didn’t tell her I was coming, but she knew about me. Either way, something is influencing your sister. Nona needs to handle this. She’s wiser and more experienced. But her last case took a lot out of her. She’ll need some time to rest before taking on another one.”

      “Why can’t you help?”

      “Your sister called me a ‘lackey.’ I’m more like an apprentice, but I don’t know enough to help.”

      “What else might make you think it might be a demon?”

      “Fear of sacred things,” Eloise said and pulled a cross pendant from underneath her blouse. She shook her head, disgusted. “I should have had this out. I forgot. Maybe I’m not cut out for this.”

      “Give yourself a break. No one’s great when they start something new.” Her blog had told me that much. I took a moment to consider what I was up against, but I needed more information. “What other signs might make you think a demon is involved?”

      “Speaking foreign languages the person doesn’t otherwise know and having extraordinary strength. Put all those together and you may have a demon infestation. But I don’t want to get too close to your sister, so we’ll need Nona to check things out and see what she thinks.”

      “What if it is a demon?” I asked.

      “Then Nona will need to perform an exorcism.”

      “That sounds pretty intense. Is that really necessary?”

      “Yes.”

      Upon hearing her words, my mind spun. “How does something like that happen? Demon possession?”

      “There are three stages it goes through to gain control of a human. First is infestation. You might hear whispering or footsteps and maybe feel a presence. There may be a rotten scent in the air or banging on doors or—”

      “Walls?” I asked, unable to ignore the similarity to what occurred over the past couple days.

      “After hearing about your experiences here lately, I suspected there was a demon involved.”

      My legs quivered. I couldn’t meet her gaze. I couldn’t even swallow.

      “Should I keep going?”

      I nodded.

      “The demon will try to isolate the victim from family and friends, which lends itself to loneliness and depression. Then the demon works to wear down a victim by crushing its will. That’s oppression. If the person tries to fight back, the demon may hurt him or her.”

      “How?” I asked, my voice trembling.

      “Bodily harm. The person may end up with burn marks or bruises or—”

      A breath caught in my throat. I hadn’t told Eloise about Noelle’s bruises because she’d told me that her boyfriend had given her those bruises. Tears surged into my eyes, but I didn’t want to say a word, so I twirled a finger in the air, motioning her to continue.

      “Finally, a demon possesses the person.”

      I wiped the tears from the corners of my eyes with my wrists.”

      Eloise placed a hand on my shoulder. “Nona will help out.”

      “When?”

      She looked away from me, perhaps feeling bad that she couldn’t give me an ETA. Eloise removed her hand, returned to her car, and opened the driver’s side door. She turned back to me. “I’ll give you an update as soon as I have one.”

      “Let’s just say it’s a demon,” I said, suspecting the evil entity had already invaded my sister’s body. “In that instance, when this demon is inside Noelle, is my sister in control of her mind and body?”

      “That depends on how much the demon wore her down and if Noelle is still trying to fight it.”

      “But if it gets full control, are you saying this demon controls her every move?”

      “Yes.”

      My vision skewed. Thrown off balance, I hunched over and grabbed my knees to keep from falling over. Nausea made its way to my throat, but I choked back the urge to gag.

      “Are you okay?”

      No. “Please…just keep talking.”

      “If it’s a demon, it may not have full control of her, if that’s what you’re thinking. In most cases, possession takes longer than just a few days. That only happens if the person has so completely given herself over to Satan, but usually, there is some indecision and some reluctance to give in to another voice inside your head instructing you to do things.”

      Although I hadn’t spent much time with my sister lately, I couldn’t imagine that Noelle had dropped all her friends within the past couple of weeks, ever since she started using the Ouija board. Besides, she didn’t seem particularly depressed.

      “In most cases, a demon is drawn to those who worship the devil, those wanting to hurt others, the weak-willed when it comes to substance abuse or the weak-minded, meaning that they can be easily persuaded by one or more voices in their head.”

      Both Noelle and Lilah abused substances, but my mother’s behavior hadn’t really changed all that much over the past two weeks. Even then, she’d showed me a softer side to her personality, and I doubted that a demon would show an affinity for others. However, Noelle, on the other hand, had struck Jake and accused him of rape while losing time during that incident. And my mother had been the one telling me about the creaking floor, the pungent scent, and the pounding on the walls. If she were possessed, would she bring up all of this?

      “How does a demon get into someone’s head?” I asked.

      “Some people invite a demon into their life. Others may want something beyond their grasp and give in to the voices telling them to do such-and-such, and they’ll get their deepest desires.”

      I took all that in. Noelle drank and smoked pot, but she wasn’t an addict. I doubted she’d give herself over to Satan. It didn’t seem in character for her, but I couldn’t overlook the idea of getting what she wanted. After all, I doubted the demon would reveal its identity. Still, Noelle had always been willing to try anything once. Finally, she was impulsive and had taken shortcuts in life without considering the consequences. If you put all those things together, I could definitely see her doing whatever was necessary to get what she wanted.

      I knelt to the concrete, tried to clear my mind, and regain my wits.

      Eloise made her way over to me. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “Get the demon out of my sister.”

      Dejected, she lowered her head. “I’m sorry. I wish I could.”

      “How did the demon know you? How did it know you were coming?”

      “When a demon is outside of a human host, it can flow freely through this plane. It’s what attacked you last night. That was its natural form.”

      I’d dreaded that response, but hearing it still unnerved me. “So without a host, it can go…anywhere? See anything?”

      “I think it stepped out of your sister and listened to our conversation, so that’s how it knew about me and Nona.”

      A full-bodied shiver gripped my muscles. “So it’s all-powerful?”

      “Without a body, a demon can’t really hurt you. It can make noises. It can whisper in your ear, and you may think whatever it tells you comes naturally, and no matter what it suggests, the idea seems rational.”

      “So when it tried to attack me as a spirit, it couldn’t have hurt me?”

      “No. Only when a demon possesses someone is it particularly dangerous.”

      “You make it sound like even without a physical body, a demon can still hurt you.”

      “Yes, it’s similar to a ghost, only much more malevolent. Demons and spirits are composed of energy. You’ve heard that apparitions can walk the halls, slam doors, and all that, right? Same thing with a demon, but a ghost is drawn to something in this realm. It wants something or it has unfinished business, but once it communicates what it wants, most of the time it leaves. Not so with demons. They are fallen angels and are strengthened by whatever energy fills them. They search the planet for eternity with only one goal: to possess as many humans as possible and corrupt them to spread hatred and violence.”

      I fully believed that Noelle was possessed. “I can’t live in the house with a demon.”

      “Don’t psyche yourself out,” Eloise said. “I might be wrong. Nona might have a completely different perspective. I’m going to get in touch with her tonight. She’s ninety-five-years old, so she takes naps during the day, and especially now, after such a big case, she’s running on fumes. I’ll tell her what happened at your house But you’ve got the right idea. If I don’t get back to you tonight, don’t stay in your house overnight.”

      The idea of staying in the house with a demon terrified me. But I didn’t have anywhere to go. Because I worked so much while not studying, I’d made no time to make friends and cultivate relationships. Jake would let me stay over with him, but it would be awkward. Plus, I didn’t feel like I could rely on him. I could book a hotel room. But what if Noelle tried to fight back against the demon and it hurt her? Besides, I couldn’t leave Lilah alone with a demon.

      I didn’t want to leave them, so I just hoped that Nona would visit soon because I didn’t know what to do.
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      I approached the majestic building that I’d visited every Sunday during my father’s life, but once he passed, I blamed God for letting him die and stopped going to church. As time passed, I found my faith, but it was never as sturdy and unquestioning as it had been while my father had been alive. All told, I was ashamed for pinning my father’s death on God. For that reason, I hadn’t returned to the parish. Plus, I didn’t need to visit a building to have a relationship with God. He was part of me and with me every day, no matter where I went.

      When I walked inside, the strong scent of incense filtered throughout the building. Laid out before me were two rows of hard wooden benches, separated by an aisle that led up to the stage. Behind me on either side were confessionals.

      From elementary school through middle school, I’d visited Father Demetrius once each week outside of Sundays for confession. Usually, I’d admit to bothering my sister, swearing at other kids on the playground at recess, saying I hated my parents, that I ran away from home and stayed at a friend’s house, only to be asked to leave if I didn’t call my parents to let them know I planned to stay overnight, which defeated the purpose of running away from home. Once, I admitted to stealing a candy bar from a gas station, which made me feel ashamed not because I was afraid God would be upset with me, but because I feared that Father Demetrius would think less of me. I told Father Demetrius all of this and more because I trusted and believed in him. I could tell him things I couldn’t tell my parents because he never got mad at me. He always had the same even-tempered demeanor. All told, I wanted to be more like him: kind, patient, non-judgmental, and wise.

      “Jocelyn?” asked a masculine voice behind me.

      I spun around, startled by Father Demetrius’s tone. He’d always been my favorite priest at this church. As a child, I couldn’t pronounce his last name, so I referred to him by his first name. As time went on, I learned that others began calling him Father Demetrius as well. For the longest time, I took a lot of pride in renaming him. Then one day, I realized that he might not have liked being referred to by his first name and with great consternation, I approached him and apologized for changing his name, only to have him chuckle and say, “It’s still my name, Jocelyn. You’re here to have a relationship with God, and that’s all that matters to me. Believe me, we’re good.”  That response made me trust him implicitly.

      Knowing he’d now listen to me without judgment or consider me as a good candidate for a mental hospital soothed my nerves. After all, priests read the Bible, so they had to believe in good and evil, angels and demons. More than that, I hoped to get his support. I didn’t know what form that might take, but I couldn’t have hoped for a better servant of God to help me.

      A tall, powerfully built black man in his early forties with a trimmed goatee, Father Demetrius had been at this parish for two decades. He had kind eyes and offered me a pleasant grin. “It’s been a while, Jocelyn. I’ve missed you. How have you been?”

      “Good.” I appreciated that he hadn’t asked why I hadn’t visited in so long. Thoughts of the past two days squashed the smile that had touched my lips. “How about you?”

      He blanched at my question, as though he didn’t want to admit the truth. “Is something troubling you? You always wore your heart on your sleeve. I’ve always admired that about you.”

      “Why?” I asked, embarrassed that other people could read me at any given moment.

      “Nowadays, people try to hide their thoughts and feelings. It puts us at a distance. It takes a lot of courage to reveal yourself so openly. You’re true to yourself and others. It’s God’s way.”

      His kind comments settled my nerves, and my thoughts turned to his well-being. “Are you doing all right?”

      For the briefest moment, sadness crossed his expression, but as though realizing that he’d allowed that emotion to creep forward, he tried for a smile that wasn’t quite convincing. “I’ve been…tested.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “My sister recently…left this world.” His lips tugged lower in sadness and his eyes twinkled with moisture, but he recovered and a flat expression took hold as his eyes became more impassive.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “What happened?”

      “A theft went wrong. It happened on the green line. I wasn’t there. When a detective contacted me, I badgered him to show me the video footage. After a while, he finally gave in and showed it to me, but I wished I’d listened to him.”

      “That’s horrible.” The sadness in his eyes made me want to reach out and take his hand to give him some comfort. If I were still a child, I would have done so without thinking twice about it, but we didn’t have that type of relationship anymore.

      “A group of white men wearing ski masks entered an empty train car late at night. They taunted her, calling her such…” As if reliving the memory, he shut his eyes. “They pushed her back and forth, from one to the other, laughing.”

      He turned aside, now breathing heavy, and took a seat at the bench to our left. “I apologize.” A sincere smile appeared on his lips. “You’ve been absent for so long, and now you’ve reappeared, but I’ve been talking this whole time.” Father Demetrius scooted down, so I could join him on the pew. “You visited God’s home. Would you like some alone time with Him?”

      “I actually came to visit you.”

      “Me? How nice. How may I be of service?”

      There was no point in skirting the issue, so I carried on with it. “Do you believe in demons?”

      “Are we discussing the personal kind? Or fallen angels?”

      “The latter.” For whatever reason, I had a difficult time opening up to him. Father Demetrius had the easy-going nature of someone you might not see for years, but after a few minutes, you found yourself falling into an easy rapport as if only days had passed since your last encounter.

      “Yes, I believe in demons. Why do you ask?”

      “I believe a demon has possessed my sister.”

      Father Demetrius’s eyes ever so slowly widened. He straightened as though lashed with an invisible whip, and his good-natured expression grew distant. “Well…” He cleared his throat. “Why do you feel that way?”

      “Noelle isn’t acting like herself and strange things are happening in my house. I’ve done some research on the subject, but if it’s really a demon, I was hoping you can tell me how to get rid of it.”

      He nodded. “I see.”

      “Do you have any pointers?”

      “Well, you see…” He wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Do you think it’s possible there may be more logical explanations for why your sister is acting differently? For instance, if Noelle has been taking medication, has she taken a higher dosage or gotten a different prescription?”

      “No.”

      “How about a major lifestyle change? Maybe a romantic relationship or a friendship gone wrong?”

      “Nope,” I said.

      “How about a change in her line of work?”

      “Well, Noelle did get a new job as a television anchor at a local network, but she doesn’t seem messed up by that, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Have there been any other major upheavals in her life? Anything that might explain her behavior?

      I shook my head.

      “Do you think it’s possible that maybe you’re the one who has changed?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sometimes when life shifts our thoughts and feelings about others also changes.”

      I’d expected Father Demetrius to be open to the possibility that a demon had possessed Noelle. But to hear him give other reasons that may have contributed to my feelings, I’d lost a little respect for him because it felt like he’d considered my concerns as impractical. Despite that, I bulldozed past my doubts about being honest with him because if I expected him to be open with me, I needed to act likewise.

      “I get the impression that you don’t believe me,” I said.

      “Oh, I believe you think you’ve encountered a demon. As I said, you’re very easy to read. But sometimes, we choose the most irrational explanation without fully investigating other, more practical ideas that—“

      I got to my feet as heat surged into my cheeks, feeling like someone had pressed a burning pan against either side of my face. “You don’t believe me.” I studied his gaze and watched him look away. “You admitted to thinking that demons are real, but now you think I’m lying to you?”

      “I didn’t say that,” said Father Demetrius, still unwilling to look into my eyes. He swished his backside against the bench, squirming in place. “I’m merely suggesting that you consider all possibilities before thinking a fallen angel has entered your home.” He finally looked up at me, expressionless until a smile tried to form but petered out and flattened his lips.

      “I’ve considered every perspective and ruled out every single ‘practical’ explanation.”

      He nodded. By not speaking, however, he basically disagreed with me.

      “Have I given you any reason to think I’m lying?”

      He met my gaze with resolve. “You’ve never given me any reason to distrust you.”

      “I’m not upset that you think I’m wrong. I’m seriously disappointed that you won’t believe me.”

      “Jocelyn,” he said, rising as despondency clutched his facial features. “Please don’t—”

      “Goodbye, Father Demetrius. Thanks for taking the time to chat.” If he didn’t want to believe me, I wouldn’t waste his time by trying to change his mind.
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      After leaving the parish, I went for a long walk. Whenever I needed to clear my head, I spent time in nature and spilled my thoughts and feelings to my dog. It never failed to make me feel better afterward, but this time, without J.D. to keep me company, I had a tough time dealing with everything that had gone down over the last few days.

      When my phone rang, I considered sending it straight to voicemail, but when I saw Jake’s name pop up, I took the call. “Hello,” I said, unable to keep despondency from my voice.

      “I’m about to see the Dean, but I wanted to call and see how things went with Eloise.”

      “She thinks it’s a demon.” Then I told him what happened with Father Demetrius at the church.

      “I don’t even know what to say except that I’ll try to get this taken care of as quickly as possible, and then I’ll get back over to you. Oh yeah: don’t go back into your house.”

      “No way,” I said. Although Jake sounded supportive, I heard indecision in his voice, possibly because he wasn’t here when I needed him. Did he feel guilty for not being here? He should. At least a little. But then, the demon had messed up his life, too. Besides, he couldn’t fight this demon, so even if he was here right now, he couldn’t help me.

      We said goodbye and hung up. Soon enough, I visited the bookstore to research demonology. I’d considered visiting the Fairfield Public Library Branch, but since it was so small, I doubted it would have the prodigious amount of material I’d hoped to read.

      Five hours later, I’d learned a lot about demon possession, but so much information contradicted various claims on the internet that I was more confused than I’d been before entering the bookstore. I didn’t know what to think, but I couldn’t pretend to feign indifference by everything I’d read. If anything, I was more afraid now than I’d been before meeting Eloise.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I scooped it out, turned it over, and saw Eloise’s number. It sparked hope in my heart. “Hello.”

      “Hey, it’s Eloise. I spoke with Nona. She wants to visit.”

      “Great. When?”

      “We’re on our way to your house now. We’ll be there in half an hour.”
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      Afraid to enter my house alone, I leaned against my car at the curb and waited for Eloise and Nona to arrive. When I saw movement out of the corner of my eye, I glanced in that direction.

      Noelle, waving as she stood on my porch, got my attention and released a giant smirk. She held up a glass. “Tell Nona that I whipped up some lemonade for her.” She placed a hand beside her mouth as though ready to deliver a secret, which looked bizarre because she had yelled. “It’s her favorite!”

      Eloise told me that demons knew certain aspects about those they had a special interest in, but it freaked me out that this demon knew something so peculiar.

      “I’ll be waiting for you!” it said.

      I shouldn’t have seen the delightful wink in the demon’s eyes from this distance, but I did, and it made me shudder, even as it giggled to itself before sneaking back into the house. There wasn’t a big difference between the demon and the one it inhabited. So far, the only difference was a predilection toward darkness, which made it difficult because Noelle was pretty cynical. But overall, I didn’t really notice a big difference between my sister and the demon. It seemed the evil spirit did a fantastic job of hiding by using its host’s speech pattern and mannerisms.

      A short time later, Eloise’s rust-bucket Oldsmobile rumbled down the street and stopped on the other side of the street.

      I stepped up to the driver’s side door, only to see a frail-looking Hispanic woman whose body appeared ready to collapse on itself in the passenger seat. Heavy bags hung under dark eyes that carried a vibrancy that sharply contrasted with the exhaustion that made her shoulders sag inwards. Wearing a copper and black knit cardigan over a white blouse and a cross necklace against her chest, she stepped out of the car and her black slacks billowed in the wind, revealing that her legs must have thinned out because her pants were two sizes too large.

      Eloise got out of her vehicle and stepped close to me to reveal a secret. “Nona doesn’t shake hands. Fake news and all, she thinks she’ll get leprosy, herpes, the Black Death, and all that from human contact. I keep telling her not to believe—”

      Nona interrupted her with a weary sigh. “When will you realize my hearing is better than you think?” She turned a pleasant smile upon me. “Please excuse Eloise. When she gets nervous, she makes jokes. In truth, I’m often on the losing side when it comes to my battle with a poor immune system, so it’s easy for me to contract colds, the flu, and infections. For that reason, I prefer not to shake hands or get too close to others. Please don’t take offense.”

      Eloise rocked on her heels. “And her family are sooo thankful not to be next to her ‘old people smell.’”

      “For your information, Eloise, I shower every day. Truth be told, I’m partial to baths.”

      “Showers,” Eloise said, “are for the young.” She jerked a thumb toward Nona. “When you’ve been retired for thirty-years, how else do you fill your time? You can only play Backgammon and Parcheesi so many times. Plus, she wears herself out playing board games. It’s like the equivalent of doing barbell curls. We played Risk once, and her blood pressure spiked so high that she risked getting a heart attack.”

      “That’s because you were cheating,” Nona replied. She shut her eyes and shook her head. “She always cheats.”

      “I do not!” Eloise said. “It happened once because I thought it was my turn to—”

      “Oh, so that’s what you call lying: being ‘mistaken.’ I’ll tuck that away for future reference.”

      “Besides,” said Eloise. “I thought you gave up board games.” She looked my way. “The last few months, she’s been big into Bocce ball.”

      Nona rolled her eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with Bocce ball.”

      “There is,” Eloise said, “if you only go to hit on younger men.” Her gaze met mine. “And by ‘younger men,’ I’m talking about men in their sixties.”

      I presumed they playfully sparred as a form of friendship and respect. Maybe they did so to notch down the tension they’d soon face. Maybe they loosened up for my sake. Either way, it worked for me, so I appreciated their humor. On second thought, Nona mentioned that Eloise relied on humor whenever she was nervous.

      Why was she so nervous? Um, maybe because a demon has possessed my sister?

      Based on our conversation earlier, she had a lot of faith and trust in Nona, who with the exception of her eyes, looked depleted of energy. And now seeing Eloise glancing at Nona with great concern, I suspected that, since Eloise seemed confident the first time she visited, she now worried about her mentor, perhaps suspecting that she shouldn’t have taken on this case when Nona appeared so fragile.

      That possibility made me shiver. If I couldn’t count on Nona to get rid of this demon, I didn’t know where else to turn.

      Nona, standing a couple of inches shy of five feet, folded her hands under her abdomen and met my eyes with a serious stare. “Now, then, Eloise filled me in on her suspicions, but is there anything you’d like to add before we enter your home?”

      I clammed up now because I didn’t want to walk into my house again.

      Eloise turned to me with a grave expression. “I can feel your fear. The more frightened you are, the more it will work against us. Darkness often feeds on fear and anger.”

      “I can’t not be afraid. There’s a demon in my—”

      “That may or may not be true,” said Nona. “I’ll do my best to identify any unwelcome visitor, but I’m afraid Eloise is correct. The more frightened you are, the more courageous an entity will become. Please keep that in mind.” Nona turned and faced the house. “It’s certainly good to see you again,” she said.

      Had I heard her correctly? We’d never met before today, so maybe Alzheimer’s had set in. That didn’t bode well. If she had trouble keeping facts right, how could I expect her to deal with the supernatural?

      “Ready?” She flashed a pleasant smile, the kind that best-loved grandmothers have practiced since the beginning of time.

      It surprised me how this kind, timid old woman who looked like she couldn’t lift a hamburger to her mouth, planned to stand up to the forces of evil. I feared for Nona’s safety, and I began to have second thoughts about letting her into my home. If a demon inhabited my sister’s body, it would be stronger and more dangerous than Nona.

      “Trust her,” Eloise whispered in my ear. “She knows what she’s doing.”

      Hearing her voice in my ear, I almost jumped. Despite my misgivings, I tried to trust Eloise that Nona could take care of whatever went down in my home. It made a small difference. Instead of thinking about losing my sister to the demon, I focused on how to get rid of the demon inside her body. Putting things in that context allowed me to approach the situation from a more dispassionate place. When we arrived at the porch, I took in a heavy breath and let it out evenly.

      “You’ll be fine,” Nona said, looking straight ahead at the door.

      I couldn’t tell if she was talking to me…or herself. Regardless, I nodded, placed my hand around the doorknob, and opened the door.

      Eloise staggered in place for a moment before catching her balance. She glanced down at the ground, as though searching for a doormat or something that could have caused her to stumble.

      I glanced at the ground but didn’t see anything that may have given Eloise pause. This setback let doubt creep into my mind.

      Nona stepped forward, entered my home, and stopped within a few feet of the doorway.

      Neither the demon nor my mother inhabited the room.

      Nona scanned the floor and the walls, let her gaze pass over the television and couch, stared at the stairwell and looked into the kitchen.

      “Nona,” said the demon, emerging from the kitchen. “It’s good to see you again.” It bit down as if it said more than it had planned. A millisecond later, it released that expression, only to return to a cunning smile. “What a pleasant treat.” It lifted the glass. “Lemonade? I even added a hint of vodka to settle your nerves.”

      “No, thank you.”

      I turned to Eloise, who instantly bit back the wince that had appeared on her face.

      “Nona’s fine,” she assured me.

      “Yeah,” I said. “But are you?”

      “There’s a lot of hatred in this room.” A reassuring smile tugged at the corner of Eloise’s mouth. “But Nona’s here now. I’ll be fine.” As if to underscore her assuredness, she broke away from me and started towards the staircase.

      “Eloise?” asked the demon. “I could set you up with a screwdriver if you’d like. It’s quite tasty.”

      Eloise looked at her shoes and shook her head.

      “Suit yourself.” The demon set its gaze on mine, and its act as a pleasant host vanished when a frown emerged. “What’re you looking at me for? You live here. Get your own drink.” It picked up the smile it dropped before addressing me. “So, Nona, what convinced you to drop by?”

      “How are you?” asked Nona with a determination that belied the standing of a woman whose frame seemed so fragile that a stiff breeze might knock her over.

      “I’m peachy,” said the demon. “You look good.” Then it released a harsh cackle.

      “Please accept my apologies,” said Lilah as she approached us from the hallway near the den. “My daughters occasionally forget their manners.”

      “I didn’t forget them,” the demon said. “It’s just sometimes I don’t want to deal with all that nonsense. Oh, and Mother?” Its tone was cold, demanding. “Nona doesn’t like to shake hands.” It turned to Eloise. “What was it you said? She fears getting the Black Death?” It chuckled. “Nona, that disease isn’t a threat to your immune deficiency. You’re not old enough to forget that, are you?” It took a sip from the glass of lemonade. It grinned and held it out for Nona. “Oops. Germs, I forgot. But, hey, I tasted it to show you that I didn’t spike it with anything…duplicitous.”

      “Thank you,” Nona said, “for going through the trouble, but I’m content as is.”

      “Content, huh?” The demon walked over to my mother and handed the glass to her.

      Lilah pivoted to enter the kitchen. “I’m certain it needs an extra kick.”

      “No need to leave the room,” said the demon. “It’s got a couple of shots of vodka in it already.”

      My mother shook her head as though two shots wouldn’t suffice. “But you said—”

      “I knew Nona wouldn’t accept our hospitality, so I set it up the way you like it. Go ahead. Give it a taste.”

      Not needing more encouragement than that, my mother took a gulp, and an approving sound came from her throat. “It’s perfect.”

      “See?” the demon said to Nona. “If you didn’t come to chat over a nice glass of lemonade, what’s up?”

      It unnerved me that they were talking about lemonade, an otherwise harmless drink that children sell at stands in the summer in exchange for some coins. But the way the demon spoke made it clear that it was far from innocent.

      “Jocelyn invited us over to see how you were doing.”

      “I’m awesome.” The demon turned to Lilah. “You awesome?”

      My mother snarled at having to remove her mouth from the now half-filled glass of lemonade. “Yes. I’m feeling much better than one minute ago.” She looked at the glass as if it held magical properties and slightly angled it toward Nona as if to say “cheers”.

      “Yeah, so we’re good.” The demon glanced at me. “It would have been nice if you’d given us a heads up about dropping by with your friends, so we could have cleaned up, you know, make the house presentable and all.”

      “What did I tell you?” Lilah asked Eloise. “Bad form. Both of them.”

      “So, sis, where’s your hottie boyfriend? Surprised Jake’s not sticking close to your hip. Maybe he doesn’t love you, after all.”

      “He’s busy. Trying to fix everything you tried to destroy.”

      “Whatever do you mean?” the demon asked as it approached us.

      The closer it drew, the quicker the temperature dropped. “Do you plan on just standing here talking all day?” asked the demon. “Or was there a point to Nona and Eloise visiting? I mean, Mother has some major league drinking to do, and she likes doing it in private. Apparently, interruptions are a buzz kill. Right, Mother Dearest?”

      Nodding, Lilah crushed an ice cube between her teeth. She went over to the couch, plunked herself down, grabbed the remote, and switched on the channel. She took a gulp from her glass and started switching channels until she landed on the show Friends. Lilah tossed the remote aside, took a healthy swig from her glass, and set her attention on the screen, as if there wasn’t a supernatural showdown going on around her.

      Nona looked to Eloise. She didn’t say a word, but she lifted an eyebrow, which served as a question that her counterpart must have understood because Eloise said to me, “Noelle’s fighting it. She doesn’t want any part of this.”

      A crimp at the edge of Nona’s eyes made it clear she approved of Eloise’s answer. She fidgeted with the cross pendant resting against her chest. “I think we should take leave.”

      What? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. They just got here. What was it with these two? Why are they always leaving within minutes of visiting?

      “Awww,” the demon said, “so soon?” It smirked as its gaze passed from Eloise to Nona. “Or have you forgotten how long you’ve been here? Has age finally caught up with you?” It gave a slow nod. “You’re relying on someone a quarter as old as you and just as inexperienced to help you on your fact-finding mission? You must be really forgetful and weak.” Through it all, however, with Nona standing in her path, the demon stopped about six feet away from her. “Gee, I wonder why.” It tapped a finger on its lower lip. “You’re a dried up old prune. All wrinkles and creaky bones. I know how long it takes you to get out of bed every…single…day.”

      Until this moment, I’d placed all my attention on the demon because I didn’t trust it, but as if against my own volition, my gaze veered to Nona, and I had to agree with my sister: Nona’s torso looked concaved, as if someone had shot a cannonball into her chest, slumping her shoulders forward and making her thighs tremble. My confidence dwindled, and I caught Eloise’s gaze, hoping she’d somehow help matters. I mouthed the words, “Do something!”

      She swallowed, eyes bright yet uncertain. Looking helpless, she shrugged.

      The demon started toward Nona with a cocky grin.

      Nona’s chest expanded, her thighs now sturdy, and removed the necklace from around her head. She stepped forward and held fast to the cross in her hand.

      The demon flinched as if punched in the eye, and it staggered back as though it stepped on marbles and needed to regain its balance. A moment later, the demon regained its poise. It scowled at Nona. “Oh, but you are so wrong. Hasn’t your psychic-friend already told you? I was welcomed into this home. And I’m not leaving!” The demon turned its obnoxious smile on me. “You knew that, right? I’m here by invitation. Yes, deep down, you knew the truth. A high school degree, not even trade school, and your sister is an anchor on the nightly news? Come on, that’s pretty far-fetched, isn’t it?”

      Lilah broke out laughing a second before the laugh track on television. She sipped from her glass again.

      “See?” said the demon, oblivious that my mother wasn’t paying attention. “Even Lilah thinks you’re an idiot. And you’re the one with the college degree? Today’s youth: complete morons.”

      It turned to Nona. “It seems you’ve figured some things out, huh?” It put its hands together and clapped them slowly, mocking her. “Well done, old lady.”

      The demon leapt forward and swatted Nona’s wrist, dislodging the pendant from her hand. It skittered across the floor and stopped at Eloise’s feet. The demon reached out with lightning speed, clutched Nona’s neck, and lifted her a few inches in the air.

      I staggered back, shocked. Eloise stated that demons had superhuman strength, but I had no idea it could lift a person off the floor with one hand.

      Eloise snatched the pendant necklace from the ground, rushed forward, and pressed the cross against the right side of the demon’s neck. A hissing sound issued forth as smoke rose from its flesh.

      The demon groaned in agony and let go of Nona, who swerved off to the side, banged into the sofa, scooting it a couple of inches across the floor and eliciting a snarl from Lilah, who said, “Violence will not be tolerated. Visiting hours are over.”

      After colliding with the couch, Nona spun off to the side, heading for an end table.

      Moments before her head collided with it, I dashed over, latched onto her arm, and yanked her upright and toward me. She leaned all of her weight against me, unable to bear the brunt of her own weight. Unfortunately, I’d barely slept for over thirty hours, and while I handled the job, my muscles trembled under her weight. Uncertain how long Nona could take this abuse and overpower the demon inside my sister’s body, and unsure how long I could help Nona, I spun around and rushed toward the front door.

      Eloise got to the door before me, whipped it open, and hurried out.

      I followed a second later, and Eloise went to Nona’s other side to help her to the Oldsmobile.

      “I’m fine, you two.” Nona grunted the words. She cringed in pain and placed a hand against her hip, massaging it. “You can let me go now.”

      “You’re okay?” I asked as Eloise and I exchanged puzzled glances. “But the demon—”

      “Don’t worry about me.” She rubbed her left elbow. “I’ll be fine.” She hobbled, favoring her right side. She put a hand through her hair and continued toward the street. “Well, that was…unusual.”

      Yeah, it’s not every day someone picks you up with one hand and tosses you into the sofa.

      “We should go to the hospital,” Eloise said, reaching the passenger side of her car. She popped open the door for Nona. “You look like you’re in agony.”

      Nona took her time getting inside, even groaning in discomfort. When she sat down, a haunted expression took ownership of her. “What happened in your home? I’ve never encountered anything like it.”
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      Half an hour later, as we sat in a booth at a family restaurant, I appreciated the sunlight shining through the blinds beside us, and while Eloise tried to fiddle with the blinds to dull the luminosity, I waved her off. I didn’t want to admit that all of the darkness in my home had sunk into my bones, not to mention the vexed look in Nona’s eyes after we left my house. I needed the illumination to cut through the pitch-black feeling that tried to enter my soul.

      Opposite me, and seated beside Eloise, Nona pushed aside the saucer holding a croissant and grunted from the effort.

      “We should be in the emergency room,” I said, unsure why Nona wouldn’t admit that she was suffering. Of course, I wanted to get the demon out of my sister, but I couldn’t do that if Nona was only a shadow of her former self.

      “I’ll be fine.” The elderly woman blew on the hot coffee in front of her.

      Eloise ignored the slice of cheesecake sitting in front of her and looked out the window while tapping her foot against the tile, her face crimped in worry and confusion.

      “Your mother and sister,” Nona said, “are they close?”

      “They’re like twins,” I said before realizing how much those words hurt me. I didn’t want to let negativity into my heart, so I deflected those thoughts from further consideration. “I’m having a tough time with all this.”

      “According to Eloise,” Nona said, “your sister had turned the tables on you.”

      “Right,” I agreed. “When I asked my sister about it, she acted like I was nuts. She didn’t remember doing any of it, so the demon must’ve been in charge of her then.”

      Nona and Eloise looked at each other with disappointed expressions before turning their attention on me.

      “What’s wrong? Just blurt it out.”

      Eloise said, “It’s obvious your mother drinks around the clock. After you finished seeing Jake a couple of nights ago, you went home and saw Noelle holding a bottle of liquor. Is that right?”

      “Yes. She bought it for my mother. I know its codependent behavior, but why is that so significant?”

      “She wasn’t only delivering it for your mother.”

      I’d heard so much bad news lately that I needed the truth without anyone trying to break more upsetting news to me gently. “You’re saying my sister’s an alcoholic?”

      “Has Noelle joined your mother during her alcoholic binges?”

      “Yeah, but she’s not an alcoholic.” Nonetheless, I had to admit to noticing an obnoxious scent occasionally peaking out under the perfume Noelle wore every day. Had she been drinking more often than I’d thought? I concentrated on how long that had been going on, but I couldn’t pinpoint when it may have started.

      If what Noelle suspected was true, what kind of sister ignored those facts? Then again, Noelle split time between her radio gig reporting on traffic patterns in the city and her anchor job, so she was working twelve-hour days at least six days a week. With her spending time with Lilah, I now found it far from surprising that she may have used alcohol to cope with the stress.

      I should have checked in with her more frequently. Instead, I’d been single-minded about my own career pursuits. And look how that turned out. I wanted the last few days to disappear into a void, but I knew such hopeful thinking would never happen, so I worked on controlling my emotions so I didn’t wig out.

      “By drinking so often,” Eloise said, “your sister may have allowed her mind to wander and open herself to outside influences.”

      You had seen them drinking together more frequently. So why hadn’t you said something? Did it have anything to do with jealousy? Jealousy caused by the close relationship between your mother and sister? Or was it something more self-serving? Were you upset that your mother took your best friend away from you?

      “But my mother’s the alcoholic. If anyone’s ripe for a demon infestation, it would be her, not my sister.”

      “Has Noelle been acting unusual of late?” asked Nona.

      “No,” I admitted. “Not at all.”

      “On the phone,” Eloise said, “you told me that your sister looks for approval from others to build her confidence: her appearance, her job, her friends, all that. I might be wrong, but it seems like she’s always turning to others for advice, always seeking a better way, always hoping to get something just out of her reach. I think those are the reasons she’s been listening to the demon whispering in her ear. She’s so used to taking advice that she’s begun taking it without thinking where it’s coming from because the alcohol she’s been drinking makes it tough for her to juggle between good and bad advice.

      “That’s why she tried hurting you. I don’t think it was a conscious decision. She just did it because the demon floated the idea past her, and she’d gotten used to outside influence. Your sister was open to the idea and tested the waters, but then she probably realized how much she didn’t want anything to do with this demon. I’d bet that’s when the demon punished her, which explains why your sister had those bruises. But her drinking became a distraction from dealing with reality. She probably let the demon in without even thinking about it until it was too late.”

      Everything Eloise said made sense. My sister had always looked to improve herself, but she’d never consulted her inner feelings and taken the wheel herself without getting directions from someone else. I presumed it stemmed from disinterest in an advanced degree outside of high school. She listened to others who had more experience, more education, more success and prayed that taking it would lead her to what she wanted: money and fame.

      So far, Noelle hadn’t done so bad for herself, but by accepting advice from everyone, she was bound to apply some propositions as sound guidance when in reality, she had finally set herself up for monumental failure. The only problem was that it wouldn’t result in losing a job or ruining her career.

      This time, she might lose her life.

      Once again, the weight of helping my sister weighed on me. I treasured the memories we’d shared, and I missed the relationship we once had. I think we’d both wanted to return to that close-knit friendship, and now, knowing that I might not get her back at all made me want to fight for her even harder. I was ashamed that it took demonic possession to make me put our relationship first. I’d watched it fade over the past couple years, but Noelle may no longer have enough strength to fight for herself, so I might need to save the most important relationship I’d ever had.

      Nona hadn’t spoken in a while, and she didn’t seem in a hurry to start now. Even worse, she looked to be in great pain. She had already told us over a handful of times that she didn’t need a doctor to look over her injuries, so I decided to drop the issue. “What’s wrong?” I asked her between bites of a blueberry muffin. “Something spooked you back there. What was it?”

      Nona took her time before meeting my gaze. “I’ve worked a few dozen possession cases, but the demon that holds sway over your sister…” She tilted her head up toward the ceiling, mouth open, eyes half-closed as though asking God for answers she’d asked Him privately. “I don’t know what to make of it.”

      “What’s so strange about this case?” I asked, my stomach churning at her inability or unwillingness to explain what troubled her.

      Eloise looked my way. “From what Nona told me, no demon will let you know it has possessed a human.”

      Until now, I’d never considered my sister a victim. She’d always been the one leading the charge for everything, whether it be a craft fair in middle-school, heading up a pep rally during high school, or using her wiles to get a job in the media industry that…On second thought, the demon admitted Noelle needed some help to close the deal on getting her “deepest desires”. Could getting that job have been it?

      “Once the demon worms its way inside,” Nona continued, “it crushes the host’s will to fight.” She said to Eloise, “Do you still think Noelle is putting up a fight?”

      Eloise nodded.

      “Hmmm.” Nona fell quiet.

      I didn’t like these odd silences, probably because it meant Nona was either conflicted about something or uncertain about our predicament. “I can’t just sit here and not help my sister.” I grasped the glass of cold water in front of me and tightened my grip on it to feel some measure of discomfort to get my mind off the conflict whirling around my sister. We need to come up with a plan.”

      “We will.” Nona reached across the table and took my free hand. “Be patient.”

      “For how long?” I asked in a timid tone, one that contrasted with the persistent anger that made me want to shout at Nona for remaining so calm in a situation like this. “How long can she fight this demon?”

      “Quite a while,” she said.

      “How long is that?” I asked. And how did Nona know that? Maybe she’d exorcised the demons and later questioned those she’d set free.

      “I’ve felt Noelle fighting it,” said Eloise.

      Her response lifted my spirits. It sparked the idea that we still had a chance to save her.

      Nona took a sip from her coffee. “This demon is strong, yet I can’t remember where I first met it. And that is unusual because once a demon possesses a host it usually forgets whom it possessed in the past. This demon is different.” She stroked the coffee mug with her fingers as though doing so might elicit some deeper thinking about this case.

      I hated the emphasis Nona had placed on the demon’s strength, especially when she looked confounded. It made her look as tiny as her body. I needed someone more confident, a person who could go in, take charge, and expel the demon from my sister. And contrary to Eloise’s claims that Nona was up for the challenge, I couldn’t help but wonder if Nona could tackle the situation without enduring even more pain than the first time she met the demon.

      As if reading my mind, Nona felt the spot around her neck the demon had grabbed. She flinched, possibly due to the pain.

      It hurt me to see someone so old, so fragile have to deal with evil. Nona should be relaxing while reading a book and drinking tea, not fighting demons.

      “The demon is cocky,” Eloise said, “because it thinks it can do as it pleases.”

      Annoyed, I leaned forward, pressing my chest against the table. “You were vague before, so how long can my sister fight it before she gives in?”

      “It could be days or weeks,” said Nona. “In some cases, possibly even months.”

      It had been a couple of weeks since Noelle and Lilah had first used the Ouija board, and while I didn’t know when the demon had entered my sister’s body, I feared Noelle’s defenses might not last much longer. I deflected that thought by allowing another worrisome idea to enter my mind.

      The demon knew things it shouldn’t have or couldn’t have, and I wondered if it had left Noelle’s body and somehow tracked us here. I glanced around the restaurant looking for anything or anyone out of place, like a stranger listening in to our conversation. “What if it’s listening to us right now?”

      Nona squeezed my knuckles. “Slow down, dear. The demon can’t hear us. It can’t body hop. A demon can go anywhere when it’s outside of a host. Only then can it confer with its brethren.” She retracted her palm and settled back in the booth once more.

      “How can you say that? It heard us talking outside my house. How do you know it’s not here now listening to us?”

      Eloise said, “It left your sister’s body to listen in on us. It can come and go at will, but at that point, it wouldn’t have taken long for it to get back inside of Noelle’s body. We’re pretty far from your house, so I really doubt if it would track us. Besides, most demons are arrogant, so it thinks we can’t defeat it. Plus, it wants to keep wearing down your sister’s defenses, so it’ll want to remain inside her as long as possible.”

      The hand I’d wrapped around my glass of ice water had almost grown numb from the cold, so I removed it, and it rattled not from the chill pervading my flesh, but the knowledge that Noelle might not be able to hold off the demon much longer. I looked up at the two women on the other side of the table.

      “We can’t just sit here,” I said, feeling miserable that I wasn’t taking action. “I’m not doing enough. How can I help?”

      “Once we return to your house,” Nona said, “follow my instructions.”

      “See, that’s what I’m talking about. I don’t mind taking direction, but I need to do something. You’re hurt. Maybe I should do the exorcism.”

      “Not a good idea,” Eloise said. “It’s not something anyone can do.”

      “Just because you’re scared,” I said, “doesn’t mean I am.” Even though I was. I turned to Nona. “I can do it. Show me how.”

      “Child,” Nona said to me, “do you believe in the Lord?”

      I wouldn’t tell her I hadn’t spoken to him in quite some time. “Yes.”

      “You hesitated,” said Nona. “When it comes to an exorcism, you must believe completely in God and that Jesus speaks through you. If you cannot feel that, you will fail.”

      I wasn’t devout in my belief, the kind that meant I went to church every Sunday, prayed to God on a daily basis, or even read scriptures in the Bible, so I yielded to her explanation.

      Since neither Nona nor Eloise found it imperative to return to my house without a fleshed out plan of attack, they most likely presumed the demon wouldn’t overtake my sister anytime soon. As much as I feared that might happen, I relied on their insight and set my worries aside.

      Once again, I recalled the spill Nona had taken earlier. I checked her throat for a bruise. I didn’t see anything, but at her age, she must be quite brittle. What if she’d broken a bone? Maybe adrenaline had dulled some of her pain at first, but now that nearly half an hour had passed, the rush had most likely trailed away. “How are you doing?”

      Nona offered a fleeting smile. “Thank you for your concern.” She took a bite of her croissant and washed it down with some coffee. “Aside from two cracked ribs and a hairline fracture in my fibula, I feel fine.” She winked at me to show she’d been joking.

      “Phew.” I appreciated a moment of levity to shake the nervousness from attacking me.

      Eloise sliced a fork through her cheesecake. “That was incredibly dangerous back there, Nona. Don’t get that close again.”

      “Ah, yes,” Nona said with an impenetrable nod. “Next time. As Eloise stated earlier, no demon openly tells you it’s in control of a human.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t want anyone to know what it is and what it's doing.”

      “Why not?” I repeated.

      After taking a bite of her dessert, Eloise said, “So it could sow more anger, resentment, destruction, and chaos.”

      “There’s usually a phase,” Nona said, “where the exorcist must prove that she knows the demon has taken up residence inside the victim, and the demon pretends to be ignorant of that fact. It is a test of wills, as is the entirety of any exorcism. When we approached it, the demon outright told us that we’d met in the past.” She sat straight against the cushioned padding of the booth, troubled by that twist.

      “Why would it do that?” I asked.

      “That’s what I find so troubling,” Nona said.

      “In what way?” asked Eloise, slumping against the window to face her mentor.

      “I don’t know,” Nona admitted.

      I couldn’t understand why a demon might identify itself. Something about that seemed like a ruse, something that might negatively affect it at first, only to potentially aid its plans later, whatever they might be.

      “I need to be strong for my sister.” Anger boosted my courage as though someone had filled it into a syringe and shot it into my arm. “I can’t just sit around here.”

      Nona and Eloise examined their expressions, as though wondering how long my determination and certainty to help Noelle would last before settling their gazes on me.

      Nona turned to her partner. “The demon said something about seeing me again so soon and then it almost looked as if it had revealed too much.”

      “That’s right,” Eloise said, excitement hitting her tone as she straightened. “Who could it be?”

      “I don’t know. Each demon I’ve vanquished was memorable in its own way, but I didn’t have enough time with this demon to get a grasp of its personality. It may have been the one who harassed me after I’d exorcised it.”

      “What?” asked Eloise, raising her voice loud enough for a half-dozen customers to look her way before returning to their food and conversations. “You never told me about that,” she said in a hushed, aggravated tone. “Does that happen a lot?”

      “It’s only happened once. The demon knocked picture frames off my wall and slammed doors in the middle of the night. Without a body to harness the extra energy it needed, the demon eventually gave up bothering me.”

      Eloise wore a look of pride as she stared at Nona before turning my way. “Can you think of any reason why the demon would use your sister to hurt Jake?”

      “To prove that it had power over her?” I suggested and turned to Nona. “Right?”

      “Why would the demon go through so much trouble?” She paused to allow me to consider her words.

      Maybe too much guilt and worry clouded my judgment, but I couldn’t come to any conclusions until... “No!” I slammed my back into the cushion behind me. “That’s impossible.” Goosebumps popped up on my skin at an idea that felt too frightening to consider, but I needed to because it made sense and it felt right.

      “So you know,” asked Nona in a sympathetic tone. “Now you see why I wanted to leave so quickly to regroup?”

      “What is it?” Eloise asked, looking from Nona to me. “Go ahead. Blow my mind.”

      My body felt numb, detached from my soul. “The demon wasn’t only trying to wear down Noelle. It was trying to wear down my defenses.”

      “Huh?” Eloise asked.”

      “This demon used Noelle to get to me. Think about it: my boyfriend and I aren’t in a good place. My relationship with Noelle is dying. I haven’t had anyone call my business line in days. And I haven’t slept in well over twenty-four hours. I’m exhausted and aggravated. I don’t have any friends to rely on. This is exactly what the demon needs…in order to possess me.”
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      Once we exited the restaurant, I said, “From what I’ve read this demon will come after me by trying to get me to listen to its promises and lies, right?”

      Nona stared at me for a long moment. “Yes. Tell me, have you lived in your home long?”

      “Yep, ever since I was born.”

      She pulled a flip phone from her purse. She started tapping the screen, her eyes flittering with excitement.

      Eloise placed both hands on her hips as she confronted Nona. “You told me you hate technology. It takes you forever to check your voicemails, and you know your way around a smartphone? What gives?”

      Without looking up from the phone, Nona must have found what she’d sought out because she grinned upon hitting the screen a couple more times. “I’m getting with the times.” She cocked her head toward Eloise’s car. “Let’s be on our way.”

      “Where to?” asked Eloise, heading to her vehicle as Nona followed.

      “Hey!” I said, hurrying over to them, but looking after Nona. “This demon’s coming for me. Don’t you think I should have some protection? Let’s go to a church. I need to stock up on holy water and maybe get a few crucifixes.”

      Eloise opened the front door and got inside. Then she unlocked the other doors for us.

      I jumped into the backseat before Nona settled into the front passenger seat. “Afterwards, Nona, I’d really appreciate it if you’d show me how to do an exorcism.”

      “You’re not ready to perform the ritual.”

      “Why not? I believe in the Lord.”

      “You said earlier you don’t pray very often. Do you speak with God on a regular basis?”

      I felt judged, persecuted. “I might not be religious, but—”

      “Religion has nothing to do with God,” Nona said.

      “That’s ridiculous,” I said, almost laughing off the idea. “If you’re not religious, you probably don’t have a great relationship with God.”

      Nona chuckled. “You’re proving my point in two ways.”

      I strongly disliked the arrogance in her voice. What gave her the right to judge me? After all, I wanted to prevent her from getting hurt again, and she was dismissing me without giving me a chance. “And what are those two ways?”

      “First, you just said people who aren’t religious can’t have a meaningful relationship with God. That would include you, so you’ve already dismissed yourself from the proceedings. Second, religion is a nice idea, and I would never criticize someone for aligning with organized worship, but I don’t recall seeing any mention in the Bible that we must adhere to any given creed. That’s why there are so many religious beliefs…because each person must find there own place with God. But you, Jocelyn, don’t have a strong and steady relationship with God, so I’m afraid any attempt to perform an exorcism will fail.”

      What Nona said about religion struck a chord with me, so I believed what she’d said on that topic because if God loved and forgave everyone, surely He must not judge humans. But if someone believed in God and had good intentions when it came to ridding a demon from its host, I couldn’t see why I couldn’t handle it myself. After all, not to be mean, but Nona was old, tired, and slow. Those were facts. The demon had tossed her around my family room and injured her. What line of defense could Nona mount against the forces of darkness?

      In contrast, I’d be quicker on my feet and wouldn’t let the demon get too close to me. Plus, I had more at stake with it controlling my sister, not to mention its intention to possess me. I’d let both Eloise and Nona take a stab at confronting the demon, but both left within minutes of entering my home. So why couldn’t I get the chance to do likewise?

      “It can’t be too difficult to read from the Bible,” I said. “That’s what an exorcism is, right? I can do that.”

      “There’s a lot more to an exorcism than reading from the Bible,” Nona said in a dour voice. “A priest or an individual from the Lord’s bastion is best because they directly represent everything Jesus fought and died for, but it’s not essential. What’s most important is to believe that Jesus Christ died for your sins, that He’s your savior. That is the key. There are no exceptions. This is a battle between good and evil. Your faith isn’t strong enough.”

      I immediately thought of Father Demetrius and how he’d dismissed everything I’d told him. My spirits languished. If only he’d believed me. If only he’d trusted our history, even if I hadn’t visited him in a couple of years. If only he’d… “What do you mean, ‘it’s not essential?’ Why not?”

      “The demonic consider the words ‘God’ and ‘Jesus’ blasphemous. God cast Lucifer and all of his followers out of Heaven because they no longer respected Him. For those reasons, demons are afflicted by sacred objects and religious passages from the Bible.”

      Nona showed Eloise the phone and said, “That’s the address. Put it in your phone and get the directions.”

      Eloise did as her partner suggested and began setting up her phone to get directions to wherever Nona wanted to visit.

      After Eloise turned onto a major road, I said, “And these exorcisms? If I were a strong believer, then it might work?”

      Nona offered nothing more than another nod.

      “Then it’s settled. I’ll do it.”

      Nona swiveled back to me and grunted from pain. “That will not work. You cannot just flick a switch, and your faith is complete. Demons grow stronger from those who doubt God exists. They feed on your disbelief. They’ll feed on you.”

      The plural formation confused me. “What do you mean ‘they?’”

      “Demons are in constant contact with one another. That’s how they learn so much about any given person. They listen, they learn, and they share information with each other to deceive us, to trick us, to corrupt us, and to turn us against God.”

      Her statements sounded so revolting that my stomach churned. Part of me, the section that prayed infrequently, believed wholeheartedly in what Nona stated. The larger segment, however, considered her words ridiculous. After looking at Nona, I wanted to believe all that she’d said, but I couldn’t, and my thoughts deflected towards Father Demetrius. He’d served the Lord for more than two decades. His belief could not be swayed.

      Had I rejected her remarks because the one religious person I trusted more than any other had doubted me? The more I consulted my feelings, the more I wanted Father Demetrius to help me. If he didn’t stand by my side, no matter how powerful Nona might be, I wouldn’t believe in her enough to defeat the demon.

      After all, I’d just met her. But Father Demetrius had been in my life since he’d baptized me. He’d been there during my communion and confirmation. Other than my father, no other religious person had stood by my side while I’d confirm, strengthen, and increased my belief in everything sacred. For a moment, I thought about Jake, but our relationship was tenuous, and these might not be the best circumstances to test our bond.

      “You’d don’t believe me?” asked Nona, lowering her head, dispirited.

      Eloise hooked a right. “I’ve watched her do the rite of exorcism. It’s worked.”

      No matter how much certainty I tried to build into my disposition, I couldn’t lie. “I’m sorry, I don’t know you well enough to…”

      “Believe me?” Nona said, finishing my sentence. She took a moment before saying, “That’s fair. What would convince you?”

      “Father Demetrius.”

      “A priest?” asked Eloise. Then understanding dawned on her face. “You’ve already spoken with him about this demon, haven’t you?”

      I nodded, feeling like I’d let them down. More than that, I’d let my sister down. But no matter how hard I tried, only one person represented the Lord, and he’d already turned me down. I couldn’t go on. Whatever I said would only be a nail in the coffin of what I’d believed, only to have my concerns set aside as unrealistic.

      “A Catholic priest?” asked Nona, nodding as though she now understood my hesitance.

      “Yeah, so?” I asked, sensing I’d touched on a nerve she could answer for me.

      “In my experience,” she said, selecting her words with care to avoid insulting me, “the Catholic Church hasn’t been the most supportive when it comes to battling demonic forces.”

      “What?” Eloise asked, shocked and clearly affronted to hear those words. “You never told me that?” She made a tight left and checked her phone for more directions since she’d deactivated the auditory function on it.

      “You never asked,” Nona said. “In the past, I’ve requested their assistance in a few demonic cases. Each time they refused to help me. Some in the Church believe more in personal demons than actual demons. They believe that since Jesus died for our sins, we need to be guided away from the personal demons that lead us to sin, not actual demons that might sway us to commit those sins.”

      Her words hit me as if bulldozer knocked me down and ran over me. “But that’s crazy. If the Church believes in Lucifer, they have to believe in demons. They’re the ones who work for Satan. Why won’t they help?”

      “Decades ago, all priests were trained in the rite of exorcism, but belief in demon possession has decreased among those at the Vatican, which of course, travels down to cardinals, bishops, and priests. Due to those circumstances, very few in any given dioceses know how to perform the rite.”

      I didn’t want to spend days looking for someone who might believe me and who could help.

      Nona didn’t offer the least bit of compassion, but she smiled as though she’d been vindicated. “Some time later, Bishop Francis contacted me seeking help.”

      “What did he want?” I asked.

      “Help in exorcising a demon from a twelve-year-old girl.”

      I sat back in my seat. Apparently, I’d underestimated Nona’s abilities.

      “Oops,” said Eloise, cranking the wheel to the left before swerving to a stop in a parking lot, the same lot I’d visited earlier today. The one I’d parked my car inside to visit Father Demetrius.

      “We’re here,” said Nona, smiling at me in the rearview mirror. “I suggest you work some magic with the priest of your choice.”

      “What?” I asked, heartbeat hammering. “No, I’ve already tried. I told Father Demetrius everything. He didn’t believe me.”

      “Child?” Nona said, swiveling back in her seat to look at me with a half-grin. “Weren’t you listening to my story?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “They didn’t listen to me at first, but eventually they believed. Eloise told me that you grew up attending this church and that Father Demetrius was your favorite priest. You need to rely on that personal connection. Now, we don’t know how long your sister can fight this demon. If you want to save her, you’ll march into that church and convince Father Demetrius to join us, because you’ve made it clear that you don’t trust me to do this exorcism.”

      Her determined stare held no animosity. Instead, she saw this as an opportunity to invite a religious figure I trusted to help. “I saw him six hours ago. I told him everything, but he basically called me a liar.”

      “And he’s had over six hours to reconsider,” Nona said. “Try a little harder to convince him.” She nodded toward the door. “Get going. We don’t have much time.”

      I got out of the car. Soon enough, I entered the church, looking left and right for Father Demetrius. I hurried down the center aisle, once again seeing no one on either aisle, surprised no one inhabited the church.

      “Jocelyn?” asked Father Demetrius from behind me. “Twice in the same day? Are you feeling guilty for not visiting in so long?”

      No, but I felt guilty for bothering him to do something he didn’t feel comfortable doing. Having not visited him in two years. We no longer had the same bond that would allow me to convince him to help me. On the other hand, I hoped Father Demetrius realized that I had turned to him after not having seen him for so long, which might persuade him that I was out of options, and I was desperate for help.

      “You know why I’m here.” I spun around, relieved to see the shock on his face. Maybe I could use that surprise to my advantage.

      Father Demetrius interlaced his fingers and hung his head. “Jocelyn, I told you that I—”

      “You don’t believe in demons, the ones in the Bible?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “See? You do believe. A demon has possessed my sister, and I suppose I’m at fault for not realizing it and doing something to help her.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for that just as I can’t blame myself for not being with my sister the day she died.” Despite that assurance, his ghastly look on his face said otherwise.

      I decided on a different tactic. “You look strong. How much can you lift?”

      A brief smile appeared. Apparently, he appreciated a change in topic. “I can bench press two-hundred and sixty pounds.”

      “That sounds like a lot.”

      He shrugged, too humble to admit his physical prowess.

      “Stand up with me.” Father Demetrius did as I asked, but he looked confused. I needed to keep him off balance, so he wouldn’t rely on his head, but his heart. “Just go with me on this.”

      “All right.” He looked self-conscious.

      “If I didn’t fight you, would it be possible for you to grasp my throat and lift me six inches off the ground…using just one hand?”

      Father Demetrius laughed. “That’s impossible. Even if my deltoid muscles were strong enough to do that, holding that much weight in one hand would throw me off balance. I’d fall over.” Puzzled, he crossed his arms across his chest. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because Noelle did that an hour ago.” I paused. “And she doesn’t even lift weights.”

      As though uncertain whether I’d been lying or hallucinating, Father Demetrius searched my eyes for the truth. Bewildered, he looked away. “I don’t know what to say to that.”

      “Do I look like I’m on drugs?”

      “No.”

      “Do I look like I’ve got a mental disability?”

      “No.”

      “Do I look like I’ve gone insane?”

      “Jocelyn, I don’t see what this—”

      “Does it seem like I’m lying to you?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then why would I tell you that story?”

      He looked down, his brow furrowing as he attempted to answer my question.

      After a long moment of silence, I said, “I’m disappointed in you, Father.” The words came out before I’d realized they’d passed my lips.

      He lifted his eyes to mine.

      Nothing I could say would lessen the severity of what I’d already said, so I trusted my soul to lead me in the right direction. “I need your help, Father.”

      “I told you, I can’t—”

      “That’s not true. You can help.”

      “I can’t.” He hung his head and doubt crept into his expression. “You see, I…I lost my faith.”

      It’s not that he didn’t want to help. It’s that he couldn’t help me. Now I understood why no one else inhabited the church. To see him struggling made my heart swell for his loss, both emotional and spiritual.

      “I always believed in you, Father. That’s why I came to you today. I hadn’t seen you in two years, but I came here because, more than any other person in this entire world, I trust you.”

      He raised his chin. Tears collected in the eyes, but he wouldn’t meet my gaze. He swallowed, but his conflicted expression made it clear he wasn’t able to push aside his self-doubt.

      “You were always there for me when I was angry or sad or I made mistakes or I hated myself. You were always there. It’s not fair when you lose someone you love. For a long time, I blamed God for my father’s death. That’s why I stopped coming here. But you know what I learned? God tests us. He tests us every day. But He never gives us more than He knows we can handle. You know how I learned that?”

      “Don’t—”

      “You said that one week before my dad died, and every day for months I heard those words in my mind. I trusted God because I believed in you. Do you know why I felt that way? Because you believed in me. Throughout my whole life, you’ve always been there.”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “You see, I—”

      “Father?” I interrupted. “I understand the way you feel. I’ve been there, too, so I don’t blame you for losing your faith. Emotion clutched me, making me falter for words, but sensing he’d soon fill the silence with his own thoughts, I said, “I’ve always counted on you, Father.” I waited for him to meet my eyes. “When you gave me advice, I always listened. I listened to every word. I trusted you. You know why? That’s what friends do. I’ll still believe in you even when you don’t believe in yourself. That’ll never stop. Ever!” So much emotion clogged my throat that I couldn’t speak.

      After he allowed his incredulity to fade, Father Demetrius allowed a healthy sigh to exit his mouth. “Well, I appreciate that you—”

      “Everything happens for a reason, Father. You know that.”

      He finally turned and met my gaze with tears glistening in his eyes.

      “I didn’t come here to ask you to believe me,” I said, shocked at the words that left my mouth. This contradicted what I’d said up until now, but hearing those words echo in my mind, my spirit soared. “I thought I came here to get you to do this exorcism.” I realized how selfish and self-serving that would have been. “No, I came here…” I stopped speaking because a joyous feeling surrounded me, a sensation that made me feel at least thirty pounds lighter. I felt stronger, more alert, and surrounded by so much love that tears spilled from my eyes. It was beautiful and wonderful. I’d never known such contentment in my life, followed by the notion that everything would be okay.

      “I came here,” I continued, moments after regaining some control over my emotions, “because I needed to believe in God, and trust that He will guide me when I do this exorcism.” It took me a moment to continue. “But you know what? I do believe in Him. And I’ll do this exorcism myself if I have to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      When I slid into the backseat of Eloise’s car, she looked at me through the rearview mirror. “If Father Demetrius isn’t with us, I guess we’re on our own?”

      “He’s still filled with doubt.” Every person had to travel their own road, and Satan constantly tempted us and put roadblocks in our path, while God often remained out of it to test our faith, to learn how much we truly believe in Him. I sincerely hoped Father Demetrius walked that road and came out the other side with even stronger faith in God than before. Regardless, if I survived this ordeal, I’d visit him at church and support him as he’d always supported me.

      “It might be better this way,” said Nona in a grim tone. “A demon will feed on a man of the cloth without faith.”

      “Hopefully,” I said, “a demon won’t feed on a woman who believes in God.” It shocked me that I’d had such a revelation at such a dark time, but maybe that’s where God needed me to be…before I opened myself to the idea of completely trusting Him to guide me. My mind reverted to my old logic that I couldn’t defeat the forces of evil, but I returned to my experience in church, and my confidence shattered the doubt that had gripped me. While I did have a revelation, there was more to it than that. I’d always believed in God. Obviously, I didn’t like Him for a stretch, but now, I had faith in Him once more. I believed in him and trusted Him to guide me.

      “So you’d like me to carry out this exorcism?” asked Nona, wide-eyed.

      “I need to do this,” I said.

      “Would you,” Nona said tentatively, “like to visit another diocese?”

      Obviously, she didn’t think I could handle this. “No thank you, but I’d really appreciate your help.”

      She inspected my gaze for a long moment. “With all due respect, I’m not comfortable with that arrangement. Performing an exorcism is not something you can just do without training.”

      “I have to start somewhere, right?” Had Nona resisted because the demon had thrown her around, and she wanted payback? Was her pride a factor? Or did she mainly believe that the demon might kill me? Without hesitation, I figured that all three possibilities might have played a part in her determination to perform the exorcism.

      “Reading about the rite is not the same thing as performing one.”

      “You have to start somewhere,” I said.

      “Did you collect holy water from the church?” Nona asked. “Or get a crucifix?”

      I’d been so consumed by such an overwhelming experience inside the church that common sense had left me as I’d left Father Demetrius and walked toward the car.

      Nona shook her head. “Child, I worry for your safety.”

      “And I worry about yours too,” I said.

      “And I,” Eloise piped in, “worry about both of you.”

      That remark broke the tension between Nona and I. Yes, I wanted to play a part to help my sister, but I had plenty to learn, and I needed to trust God, which meant believing in Nona. “Look,” I said to her, “you’ve obviously done this before, and you know your stuff, so I’ll be here if you need me, okay?”

      She nodded. A gentle smile appeared on her face. “Wise girl.”

      “And this wise girl would like to know everything you know.”

      Nona’s smile vanished. “It’ll take some time.”

      “Do we have enough of it before my sister caves in and lets the demon take over?”

      “If you plan to help out, I guess we’ll need as much time as we can get.”
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      A couple of hours later, after we’d sat in the car as Nona regaled me with tales of over a half dozen exorcisms she’d performed, she instructed me on how to conduct an exorcism.

      Eloise parked her car at the curb outside of my house.

      Nona withdrew a water bottle from the door’s side compartment and a Bible from underneath her seat.

      I walked over to her, and she handed the bottle to me. “Holy water?”

      She nodded and made the black rosary more prominent as it rested against her chest. “An exorcism can last anywhere from thirty minutes to four months.”

      “Four months?” I asked, incredulous. “That’s nuts! I can’t wait for even one day. There’s no way—”

      She lifted a hand to silence me. “It can last one month. Obviously, the exorcism wouldn’t continue for four months without a break. There might even be long periods of inactivity, say a month or so, depending on how much time the exorcist needs to once again confront the demon. Otherwise, most exorcisms I’ve conducted last between four to eight hours.”

      I didn’t want to express my misgivings because I wanted Nona to get started as quickly as possible. If I waited too long, I feared that I’d lose my nerve and back out. At the same time, I needed to throw off the nerves nipping at my skin. My heart knocked a little too loudly for someone supposedly confident that the Lord would protect her. All of the stories Nona had shared had that effect. I flushed those thoughts away. I needed to harden my heart while keeping it open for the Holy Spirit to work and fill me with Jesus’s guidance.

      “As I’ve said,” Nona went on, “this demon has already admitted what it is, and getting to that stage is most often the longest part of the process. Once we get its name, things will move along quickly. Don’t lose your concentration. Stay in the moment. Whatever happens, only react if I’ve instructed you to do so. Otherwise, don’t do anything. Don’t say anything. Don’t lose your poise. Don’t show any emotion. Don’t—”

      “Can I breathe?” I asked. “Or is that also a no-no?”

      Eloise chuckled, but when she glanced at Nona, she said, “What? It was funny.”

      Nona allowed a brief smile to flicker, as though she’d been method acting, only to allow herself a brief respite before returning to the persona she’d taken on.

      The instructions Nona gave were more frightening than I’d anticipated. I needed a break from so much information. It would be difficult to retain all the knowledge I’d learned, and I dreaded that I’d forget what I’d need at the most inopportune time.

      “You told me what not to do, but what will it try to do?” I only asked because I quivered with anxiety, and I needed some expectations.

      “It may try to distract you, confuse you, lie to you, or burn you. It may spit at you, scratch you, bite you, choke you, or kick you.”

      “So,” I said, “expect an attack. Got it!”

      “Not always,” Eloise said. “It depends on the demon.”

      Nona lifted a finger to eye level. “You saw this demon lift me with no real effort, so don’t get too close unless we’re going in for the kill.” She paused, letting a tiny grin take hold of her. “That was just a figure of speech.”

      “Not funny,” said Eloise, brushing a lock of hair from her eyes.

      Nona threw her hands up in defeat. “Oh, so it’s okay when Jocelyn cracks a joke, but I don’t get the same leeway?”

      That made me smile. For Nona to go out on these missions at her age…well, I admired her so much for risking her life to help my family.

      “Remember,” Eloise said, “with a demon in the driver’s seat, it doesn’t want to leave the host, so it might resort to self-sabotage.”

      I shivered at the idea of the demon taking delight in injuring my sister’s body, while Noelle looked on, helpless to stop it. In those cases, did she feel the pain? I had to stop thinking about it, or I’d be unable to focus, which might block any efforts to act objectively.

      “All told,” Nona said, “If I ask for you to do something, do it. Don’t hesitate. It could make all the difference. Can you do that?”

      I don’t know. “Yes.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      Nona quirked an eyebrow, looking less than confident in me. “I appreciate the candor.” She gestured to the holy water in my hand. “That is your backup. If the demon gets away from us, sprinkle that on Noelle’s body. It’ll stop the demon in its tracks.”

      Eloise held up a purple cotton pouch. “And I brought some salt. Add that to the mix, and it’ll do some damage. Oh, I almost forgot.” She opened her car door, hunched over by the driver’s door, and pulled out a spindle of rope three feet in length. “For the demon’s arms and legs. If we can tie it up, we’ll be able to work without waiting for an attack.”

      Nona hadn’t gotten a chance to get that far. After all, when Nona closed in on it, the demon hoisted her in the air and threw her into the sofa. So what makes Eloise think we’ll get that opportunity?

      “Just remember,” I said, “my sister’s in that body, too.”

      Nona nodded. Without another word, she strode toward my home, not with the gait of a woman less than a decade from the century mark, but with the determination of a warrior who couldn’t conceive of defeat. Beside her, Eloise matched her stride for stride, full of confidence.

      I hurried to catch up. Even then, I felt like an imposter. Someone who didn’t belong here. Someone who didn’t know what she was doing. Someone who didn’t think she could hold off a demon that looked, talked, and for the most part, acted like my sister.

      Both women reached the porch, and I came up behind them. Nona turned to me. “You should walk in first.”

      “Why?” My thighs quivered. This won’t work.

      “You wanted to take the lead,” Nona said in a distant tone as her unyielding eyes pierced mine. “You wanted to show them you’re not afraid. Here’s your chance. Enter first and set the expectations for the demon in your home.”

      Trust God. He won’t let you down. Feeling a jolt of spiritual strength, I grabbed the doorknob.

      “Remember,” Nona butted in, “it’ll have your sister’s memories. It may try to use them against you.”

      “Hey, Sis,” said the demon from behind the front door in a childlike voice. “Are you going to be long? I’d like to murder you now.”
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      Hearing the demon taunt me from behind the front door, I lost my breath and my hand slipped from the doorknob. My vision swam before my eyes, making it difficult for me to concentrate.

      “Courage,” Nona said, “means moving forward despite your fear. Get moving.” She nudged me.

      I continued through the threshold a little too quickly for such a slight poke. Startled by the intensity in her voice, I followed her command without a second thought.

      “Again?” Lilah asked. She stretched out on the sofa like a cat after taking a long nap. “I thought we already discussed this: visiting hours are over.”

      Suspecting that Nona would push me again if I didn’t move, this time even harder, I walked about seven or eight feet across the floor. It was chilly. At least five degrees under seventy. Despite that, the heating system was blowing full force, trying to catch up to the chill the demonic entity brought to our home. I stopped beside the flat screen as Nona and Eloise flanked me.

      The demon grinned. “Are you ready?” It started toward us.

      I’d expected the demon to act like my sister, but I’d figured the darkness in its soul would have affected my sister’s body. I’d imagined that her hair would have been thin and limp. I’d also assumed that she’d have sores on her lips. Things like that.

      None of that occurred. My sister looked as radiant as ever.

      I adjusted my mind frame to remain on guard at all times, telling myself to see my sister as nothing more than a façade for the demon.

      Nona removed the rosary from around her neck and wrapped it around her right fist with the cross dangling off her knuckles. She extended her hand. “What is your name, demon?”

      “You don’t think it’s that easy, do you?” it asked, placing a hand to its chest. The demon pivoted towards Lilah. “You better be in the mood for twenty-one questions.”

      My mother flicked a wrist at her and in the middle of a yawn, she said, “I need a drink.”

      “That’s a shocker!” said the demon. It turned back to Nona with a grin. “All right,” said the entity, throwing its hands up in the air with a nonchalant shrug. “Let’s do this.” It rushed Nona, raising its arms, ready to attack her.

      Nona stood her ground and even stepped into the demon’s path, raising the rosary at eye level. “Our Father Who art in Heaven. Hallowed by Thy Name.”

      The demon skidded to a stop and let out a blood-curdling shriek. It lifted both hands to its ears, covering them. It slanted its body to the side as though it had taken a blow to the face. “Dirty bitch!” it said in a harsh masculine voice.

      Lilah scooted up on the couch. Startled, she watched the proceedings with a horrified stare. “What the…?” Her voice died as she looked on, ramrod straight.

      I stood five feet away from her, uncertain when she might comprehend that “Noelle” was under attack, at which time she might dart in their direction to protect her “daughter” or fight off Nona. In the meantime, I snuck glances at Nona and Eloise, the latter standing beside her mentor with a stone-faced expression, holding the purple pouch of salt and the canister of holy water.

      “Thy Kingdom come,” Nona continued, stopping three feet away from the demon, now hovering over it. “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”

      “Bitch,” the demon repeated, turning aside and backing up. “You’re no match for the Daring One.”

      “Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”

      The demon scowled, stepped back, and plugged her ears with her palms. “You don’t deserve life.”

      Nona proceeded unabated: “And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. Amen.”

      “Evil?” It cackled with laughter, hunching as it knelt to the ground. “We’re not evil. You’re evil. You’re the sinners. You’re the sickened. We’re the truthful. We’re the righteous.”

      “That’s a new one,” said Lilah, pushing off the sofa and getting to her feet. “I must’ve had some bad booze because this…” She shook her head as though she’d fallen asleep and awakened to a nightmare. “I definitely need another drink. Yes, that’ll set things right: another drink.”

      I followed her, unable to keep my eyes off the sight of the demon cowering before Nona.

      The demon chuckled. “Dicks and pussies…licking, sucking, fingering, fucking.”

      I turned to Eloise and set both hands at my sides, hoping for some explanation for this explosion of disgusting rhetoric.

      “Demons aren’t human,” she said, “so they don’t understand romance or love. They get caught up on prostitution and anything that might hurt us when it comes to sex: cheating on loved ones, diseases, pedophilia, or necrophilia.

      “What is your name, demon?” asked Nona, stepping forward, angling the cross at a downward angle towards the demon. “Your name: what is it?”

      The demon, squatting and rocking on its tiptoes, let out a drawn-out moan. “Believer of lies,” it groaned. “Fury like the Black Anus. Scorn-filled corruption. Beholden to fantasy, to disbelief of the rightful order.”

      I waved at Eloise, arched my hand in a circle, and shrugged, seeking more information.

      “Black Annis” she said, her voice wavering. “That’s a bogeyman from English folklore.”

      Nona gave a shrewd nod as she considered that bit of information. “Your name, demon. Under the name of Jesus and the church He built, tell me your name.”

      “Living among squalor, such disease-infested vile. Death and darkness. Fury. Follower of the bloody anus.”

      “By the splendor of our Savior,” Nona said, “the Son of God, the one who took all sins upon Himself to free humans from living in your darkness, Jesus demands you to give me your name.”

      “Such fury. You’ll feed upon the disease-infested anus. You’ll—”

      Nona’s left eyebrow rose. Her eyes shined bright. The left corner of her lips curved upwards for the briefest moment as if she’d come upon a secret. “Fury Anus,” Nona said in a soft, uncertain manner, hoping to hit on his name.

      The demon laughed at her. “Despicable sod. Lecherous fool. You’re no match for—”

      “Fury…Annis,” Nona tried again.

      The demon gasped, its eyes now alert, as though it were on the edge of disappointment.

      It was odd to see surprise register on the demon’s face. Then again, as Nona had pointed out earlier in the car during our study session, when pressed to provide a name under the authority of Jesus, a demon will have no choice but to divulge the truth because God created it, and for that reason, the demon had to acknowledge that truth, thereby relenting to the Lord’s power.

      A spark of excitement lifted the air on my arms. Nona and Eloise were a perfect team. I pressed closer, hoping the final showdown was upon us.

      Intrigued by the wordplay, Eloise looked left and right as if she were a robot, accessing her hard drive. “It’s been around forever, right? Think old school. Maybe Greek or Roman.”

      Nona remained silent for a moment, and then a swift smile passed across her lips. “Pheurianis?”

      The demon raked its hands across the sides of its head, shot to its feet, spun towards Nona, and let out a screeching howl, as though a tempestuous frequency had scrambled its brains. “No, you shall not take me, you coward before truth, you blight of reality.”

      “Pheurianis!” Nona shouted with a determined glare. “Yes, I remember you! Return to the filth from which you sprang. Return to your false god. Relent to our savior, the Almighty, Jesus Christ. Relent to the true king. Relent to the one who is truth, who is faith, who is love.”

      The demon shifted towards Nona, but one look at the crucifix sent it to its knees again. “I shall not. This vessel belongs to us. We own it. You cannot force us to leave. We—”

      I found it odd that the demon spoke as if others had joined it inside Noelle’s body. I looked to Eloise. “Why is it—”

      “It’s speaking for all demons,” she said. “They’re always conspiring. The lower level demons often say ‘we’ or ‘us’ in hopes that Lucifer will notice its loyalty and save it. Satan rarely does.”

      Rarely? I didn’t want to contemplate the consequences of that possibility, so I returned to the idea that Nona faced off against a lower level demon, one who obviously didn’t have as much strength as its brethren, not unlike the angels in God’s domain.

      Nona, emboldened by the shriveling nemesis before her, stepped forward, Eloise matching her every step, keeping an eye on the demon and awaiting orders. “Pheurianis! Return to the darkness.”

      “No,” the demon squealed. “We will not leave. We belong. You are all filthy—”

      Nona sprinkled holy water on the demon’s head, eliciting a howl as steam rose from its outstretched mouth.

      For the briefest moment, I wanted to jump in front of…my sister to save her from getting burned, but a fraction of a second later I locked my feet in place. Noelle wasn’t suffering. How do you know? Because her skin was burning. No, it’s okay. The demon’s the one getting burned, not Noelle. I disassociated my thoughts and once again did my best to cut off my own feelings.

      “Pheurianis,” said Nona, “behold the power of creation’s one and only king. Behold the one who loves all, who sacrificed for all by dying for our sins, the one whose love will never shine on evil dissenters like you.”

      While fixing herself another stiff drink, my mother kept an eye on the proceedings with interest but not much concern. She stood in the threshold between the kitchen and family room and most likely had taken a few, heavy shots to dull whatever feelings she had only moments ago. She took a sip, chomped on an ice cube, and made her way over to the couch.

      I followed in complete shock. Perhaps my mother had spent so much time over the last two years drinking while watching television that she thought she now watched a show with live actors in her own family room.

      Nona approached the demon and stopped mere inches from it. She held the holy cross before its eyes. “Behold the true power of Jesus Christ. Set your eyes upon the nature of His love. Breathe His essence into your hateful soul.”

      The demon, with both knees collapsed and knocking against each other, lifted its hands to its head again but bent forward and angled it towards its toes, howling in agony for what seemed like forever.

      Then it stopped wheezing out its last consonant…and took in a hefty breath as though it hadn’t taken oxygen into its lungs for days. It lifted its head.

      For the first time in days, the air in the room didn’t feel as thick and heavy as it had before. I even found it a little easier to breathe.

      Far from showing the sarcastic, angry, or all around negative facial expressions of the past couple days, Noelle glanced around with red-rimmed eyes, wincing as she looked around with a disoriented expression. She looked up, spotted Nona, and drew backward. “Who are you?” She scurried backward and held out her arms to protect herself. “What are you doing in my house?” She turned to Eloise. “And you? What do you want? Are you robbing us, is that it? You’re here for money?”

      Noelle spun around and caught sight of Lilah and me. She gasped with relief and sprang to her feet, her eyes growing wide. “Lilah?” She rushed to our mother. “What’s going on? Who are these people? What do they want?” She threw an arm around our mother’s waist and leaned against her as though she didn’t have enough strength to stand upright. Noelle looked my way. “Did you bring them here? And how come I can’t remember seeing them walk in?”

      It hurt that she questioned our mother, a woman who was too drunk to know that an exorcism had just taken place, but I tried not to judge Noelle. I started toward her and put my hands up to show I meant no harm. “It’s okay. You’re okay now.”

      Without waiting for an explanation, Noelle whirled around to keep her eyes on Nona and Eloise.

      Nona permitted a slight smile and lowered the rosary and holy water. She looked to Eloise, who allowed a giant grin to touch her eyes, and then met my gaze. A second later, however, her smile faltered ever so slightly. Although she didn’t move her head, she swept the room with her gaze, breathing heavily as though awaiting something unexpected to intrude on what should be a victory lap for having forced the demon out of my sister’s body.

      I understood her wariness, but I placed my full attention on my sister. “It’s real, right?” I asked Nona. “She’s back?”

      Nona released the slightest smile and resumed her investigatory search around the house for reasons only she knew. “The heaviness lifted because the demon left this house.”

      “The temperature is on the rise, too,” said Eloise with a grin. “And it doesn’t smell as bad as before either.”

      Noelle was back! That’s all that mattered. I’d gotten my sister back. I came up behind her and clutched her arms while looking up at Nona.

      “Jocelyn?” my sister asked, no longer disoriented but still confused. “What’s going on?” She seemed to relax a little but still gestured to Nona and Eloise, only her arm fell to the side a second later, as though even lifting it had exhausted her. “What’s going on?”

      “They helped you,” I said. “Everything’s all right now.” I threw my arms around her and held her in a tight embrace, even if she didn’t return my affection: she was probably too confused to do much of anything. Thankfully, I didn’t sense anything strange about my sister.

      Far from the drawn-out exorcisms that Nona had mentioned earlier, this one must have counted as the quickest one in history. I glanced at my watch. No more than ten minutes had passed. That seemed odd. Not exactly staged but still like a Hollywood production.

      Did that explain why Nona scanned our surroundings? Did she suspect something unnatural had occurred? Despite sensing otherwise, it made me second-guess whether the demon had truly departed. Frightened by the possibility, I drew back and directed my gaze at Nona. “It’s gone, right?”

      Without looking my way, she nodded, stopped scrutinizing the family room, and met my gaze with an impassive one of her own. “Yes. It’s gone.”

      “Is it normal for her to forget what happened?” I asked.

      “It’s neither normal nor unexpected,” Nona replied. “Some don’t remember a thing. Others recall some of what happened. A small number remember everything. It depends on the demon: its intelligence, its personality, and its strength.”

      “Personality?” I asked, recalling that she referred to it earlier. “Demons have personalities?”

      “Each one is different. Their proclivities for evil are also distinct. Every demon is drawn to the seven deadly sins, and each has varying levels of intensity based on the hierarchy in Lucifer’s kingdom. The demon I just rid from your sister’s body was the lowest form of scum in Satan’s army. Even other demons despise it for being so weak-willed and stupid. That’s the reason it left Noelle’s body so quickly. It was afraid of feeling the pain of a long exorcism. So it fled.”

      “But I thought it wanted me?” I said. “Was it overreaching? Did it also give up because I found my faith? Is that why it hasn’t tried to get inside me?”

      Nona gave a quick nod. Her eyelids were half-closed, and her voice cracked as though her mouth had forgotten what it tasted like to swallow water. “I needed to end it as soon as possible.”

      Eloise motioned to her partner. “Every exorcism takes a toll on the mind, the heart, and the soul. At Nona’s age, having traveled from downstate with very little sleep, she’s exhausted.”

      I felt guilty for asking so much of someone who’d done so much for me, but I was glad that I didn’t have to handle the exorcism. It felt like I’d need to witness one before performing one. Thankfully, I wouldn’t have to deal with that in the future.

      Noelle stared at Nona as if a lunatic roamed our family room. “Jocelyn, what’s all this talk about demons? “Seriously, what the fuck is going on?”

      I turned to my sister. “I don’t know how to tell you this without sounding like a crazy person, but you were possessed by a demon.” I’d doubt me if I were her. I could show her the video of her slapping Jake, but it didn’t feel like the right moment to do so now. Otherwise, I couldn’t think of any other piece of evidence to prove the truth.

      “A demon?” My sister turned to our mother. “I told you not to give her too much to drink. She can’t handle the alcohol or she’ll go mental.”

      “Rest assured,” said Lilah. “Your precious sister hasn’t joined me in a toast after this ‘demon’ departed your body.” A smile hovered on her lips.

      “This isn’t a joke,” I told Noelle, prepared to land my hands on her shoulders. “Lilah and I haven’t done anything. You see—”

      My sister knocked my hands aside. “You’re right, this isn’t funny. Tell the truth. What’s going on?”

      “Do you remember talking with my boyfriend?”

      “Yes,” said Noelle, cringing. “It seems a little familiar.” She shook her head as though doing so might set her memories on the right path to let her recall the conversation. “But I only remember lingering words or phrases. How bizarre!”

      It was deeply disturbing to know the intimate conversation I’d had with her last night was with a demon, not my sister.

      Noelle placed a hand against her abdomen. “I’m starving, but I feel nauseous. This is so weird!” She turned to me. “Are you really going with these two being demon-hunters or whatever? Because that’s really lame.” She turned to Nona and Eloise. “They’re not lovers, are they? Not that I’m judging.”

      I couldn’t have expected her to understand if she had such a hazy memory of what occurred while the demon pushed her thoughts and emotions to the back of her mind. “They’re friends,” I said. When I looked Nona’s way, I saw her take in a heap of air, let it out, and say, “It seems we’re done here.” She turned to Eloise. “Ready?”

      Eloise gave a puzzled nod. “Yes,” she said, trying to sound emphatic as she followed Nona toward the front door.

      I couldn’t understand why they decided to leave so soon. It’s not as if I expected them to toast a job well done, but it would have been helpful if Nona had attempted to explain to my sister why she’d visited and what she’d just accomplished. They acted like pest exterminators who had completed one job and were determined to move on to the next one.

      “Hey,” I said, starting toward them. I turned back to my sister and Lilah, who watched me with querulous eyes. “Back in a minute.” Then I followed my newfound friends out the door and shut it behind me. “What’s going on? I thought you’d be happy.”

      Nona and Eloise didn’t acknowledge me. They kept walking toward the street.

      “Hey, what gives?” I shouted, aggravated by their standoffish behavior. “You had a major breakthrough back there. After seeing all of that go down, I’m not sure I could have done any of that. Thank you so much!”

      They acted as if I’d not spoken.

      “And now you’re leaving without even saying goodbye? Why? Was it something I said? Please, just tell me what’s wrong.” Agonized by their disregard, I darted out in front of them and spun around to face them, outstretching both hands to keep them from leaving. “Why are you ignoring me?” I looked at Nona. “Helping us out means everything to me. Is it because I doubted you before? I’m sorry, okay. You were awesome in there. I can’t ever repay you for—”

      Nona waved me off and yawned as though she’d just awoken from a fitful sleep, not achieved one of the greatest accomplishments in the supernatural world. “I’d like you to monitor your mother.”

      “Why? She’s a harmless and grumpy drunk. Besides, she told me Noelle was the one who first started working with the Ouija board.”

      “She lied to you,” said Eloise. “Noelle may have been curious about the other side, which played a part in her getting possessed, but Lilah desperately wanted to contact the other side.”

      “Well, yeah, I told you already that. She misses my dad, so it’s natural that she’d want to—”

      “No,” said Nona. “It’s not ordinary for those who’ve lost a loved one to use a Ouija board to contact them. Yes, some take that route, but it’s unnerving that Lilah would try to reach out two years after her husband died.” She pressed a knuckled fist to her eyes to stave off sleep.

      “How do you know all that?”

      “Because a low-level demon possessed Noelle. If your sister were obsessed with meeting your father, a more powerful demon would have responded to her interest. That didn’t happen. She got Pheurianis.”

      “So why hasn’t a demon possessed my mother?”

      “For the opposite reason, Pheurianis wanted to claim you. Yes, demons seek out easy targets, but alcohol has so severely limited your mother’s usefulness that she stays in the house all day, every day. Demons want to corrupt and destroy. They want to occupy those strong of mind and faith. They get extra special joy from destroying the goodness in this world. Your mother has no connection to anyone except you and Noelle. Pheurianis wouldn’t have been able to cause much damage.”

      It made sense, so I trusted her.

      “Look after your mother,” Nona said. “Don’t let her use another Ouija board. I’ll contact you tomorrow.”

      I found their immediate dismissal odd and disconcerting. “All right.” I wanted to ask why they’d rushed from my house, but I suspected it had to do with Nona’s need for rest, and who could blame her, after the busy day she’d had?

      As the older woman walked, she slumped as though she’d have a difficult time lifting her arms above her waist. Her eyelids were half-closed.

      For the second time since this morning, I realized how little sleep I’d had over the last couple days, but the turn of events over the last two days made me ignore that fact, so I could understand why Nona had no interest in sticking around or chatting. Plus, her age probably made it that much more strenuous for her to remain upright for much longer. I now felt like I’d taken advantage of her, and I didn’t want to hold her up any longer.

      When Eloise reached the passenger door, Nona got inside. Eloise looked at me over the roof of the car. “We’ll be in touch soon.” Moments later, she jumped behind the wheel and pulled away from the curb.

      I got an uneasy feeling that they’d abandoned me and that both Nona and Eloise knew something they didn’t want to share. That idea got under my skin, but now that Nona had vanquished the demon, I wanted to work on restoring my relationship with my sister.

      But still, if I’d reached an explanation for why Nona left so quickly, why did I still feel so unnerved at their quick exit?
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      When I re-entered the house, Noelle started toward me as though once more using all her energy to accomplish the task. She still looked at me as if certain I belonged in a padded cell.

      “You don’t really think I was possessed, do you?” she asked.

      “Yes. You weren’t in control of your thoughts or actions.”

      “So,” said Lilah, who had returned to the couch, drink in hand. “Maybe she’s just under the weather. That could explain—”

      “No, mother. A demon possessed her. You were too wasted and distracted by a sitcom to see Noelle pick up a woman off the floor with one hand.”

      “Why not pretend she did so with her pinkie?” asked Lilah with a smile. “Because, if it was, I’d find that just as likely, but otherwise—”

      “This isn’t a game,” I said, unable to hide my indignation. I turned back to Noelle. “Thank God, you’re back though.”

      “Just in time to cook dinner, too!” said Lilah. She set her full attention on the television and hearing a joke, she erupted with laughter.

      Doing my best to ignore her, I said to my sister, “Did you want a demon to possess you?”

      Noelle rolled her eyes as though I’d displayed delusions of grandeur. “I wouldn’t do that, okay? Do you have any idea how stupid you sound?” She pulled the smartphone out of the front pocket of her jeans and tapped the screen a few times. “What? It’s not Sunday. It’s Friday. Dammit. My phone’s broken.”

      I watched as a plethora of expressions gripped Noelle, first displaying amazement, followed by surprise, and finally shock. “You don’t remember much from the past couple days?”

      She whipped her head in my direction as though about to call me out for lying, only to have her angry disposition twist into confusion. “Well, no.” She lowered her gaze, concentrating. “Not really.” A look of fright took hold of her. This time, she turned to me for answers as she reached out, grasped my shoulders, and pulled me closer to her. “What happened to me?”

      I didn’t say a word.

      “It can’t be true,” Noelle said. She turned away from me and stared at the ground as she hobbled toward the kitchen. “Possessed?” She scoffed, bolstered by a hidden shot of energy. “Fucking ridiculous!” But when she reached the refrigerator and pulled out a liter of lemonade and set it on the counter, followed by the bottle of vodka she’d purchased a couple of days ago, she stared at the concoction she planned to make with a frown. “Looking at this makes me want to vomit. Do you think…Nah, it can’t be.” But once more, she paused to consider whatever had snagged hold of her attention.

      “It’s true,” I told her. “A demon snuck into your skin a couple of days ago, and the two people I brought here…helped get rid of it.”

      “No,” she said, touching her stomach and her shoulders before passing her fingers across her cheek. “I don’t feel like myself.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, fearing that demon had returned. Then again, it didn’t get colder in here, nor had the stink reentered the house.

      “I feel weak and tired.” Noelle went about fixing herself a drink.

      “Do you remember impersonating me and accusing my boyfriend of rape?”

      “What?” She snapped to attention. “I don’t even know his name. Besides, why would I do that?”

      “But you did, Noelle, because that demon was inside you, guiding your actions.”

      She cracked a condescending half-grin. “There’s no way I’d do that to you.”

      “But the demon would…and it did!” I got out my phone, pulled up the video on YouTube, and showed it to her.

      Aghast, Noelle covered her mouth with her palm. Her face had gone white, and she swallowed hard with a pained expression. “Off.” She swung her head to the side, disgusted. “Turn it off!” When I did, she said, “Is he okay? Your boyfriend?”

      “He’s dealing with the demon’s actions, but yes, I think he’ll get everything straightened out.”

      Noelle exited the kitchen and veered to the couch, forcing Lilah to bend her legs to avoid having her daughter sit on her lap. She fell onto the sofa and into the contours of some sofa pillows.

      “An ‘excuse me,’” said our mother with annoyance, “would have been preferable to ignoring my presence.” But she wasn’t upset enough to tear her gaze from the TV.

      Recalling that Noelle said she was hungry but nauseous, I said to Lilah, “Did she eat anything over the last two days?”

      My mother shrugged and turned to Noelle. “Don’t consider Jocelyn’s comments as truth. She feels shunned, so she’s lashing out. It’s neither alarming nor new. She grew up following that same pattern day in, day out.”

      I couldn’t argue with Lilah’s statements. I’d been young and immature, but to hear Lilah act as though I hadn’t grown up and eschewed my childish behavior showed how little she knew me.

      “And don’t consider mother’s comments as truth,” I told Noelle, taking Lilah’s words as my own. “She’s sloshed. ‘It’s neither alarming nor new,’”

      “Touché,” said Lilah, barely clapping her hands, emitting no sound.

      “Do you remember using the Ouija board?” I asked Noelle.

      “Yes, but Lilah—”

      “But Lilah,” repeated my mother in a childish tone. “The parent is always to blame, is that your argument? That is utter nonsense.” She put the glass to her lips and waited for the liquid to slide into her mouth, but with the glass empty, she tapped the bottom of it, hoping to spill at least one last drop from it. Nothing tapped her tongue. Heaving with a sigh of irritation, she jumped to her feet, but swayed for a moment, unsteady before regaining her balance, and headed toward the kitchen.

      “Lilah,” I said, “don’t you think you’ve had enough?” Nona’s concern for my mother entered my mind, but it seemed today I wouldn’t have to worry about Lilah calling upon demonic forces, but drinking herself into a blackout.

      “I know my limit. I haven’t reached it yet.” Lilah returned from the kitchen. For every ounce of lemonade she added to her glass, she equaled that with vodka.

      I wanted to jump up and rip the glass from her hands, but it wouldn’t solve the underlying issue that encouraged Lilah to drink, so it would only make matters worse. “Do you remember anything that happened over the last few days?” I asked my sister.

      “I may have,” she said, glancing at me before turning her thoughts inward as she winced, “listened to a voice telling me I’d get something if I’d do something…” She flinched and turned aside.

      “What?” I asked. “I don’t follow.”

      “I wanted to be somebody,” she said with tears lining her eyes. “Well, maybe, I would have done anything to get the anchor position.”

      “What are you saying?” I asked.

      “My boss. He came on to me so many times, and I’d always blown him off, but a couple of days ago, when he came on to me again, saying I could become an anchor, I turned to him and…”

      My heart thundered in my ribcage. I didn’t need to see the tears that dropped from my sister’s eyes to know she was repulsed by her behavior. I made my way over to the couch and put my hand on her shoulder.

      “This voice kept telling me to do it. I can hear it even now. Do it. You want to. Admit it. Let it happen. It’ll feel so good, so delightful.” My sister’s back arched forward and she gagged, but projectile didn’t spring forth, possibly because she hadn’t consumed anything of late. After taking some heavy breaths and blinking a number of times in quick succession, she let her back fall against the cushions behind her.

      “Those thoughts kept coming to me,” she continued, “and they sounded so natural and comforting. I wanted to listen to them, wanted to give in, wanted to let it happen. And I wanted that job so bad. So I did. I let it happen.”

      I glanced at Lilah. “We should talk about this privately.” The idea of airing these thoughts in front of our mother seemed wrong.

      “It gets worse,” Noelle said, ignoring my concerns and clearing away a fresh batch of tears.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised by her need to keep talking. Rather than having a traditional mother-daughter relationship, my sister and Lilah were first and foremost best friends. “How does it get worse?” I asked.

      “He’s like seventy-two or something.”

      “Oh,” I said, trying to hide my repulsion.

      “He has thirteen grandchildren.

      I took in a gust of oxygen into my lungs and tried not to judge her. It was incredibly difficult.

      “And he’s married.”

      “What the hell, Noelle!” A second later, I silently l chastised myself. It wasn’t her fault.

      My sister spun my way, a sob racking her to tilt my way until her body rested against mine. “So I punched him in the throat.”

      “Huh?” I asked, confused. “You didn’t have sex with him?”

      “No,” she said, grimacing at me. “That’s disgusting. After I punched him, he fell to the ground and grabbed his neck with one hand and his left arm with his other.”

      I was relieved to hear that the demon hadn’t forced her to have sex with a grandfather, but the way Noelle cringed made me wonder if the story could get any worse.

      “He was having a heart attack,” Noelle said. “So, I got down beside him and grabbed his balls. I remember that really well because they were so squishy. And then I crunched them in my palm and said, ‘You will give me that job.’ I was so angry that I didn’t care how much he was wheezing for air and recoiling in pain and how tears kept slipping from his eyes. I said, ‘If you don’t give me that job, I’ll tell the network how you harassed me, how you touched me. Then I’ll visit your house and tell your wife, your kids, and your grandchildren. I’ll fucking ruin you!”

      I stared at her, shocked. “Did he harass you? Touch you?”

      “Yes,” she admitted. “Each time, I told him to stop, but he played it off as a joke, but the lust in his eyes…it was real.”

      Her boss had acted inappropriately. No one could dispute that, but he’d had a heart attack and couldn’t breathe. “What happened to him?”

      “His heart almost stopped beating.”

      I winced. “He died?”

      “No,” she said. “I called the paramedics and gave him CPR. When they arrived, they set up the AED and jolted him back to life. The paramedics called me a hero.”

      “That’s my girl!” said Lilah with a proud gleam in her eye.

      “I can’t believe I did that,” said Noelle. Moisture accumulated in her eyes. “Everyone in the office called me a lifesaver, but I almost killed him.”

      I pulled her close and grasped her tightly, feeling her back hitch as she cried. “It’s okay. The demon was controlling you.”

      “Do you think I didn’t stop him because of this demon or because I wanted that job so badly?”

      “Have you ever wanted to murder someone before?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “So the answer is no. You wouldn’t have done that to your boss if you weren’t possessed.”

      “I don’t know,” Noelle said. “I mean, every other reporter has, at least, a Bachelor’s degree. Some have two Master’s degrees. Maybe my boss was right. Maybe I’m just ‘a hot piece of ass who can read words on a Teleprompter.’”

      “He only said that to manipulate you. Not that it’s any consolation, but I don’t think he’ll risk harassing another woman, do you?”

      “No, I guess not. I got the job, but I didn’t deserve it. You know it. I know it. My boss knows it. And soon, every viewer will know it.” She hung her head.

      Lilah took a sip from her drink. “Damn, I make the best cocktails.” With a grin, she extended her arm with her glass tilted my way. “Want a sip? It tastes soooo good!”

      “I’ll pass.”

      Lilah started toward the couch but spilled some of her drink on the hardwood floor. “Hey! John Doe! Come lick this up.”

      Anger burned inside me, momentarily setting aside my concern for Noelle. “J.D. isn’t here, Mother. He’s gone, remember? He left the house. Probably to get away from you.”

      She turned a harsh glare on me. “How is that my fault?” She scowled. “Don’t forget I’m the one who cleans up his shit twice a day on our walks.”

      Noelle turned to me. “Where did he go? I don’t remember.”

      Lilah snarled at me as she plopped down on the couch. “Poor little rich girl, who got all the love and attention from Daddy Dearest.”

      “But none from you,” I said, bolting to my feet. “What did I ever do to make you hate me?”

      A wicked grin appeared on her lips as she stared into my eyes. But she didn’t say a word. She just kept looking at me with that secretive smirk.

      I shivered at the intensity of her stare.

      She turned her attention upon the television. “Poor little rich girl, who—”

      “I’m not rich! I owe over $25,000 dollars in school loans from just the last two years because you gave up your job, so you could concentrate on drinking full-time. If you continued working, I’d have gotten a scholarship. Maybe I grew up with wealthy parents, but now I’m the one supporting this family. So don’t give me—”

      “Stop!” said Noelle, covering her ears with both palms as she shot to her feet. “J.D’s missing, so why aren’t we looking for him?”

      “We did,” I said. “Both of us. We scoured the neighborhood. I’m hoping someone will check his name tag and call us.”

      Noelle shook her head. “This is…” She pushed off the couch, the muscles in her arms trembling from the effort. “I’m sick of you two fighting all the time.”

      I shot up to catch her if need be, but she righted herself and waved me off.

      “Leave me alone.” My sister vacillated for a moment until she regained her balance and then headed for the stairs.

      Unwilling to let her out of my sight since she might not make it to her room without faltering, I started to follow her.

      She spun back to me and shoved a hand out to stop me. “Just leave me be, okay? Please?”

      I couldn’t imagine the confusion and inner turmoil that racked her mind. But like Lilah and me, Noelle had a stubborn streak, one that would make her double down on demanding some alone time. For that reason, I decided to leave her alone. At least for now, anyway.

      “Little miss, fix-it,” said Lilah with humor in her voice once my sister vanished from view.

      I reconsidered hurrying up the steps after my sister, but Nona’s voice entered my mind: Look after your mother.

      “Oh,” Lilah said, pushing up against the cushions behind her. She took a gulp of her drink and slammed the glass down on the table beside her. “My little girl developed some backbone. How fascinating!”

      “What’s your problem?” I asked. “Why do you hate me so much?”

      “Whoever said I hated you? I merely dislike you. You see, Jocelyn – oh, how I hate that name – your father chose it, by the way. That name works so tirelessly to earn a modicum of class, but it’s pretentious. It’s fitting that you own it. Your sister, on the other hand, has me to thank for giving her such a timeless, unique name.”

      “Why are you so mean to her?” Noelle asked from upstairs, appearing around the corner with a disapproving expression. “All that she’s accomplished and done for us, and you’re shitting all over her? Are you kidding me?”

      “Because she’s self-righteous,” answered Lilah. “Don’t you see the pity in her eyes whenever she looks at me? Like my life is insignificant? Like I’m worthless?”

      Noelle looked too pale and physically depleted to take part in this argument. “I need sleep.” She disappeared from view again.

      “I’ll come with.” I started toward her, eager to get away from my mother.

      “No,” said my sister. “Alone time, remember?”

      When a door shut upstairs, Lilah hit the remote to switch the channel. A soap opera appeared on the screen. “These shows are so uplifting. They marinade in drug abuse, infidelity, mayhem, and murder.” She beamed with gaiety. “It makes me feel good about my life.”

      I shook my head at my mother, wondering if she’d ever run out of ways to stoop to new lows.

      “Noelle’s disappointed in you,” my mother said, “for not getting rid of that demon sooner. You’re still her big sister, even if she’s more successful than you. She still expects you to look after her.” A vile glare appeared on her face. “You failed. Even worse, you didn’t even try. You let some outsider do it. That’s sad!”

      “Why are you so negative? Not just now but always. It’s like you have a shadow, even when there’s no sunlight anywhere nearby. And you bask in the darkness like it’s a bubble bath.”

      Ever so slowly, my mother tilted her head in my direction. “I’m so glad you asked, daughter dearest.” She pushed off the couch with determination and met my gaze with great ire. “If we’re completely honest…can I be honest with you, Jocelyn?”

      It felt like I’d get what I’d always wanted, but the pleasure she took in looking as if she’d been saving this moment for years unsettled me. “Nothing stopped you before,” I managed to say.

      “Oh,” she said, a shining smile lighting her face, “if you only knew!” She nodded, now in wonderful spirits, as though she were once more a child on Christmas morning removing all her gifts from under the tree. “All right. Let’s begin: I don’t like you, Jocelyn. I never did. With every breath, with every step, you’ve always been a disappointment. Your father and I taught classes and wrote books. What will you accomplish?”

      Under attack, I wanted to explain what I’d been working toward, but my mother ended her last paragraph with a cliffhanger, so I held my tongue.

      Lilah permitted a cynical smile. “You were supposed to be the best parts of your father and myself, and yet, here you are, a tomboy who prefers to toil with beams and drywall, who gets pleasure from fixing toilets and heating and cooling systems, who likes dealing with inconsequential matters on the grand scale of humanity.” She set her hands on her waist. “Now do you see why I’ve long dismissed your ‘abilities’ as nothing more than a mere disappointment? Your intellectual prowess couldn’t approach that of your father’s, or mine, for that matter.” She lowered her gaze. “Don’t you see, Jocelyn? We’d hoped for so much more from you. And you’ve let us down in so many ways.”

      Shortly before my father died, I’d overheard Lilah telling him that they shouldn’t criticize Noelle for deciding not to attend college, that they couldn’t thrust their opinions on her because she had no interest in learning, just getting on television and looking pretty. Therefore, because I willingly went to college, Lilah measured me against her success and obviously felt that I should live up to her reputation, whereas Noelle didn’t fit in the same mold, so trying to compare her goals would never compete with those Lilah and my father had achieved.

      Of course, I always knew I disappointed my mother by not reaching for a career similar to hers, especially because early indications from test scores showed that I had the capacity to skip a couple of grades, but I never cared about any of that. In class, I was extremely focused, so when school let out, I didn’t do my homework or study. I did it all at lunch, before each class, during class, or not at all. I aced every test, quiz, and project, and I ended up with B’s or C’s. At first, Lilah tried to encourage me to study, but when I refused that path, she shut me out before finally accepting my decision – after years of disappointment. Or so I thought. All told, Lilah considered my rebellion as unforgivable, the only possibility that her intellectual prowess could live on after she’d passed.

      “I’ve always known you’d fail us,” my mother continued, “but I never knew it would be by such a wide margin. Your father and I were absurdly successful, so expecting the same of you would be unfair. Still, I’d hoped that you’d at least try. You might even have come close. But a common laborer?” She shivered. “To disregard your father’s genius by lowering yourself to standards which the least educated cling to is sacrilege. He would be so ashamed.”

      I recalled my father’s words the day before he died on the road: “I don’t care what you do or what you become. You could become a stay-at-home mom or the baker of a small business, a race car driver or the vice-president of a Fortune 500 company. Follow your dreams. Never let failure stand in your way. Whatever you do, just make sure you’re doing it because it makes you happy.” I’d memorized those words and silently repeated them day after day, because it revealed the essence of my father’s thoughtfulness.

      I now brought those words to the forefront of my mind. Overall, I knew who I was, and I knew what I wanted. Lilah couldn’t take that from me. Experience had shown me that nothing I could say would change her mind, so I didn’t even try. Despite her unrelenting downbeat performance, I actually smiled at her. “You’re pretty long-winded today,” I said. “What’s the matter: are you cranky because its rerun season for all your reality TV shows?”

      That made her arrogant smirk falter. “How dare you mock me.”

      “Somebody has to,” I said. “Noelle kisses your ass so much I’m surprised she doesn’t wear brown lipstick every day.”

      “You malicious gutter rat.”

      “How would you know what a gutter rat looks like? You were born in the upper middle class, and you’ve stayed there until you gave up on life. I wonder what all your fellow professors would think of you lounging on the couch every day in your jogging pants, slugging cheap vodka and watching daytime soap operas.” Seeing her about to go off on me, I cut her off. “Then again, they might be impressed if you remembered every answer on Jeopardy.” I paused. “Do you watch Jeopardy?”

      She drew in so much air through her nostrils that her chest rose.

      “What’s the matter, Mom? Rat got your tongue?”

      “I told you to…never call me that again.”

      “What’re you going to do about it? Throw a vodka bottle at me?” I chuckled, animosity flowing through me. “Doubtful. It’s still half-full.” I turned around slowly, wondering if she’d indeed throw the bottle at me. When I finally rotated halfway around, Lilah stood five feet away from me. Startled, I leapt backward.

      How had she hopped off the couch and hurried nearly ten feet in the span of a few seconds? While drunk?

      She analyzed my face like someone who’d never seen me before, tilting her head from one side to the other. “How did this body produce such a vile creature?”

      The air around me felt as if someone had drawn the blanket over my shoulders, only it felt dark and foreboding. And it stunk. Worse than roadkill. Sort of like the smell that accompanied Noelle...while the demon inhabited her body.

      Oh shit!

      Now unmoving and unblinking, the demon peered into my eyes the way a cop inspected a murder suspect’s gaze for any hint of a lie during an intense interrogation: repulsed and maybe even angry, but nonetheless intrigued.

      My body stiffened and I tried to ignore the stench surrounding me. I couldn’t grasp a breath if I’d tried. Moments ago, I’d wondered why Lilah hurled such cruel insults at me, whereas she’d otherwise preferred to overlook my existence. It was obvious her temperament had clearly changed.

      As though reading my thoughts, a slow, wicked smile spread across the demon’s face. “Goodnight, Jocelyn.” It turned around.

      As much as I wanted to dart away from the demon, I was frozen in place, half-expecting it to spin around and rush me. Recalling how the demon had grabbed Nona’s throat and lifted her with ease broke my malaise. Without letting another second pass, I whirled around and jogged up the stairs.

      Instead of hurrying into my room, I opened Noelle’s doorknob to find her in bed, reaching across the nightstand to turn off the lamplight. I closed her door. “Don’t,” I said, breathless.

      My sister jolted at my unexpected arrival. “Aw, come on, I need sleep! Can’t I have some peace and quiet? Whatever you have to say can wait until tomorrow.”

      And it came hurtling my way: how Eloise said tremendous darkness filled my home; how she and Nona left my home in a hurry after freeing the demon from my sister’s body; how my mother had said such disgusting things while Jake had visited; how Noelle had first smelled the disgusting scent in the house, but Lilah seemed oblivious to it, which made me presume that Lilah had gotten possessed before my sister.

      I whipped out my phone and dialed Eloise’s number. “This can’t wait.”

      Downstairs, the demon laughed, and its voice seemed to carry, winding around the couch and sifting up the steps so that it seemed to have emanated from right outside Noelle’s bedroom door.

      A door that surely couldn’t keep out a demon with supernatural powers.

      “Well?” asked Noelle. “What’s the emergency?”

      I pressed a finger to my lips as the call ringed Eloise’s line. “You’re not the only one who was possessed by a demon.”
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      “Hi, Eloise, this is Jocelyn,” I said into my phone, leaving a voicemail. “I’m pretty sure Lilah is possessed by a demon. I know that sounds crazy, two demons attacking different people in the same home, but give me a call ASAP. I think the demon knows…that I know what it is.”

      Downstairs, the demon cackled again, its voice sounding like an ancient woman who had outlived the vocal cords she’d been born with.

      I tensed at the interruption. It took a moment before I breathed heavily into the phone. “Anyway,” I continued, whispering now. “Please call me.” I disconnected the call.

      “You want her to come back?” Noelle asked, pushing hands through her hair, pressing up against her cream-colored headboard. “Now?” She shook her head. “This is…” She wrapped her arms across her chest and gripped her upper arms tightly.

      “It’s real,” I said in a low, gruff tone as I finished dialing another telephone number.

      “Now who’re you calling? It better be the police. Maybe they’ll take you away. At least that way, I could get a good night of sleep.”

      My sister was obviously delirious, having forgotten that a demon had possessed her. A lack of food and sleep for a few days would exhaust her, but I couldn’t determine how much effort she needed to stave off the demon. Put them all together, and that could explain her incoherence.

      “Hey,” I said after hearing Jake’s voice on the other end. “I want to ask how things went with the Dean today, but I really need you here right now.”

      “Yeah, I just got out of a marathon meeting with him. What’s wrong?” he asked in an urgent tone. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      “I’m fine. But I might not be for long. Can you get over here?”

      “Yeah, sure, I’ll be right there.”

      “Oh, wait. Go to my church and stock up on holy water. And ask for a crucifix or a cross. If you see a priest there, ask him to bless it.”

      There was a pause on the other line. “Is it a demon?”

      “Yes. “

      “Are you okay? Just tell me you’re okay.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know how long that’ll last.”

      “You’re scaring me pretty bad here.”

      “Get the holy water and crosses. Drive fast. See you soon.” I hung up.

      “Whoa,” said Noelle, her eyes still sleepy, but her voice now wide awake. “You sold the hell out of that phone call.” She swung her legs out of bed, but when her feet landed on the floor her knees trembled, and she had trouble steadying them.

      I rushed over, caught her before she let her face break her fall, and helped her back into bed.

      She groaned. “It’s not normal to be this weak. I’m dying of hunger, but if I eat, I’ll puke, I just know it.” She placed a hand over her eyes like a visor. “Now I’m dizzy. Great!” She sniffled back tears.

      I tugged her back into bed and covered her lower half with a blanket. “Try to relax.” I grabbed the glass of water on the nightstand and placed it near her lips.

      “I don’t want to drink it. What if I puke?”

      “Trust me,” I said in my calmest voice. “You’ll be fine. You need liquids. You’re probably dehydrated.” When Noelle swallowed some, I doled out a little more, but I wouldn’t let her suck down too much.

      After my sister settled her head against the pillow, I contemplated the reasons Nona supplied regarding the unlikeliness of a demon possessing my mother. Her conjecture hinged on obsession with the otherworldly, which my mother had proven a willing participant. Still, Nona had made a convincing argument that no demon would want to inhabit Lilah’s body since she practically had cut off all ties to the outside world.

      So had Nona lied? Or had she simply used faulty logic?

      It didn’t matter. Only one thing mattered: I had to deal with a demon…that wanted to possess my body. That didn’t mean it wouldn’t harm me to achieve its objective, so I had to remain alert.

      I stifled a yawn. I hadn’t slept in nearly two days. My neck ached. Thankfully, my eyelids weren’t threatening to falter, but I found it difficult to concentrate, to connect thoughts. I needed to focus.

      Noelle inspected my gaze. “If a demon is inside Lilah, what do we do?” She wrapped the blanket around her tightly. “How do we get it out of her?”

      “By forcing it to leave.” I didn’t want to give my sister a reason for alarm, so I stuck with the essentials. “It wanted to mess up our lives.”

      “I’d say it did a pretty good job of that.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, “but a different demon is inside Lilah, so…”

      “How dangerous do you think it is?” Noelle asked. She wiped the moisture from her eyes and pushed back the urge to cry. “I mean, it’s a demon, so it’s gotta be dangerous as fuck, but earlier the old Hispanic woman said they have different personalities, so maybe it’s meaner than the one that used my body?”

      “That’s a good theory. Anything’s possible. I know you love Lilah, but even without that demon inside her, she needs help.”

      “You love her, too.”

      Lilah had let me down so many times and in so many ways that it hurt to admit that, although I expected otherwise. But once I had that epiphany in the church, I began to cling to the tiniest thread of hope that my mother would look at me with acceptance in her eyes, the way she had when I was a small child. “I may love her, but I sure don’t like her.”

      Since the moment I’d stepped into Noelle’s bedroom, I’d split glances between my sister and her bedroom door, fearing that the demon would burst in and come after me. Then I realized that after Pheurianis had left Noelle’s body, the tension in the air had dropped, making it easier to breathe, and the air had warmed up a bit, but it still felt stuffy.

      Maybe that’s why Nona and Eloise bolted. They were unprepared to deal with a demon as strong as the one who inhabited Lilah’s body. Everything had happened so quickly over the last two days, however, that my nerves were shot, which made it difficult for me to go into shock or faint or do whatever happened to someone who got overloaded with too much emotional stress in such a short period of time.

      “You spent some time with the demon inside Lilah the last couple days, so do you remember anything she might have said or done, anything that might tell us what to expect from her?”

      “No. I’m sorry.” She smacked her leg, upset with herself for failing to help me. “I’m so tired, but I can’t sleep.”

      “I know it’s selfish to say this, but part of me is glad you’re keeping me company,” I admitted. “Otherwise, I’d probably be talking to myself and wake you up anyway.”

      Outside, a car door slammed.

      I whirled around, peeked through Noelle’s curtains, and saw Jake racing away from his car and toward our house carrying a small, black flask in one hand and a cross in the other. I should have asked for a Bible. How could I have forgotten? If I planned to perform an exorcism, I needed a Bible. What a monumental blunder. How could I fight the forces of darkness if I couldn’t concentrate coherently enough to follow the instructions Nona had given me?

      “Boyfriend?” my sister asked, her eyes gleaming if only for a couple of seconds before they turned practically lifeless again.

      I opened the window and snapped my fingers to get his attention.

      He looked up. An uncertain smile hovered on his lips. He raised both hands. “I got them blessed by Father Demetrius.”

      I didn’t want to think of the irony behind that statement. Father Demetrius had refused to visit because he’d lost his faith, so blessing a cross and water might not yield the power I’d hoped it might since he’d anointed those objects without absolute conviction. That notion dashed my hopes a little, so I redirected my thoughts to avoid allowing negativity to creep into my mindset.

      “Give me a minute,” I whispered to him. Then I closed the window. Based on our last meeting, I figured the demon knew I was aware that it had taken control of Lilah, and I suspected it might harm Jake since he might attempt to protect me.

      I glanced around Noelle’s room. “I’m going downstairs. Do you have anything I can protect myself with?”

      “The lamp? But then I couldn’t see.” She took inventory of her room. “The glass of water. My shoes. No. Sorry.”

      I nodded. “I’m going downstairs to let Jake in.” I flipped my phone to her. “If you hear any commotion, and I mean some horrible shrieking or anything, call the cops.”

      “Could they help with the demon?”

      “They could shoot it, but the demon might have enough supernatural strength to ignore bullet wounds. It could even leave Lilah’s body, leaving her trapped in a body that might die.”

      “So that’s a ‘negative’ on calling the cops. Got it!” Wide-eyed but still unwilling to leave the bed, Noelle stretched. “Even with all of this going on, I still feel like I’m about to pass out.”

      “Get some sleep,” I said. “I’ll take care of this.” After seeing what Nona endured with Pheurianis, I was shocked to realize that I actually meant it. I darted to the door and pulled it open. I’d expected to find Lilah standing inches away from me, but the hallway was empty. Releasing a pent up breath, I left the door open, tiptoed out of the room, and made my way to the staircase.

      “Hello, Jake,” said the demon downstairs. “How nice of you to drop by again. Please join us.”

      “Us,” I muttered. Pheurianis had spoken in the plural tense as well. But fearing that it might try to harm Jake, I crept down the stairs as quickly as possible without making a sound.

      Jake entered the house.

      “Oh, you brought gifts? What have we here? Possibly a canteen of holy water. How very thoughtful! You cut such a dashing figure, young man. And what else have we…oh, a cross! Intriguing. I’ve never considered those items as tools of seduction. Bonus points! You are positively kinky. A nice touch! After all, alcohol or drugs wouldn’t work to get my dear daughter to loosen up to join you in bed. That child is so primed for rutting that you would have done well to bring a baseball bat to keep her off you. No matter.”

      What the…? Horrified, but unsure how to approach the demon because I feared how it might respond, I actually took the stairs at a slower clip in hopes the additional seconds would give me an idea how to deal with it.

      “Come now,” said the demon, opening the door wider and slipping an arm under Jake’s to usher him into the house. “You’re beyond the age of blushing, so relinquish the act of innocence. You wish to taste what’s between Jocelyn’s legs, but…” She wagged a finger at him. “I won’t have any of that in my home unless…you permit me to watch.” A devilish grin split her lips.

      Jake, eyes wide as all color left his face, took baby steps as though someone had secured fifty-pound weights around his ankles.

      “No need to act so surprised. I’m not a shriveled old hag. Plus, I’m not immune to the charms of pornography.” She pressed a finger into his chest a couple of times. “Now don’t worry, I won’t rate your performance. But after you finish her off, I’d be delighted to give you some pointers for next time. After all, I want you to show my daughter a good time. Every woman deserves to climax as frequently as a man.”

      “Ma’am?” asked Jake, his voice trembling as he stopped beside her. “Is Jocelyn home?”

      “The first time is not always a pleasant memory,” the demon continued. “I still remember mine: Robbie Thompson. Sixth grade. His schlong was long like a pencil, but a man needs some girth, am I right?” The demon elbowed him in the ribs as if he were a longtime friend. “Unless you’ve got a major winner between your legs. If not, it may have been wise to bring a baseball bat. You could have warmed her up for the main event. It would certainly stretch her wide.” It nodded. “Rest assured I wholeheartedly approve of your plans and methods.” She stepped aside and extended an arm toward the couch. “Please join us.”

      I reached the bottom of the staircase, and Jake’s petrified eyes met mine.

      “Ah, here she comes,” said the demon, only now turning to meet my gaze. “Jake has arrived to pop your cherry!” Grinning, she tented her hands against her lips. “Such a resourceful young man. Would it be terribly inappropriate if I pulled up a chair for a front row seat? I do love first-rate entertainment. If you’d prefer, I could record the festivities for posterity’s sake.”

      Hearing the demon’s voice and seeing its face lit up with excitement while those hideous words tumbled from its mouth left me speechless. Even from twenty feet away, I felt the change in the air again, a thickening, a tightening.

      “Oh,” said the demon, reaching over and wrapping an arm around me, only to pull me against its side. “Don’t be shy. Every girl needs a first time. Granted, you’re arriving at this milestone quite a bit later than many females, but I’m more than happy that Jake will be fitting himself inside you tonight.”

      I shuddered at being this close to an evil imposter, not to mention one that could possibly crush my chest with a firm tug of her arm.

      “She’s shivering,” said the demon with a proud grin she set on Jake. “How adorable. Don’t worry, your mother is here to guide you through the twists and turns of one of life’s greatest adventures.”

      I wanted to shove it away and flee the wretched smell that encapsulated it, but…had it overpowered the stench of my mother’s liquor-scented breath? As much as I hated to do so, I got even closer, shrinking from the abhorrent scent, but I didn’t catch the faintest whiff of alcohol.

      Since my mother had been addicted to alcohol, I suspected that the demon had been enduring the effects of withdrawal. Of course, the demon had supernatural abilities, so I shouldn’t have been astounded that it had enough willpower to withstand the effects.

      The demon released me and gave Jake a toothy grin. “Would you like a drink? No, disregard that question. Your bewildered expression tells me you demand a drink. Very well.” She turned to me. “Jocelyn, will you entertain our guest?” She started toward the kitchen, but then stopped and swirled back to me with a wicked gleam in her eye. “I know you’re in heat, but try to keep your paws off him for the time being. It speaks ill of a lady to ravage a man. We must let him come to you, otherwise, he won’t feel like he’s conquered you. Besides, if we expect him to plant his seed inside you tonight, we’ll need his loins in prime condition to pump out as much sperm as possible.” She raised a finger as though warning me. “Now listen to your mother!” Then she offered me a demented grin, one lacking every emotion but still managing to remain fixed in place like a creepy doll.

      Only this doll walked and talked. Yet, from what I gathered, it was more patient and less vile, although certainly just as sexually perverted as Pheurianis. As for its strength, I couldn’t guess as to its power base, but the way it had tricked me to believe Lilah had been speaking with me the past few days, I believed its intelligence towered over that of Pheurianis.

      The moment the demon turned back to the kitchen and headed in that direction, every nerve in my body trembled even more than moments ago, and I felt Jake swoop in beside me. He curled me inward against his chest.

      “It didn’t even try to take the holy water or the cross?” he whispered, his brow rumpling his forehead. “It’s not afraid of us. Not even close.”

      That worried me, but I couldn’t tell if it had ignored our weaponry to psyche us out or if the religious items couldn’t hurt it. Maybe the demon left them untouched to mess with my mind. If so, mission accomplished.

      “One shot,” the demon asked from the kitchen. “Or two?” She looked our way. “Let’s make it two! Plus, a dash of lemonade. Coming right up!”

      “Well, let’s get out of here,” he said.

      “We can’t. Noelle’s upstairs. She’s herself now. And she’s in no condition to move. She’s weak from everything that happened. I can’t just leave her here.”

      “I could run upstairs, carry your sister down here, and we’ll split. Sound good?”

      “That’ll take too long.”

      “Well, I don’t hear any ideas coming from you,” he said, frowning at me.

      I accepted the holy water and cross. I placed them in the front pockets of my jeans. “Did Father Demetrius say anything before you left the church?”

      “He wished us good luck. How about getting another priest in here?”

      “Nona told me hardly any priests believe in demons nowadays, which in my mind makes these creatures even stronger. I mean, if no one thinks they’re real, they can do what they want, and people will just blame other people, not the supernatural.”

      “There’s got to be other priests that can help,” he said.

      “It could take days, not only to find one who believes us, but who’ll get clearance from the Bishop to give them the authority to do an exorcism.”

      “So, we’re waiting for Nona then?”

      “We do have one option.” The idea of going up against this demon chilled my bones. In truth, I was terrified to face it. If it had fooled me for the past few days, what other tricks could it rely on? And if it used those abilities, would the resulting carnage end up with me in a casket?

      The demon watched us with a sinister grin on its face as it approached us.

      “And what are you two lovebirds discussing? Sexual positions? And if I may,” the demon addressed me. “I recommend placing a towel underneath your bottom so as to not stain the sheets.” It stopped beside us and handed Jake a tall glass.

      He just stared at it. His upper lip quivered.

      “Awww, you’re nervous,” the demon said in a relaxed tone. “Don’t be. Surely, you’ve done this before.” It turned to me. “Did you know men have an average of seven sexual partners in their lifetimes?” The demon, still extending a hand, nudged it closer to Jake. “No? Has shyness intruded again? Be careful with that. We don’t want you shrinking under pressure.”

      Jake accepted the glass but wouldn’t remove his eyes from the demon’s.

      “Seven conquests seems rather low,” the demon admitted. “Would you believe I’ve known some who’ve reached the one-hundred mark?” She set an eye skyward as though contemplating something. “Hmmm. I wonder what could have convinced someone to have so many sexual conquests?” It set its eyes on Jake. “Do you have any opinions on the subject?”

      “Oh,” he said, finally looking at the glass. Ever so slowly, he brought the glass closer to his mouth. When it was within an inch from his lips, he sniffed it.

      I watched the demon, still unable to keep my muscles from vibrating with fear. My chest rose and fell twice as quickly as normal, and I knew the demon noticed, which only added to my anxiety.

      Jake placed the glass on an end table.

      “Yet another young person without manners! When someone goes through the trouble of making a cocktail for you, common courtesy dictates that you must take a sip. Very well, if you lack the instincts to appreciate the drink I set up for you, I insist that you answer my question.”

      Jake lowered his gaze. “Um, I don’t…”

      “You don’t know?” asked the demon. “Don’t be coy, Jake. A fine-looking man such as you must have had enjoyed many sexual partners. No need to feign shyness. I want your insight. Why do men seek out so many conquests?”

      This subject had gotten on my nerves and allowed me to see past my fear. After all, if the demon wanted to possess me, why hadn’t it tried to hurt me or forced me to obey its commands? Maybe it feared me. That might be pushing it, but no other possibility came to mind, possibly because my subconscious wouldn’t let it. Sort of a self-defense mechanism. Nevertheless, it released some of the tension at the base of my neck.

      “Mr. Tilburn,” said the demon with a sweet voice. “Did it seem like I asked for your input?” It chuckled. “Please forgive me.” A harsh stare overshadowed its kind tone. “I demand your answer. Now give it to me!”

      “Oh,” Jake said, his broad shoulders quaking. “I’d say hormones…hormones play a part in men wanting multiple partners.”

      “And not power?” asked the demon with disbelief mounting on its face.

      “I suppose, maybe, if you get off on that sort of thing.”

      “How about you?” asked the demon. “Does it get you off?”

      He shook his head. “Really, this whole thing isn’t important because we—”

      “Oh, it’s very important, Jake.” The demon lowered its head and folded its arms across its chest as it looked to me with a righteous sneer. “Is that how you feel when you bed women, Jake? Like you wield power over them. Like you conquer them?”

      “Not at all,” he said, although it practically came out as a question.

      I began piecing the context together, presuming the demon wanted me to learn something about Jake’s sexual past. Intrigued despite the situation, possibly because Jake and I hadn’t discussed that subject, even though I’d wanted to, I’d been too afraid to ask him because I knew how women responded to him. I didn’t want to be surprised, or even worse, shocked. I could add that fear was another reason why I didn’t trust myself to question Jake without worrying it would end our relationship. Definitely, not a mature way to handle a romantic relationship, but it was my first, so I was still learning. But judging by the queasy look on Jake’s face, he may have been involved with multiple women, and the idea made my stomach clench.

      “Do tell!” said the demon. “How many women have you stuck your cock into, Jake?”

      Jake grabbed my hand with more force than necessary and guided me towards the stairs.

      “Are you ashamed, Jake? Surely, you mustn’t be…if you’ve taken pride in grinding your cock into…how many women has it been, Jake?”

      Upstairs, my telephone rang once.

      Please let it be Eloise. Please let it be Eloise.

      Just before we reached the staircase, a framed photograph of my twelve-year-old self in a soccer uniform, kneeling on the ground with my father standing behind me with his hand on my shoulder, rattled before pitching off the wall and clattering to the floor.

      “I want an answer, Jake.” The demon’s voice raised a notch, its tone bordering on masculine.

      I had no doubt the picture hadn’t fallen of its own accord, nor did I doubt that specific item, in contrast to the other five, could have fallen for no reason. No, the demon had forced it off the wall because it was important to me. It made me think of my father, a man who might disapprove of Jake’s response.

      I recalled the virile quality of the demon’s voice, which sprang from a female’s vocal cords. Don’t piss off the demon! It’ll only make things tougher for you when you fight back. I pulled to a stop.

      “Let’s go,” said Jake with a scowl. “We’ll lock ourselves upstairs and call the cops.”

      From upstairs, Noelle shouted, “Eloise is on her way.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Backup would soon arrive.

      Just Eloise? Not Nona? Dammit!

      “Truly wonderful news,” said the demon, swishing its hands against each other as a gleeful smile perked the corners of its lips. “Now then, Jake, you will answer my question. Either that or I’ll make your cock a chew toy for John Doe, wherever he might be.” It stood before the couch. “While we wait for your guest, please take a seat, Jake, so we may discuss the finer points of your conquests. I’d bet Jocelyn is quite curious to know.” The demon tapped a finger against its lips as it met my gaze. “Did he mention how many women he has pummeled into submission with that dick of his?”

      “No.” Since demons glorified Lucifer, the ultimate liar, I wanted to believe I had no interest in whatever the demon said. But I knew the demon would get the truth. And if this prolonged matter would give Eloise more time to arrive, then I would play along until that happened.

      At the same time, my nerves still throttled under my skin. I recalled Nona standing up to Pheurianis with complete confidence. Try though I might, I could not call upon that much poise. Yes, I’d found my faith. Yes, I believed God would help me take down this demon. But despite those assurances, I still lacked the certainty that Nona controlled with little difficulty.

      “It’s not important,” Jake said, anger marking his expression.

      “Jake?” asked the demon. “From this moment forward, unless spoken to, you will not say one… more…word during our exchange. Is that understood?” The demon held Jake’s stare for a long moment. “Nod your head, Jake, so I’ll know you understand.”

      With downcast eyes, he gave a slight nod.

      “Thank you.” It turned toward me. “Now, Jocelyn, have you asked how many women Jake has manipulated in order to—”

      “No.”

      “And why might that be?”

      “I was afraid.” Just like I’m afraid to rid this demon from my mother. Then I recalled Nona saying that demons often knew even the deepest secrets of any given person. And just like that, I looked up at the demon, eager for the truth.

      “Ah, so it was on your mind,” the demon said. “How could it not? Every woman wants to know the answer to that most private of questions, just as every man needs to know that number.” It turned to Jake. “Would you honor us with the truth? After all, it is quite an important point, when one considers how supposedly devoted you are to Jocelyn. Is it not?”

      Jake looked my way and then met the demon’s grin with a sneer.

      “Speak freely, Jake, and fear no reprisal. I merely asked you to voice the truth. So please regale us with your grand total. Now then: how many women?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The entity chuckled. “Surely, you jest? No, I’m quite certain you know the number of women you’ve pumped your cock into. And you put everything into it, don’t you? Only to leave them without an explanation. Yes, you gave each of them your very best so they’d remember you, lust for you, ache for you, even. And then you left them wanting, so they’d never forget you, so they’d measure every other man against you. You wanted to be their best ever!”

      My boyfriend almost glanced my way but thought better of it and returned his gaze to the demon a second later. Once more, a flush of color hit his cheeks.

      His uncertainty and hesitation told me he had something to hide, something he didn’t want to admit, something to be ashamed of, something I couldn’t live with. Earlier, under a similar line of questioning, color spread across his cheeks. Throughout the three months we’d dated, no one but this demon had ruffled his composure. Granted, who wouldn’t be fearful if confronted by one of Lucifer’s henchmen?

      Despite that, I could tell Jake didn’t want to answer the question. The demon knew it as well. After all, it had worked this subject so hard because it wanted to incite doubt and invite resentment, even anger. To rattle me. To upset me. To make me doubt myself.

      “Jake?” the demon asked. “We’re waiting. If you don’t respond, I might just…reach out and rip that cock right off your body. Answer me. Now!”

      “Ninety-nine.” The word shot out of his mouth as if blown from a canon.

      “What the—” I shouted, staring at Jake in shock. How could one man have that many sexual partners at thirty-years-old?

      “The word,” the demon said, “is fuck. The same term Jake used while working his way through swaths of women.” It looked my way. “How does it feel to know that his dick slipped inside ninety-nine women? How does it feel to know that you’ll be his, if he doesn’t cheat on you, one-hundredth conquest?”

      I needed to prolong this conversation until Eloise arrived, and if this demon wanted to see me aggravated, I wouldn’t let it down. “Almost one hundred?” I blurted out. To know his mouth had kissed at least that many women made me nauseous. My vision swirled, and I lost my balance before regaining it. “Did I hear that right?”

      He expelled air from his chest, and his shoulders sagged, as though a heavy weight had finally fallen off his back.

      “Fucking hell, Jake!” I shouted, hiding my eyes behind my left hand. “I don’t even know where to start.” I didn’t need to act upset, because I was appalled not just at Jake, but at the demon taunting us.

      “Jocelyn,” he said, starting toward me.

      I backed away. “No! You can’t gloss over something like this. That’s not gonna happen.” Hearing that number reverberate in my head, I held back the urge to vomit. “Who needs to have sex with that many women? A sex addict? A man with mommy issues? What?”

      “Let’s take this in stride,” Jake said, still making his way toward me.

      “Take this in stride?” I repeated, feeling the air around us growing tighter and cooler, which aggravated me even further. “You’re coming at me with that? Just take this whole thing in stride? Do you think I’m a fucking idiot? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Listen to yourself,” he said in a calm tone, although his eyes were certainly not composed. If anything, he looked angry that I’d grown so upset. “You’re surprised. I totally get it, okay? But I have a past. I…I like sex. That doesn’t make me a bad person.”

      “You like sex, Jake?” When he reached out for my hand, I swatted it away from him before he could circle his palm around my wrist.

      “Do you truly think he prefers celibacy, Jocelyn?” asked the demon. “You’re seven years younger and tight as a keyhole. Don’t you think Jake has the urge to merge? That he wants the opportunity to fit his key into your hole and unlock your womanhood? That’s why he’s angry. He’s angry with you. You’re withholding, playing hard to get, and it’s driving him wild. Look into his eyes and tell me he doesn’t want to ram you into submission.”

      “Lies!” Jake said. “Don’t listen to it.”

      “Are you trying to spin this?” I asked him. “Because you can’t. Let’s pretend you were a virgin at my age right now, okay? Let’s just pretend. That means you’ve had sex with over a dozen women a year. That’s more than a new woman every month!”

      “But I lost my virginity when I was twelve. It’s been almost twenty years. So that’s like only five women a year.”

      “The average man,” the demon repeated, “has seven sexual partners in his entire life.”

      “And you hit that target,” I said, “in less than a year and a half.”

      “Okay,” Jake thrust out his hands on either side of him. “When you put it that way, it seems…kind of excessive.”

      “Excessive?” asked the demon. “Jake, you are priceless.” It stared into my eyes but jerked a thumb at Jake. “I must admit, if things were different, we could even be friends.”

      There was a knock at the door.

      Grateful for the interruption, I darted over to the door and opened it.

      Eloise stood in the doorway, a necklace with a cross pendant around her neck. She held a Bible in one hand and a large spray bottle filled with clear liquid in the other. “I drove Nona to a family member’s house and came right back. I’m sorry I left, but I needed to get Nona away from...” She looked behind me at the demon. “Sorry to say this, but I’m all you’ve got.”

      The air left my lungs. No! This has to be a cruel joke.

      Eloise stepped into my home. “We’re all we’ve got.” She paused. “Now let’s do this!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      “Eloise,” said the demon with a playful smile. “So nice of you to join us.” It stepped back, bowed, and extended an arm, welcoming her inside. “Jake delivered an inspiring speech about the virtues of having sex with ninety-nine different women, and I feel it’s my duty to ask the question we’re all thinking: were you one of Jake’s conquests?”

      “What?” Eloise shouted, disgust making her cheeks protrude outward.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” said the demon with a glower. “Very well.”

      Eloise pointed to the sky blue bookmarks at the top end of the Bible. “These are the passages.” She handed me the book and remained at my side, both hands on the squirt bottle, aiming at the demon.

      A breeze whipped past me, and I caught a blur of activity to my right.

      A second later, the door slammed shut.

      I remained silent and still. I didn’t need to look to know that Jake had fled. During the direst moment in my life, he severed all ties, didn’t even say goodbye, and ran out on me.

      My nerves clenched, spiking my shoulders upwards. I couldn’t get a word out, couldn’t even figure out how to frame the next question. Tears entered my eyes.

      “You don’t need him, honey,” said my mother’s voice. “I knew he was unworthy of you. That’s why I pressed him for the truth. You see that, don’t you? I didn’t mean to hurt you. But I had to show you the truth.”

      I slapped the pages of the Bible, stifling a whimper of pain that lashed against my heart.

      No, don’t grieve the loss of that sham of a relationship. He never loved you. If he did, he wouldn’t have left.

      My vision blurred from the moisture in my eyes.

      A teardrop fell onto a page in the Bible. I flipped that page. I didn’t want to see any evidence of frailty. Now with tears beaded in my eyes, I couldn’t find the right page.

      I can’t do this. Not now. Not ever.

      “He was filthy,” said the demon. “He may have had a disease. Maybe even more than one!”

      Eloise placed one hand to the middle of my back. “I’m sorry, Jocelyn.” Her voice was sympathetic and comforting. “I’m so sorry. But you can’t do this right now. You just can’t. Your mother’s life depends upon it. Think of her. Think of the battle going on inside of her right now. And think of the demon in front of us. Concentrate on that. Concentrate only on the evil standing before us. Only that.”

      “But he just left,” I said, whimpering, my voice barely audible. I hated the sound of it: weak and deplorable.

      Don’t let him do this to you. You’re better off without him. He proved it by getting away from you at the first sign of trouble. Is that what you want in a man?

      “Come to your mother. I can help you.”

      “No,” I whispered.

      “Of course, I can. I nursed you as a child. I kissed away your cuts and bruises. Remember?”

      “No,” I said a tad louder, anger now sizzling through me like the wick that led to a stack of dynamite.

      “I’ll always be here for you. You know that.”

      “No!” I shouted as the wick hit the explosive. “Quiet!” I blinked rapidly to offset the tears in my eyes. I wouldn’t let another tear fall.

      “Jocelyn, what are you doing?” asked my mother’s voice, free of aggression and judgment.

      It was a trick, of course. I ignored its voice. I’d entered the first phase of the ritual: The Pretense. In this stage, the demon did everything possible to hide behind the possessed, using it to pretend it didn’t exist.

      Having passed the demon’s first test, I felt confidence blooming in my chest. Not a lot. Just a little. At this point, I’d take a smidge. It didn’t matter. I had to build on it, rack up one small win after another.

      “Have I pushed you too hard?” it asked. “I only did it because you needed to be tough after your father died.”

      It spoke in Lilah’s voice, but it didn’t contain the condescension that always followed her words. It sounded phony. Like an actor trying to impersonate a real person in a docudrama on the silver screen. No matter how hard they tried, they couldn’t get every cadence right. Neither could this demon.

      I started into The Litany of the Saints, whereby I asked God, Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit to have mercy on humankind. Above the top of the book, I looked at the demon.

      “Will you forgive me? Please?”

      Why hadn’t the words I’d read had any impact on the demon? Nonplussed, I continued the prayer by naming the Saints and asked them and the Lord to spare us for our sins. Upon completion, I once more flicked my gaze at the demon.

      Baffled, it said, “I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness. But I need it.”

      “What is your name, demon?”

      “Demon?” it repeated, blinking and wincing, acting confused.

      “Your name. What is it?”

      “You know my name. I’m Lilah; your mother.”

      Ignoring it, I launched into The Lord’s Prayer, keeping my voice strong, determined that this prayer would work, as Nona had success using it with Pheurianis.

      Moments later, after I finished, the demon said, “I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings. I only wanted the best for you. I thought I needed to push you. Now, I see that I was wrong.” It didn’t cower upon hearing those words as Pheurianis had done.

      “Quiet, demon!” I tried to remain emotionless. “What is your name?”

      “I already told you. I’m your mother. How could you forget?”

      “You are not Lilah. You are not my mother. You are a demon. Now, what is your name?”

      “Why are you ignoring me? I apologized. Why can’t you forgive me?”

      Seething inside, but unwilling to let it see my rage, I flipped pages, looking for the next section of the Bible.

      “Remember,” Eloise prodded. “No conversations. Stay the course. Stay focused.”

      At that moment, I found the right page, but I had trouble seeing the words on the page. It had nothing to do with fear or pressure. My vision went askew because I hadn’t slept in so long, and for that reason, I couldn’t focus properly. Doubt crept into my mind and made my fingers tremble, forcing the book to wobble in my palms.

      “What’s the matter, honey?”

      I wanted to tell it to shut its mouth, but I remained mindful of Eloise’s reminder and Nona’s teachings: don’t engage the entity in a discussion. Doing so may result in a loss of concentration and a downward spiral from which you may not be able to recover.

      “Please, darling, look at me.”

      Darling? To use that term of endearment showed how poorly the demon misunderstood my mother’s psyche. It either didn’t know how my mother spoke to me or it relied on affection in hopes that I’d respond because I’d always hoped my mother would love me. Probably the latter. I blocked out the demon’s words and stared at the page, willing myself to see the words. Within seconds, I’d mastered the job.

      Next, I started Psalm 53: “God by your name save me and by your might defend my cause.”

      Eloise sidled up next to me and read from the book, “God, hear my prayer. Hearken to the words of my mouth.”

      I continued through the prayer, pausing every sentence or two to let Eloise chime in, as we traded off reading from the Bible. Having completed the Psalm, I looked over the top of the book once again.

      “Why do you keep ignoring me?”

      I turned to Eloise and nodded at her.

      My partner squirted holy water on the demon’s face. It jerked backward, staggering in place for a moment, throwing its fingers into its eyes, trying to rid the liquid from its skin. But steam didn’t rise from its flesh.

      My breath left me. Yes! Keep going. Slowly. Confidently. “Jesus Christ speaks through me. He wants your name. What is it?”

      “You’re ashamed of me because I’ve spiraled into alcoholism.” Its voice lowered, and it let out a huff of air, exasperated. “Haven’t you made mistakes? Why can’t you forgive me?

      No longer at the beginning, we were now moving into The Pretense, a dangerous forest where the demon would use a variety of tricks, lies, and ugly truths to confuse, challenge, or humiliate an exorcist. Maintain your composure. Be careful of traps.

      “I’ll do better,” the demon said. “I promise. Please give me another chance.”

      Eloise cleared her throat. “Go to the back of the book. Read the second to last page.”

      I did as instructed. “I command you, unclean spirit, by the mysteries of the incarnation, passion, resurrection, and ascension of our Lord Jesus Christ, by the descent of the Holy Spirit, by the coming of our Lord for judgment, that you tell me your name. I command you to obey me, for I am a servant of God.”

      The demon’s face scrunched up, lips curling like waves in a dark ocean, nose arching down like the slope of a craggy mountain. “After all, I’ve done for you? Fed you. Sheltered you. And this is how you treat me? Like a stranger?”

      The demon had broken from my mother’s snobbish speech pattern. But its frozen, ever-present smile disturbed me. I looked at Eloise and nodded again.

      She sprayed the demon again.

      It screamed, the smile temporarily disappearing, as its mouth stretched wide in agony. Still no steam though.

      I looked away from the page. “Jesus has dominion over this human. Jesus sacrificed for her sins. And Jesus commands you to identify yourself: what is your name?”

      The demon regained its self-control, but it glared at me. “You are not Little Miss Perfect. Yes, I know the truth, Jocelyn. You, too, are susceptible to mistakes…but was it really a mistake? Even at four years old, how could you do something like that? No, it had to be intentional.”

      Eloise waved a hand across my field of vision. “Don’t listen to it. Focus on the sounds it makes. Concentrate on how its voice is changing. What you’re doing is working. Think about how its face is changing. Don’t listen to the words it speaks.”

      But she didn’t know what I’d done. If Eloise knew the truth, she’d look at me differently. Nona said that demons conferred with each other while they were out of their body, and for that to happen, they had to be around us at any given moment, or pivotal moments where we’d sinned. And this demon or another one had been there, seen what happened, watched what I’d done.

      “The family dog, Jocelyn, how could you?”

      Tears collected in my eyes.

      “Don’t listen,” said Eloise, anger marking her tone. “It’s the past. It’s over. Don’t go back there.”

      “Your father and I thought you were a harmless child, a beautiful child. But you proved us wrong.”

      “Whatever it was,” Eloise said, “God has forgiven you.”

      “Our sweet dear old golden retriever, Snickers, the dog we took home because you begged us to for weeks, the dog we let you name after your favorite candy bar. How could you, Jocelyn?”

      Eloise didn’t interrupt this time. She didn’t wave a hand across my eyes to distract me from paying attention to the entity. She was motionless, silent.

      And who could blame her after what I’d done to the creature I’d loved more than anything in the history of my life? I’d wanted Snickers to wear “jewelry” around his neck like the candy necklaces I wore, but my mother said Snickers would try to eat it, so he couldn’t play with me. That didn’t seem fair, because that’s what dogs are supposed to do: play with kids.

      So I used the tight, thick rubber bands I found that grocers used to pack produce tightly, and wrapped one around Snickers’ neck. Yes, he whimpered, but I thought he liked it, that he was happy that we dressed up together, so I added one more. I was rewarded with another whine. How could I resist sharing my favorite part of dress-up with Snickers? So I slipped another rubber band around his neck.

      After that, he scampered away from me. I loved playing with him, so I ran after him until I caught him, and because it was summer and it was so hot, he started breathing heavy because he had such a thick coat of hair, so to make him feel better, I wrapped another taut rubber band around his neck.

      This time, he tried to get up from the ground, but his body was shaking. He couldn’t walk steadily either. I wondered why he was playing so weirdly, and then he started wheezing and fell to the ground. When I saw him from the side, I noticed slick red liquid around the fur at his neck.

      That’s when my mother came running. She saw our dog strangling to death and called out for me to get scissors or a knife, so she could cut the rubber bands from around his neck, but I kept staring at him as I finally realized that I’d caused him to bleed, to gasp for air, that I’d actually been killing him.

      Soon enough, Noelle brought a pair of scissors to my mother, who freed the rubber bands from around Snickers’ neck. Afterward, my mother gave me a tongue-lashing. Snickers never acted the same around me. He always watched me with cautious eyes and always did his best to avoid me. My mother treated me the same way. But my father didn’t. He consoled me, told me it wasn’t my fault, that it was a mistake, that he forgave me. But because my mother looked at me as if I were a psycho, she severed a large portion of affection for me. As a result, I heaped all my love, trust, and attention onto my father.

      “Did you kill John Doe?” the demon now asked me. “Like you tried killing Snickers?”

      Reliving that experience again, after having pushed it deep into the corners of my mind, I began shaking.

      Eloise placed her hands on either side of my face, turned my head toward her, and gazed into my eyes. “You were a child. You didn’t know. It was a mistake. Your dog forgave you.”

      I shook my head. “He was never the same after that. After I tried to—”

      “He’s gone now. He knows the truth. He’s in Heaven. I’ll bet he’s sitting at God’s side right now, watching you. In fact, I know it. I can feel it. Can’t you?”

      I shook my head free from Eloise’s grasp. “I can’t…” I broke into a sob. “I can’t do this.”

      “It’s okay, honey,” my mother’s voice said. “I didn’t mean to be so nasty that day. I’ll forgive you…if you forgive me?”

      “No,” Eloise said, once more placing both hands on my cheeks. “Don’t listen to that thing,” she said, practically spitting out that last word.” You know the truth. You don’t need to look far. It’s in your heart. Follow its lead. The Holy Spirit is there, reaching out for your hand, to give strength. Take it. That’s all you have to do. Believe, Jocelyn. Trust that Jesus is with you.”

      “Has he ever helped you, Jocelyn?” my mother’s voice asked. “Has he really? Because I’ve always been in this very house. If you’ve ever needed anything, I’ve been here. I may not have been the person you wanted me to be, but I was the mother I needed to be. But after the day I walked away from you, you became your own person, strong and independent. I didn’t think you needed me anymore.”

      I shook my head, knowing that a demon spoke to me, but its voice sounded so empathetic and so genuinely sorry, the same way I’d always envisioned Lilah would one-day act upon seeking forgiveness. And I wanted to believe it so badly.

      “Don’t listen to it,” said Eloise. “It’s not your mother. If you really wanted to know what your mother thinks of you, you’ll need to ask her, but don’t trust these lies.”

      I shook my head.

      “Jesus is beside you. Let Him guide you. Take His hand. That’s all you have to do. Take it. Walk with Him. Let Him show you the way. Do that and you may falter, but He’ll always be there to help pick you back up.”

      My breath hitched in my chest. Tears rolled down my eyes. And my vision cleared. So did any confusion in my heart. Tremendous calm overcame me. All sense of doubt and indecision had vanished from my mind. I was confident and at peace. Despite having not slept in so long, or maybe even because of it, I had never been so clearheaded before.

      I knew what I had to do. And I needed to get on with it.

      “Demon,” I said, my voice firm and strong. “Jesus Christ speaks through me. He demands your name.”

      The entity’s face contorted, shook from side to side. It bolted toward us.

      Eloise shot another jet of holy water into the demon’s face.

      The demon staggered backward. It raised its hands to its cheeks and eyes, trying to smear the moisture from its face. This time, steam lifted from its face.

      I approached the entity. “What is your name, demon?”

      It backed into the wall, tripped to the ground, and its legs squiggled underneath it. “No. We will not tell you. Do you hear us? We will not!”

      I looked to Eloise but pointed at the demon. “Again!”

      My partner sent another silo of holy water at the demon.

      More steam. More shrieking. More slipping around on the floor.

      “Jesus is patient with humans,” I said. “He is not patient with leeches like you. Give Him your name.”

      The demon writhed on the ground, its appendages contorting into awkward angles. It gnashed its teeth. Strange crackles erupted from its mouth.

      “Your name, demon. What is it?”

      “Fuck you! We won’t give you shit!” But its head shook, convulsed, as though fighting exterior forces that prevented it from acquiescing.

      “Say it. Jesus demands your name. Give it. Now!”

      “Adeleidel!”

      I let out a heap of air, winded. Another win. A bigger one, this time.

      “Jocelyn.” The voice was deep and raspy as if sandpaper had been scraped against its vocal cords.

      I looked down at the demon. It had stopped moving and now lay limp. It hadn’t spoken.

      “Mmmm. I smell your pussy juice.”

      The demon had not spoken! So where had the voice come from? Was I hearing things? I turned to Eloise.

      She stared at me with her mouth ajar. “What’s wrong? Keep going.”

      “Such a sweet scent.”

      “You don’t hear that?” I asked, scanning the area around us. No one but the three of us inhabited the room. Could the voice have emanated from the kitchen? No. It sounded too quiet, as if someone had whispered it into my ear.

      “Spread those legs. We’d like a taste.”

      Behind me, the feet of the sofa rattled, wood knocking on wood. The picture frames rumbled against the wall. In the kitchen, the pots and pans on the stovetop jangled. The table slammed up against the wall.

      Startled, I jumped at the same time as Eloise, who turned around to check on the disturbance. I was breathing much too fast. Sweat had broken out on my forehead. And I was worried that the demon would somehow manage to hurl objects in the room at me: the magazines on the cocktail table, the glass on the end table, the coat rack near the entrance. Anything seemed possible.

      An abhorrent scent whipped mere inches from my nose and swept around me, filling my nose, my mouth, my eyes. My hair lashed at my face, eliciting nicks on my flesh, as though someone had swiped at it with a razor blade.

      For it to sting so painfully, the gust of air rushing past my eyes, making me blink every second to work moisture into them, must’ve hit tropical storm level winds. Instinctively, my abdomen tightened and my muscles tensed, bracing for a fight.

      “It’s The Breakpoint,” Eloise breathed, “the point where the demon shows its strength and tries to frighten us.”

      My knees quivered. I tensed my arms to keep them from shuddering. I held my breath, determined to outlast the demon’s assault, and got into a defensive stance, holding the Bible.  Don’t let your emotions go haywire. Get a grip. Then I could push past this phase and move on to the next one.

      I set my sights on the demon.

      It stared at me with a tiny sneer, unblinking, barely even breathing. Full of hatred, condemnation, and tightly wound rage. Its muscles stretched tight, ready to pounce.

      “The next phase is a two-parter called The Clash,” said Eloise. “Don’t let it—”

      Something crashed to the floor beside me.

      I kept staring at the demon, but if I said one word, it would hear my voice tremble. It would know the fear building inside me. I tried to push it down, squash it, obliterate it. But no matter how hard I tried, the hair on my arms kept rising until they stood on end.

      Stop looking at me. Stop looking at me! Stop looking at me!!!

      It didn’t. If anything, the corners of its lips perked upwards into a gradual smirk.

      “You will not defeat us. We are too strong. We are forever.”

      “No,” I screamed, using my fright to push anger into my voice.

      “Give up. Eloise has given up. Be smart. You will never win.”

      Those words turned my attention, not on the maelstrom whipping around me, but on Eloise.

      She lay on the ground, unconscious. A trickle of blood seeped from her eyebrow and sprayed across the floor. The floor lamp lay on top of her.

      No! Please, God. Don’t do this. Not now!

      Until this moment, my knees had shaken violently from so much pent up trepidation, but with this unwelcome development, they caved. I collapsed in a heap, barely missing Eloise. The Bible fell to the ground, bucked upwards, and a corner with the pointy end jabbed my right temple.

      Crackling laughter, slow yet insistent, loud but fierce, erupted around me.

      I pulled myself closer to Eloise and shoved the floor lamp off her.

      “See?” the demon asked, tittering now in a high-pitched voice. The voice of a child and an old woman intertwined. “It’s no use, Jocelyn.” The chuckling continued. Growing louder. Prouder.

      “Eloise.” My voice sounded like a hiss, the sound of a defeated woman, the sound of a woman on the edge of a mental and physical breakdown.

      “Give in to us. Become one with us. We are legion. We are forever.”

      I placed a hand to Eloise’s rounded cheek and shook it. “Wake up. Please!”

      “Yessss,” the demon said, purring like a feline. “Everyone has left you. They always have. They always will.”

      “Eloise?” Tears threatened to rush into my eyes again. I gritted my teeth to offset the urge to give in, thrusting my diaphragm to produce a taut groan. You can’t cry. You promised. If you cry, you’ll give up. You can’t let that happen.

      “Join us, Jocelyn,” said a male voice in a strong, self-assured tone.

      Its voice sounded so patient and understanding, so respectful and honorable. Not like Jake. Nothing like Jake.

      “They’ve all left you,” said the entity. “Jake left you without saying one word, without even looking back. Just poof! And your father? He deserted you. Lilah? She gave up on you. How could a mother do that? Your sister? After all you’ve done for her? She abandoned you. Snickers left. So did John Doe. Even Father Demetrius. He rejected you when you needed him most. Same thing with Nona. She stranded you. And now Eloise. Did you expect anything different?”

      That’s true. I always had trouble making friends. People never wanted to know me. They averted their eyes, kept on walking. Even those I cared for. They shunned me. Cast me aside. They didn’t care about me. Everyone that ever meant anything to me…all of them. Gone.

      “Join us, Jocelyn. You’ll feel strength. You’ll know strength. No one will ever abandon you.”

      I wanted to end this torture. I wanted a new start. I wanted to trust that voice.
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      “Hold your peace,” said a different voice, a familiar voice. One filled with potency and certainty. “God will help you.”

      Whose voice did that belong to? Someone I knew, of course, but that person turned his back on me. I shook my head. Obviously, I’d misheard things. Either that or my brain had created the effect, so I wouldn’t feel so empty, so alone.

      “Our job is to believe,” said the strikingly humble voice. “It’s God’s job to do.”

      “Do you truly believe that, Jocelyn?” asked the poised young man, the one who sounded so much more honest than Jake. “We both know that being is a mythical construct. It is false. It has never existed. It is—”

      “Hold your peace,” repeated the calm, assured voice once more. “Do not fear. God is with you. He will strengthen you.”

      “Lies.” The young man scoffed. “Trickery.”

      “Trust in the Lord,” said the friendly voice, “Submit to Him, and He will make your path straight.”

      I know that voice! From where? From when? My youth! That’s it. As a child growing up. All the way through high school. But then…nothing. The voice had gone silent. Where had I heard it? Why did it feel so important? So dependable?

      “Be strong and courageous. God will not leave you nor forsake you.”

      Scripture. The man was quoting from the Bible. How did he know I needed to hear it, to feel it?

      “Deceit!” said the young man. “Don’t believe it. Don’t trust it.” His tone, now anxious and growing ever more riddled with animosity, transformed into a growl. “Follow us. You’ll never be without those who understand you. Join us.”

      I despised the desperation in its pitch. It seemed fake and filled with mistrust.

      “Those who wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall run and not be weary.”

      Upon hearing those words and trusting them, my soul felt recharged, vibrant and filled with such pure love that tears filled my eyes. But they were not tears of fear or pain but happiness and acceptance.

      The wind died down. The distrustful voices vanished. The stench dissolved.

      Silence and stillness surrounded me, providing clarity of mind, body, and spirit.

      The man who quoted the Bible, the person who recited scripture was…No! Could it be? Had he returned?

      “Father Demetrius?” I jumped to my feet and swiveled to face the front door.

      He stood a few feet behind me, a purple stole decorated with religious iconography splayed across his shoulders. In one hand, Father Demetrius held a thick gold crucifix. In the other, he held a bundle of golden rope.

      Another batch of tears shimmered in my eyes. “You came,” I said, my voice almost failing me. I didn’t know if he’d found his faith, but the resolute glint in his eyes expressed that he believed in me. And maybe, just because I found my faith, maybe I helped him welcome God back into his life.

      “I saw the fright in that young man’s eyes, and I knew that he wouldn’t stand by your side.” The priest took forceful strides toward me with a determined stare. “For the first time in months, God told me I’d be needed.” He glared at something over my shoulders. “He told me to come here.”

      To know that Father Demetrius hadn’t abandoned me and that he’d arrived when I needed him most, as he had throughout my entire life without fail, I felt such an outpouring of gratitude for him that I could only repay it with a beaming smile. But that symbol of thanks would need to wait until another time. More important matters awaited.

      A drawn-out groan arose from the floor. “Damn, that hurt,” said Eloise, cringing as she placed a hand to the cut on her eyebrow, only to immediately recoil. “What happened?”

      “The demon.” I cleared the moisture from my eyes and cheeks. I crouched and lent a hand.

      Eloise placed her palm in mine, and I pulled her up to my right while doing a quick inspection of any injuries she may have incurred. Other than the slit above her right eye, which she massaged tenderly with her fingers, she seemed to be in good shape. I was just as glad to see her as when she’d arrived on my doorstep a short while ago, and repeated the same words she’d uttered at that time: “Now let’s do this!”

      Eloise gave a curt nod just as Father Demetrius appeared on my left. He gave me an even more resolute nod before turning his undivided attention on the demon.

      I’d notched a victory in the first half of The Clash, but the second, final part of this phase would decide who won the war.

      A putrid scent, the combination of rotten meat and sewage that had warmed under a blistering sun that had swept through the room only minutes ago, now clung to every particle in the house. Reflexively, I dry-heaved, arching my back so that both palms gripped my knees. My body rebelled against me again, but since I hadn’t eaten in longer than I could remember, nothing came out.

      To my right, vomit splashed across the hardwood floor and spackled outward. Eloise gagged again and more projectile flew from her mouth as her knees hit the ground. She heaved again and slapped her palms against the ground at the same moment once more, but she’d rid her stomach of its contents. Regardless, she retched a fourth time and a fifth and crawled across the floor.

      Coughing as he scampered across the floor, Father Demetrius skidded to a stop before the demon. He unwound the rope at his side, and when he had extracted a few feet of it, he reached around the demon, attempting to bind it.

      The demon swung a left hook into Father Demetrius’s face, sending him sprawling to the ground, the rope falling from his fingers.

      After such a long period of inactivity, the demon’s swift, unexpected response startled me, but rather than let it impede the progress I’d made, I placed the Bible on the ground. It had gotten me this far, but from this point forward, it would be of no use. In actuality, I could have set it aside earlier, before The Clash, but I’d clutched onto it because it soothed me and made me feel closer to God.

      My relationship with Lilah was important because, once the demon had revealed itself, it had removed the figurative blindfold from my mother’s eyes. Although still pushed to the side, she could now experience everything that happened, and if I did my job right, she might even fight for her life.

      “You will not have this body,” the demon bellowed with every syllable and consonant grinding out like one long grunt. “It belongs to us.”

      The wind picked up again, only this time it doubled the speed and force of its previous incarnation. The vortex whisked seat cushions from the sofa and sent them into a spiral along with magazines, the coat rack, a couple of glasses Lilah had used for her cocktails, the floor lamp, and picture frames. Countless smaller articles joined it like a handful of paperclips, a granite rock that served as a paperweight, two hardcover books, a pair of Noelle’s tan-colored loafers, and an iron letter opener that speared through the air like a dagger.

      Soon enough, the wind twirled into a cone-like twister, only this one had a specific purpose: to separate me from Father Demetrius and Eloise since I served as the eye of this tornado. My friends, on the outskirts of this supernatural storm, would be wise not to enter the vortex. Doing so might mean getting jabbed in the eye with the letter opener or whacked in the nose with the heavy rock, both of which at this speed might cause instant death.

      Up until this point, I’d searched for an opening, a place I could jump out of the eddy, but when I turned around, I came face to face with the demon, who now stood about ten feet away from me wearing a hideous sneer. The demon made things very clear: it would accept no outside influence during this two-contestant battle for my mother’s soul.

      Thankfully, the spinning wind kept the revolting scent on the fringes of the twister. The same went for the multitude of voices I’d heard earlier.

      “Give up, Jocelyn,” it said. “Your mother is ours…unless you’d care to swap souls. Lilah for yours?”

      I liked how it asked the question, rather than made a statement. That told me the demon didn’t have as much confidence as it appeared to have, based on the circumstances, at least.

      “Never,” I shouted.

      “Are you sure?” The demon raised its right hand and produced a piece of glass, probably a leftover from one of my mother’s cocktail glasses. With the index finger of its opposite hand, the demon placed its finger on the sharpest point. It pressed down, producing a drop of blood.

      “Don’t,” I said, taking a step forward. A second later, I stopped because the demon quickly shifted the shard to its open hand and pressed it against the middle of her palm.

      “Glass can be quite dangerous,” said the demon in an emotionless tone. “Don’t you think?” It carved the sharp tip across an inch of flesh, and a line of blood came to the surface and slid across the crevices in its hand. “Oops.” A shy smile appeared. “Accidents happen!”

      “Stop!”

      “And why should we do that?”

      “Lilah, do you hear me?” I said, hoping to reach her. “I’m fighting for you.”

      “Are you?” asked the entity. “You haven’t raised your fists. I don’t see a knife or gun in your hands. So what kind of fight is this? Might I inquire about the regulations? I’m nothing if not a stickler for the rules.”

      “I know you can hear me,” I said, dismissing the demon’s words. “You’ve got to stop the demon. It’s a fight for your soul. I can’t do this alone.”

      The demon cocked its head to the side, examining my eyes. “We’re beginning to feel…ignored.” It bit down hard on its teeth, forcing its lips to peel back and reveal its gums. “And we do not like to be ignored.” It jabbed the glass into the same palm and sliced across the skin to make an X. Blood instantly spilled from this deeper cut and spread across its palm.

      I dug my hands into my pockets, hoping the demon would see that I did not intend to resort to a fistfight.

      It winced, confused by my actions. A second later, the anger on its face vanished, replaced by the familiar expression of exasperation that could only belong to one person: my mother.

      “Lilah?” I asked, shocked. I didn’t have to wonder whether the demon had attempted to trick me. It had tried numerous times to deceive me, but I’d seen that exact expression every day for the past two decades. A demon with only a few days or even a couple weeks of visitation rights to my mother’s body and mind could never duplicate the look of pure antagonism on my mother’s face.

      “How do I get it out?” she shrieked, a sound that would have come close to rattling the windowpanes if they weren’t already shaking from the gale force winds. Grunting, grimacing, she dropped the glass shard and kicked it out of the circle.

      It got swept up in the vortex.

      On the edge of the gusting wind, Father Demetrius backed away from it, probably fearing the shard of glass might slash his flesh. He wrapped his hands around his mouth, creating a megaphone-like effect. “Speak from your heart.”

      I had so much pent-up animosity and frustration towards my mother that, unless I wanted the demon to keep my mother’s soul, I probably shouldn’t follow Father Demetrius’s advice. I shook my head at him.

      ”Tell her how important she is to you.”

      That I could do. “You’ve treated me like shit for so long that I want to know what it’s like for you to love me.”

      My mother’s pain-stricken expression collapsed a little, as though the words she’d heard had more of an impact than the cuts on her hand. A look of shame mingled with the agony on her face.

      “I told Noelle that I didn’t love you.” I nodded, unable to cry now, because I’d tapped out my reservoir surrounding this issue years ago, after thousands of attempts of trying to make her proud of me, only to watch her lavish that love and affection upon Noelle, who received it freely, as every child should. “What did I ever do that was so bad? Huh? Why did you hate me so much?”

      Lilah’s mouth dropped open, and a silent cry tumbled out. Her hands fell to her sides. Tears sprung to her eyes. And blood from her palm pumped out and leaked onto the floor.

      I stepped back, placing a hand over my mouth.

      She glanced down. Shocked at the bloodletting, Lilah flinched and elevated her damaged palm. She covered it with her other hand.

      A moment later, a delirious expression removed the sorrow on her face and replaced it with a wretched glare. “Now, there will be none of that,” the demon said in the wheezing voice of a smoker suffering from emphysema. It looked down at its hand. Surprised not to see the shard of glass, it clutched the damaged hand and squeezed, splitting the flesh in half and pouring gore through its fingers before it spilled to the ground.

      Then it darted towards me before it bashed into me, knocking us to the ground. It delivered a swift jab to my cheek.

      My head snapped to the side, my temple smacking into the ground, issuing a throb that matched the other side of my face where I’d taken a fist to the face. But with the twister mere inches from my head, and my hair threatening to leave my scalp, I had no time to worry about the pain.

      “Hold your peace,” Father Demetrius shouted in the background.

      No, I need to fight back. I need to fight the demon. To beat it out of my mother.

      But would that help my mother? Or hurt her? Conflicted, I stared at the demon, breathing heavy, biting back my resentment.

      The demon straddled my chest. “Join us,” It screeched. “And this will all end. You’ll never know pain like this again. No one will ever harm you.”

      “No!”

      “Put aside the deeds of darkness,” Father Demetrius continued, “and put on the armour of light.”

      Enraged, the demon wound back another fist and rammed it into my other cheek.

      My head spun in the other direction, and a grunt ripped out of my mouth.

      “We will make you beg.” It swiveled me partially onto my side and rammed its fist into my kidneys.

      Pain sizzled in that spot, and I screamed in pain. It felt like hot lava pumped into my stomach. Despite that, I understood the priest’s words, at least with regard to my current situation: I couldn’t fight the demon because I’d be hurting my mother’s body.

      “You will join us!” It delivered another heavy blow to the same area.

      My body instinctively tried to spin onto its other side, but the demon prevented that from happening.

      “Speak!” Father Demetrius shouted. “Talk to your mother.”

      “My mother?” I said, confused by the concept. “She…hated me.”

      “Do you hear us?” the demon shouted. It threw one more solid punch.

      I cried out, but tears still wouldn’t run. “I… loved her.”

      “You will give in.” Another solid, pulverizing blow to the same spot.

      My body jerked, and I moved like a fish out of water because I couldn’t breathe. “She…never…loved…me.”

      I squiggled in place, expecting another blow. I cringed, waiting, anticipating…but it never came. I snapped up one gasp after another. Whenever I’d managed to steal a dozen or so breaths, I opened my eyes, fearing the demon would be ready to launch another volley of kidney shots.

      Hovering over me, my mother shook her head as tears scrawled down her cheeks. “I’m,” she squeaked, “so sorry.” She reached out for my face.

      I flinched, fearing another attack.

      “No, don’t!” she said, crouching to the ground a couple of feet away from me. “I won’t hurt you. I promise. I’ll never hurt you again.” She used her good hand to prop herself up while cradling the other against her shirt, now splotched with blood.

      I was shocked to hear Lilah speak without the academic pretense. She now sounded like a real person. Not the shell she’d been for so long. She spoke from somewhere deep inside, a place she hadn’t shown me in nearly two decades. A place where she didn’t put me at arm’s length. I was stunned and captivated. I wanted to hear more. I needed to hear more. I tried to move, to see more of her, rather than just part of her body due to my slanted position on the ground, but pain pierced my side again. I groaned and slipped to the ground.

      Lilah reached out with both hands.

      But I shrank away from her again.

      She backed off. “I’m so sorry, Jocelyn. I’m so, so sorry. I don’t know why I turned against you that day so long ago. It was stupid. I was stupid. And I thought you hated me. I tried to pretend that I didn’t care, all so you would come to me, and we could make up. But you never did. You were always so stubborn. Just like me. As the years passed, I got worse. I convinced myself that you needed to apologize for loving your father more than me, that only then would I accept you. It was horrible and cruel. All those wasted years…because I was stubborn and resentful. It was all my fault. Do you hear me, Jocelyn? It’s all my fault. I love you. I always have. Please forgive me.”

      Her guilt-ridden expression vanished.

      Oh no. Not again. Please.

      The demon’s smirk settled on its face. It worked on gathering itself, so it could continue to pound away on my kidneys and drive them straight through my abdomen and into my chest.

      I couldn’t let that happen. Not after what my mother had said. Not after she explained herself. Not after she’d apologized. Not after she’d finally said…I love you.

      “Yes, you will join us.” Saliva slipped from its mouth and clung to its lower lip, a long line slipping down onto its chin.

      I could no longer contain my frustration and anger. I needed to do something, anything. I yanked my hands from my pockets, pulling out the flask of holy water and the crucifix, and rushed toward the demon, screaming in pain as I lifted the arm on my bad side. I slammed into it, and we crashed to the ground.

      Knowing that it would need only moments to regain its balance and charge me again, I slipped off the cap on the flask and flicked the holy water across its injured hand.

      Steam sizzled on its palm. It shrieked in pain.

      I hurried over to the demon. I kicked its leg out from under it, stretching it out in a Dead Man’s Pose. I scrambled over, leapt onto its chest, and pressed the crucifix against the demon’s forehead, which made even more steam rise from its flesh, the kind that would rise from a hot iron under a wet pair of pants.

      The demon howled and kicked its legs out from under me, trying to throw me off. I jostled left and right, back and forth as if I was riding a bull. I hopped higher up on its chest, so its movement wouldn’t spring me in every direction, and then I set my knees against its arms, pinning it to the ground.

      With my other hand, I angled the canister toward the demon’s face. Once I neared its lips, I tilted the flask and poured the Holy water down its throat.

      The demon swallowed and coughed. Steam lifted from its tongue as water spewed from its mouth and slid across its cheeks. Wheezing, it thrashed in all directions.

      “Drink, demon!” I pulled on its lower lip, prying its mouth open even wider, forcing even more holy water into its throat. “Drink, you fucker!”

      Gurgling, trying not to suck down more liquid, but doing so in an effort to capture more oxygen into its body, the demon squiggled in every direction, kicking its legs, whipping its arms about, coughing and spitting up water as steam sifted from its open mouth.

      I wobbled from side to side but held firm and poured the Holy water across the demon’s face and hair, sprouting even more steam and sending the remaining liquid back into the demon’s throat.

      “You have no authority to take this woman,” I shouted at the demon. “She sought forgiveness and God has forgiven her. He has claimed her.”

      A moment later, Father Demetrius appeared at my side, startling me for a second, although I maintained my position. Only now did I realize the vortex had vanished. So had the scent. The thick, heavy sensation clinging to the air had dissipated. It felt so much lighter and fresher than the past few days.

      The holy man removed the purple stole from around his shoulders and pressed it against the demon’s mouth, keeping the blessed water in its mouth.

      I had precious seconds remaining to discover why it wanted to possess me so badly. Soon it would leave my mother’s body and vanish. “What did you want with me?”

      To let it respond, Father Demetrius removed the stole.

      The demon gurgled, spewing holy water across its cheeks. It sucked in air but tried to speak, as though obeying a reflex. “You’re…important.”

      I tried to make sense of that but couldn’t. “What do you mean? Explain yourself.”

      “We’ve foreseen you’re power. We wanted you for ourselves.”

      “What power?” I asked, puzzled. “What does that mean?”

      “We’re…leaving now!”

      My mother’s body stopped moving, and she lay limp for a moment with open eyes. Then she blinked, stirred, and jerked upwards. She scooted backward, but after splaying her injured hand against the floor, she screamed and fell to the ground.

      Father Demetrius grabbed the stole, rushed over to her, and wrapped the garment around her palm. He turned toward Eloise, who was already on the phone, asking for the paramedics.

      I smiled at my mother. “It's okay, Mom.” My mouth dropped open, and I was prepared to correct myself, fearing retribution, but I shook off the idea. No, I would never call her Lilah again. “You did it, Mom. You’re back.”

      She wheezed. Her brow scrunched up as she smiled and grunted through the pain. “Thank you, Jocelyn. Thank you for saving my life.”

      At that moment, the adrenaline in my body disappeared, and the jarring pain in my side made me tilt over to the ground. The impact made me cry out. My gaze fell upon Eloise. “Don’t forget Noelle…upstairs.”

      Eloise passed on the message that the paramedics should expect to assist three women upon arrival.

      From this awkward angle, my eyes began to lose focus, but I saw something rushing across the family room floor as soft tapping sounds, reminiscent of a dog’s toenails against the hardwood floor. It trotted toward me on four legs. Was that…J.D.?

      My dog stopped beside me, got down on the ground, the nametag on its collar jingling. A thick, wet tongue found my face and licked my cheek as if it was a strawberry sucker.

      “That’s right!” my mother said. “I let him out when I felt my identity slipping away and that thing taking over. John Doe was quaking, cowering, and whining. It was the last thing I did before the demon took over. Which reminds me, do you think we could call him a different name? John Doe is—”

      “No longer an option,” said a sleepy voice from the stairwell. Noelle, rubbing the exhaustion from her eyes, ambled down the stairs, her knees practically giving way after every step. “You can call him J.D. if you want, but we can’t rename him.” When she removed the hands from her eyes, she surveyed the mess all around the family room and stopped mid-step, her mouth dropping open. “I heard the raucous, but I was scared to come down. What happened?”

      “A showdown between God and Satan,” I said nonchalantly. But in a broader sense, based on the demon’s morose comments about me before it withdrew from my mother’s body, I got the impression that God may have won this battle, but the war would rage on.

      Hearing J.D. whine with excitement, his tail wagging tirelessly, I let out a tiny cry of appreciation. He hadn’t left me. Neither had Eloise, Father Demetrius, Noelle, or my mother. Tears of gratitude spilled from my eyes.

      My family was safe. We were all together. And I would do everything humanly possible to make sure that never changed.
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      “No way is this mansion haunted,” I said, stopping before the porch and sidling up beside a psychic medium named Nona and her protégé, a psychic named Eloise.

      “Whoa!” With her back to me, Eloise’s shoulders spiked upwards. “Thanks for sneaking up on us, Jocelyn.” She spun toward me, her turquoise eyes appearing wide and troubled. She placed a trembling hand against her velvet cashmere sweater directly above her heart.

      “You’re not spooked because it’s Halloween night, are you?” I placed a hand on her shoulder to show I hadn’t meant to frighten her.

      “No!” At eighteen-years-old but wiser than her age dictated, Eloise lowered her dark lashes, hunched over, and slid both palms on the blue jeans at her knees. “It’s the house.” She heaved for air, and her black pixie cut featuring red highlights, barely shifted from left to right as she caught her breath.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, guilt cutting into me for unsettling her. After all, I’d parked my car beside the other two along the circular parking lot about twenty yards away. Hadn’t she seen my headlights?

      On my way to this two-acre property three hours west of Chicago, I’d marveled at the darkness along the bumpy one-lane road because I’d long since passed the last traffic light. For that matter, I couldn’t recall the last time I’d spotted signs of life: a gas station, a convenience store, or even a street sign. It had taken all my concentration to find the small opening to the premises without veering off the road and driving into a ditch.

      For that reason, I now took a moment to scrutinize the property. Dried leaves trickled across the diamond inlaid concrete walkway, which led visitors toward the two-acre property and directed them to the front door, where we all stood. The breeze swayed the lush green grass before speeding past the perfectly clipped lilac shrubs and getting gobbled up by freshly trimmed massive evergreens that surrounded the premises on four sides.

      The secluded nature of the estate made it seem like the owner wanted to keep intruders out. Or possibly even to keep them in.

      Now, after having taken in my surroundings, I could see why Eloise found the area ominous. I glanced up at the building. “Aren’t haunted places supposed to have boarded up windows and scraggly vines?”

      None of the numerous styled windows on each of the mansion’s three levels contained so much as a spider-web, and they reflected the brilliant sheen of the moon’s glow from behind us.

      A gust of chilly air lashed against me, making me shiver. “It can’t be the house,” I said, referring to her statement. “This place is immaculate.”

      “Something’s inside that mansion,” Eloise said in a timid voice that cracked. “Something powerful. Something dangerous.”

      Her discomfort and the look of dread on her face made my pulse speed up. “What exactly?”

      “We don’t know yet,” said Nona, a fragile ninety-five-year-old woman who appeared to weigh one pound for every year she’d lived on this planet. Due to her short stature, she didn’t need to crouch beside her young partner as she placed a hand to her back and rubbed it to comfort her. “It’s too early to tell.”

      “So you were already inside?” I asked.

      Nona nodded and her copper-tinted hoop earrings jiggled even after she stopped moving her head. “For no more than one minute.”

      I just stared at the deep crevices at the edges of the woman’s dark eyes, astonished that Eloise had that reaction after having only been in the mansion for sixty seconds. Granted, both women had paranormal gifts, but for my younger friend to regroup so quickly after entering the house made it clear that she suspected something sinister dwelled inside.

      I didn’t question their sincerity because Nona and Eloise had assisted me with a demon infestation three weeks ago inside my home. For that reason, I trusted them implicitly, but even when Eloise had visited my house, she hadn’t doubled over in an attempt to regain her breath. It most likely meant that whatever she’d sensed inside the mansion made the demon that had attacked my family seem like nothing more than a nuisance.

      But the demon, an evil biblical creature that sought my family’s demise, had lacerated my kidney, resulting in agonizing back pain that persuaded me to pop pain meds like they were Skittles. So to discover that Eloise feared whatever hid in the house made me anxious to move.

      Just not toward the house, but in the opposite direction.

      Don’t forget about the one million dollar payout cut three ways if you walk! That’s if the other paranormal investigative team doesn’t claim the winnings by ridding the mansion of spirits. You better not leave. You need that money!

      I’d recently obtained my Masters in business management, and now that interest payments on my exorbitant school loans would begin accumulating, I was even more determined to pay down that debt. I was also on the hook for the mortgage and utilities for the home my twin sister and our mother also lived in. The demon situation killed my chances of getting my repair business off the ground, and since I had very little in my bank account, showing up was a no-brainer.

      “Thank you for coming,” Nona said with an appreciative smile. “The owner’s real estate agent, Lacey Lambert, contacted us about removing unclean spirits from this home. When I hear that multiple spirits might be involved, I always wonder if a demonic entity might also be at work.”

      “Why?” I asked. When Eloise had called to see if I wanted to accompany them tonight, I suspected that a demon may have infested the mansion. Since I’d never encountered a ghost, Eloise had no reason to seek my assistance to help in that arena.

      Nona’s shrewd gaze settled on mine for what felt like ten minutes. “One never knows what she’ll walk into…in this line of service.”

      Service. Not work. Neither Nona nor Eloise asked for payment to cleanse spirits from any given place. They believed God had graced them with their otherworldly skills. For that reason, they never turned away anyone in the Chicagoland area who contacted them. While Nona had been cleansing homes and vanquishing demons for half a century, she had only begun working with Eloise over the past six months, but her apprentice was hardcore into all things supernatural.

      I was on the other end of the spectrum: I’d only been exposed to that one case of demonic activity. But unlike them, I appreciated that I had no otherworldly abilities of my own. Although it would be helpful to know when evil lurked nearby, the constant awareness would probably paralyze me with fear and paranoia.

      “I hope a demon isn’t involved,” Nona said, “but if that’s not the case, I thought it would be helpful for you to distinguish between different supernatural entities. Not only that, but we could use a relatively inexperienced person with regard to the paranormal. An impartial witness, if you will. Sometimes I find it best to rely on those who cannot see or communicate with spirits. It prevents me from taking things for granted and allows for different perspectives. It may help Eloise and I differentiate one spirit from another. Is that something you’re prepared to help us with?”

      I’d suspected as much. That’s why I’d agreed to come. “Yes. Totally.” Despite my assurances, I couldn’t stop my thighs from shaking.

      Nona studied my expression. “Are you mentally and emotionally prepared for that?”

      I’d struggled in the aftermath of my contest of wills with the demon, but I couldn’t tell Nona about all that I’d endured. She might reconsider and ask me to leave. And if I hoped to fully regain a healthy state of mind, I’d need to face my fear to get a chance to claim the prize money.

      She continued to analyze me.

      Even though I liked and admired Nona, her direct stare unsettled me. I tamped down on my emotions to not give away my apprehension. My breathing became shallow and, as foreboding sensation overloaded my mind.

      “Seriously,” I said, hoping doubt hadn’t crept into my tone. “I’m good to go.” Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell if my indecision stemmed from the possibility of entering a mansion filled with ghosts, or if I truly hadn’t recovered from my ordeal with the demon.

      After another long beat, she nodded. “Very well.”

      I expelled a sigh of relief. Now I just had to get past my fear of ghosts, if this place was indeed haunted. Based on the little bit of research I’d done right before driving here, I’d learned that spirits were invisible and could move soundlessly at incredible speeds. For those reasons, they freaked me out. I hated the idea that they could be standing right in front of you, and you’d never know it. I shook off my distress by convincing myself that Nona and Eloise would handle any apparitions that came our way.

      “That’s it,” Nona told Eloise in a calm, support tone. “Visualize. Find your center.”

      With her eyelids closed, Eloise no longer gasped for air, and the uncertainty that had gripped her expression mere seconds ago had vanished. It seemed that she’d meditated to refocus. When she finally turned toward me and her slightly chubby face had recaptured its natural glow, she appeared to have regained her composure.

      Eloise batted her turquoise eyes, making her smoky eyeshadow seem even more pronounced. “At first, I also thought this place looked harmless.” She tapped a finger against her deep red lips, but in so doing, her entire hand trembled. She removed it and swung it behind her back. “I was wrong.” She averted her eyes to take in the mansion. Her breath evened out as her gaze hardened into one of concentration and determination.

      Eloise turned to her mentor. “I should have guarded myself before we entered the mansion.” Then she set her gaze on mine. “You know I’m perceptive to feelings, but what you may not know is that when emotions are running high and there’s more than one other person in the vicinity, it’s tough for me to identify which person or entity they’re coming from. I guess I’m still a work in progress.”

      Nona winked at her with a slight grin, but her eyes appeared solemn.

      Unnerved by their silent communication, but even more so because Eloise’s expression turned to dread, I now wavered about what awaited us in the house less than ten yards away. Not that it would keep me from joining them in this mission. “So how do we get rid of whatever’s in there?”

      “That depends,” Nona said, meeting my gaze.

      “On what?”

      “How far you’re willing to take things.”

      “What type of things?”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      Had she not answered and remained vague because the answer would scare or upset me? Or did she simply not know what to expect inside the mansion? Both possibilities were practical. Still, her unwillingness to be specific made me uneasy. It seemed that whatever bad mojo had racked Eloise’s body moments ago had left her and now clutched onto me.

      “Hey,” Eloise said, stepping over to me. “Are you okay?”

      “No,” I admitted, my stomach gripped by a heaviness that refused to leave.

      “Do you want out of the deal?” asked Eloise.

      “No way,” I said with newfound certainty. “I need this.” I’d even checked online to learn about ghost detection systems. I figured Nona and Eloise would bring some high-tech gear to detect any spirits, and I wanted to know how to operate their equipment so I could see and hear any specters.

      “It’s perfectly fine,” Nona said, “if you’ve reconsidered.” The doubt in her voice made her gaunt, wrinkled face look more worn and withdrawn than mere moments ago. “We’ll understand.”

      For someone who looked like a kind grandmother who liked to sew and bake cookies, Nona was, in reality, a sly, calculating woman. It made me realize that, since we’d only had a few run-ins, I knew nothing of her personal life. A wedding ring or band didn’t adorn her left hand, but she wore a tan sweatshirt with giant, messy red letters that spelled out: “Don’t mess with Grandma!” scrawled across it.

      “How many grandchildren do you have?” I asked, hoping for a reprieve of dealing with the potential darkness inside the mansion.

      “Twenty-three,” she said. Her sparkling eyes were as warm and inviting as hot chocolate.

      “All from the same daughter,” Eloise whispered and leaned close to confide in me. “Nine different fathers. It’s a touchy subject. Don’t go there!”

      “Eloise,” Nona said, letting the word drag out in a sigh. “I have eight children, and each has at least one child.”

      “Wow,” I said, startled to learn that her fragile frame could support one child much less eight. Of course, quite a bit of time had passed since her child-rearing years, but still.”

      “Let’s not break our concentration,” said Nona, a subtle frown tucking her lips downward. “We’re here to do a job: rid the house of whatever plagues it. We have plenty of time to discuss…” she turned to Eloise with a sneaky grin that banished her grimace, “your first opportunity to babysit all of my great-grandchildren.”

      Eloise’s eyes grew large and her mouth hung open.

      To distract her, I gestured toward her green backpack. “Did you bring some high-tech stuff to get a reading on any spectral activity?”

      “Um…” She swallowed, turned away from Nona’s good humor, and met my gaze. “No. It’s just a bunch of stuff to help us over the next couple days, You know, stuff like energy bars, fruit, bottled water, a change of clothing, flashlights, batteries.”

      I’d brought similar items, but because I didn’t know what to expect, I also added my Bible, a crucifix, and holy water in my oversized purse, although I hoped I wouldn’t need to use them since that would mean a demonic entity lingered inside the mansion.

      Before leaving for this job, I’d left a voicemail for Father Demetrius and stated my intentions before giving him the address of this mansion and asking him to call me after a few hours. His calm voice and unwavering support always gave me a jolt of confidence.

      I slung the strap of my large purse higher on my right shoulder and removed my Bible. The moment I clutched it, my spirit felt stronger, more assured of handling whatever awaited us in the mansion.

      Upon seeing the cross, Nona’s lively gaze flashed, emphasizing deep brown bags under her eyes, as though her flesh had sagged to pry her stare away from the supernatural horrors she had faced over the past fifty years. “I’m quite proud of you, Jocelyn.” She took in a breath, but before she could muster a word, she cringed and a set a palm to her lips before she let out a shrill cough.

      She wheeled around to keep us from seeing her face. Each time she hacked, her back arched and rattled as if each of the bones had separated from her spine and moved of their own accord. Nona withdrew a wrinkled tissue from the front of her black slacks, held it to her mouth, and continued to cough.

      Eloise rushed toward her, but even without looking, Nona waved her away with her free hand. Deprived of a way to help the older woman, Eloise fidgeted with her hands, approaching Nona and then backing off, wanting to assist her despite Nona’s warning not to. Conflicted, Eloise met my stare with uncertainty as a worried expression took hold of her. She put a fist to her lips and bit her thumb, but appeared ready to bolt into action in the event that Nona endured even worse spasms.

      I’d only worked with them once, but I knew they trusted, respected, and appreciated each other. Based on the attentive manner in which Eloise tended to Nona, she may have regarded her as the equivalent of a grandmother. It was a touching moment, and my faith in them multiplied.

      After more than a minute of coughing, Nona returned the tissue to her pocket, straightened, took in a couple of breaths, and turned back toward us. Having been bent over for so long had forced blood to rush into her face and made her eyes water.

      Had I spotted a dash of blood on her lower lip?

      My immediate thought was to hurry over to her side as Eloise had done in the event we needed to skip this event and drive Nona to the emergency room at the closest hospital. But the moment that thought tumbled through my mind, Nona must have seen me inspecting her for evidence of an illness because she swiped the tissue across her lip.

      Had Eloise seen it? If she had, based on the protectiveness she’d just shown Nona, she would have been even more worried. I’d need to speak with her at some point soon to double-check.

      “Eloise,” Nona said, striding past both of us, “let’s try this again.”

      I exchanged glances with Eloise, who looked more confident than when I’d first set eyes upon her tonight. She dashed after Nona, who moved quickly for her age. I was in no hurry to enter the house, but if I didn’t move now, I’d have trouble compelling my feet forward. Without looking up at the mansion, but unable to do anything but think how “something dangerous” prowled the estate, I hurried after both Nona and Eloise.

      Then I caught sight of the massive, dark oak front door that would allow visitors twice our height to enter without a problem. On either side at the top, three rectangular patterns gave the entryway some old-time charm, above which was a panel of decorative glass in the image of a half-sun peering over the horizon.

      I found it odd that the architect would commission such a finely detailed piece of glasswork that visitors might strain to see due to its height. Then I realized the intention might have been to prevent visitors from seeing what lay inside…before they stepped through the doorway.

      The same one Nona and Eloise just passed through. The same one that now made me feel like I’d made a horrible mistake coming here.
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