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      Seated at a six-carrel computer station at Fairfield Public Library Branch, Logan Pryce finished his online job search, got to his feet, and turned around. A young woman headed straight toward him, but she was carrying a stack of books under her arm and looking off to the right. She had a black pixie cut with purple highlights along with a kind, compassionate expression, and plump lips. The same ones he’d dreamed of kissing during their last year of high school, which ended six months earlier.

      Logan attempted to sidestep Eloise Blythe to avoid a collision, but there wasn’t enough time to jump out of her way. And now, rather than coming off as cool and nonchalant, his nerves shook at the possibility that he’d slam into her.

      At the last moment, Eloise redirected her gaze toward him. Surprise registered on her face, forcing those beautiful turquoise eyes to open wide and making those luscious red lips part. She unfurled her arms, and the books hit the ground at her feet. Her eyes opened even wider now as she lifted her arms to keep from colliding with him.

      Logan did likewise to avoid banging into her, but even though they held their hands out to keep from bashing into each other, their arms slid alongside their sides, preventing them from stopping the inevitable.

      With nothing to keep them from smashing into each other, Logan threw his arms around her waist to keep from accidentally knocking her to the ground. Then it happened. What he’d always dreamed about.

      Their lips touched.

      The softness of her mouth and its strawberry scent propelled a spark of excitement through him, but it was mingled with the dread that she would react in disgust. He could take getting brushed off by any other woman on the planet. Except Eloise.

      Stunned by this unexpected event, Logan separated from Eloise as heat entered his cheeks. He wanted to look away, but those strikingly long, dark lashes below smoky eye shadow held him captive. He hadn’t seen her since graduation, and it seemed impossible, but she’d grown even more gorgeous since that day. It sent his heartbeat thundering.

      “Well,” she said, closing her lips. She lowered her gaze to the books on her feet. “That was certainly a first.”

      “You’ve never kissed anyone?” he asked, immediately blanching at the assumption.

      “Not like that,” she admitted in a calm voice.

      “Oh.” His face felt like it was on fire. Now that he knew where she worked, he already looked forward to seeing her again, so he could make a better impression and hopefully not embarrass himself, a recurring theme in his life when it came to girls.

      “Hey,” she said, “I didn’t mean—”

      “That’s okay.” He looked off the side, trying to find a way to salvage the situation.

      “Hey, you’ve got…”

      Seeing her stretching a hand toward him, Logan set his gaze on hers and discovered that she looked far from repulsed. It was obviously an accident, and he appreciated that she hadn’t gotten upset. It lessened some of the nerves that jangled under his skin.

      “You’ve got lipstick on…” she said.

      “Oh, it’s okay,” he said, reaching up and touching his lips with his fingertips. “I like it.” He looked at the color on his fingers and smiled.

      “You like wearing lipstick?”

      Did Eloise think he was gay? Or that he dressed up as a woman at home in private? The idea that she thought of him as feminine sent alarms blaring through his head. He had to turn things around. Fast.

      “So,” she said, gesturing towards the books with a smile. “I guess I should pick these up.”

      Logan’s heart no longer drummed in his chest. It now ached at the sight of that alluringly playful smile. He could stand there looking at it for hours. “Let me help out.” He bent down at the same time Eloise did, and his forehead bumped against hers. The impact sent him back to the ground.

      Eloise fell onto a few books before stretching out on the floor. “Wow,” she said, massaging her head. “You really have it out for me.” She splayed both elbows on the carpet to support her upper half. “Should I be worried about a mob hit later?”

      “No.” The pain in Logan’s head offset all of his anxiety. It felt good to be himself again and in complete control, instead of a blundering idiot. He chuckled as the color began to leave his face. “I’d prefer to handle things myself rather than hire a contractor.”

      Eloise’s head veered towards him. “So that’s a no on the mob hit because…you’re planning on taking me out later?”

      “If you’ll let me.” The words slipped out quicker than expected, shooting his confidence sky-high. He thanked God for letting his natural charisma make an appearance since he’d never found the right time or the exact amount of confidence to actually talk to Eloise in the past.

      “Wait,” she said, crinkling her nose. “Is that a yes on the murder, or are you asking me out?”

      “I’m sure not planning on killing you.”

      “Good to know,” she said, nodding and glancing around. “And we’re lying down in the middle of the library while patrons walk around us with confused smiles. Awesome.” She looked over her shoulder to the attractive, dark-haired woman about five years older than her, who sat at the public desk. “Hey, Rosalind. Just checking for insects. You know, since management won’t call in exterminators, which by the way, is still a big-time sore spot with me.”

      The woman unveiled a huge grin and waved at her before returning her attention to the computer, but the smile remained fixed in place.

      “That’s my boss,” Eloise told Logan. “Just want to make sure she doesn’t think I’m sleeping on the job.”

      Logan hopped to his feet and then went over and held out a hand. “Let me help you up.”

      “First you knock me down.” Eloise snatched the books from the ground and then eyed him suspiciously. “Then you head-butt me. And now you don’t plan on killing me.”

      Despite her remarks, she accepted his palm and rose to her feet.

      “I promise not to end your life. Fair enough?”

      She shook his hand. “Deal.”

      “This seems backward.” He frowned at the handshake in an exaggerated way so she knew what he planned to say was a stab at humor. “You know things aren’t going well when she kisses you and afterward shakes your hand.”

      “I didn’t kiss you.”

      “Yes, you did.” He raised his discolored fingers to eye level. “Lipstick, remember?”

      “Nuh-uh.” She drew closer, hitching the books against her hip. “You stole that kiss.”

      “How can you steal a kiss?” He pointed to the books in her grasp. “I could steal those because they’re physical property, but I couldn’t steal a kiss.”

      “So you’re not a murderer. You’re a thief. Glad we straightened that out.”

      Logan really liked Eloise’s off-the-wall sense of humor. It was light and fun. For someone who spent way too much time in his head while around her, Logan was glad that he’d need to stay in the moment and not get lost second-guessing what he said or did.

      “I’m not a criminal,” he said.

      “If our books get stolen, I’m coming for you, buddy.”

      “I’m not a thief, remember?” He scanned the area, only to smile at a middle-aged man who walked past on his way to the public desk to check out his materials.

      “You stole that kiss.”

      Thankfully, her smile remained in place, letting him know not to take her seriously. “I can’t be judged by that kiss. We did that under unusual circumstances.”

      “Yeah, because you stole it.”

      “You know what?” Logan said with a hint of a smile. “I rescind my promise. I will take you out. As for when, I guess you’ll have to be on the lookout. See you soon, Eloise.” He walked past her, thinking that he couldn’t have asked for a better nineteenth birthday present than to finally chat with her.
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      A few hours before his encounter with Eloise at the library, Logan had quit his job at Proud Papa’s Pizza because he’d asked for a week off so he could watch his fifteen-year-old sister and ten-year-old brother over the next week while his mother went on a seven-day cruise with her boyfriend. He’d hoped to give advance notice of his request, but his boss was difficult to contact during yet another vacation, so when his supervisor returned, Logan asked him about taking time off minutes upon greeting him.

      His boss refused. Logan offered to ask other staffers if they wanted to take his hours, but his supervisor wouldn’t consider it, so Logan resigned. His mother, a widower since Logan’s father had committed suicide ten years earlier, had worked two jobs to support their family without taking time away from her kids. So when she won a five-night, six-day cruise in the Caribbean, Logan refused to let her give away the reservations and free airfare to a friend.

      His mother had left earlier in the day, and Logan now returned to their white, two-story colonial a few hours after dinnertime. Although it was the first day of Christmas vacation for Logan and his siblings, he was shocked at the mild weather anticipated for the Chicagoland area over the next week. The temperatures were expected to be in the upper forties and fifties until after his mother returned from her trip.

      Logan hung up his coat on the rack nailed into the wall beside the wooden staircase and slipped off his shoes onto the welcome mat. He passed the small flat screen set atop a wooden stand they had gotten from a garage sale and the nicked-up piano that Tyler practiced on daily, as well as the beige loveseat and coffee table that had been in the family for two generations.

      He found Ashleigh at their maple kitchen table under a cast iron chandelier filled with a dozen ornamental lights. Although the table slanted slightly upward on one side, the flooring proved the culprit, as the home had begun shifting, making certain sections of the house tilt.

      The room smelled of a burrito and Fritos, both of which sat on a plastic plate near his sister’s right wrist, even though they appeared untouched. Instead, his sister added another group of bite marks to the pencil in her mouth.

      “Hey, Merida,” he said, referring to Ashleigh’s childhood hero from the Pixar film, Brave. The young ladies shared the same determined, exaggerated facial expressions, and thick, flowing curls. “You ready for a week without Mom?”

      She removed her gaze from her mathematics book and gave him an annoyed look. “If you don’t talk to me the entire week, it’ll be a fair trade-off.”

      Her attitude stemmed from the fact that a couple of Ashleigh’s friends had a crush on him. He’d overheard his sister confiding in Tyler about it earlier in the week, which made little sense since Tyler kept secrets as private as the farts he took so much pride in ripping. Despite their different personalities, his siblings shared a bond that had so far eluded Logan in life. In truth, he envied their close relationship. So to learn that two of Ashleigh’s friends were crushing on him saddened Logan because it provided one more reason for Ashleigh to keep him at a distance.

      Just like the rest of the house, with the exception of Tyler’s room, the kitchen was immaculate. No crumbs on the stove. No hair or lint on the ground. The small yet wide counters to his right were as clean as the plates in the cabinets. Even the calendar and family pictures in their magnet frames on the fridge were orderly. When it came to cleanliness, Ashleigh had obsessive-compulsive disorder, which often resulted in screaming matches with Tyler because he often left everything out of place depending on whatever stole his interest from one minute to the next.

      “Got some bad news,” Logan said. “I lost my job.”

      Ashleigh had planted her face in the math book again. “Sucks to be you.”

      He’d hoped for at least a little sympathy. That she lashed out upset him, so he decided to mess with her head. “Mom didn’t have enough money to leave with us. Now that I don’t have a job, we’re going to be strapped for cash.” Of course, he would get at least one more check, but it wouldn’t come for another ten days or so.

      “What?” She hopped to her feet, wincing in what looked like deep pain. “Why? You took math. You shouldn’t spend more than you make. It’s not hard, Logan.”

      “Oh,” he said, nodding as if taking that under advisement, as though the idea had never occurred to him. “That’s a good theory.” He struggled to keep a smile from popping into his expression.

      “It’s not a theory,” she said, wincing as her face carved into disappointment. “That’s a fact.”

      “Maybe that’s why I don’t have any money.”

      “But the new Pixar film comes out tomorrow night. You, Ty, and I always go to opening night. You know that!”

      “Sucks to be you,” he said, using her words against her. He turned on his heels and headed in the other direction, knowing Ashleigh would pick up on his sarcasm.

      “You’re such an ass,” she shouted. Her footsteps pounded behind him.

      Upstairs doom-laden guitar strings twanged from Tyler’s guitar, as though he’d been listening in and decided to add atmospheric music to add some extra drama to their argument.

      Logan pulled out his wallet, removed three ticket stubs, and spun toward her just as she stomped up to him. “You want to hold onto these for safekeeping?” He revealed the contents of his wallet, which included a couple of twenties and a credit card.

      A smile broke out across her face, pushing aside all the venom she’d shot his way moments ago.

      “Since I’m so bad with money, I might get desperate and try to sell these on eBay for a quarter each.”

      Ashleigh narrowed her eyes and clamped her teeth shut behind her closed lips. She snatched the tickets, swiveled around, and headed back to the kitchen table.

      “Hey,” he said, “it’s my birthday. You’re supposed to be nice to me.”

      She stopped and her shoulders bobbed upward. “Oh, yeah,” she said in a somber tone. “Forgot about that. I’m sorry.”

      With their mother being absent today, the family celebrated his birthday yesterday, so Logan understood why it had slipped her mind. And although his sister often mouthed off to him, when pressed to do the right thing or admit a mistake, she never failed to do just that.

      He headed back through the living room before taking the dozen wooden steps to the second floor. Turning left, unable to tear the evil-sounding guitar riffs from his brain, he strolled across the creaky wooden floor in their compact hallway and entered Tyler’s room.

      Tyler’s winter jacket, gloves, and Bears beanie hat were snaked around a Cubs hoodie and his pants on the floor, beside candy wrappers, an empty plastic bottle of soda and the short amplifier that emitted too much sound for such a small room. The walls were adorned with posters of rock ‘n’ roll guitarists alongside classical musicians.

      “Hey, bro,” Logan said, tip-toeing his way across the wooden floor to avoid stepping on something. “This place is disgusting. It smells like sweaty socks and licorice.”

      “Cool.” Tyler’s voice came out smooth and unconcerned. Not looking up from his beat-up black guitar while his fingers zipped along the fretboard, Tyler sat on his bed in his underwear and nothing else. His bushy blond hair looked like it needed to get cut two months ago, and his bangs made it impossible to see his eyes.

      Cool? Tyler thought it was cool to live in this pigpen and play guitar practically naked? Logan bent over and dialed back the volume on the amplifier.

      “Hey, man, you’re killing my vibe.”

      Logan almost laughed again, this time at Tyler’s use of slang. He found it shocking how anyone could be unaffected by the mess around him, but he envied Tyler’s ability to block out external stimuli and concentrate regardless of the circumstances. “Hate to break it to you, but Woodstock happened decades ago.”

      “Huh?” Tyler asked, finally lifting his gaze and shaking his head to remove the curtain of hair from covering his eyes. “Chopping wood for the chimney is your job, not mine.”

      Tyler had obviously not heard of the music festival from the late 1960s. Regarding his brother’s comment about getting wood, the family rarely used the chimney, so he didn’t anticipate making kindling anytime soon.

      “Just wanted to let you know things didn’t work out with my job,” Logan said, “so I’m looking for a new one. I stopped over at the library to get some help with my resume, but I’ll be around all week. If I get lucky, I might need to leave at some point for an interview. If that happens, Ashleigh will be in charge until I get back.”

      Tyler nodded and kept playing.

      Logan knew his brother was paying attention. Tyler had so much musical talent that he could play guitar while carrying on a conversation without missing a note. Although world-class musicians hadn’t examined Tyler’s abilities, Logan presumed that his brother’s aptitude to hear musical notes and play them perfectly ten minutes later qualified him as a prodigy.

      Of course, Tyler’s grades suffered as he barely passed his classes, since they couldn’t sustain his attention. His total disinterest in educational endeavors and a low-key response to teachers that attempted to engage him intellectually earned him many friends, although he rarely hung out with them after school since his musical endeavors captivated him.

      Logan admired his brother’s dedication to his passion, but he worried that Tyler’s intellectual and social skills would set him back when it came to dealing with life outside of his musical aspirations. For that reason, Logan helped Tyler with his homework every day. Keeping him engaged was excruciating and exhausting, but Logan couldn’t bear to let his brother fail in everything but music, so he took the time and energy needed to ensure that Tyler wouldn’t one day become a recluse with no ability to care for himself.

      “Did you eat dinner?” Logan asked.

      “Yep.” Tyler nodded at the paper plate on the floor that held a banana peel, an apple core, a couple of baby carrots, the stalks of broccoli and cauliflower, a handful of almonds, and a container of yogurt. A couple of days ago, he explained that he needed such a healthy dose of food to “help his brain muscles grow.”

      “All right, carry on, private,” Logan said, saluting his brother because Tyler had discussed potentially going into the armed forces when he turned eighteen. “Bedtime in an hour.”

      “Whatevs.”

      Logan felt in his jeans pocket for his phone, only to recall that he’d left it in the inner pocket of his winter coat. He went down the stairs, retrieved it, and poked his head into the kitchen. “Bedtime in an hour.”

      Ashleigh slammed her pencil on the table and gave him an annoyed glare. “I’m not four.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Logan said, acting dumbfounded. “Forgot about that.” It now occurred to him that he always responded to her negativity by trying to aggravate her. It was childish. But it truly hurt when she attacked him, and he didn’t want to become a doormat and unintentionally persuade her to lose respect for him.

      “You’re such a dork,” she said, returning to her homework.

      “Make sure you eat, okay?” he said in a serious tone.

      Ashleigh grabbed a fork, stabbed the burrito, lifted it off her plate, and led it to her mouth. She took a bite, looked up at him with a droll expression, and in a muffled voice, she said, “Satisfied?”

      Logan gave her a thumbs up and went into the family room to make sure his siblings hadn’t left any lights or the flat screen on, and thankfully, they hadn’t. The fireplace, with four red stockings, was set between a black leather sofa on one side and a loveseat and recliner on the other. The fiber optic Christmas tree was decked out with way too many ornaments. Logan would have preferred to remove some, but the entire family worked on it, and he liked the memory and meaning behind it. He turned around and headed back to the kitchen.

      Just before he exited it, he said to Ashleigh, “Love you,” and started for the stairs again.

      “Hate you,” she responded.

      But Logan heard the smile in her voice, and that tiny shred of fondness made all the difference to him. When it came to his siblings, he didn’t expect hugs or any grand gestures. He just needed to know they liked and appreciated him. Experience had taught Logan that in most cases, when it came to hormonal changes and peer pressure, the teenage years were worse for girls than guys. For that reason, he cut her a lot of slack, way more than he’d let Tyler get away with, but still not enough to let her disrespect him, that is, when they weren’t being sarcastic.

      When he reached the top floor, the streetlamp shined through Tyler’s windows, spread across his room, and splayed across the hallway. Logan passed through it, went into his room, and shut the door on a cramped yet comfortable refuge from family life.

      He’d set up an old-school tube television on a stand against the wall beside his work desk, where he kept his desktop computer and wooden chair with a seat cushion. Otherwise, there was barely enough room on the floor beside his skimpy closet to fit his iron plates, dumbbells, and the curling bar he used to lift weights, but not much else.

      He lay onto his bed, pulled out his phone, and checked his email. None of the employers he’d contacted earlier had gotten back to him. No phone calls either. It might take some time to hear back from them.

      With nothing else on the job front, Logan’s thoughts turned to Eloise. He wished he’d gotten her number or email address. He lambasted himself over the mistake. She was way too interesting to forget about.

      In high school, Eloise had helped an awkward student who got embarrassed because he had no idea how to approach a lab assignment in biology class. She’d told off the star cheerleader in school because she’d heckled someone who wore the same clothes twice in the same week. When the popular girl turned her verbal onslaught onto Eloise, the latter just laughed at her and then walked away with her head held high. There were a handful of other stories about her that made Logan find her intriguing as hell, and…

      Logan happened to glance at his door and saw a shadow of two feet standing outside it.

      But he hadn’t heard either Ashleigh or Tyler make their way across the warped floorboard. He now recalled both of them saying goodnight to him – he checked his phone – twenty minutes ago.

      “Something wrong?” he asked, unsure which of his siblings stood there.

      There was no answer.

      As a horror film fanatic, Tyler liked to mimic the scary scenes from those creepy movies, a genre that Logan didn’t particularly enjoy. His little brother had probably taken the opportunity to put a fright into him. “You’re hysterical, Tyler. Go to bed.”

      The shadow didn’t move.

      With a sigh, Logan hopped off his bed, annoyed that his brother goofed around this late. He wasn’t too concerned that his siblings stayed up late, he just wanted them both in their rooms, so he wouldn’t have to worry about them.

      Logan opened the door and looked into the hallway.

      It was empty.

      If Tyler or Ashleigh had stood behind his door, the slightest amount of pressure on the ground would have caused it to groan. Only it hadn’t. Besides, Tyler wouldn’t have had enough time to turn, bolt into his room, and scuttle across his bedroom floor without Logan hearing his feet pounding against the ground.

      The same could be said of Ashleigh, if she’d been the one trying to pull one on him. After all, the wooden flooring was squeaky in many places on both floors as well as the staircase.

      Logan stood in the hall and listened. He didn’t hear a sound. Usually, Tyler, too impatient to let a joke play out, would have already begun laughing. Not this time. Logan presumed his mind had been playing tricks on him, so he went back into his room and shut the door.

      He got back to his bed and stretched out. His gaze veered back to the door.

      The shadow stood in the same exact spot.

      Without warning, to give the joker no time to dart away from the door, Logan shot up from his bed, lunged across the room, and whipped open the door. No more than three seconds had passed since he’d jumped off his bed.

      No one was there.
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      Unsure how either of his siblings had managed to stand in front of his door one moment and dash back into their bedrooms without eliciting a sound, Logan smiled as he concluded that Tyler had somehow moved swiftly enough not to make a noise. Then he realized where his brother must have hidden. He pivoted and opened the closet door.

      He stared at four shelves filled with toiletries for the entire family.

      Puzzled, Logan rotated and looked into Tyler’s room, but his brother wasn’t inside it, so he stepped in the spots that wouldn’t resonate as though avoiding landmines instead of the squeaky flooring and crossed the hall. When he reached the spot outside Ashleigh’s room, he glanced in before retracting his head again so they couldn’t see them.

      Ashleigh lay on her bed flipping through a magazine and chewing gum while Tyler sat on the ground across from her, scrolling through her phone.

      “You better not be looking at anything bad,” said Ashleigh.

      “I’m looking at cats. You know, in case we get one.”

      “We’re not going to get a cat,” she said.

      “Why not?” Tyler asked.

      “Can’t afford it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Not enough money.”

      “Why not?”

      “Ashleigh let out a loud sigh. “If you’re going to be a dick, gimme my phone back.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. I’ve got a dick, so how can I be a dick? That’s like, what do you call it, you’re bullying me because I’m a man.”

      “It’s called sexism, but I wasn’t being sexist. Besides, you’re a boy, not a man.”

      “And you’re my older sister. You’re supposed to stick up for me, not call me a dick.”

      “Screw you,” she said with the sound of laughter in her voice.

      “Ewww. That’s really gross, Ash. Isn’t that against the law? Besides, won’t God kill you if you do stuff He put in the Ten Commandments?”

      “You’re damn right it’s gross, but wait, is incest one of the Ten Commandments? That would be weird, but pretty appropriate. Quick, gimme my phone.” A second later: “Aw shit.” Her voice was strained, as if she were breathing through her mouth. “Did you just squeeze one out?”

      Tyler giggled. “Farts are fun.”

      “They’re so not funny. There’s nothing funny about something that smells like you laid a thick one on the floor.”

      From around the door, Logan stuffed his mouth into the crook of his elbow to avoid laughing and alerting them to his presence. Since they hadn’t mentioned pranking him, Logan figured they probably gave up on getting a rise out of him. He rarely eavesdropped on them, but if their conversations were similar to this one, he might decide to do it more often. He decided to stick around to learn what else they talked about in private. Since they had tried to scare him, Logan didn’t feel the least bit bad for listening in.

      “If you’re going to hit the room with your personal brand of perfume,” Ashleigh said, “do it in your own bedroom.” The sound of spray splitting the air revealed that Ashleigh had hit the trigger on a can of air freshener.

      “It’s cologne, not perfume. Besides, farts are my best friends. Sort of like this one.” A noise reminiscent of someone undoing the zipper on their jeans reverberated through the room until there was a crack like someone snapped both ends of a belt.

      Bedsprings bounced. “Do it again, Ty. Go ahead, do it, and I swear, I’ll—”

      “They’re not as gross as your badge.”

      “Huh?”

      “Your badge. The one the blood spurts out of. Donnie Wexler said his sister bleeds from her badge like she cut herself and the blood keeps drip-drip-dripping, and you can’t stop it unless you stick a towel up there to soak it all up. But you better not use our bath towels. That would be really sick.”

      “It’s not a towel, Ty,” she said in an understanding, even gentle tone. “We use something called a tampon. And it’s not a badge. Your friend, Donnie, meant to call it a vadge, which is slang for vagina.”

      Logan smiled as his sister calmly told Tyler all about it without sounding awkward. For all her cussing and attitude, he was really proud of her to not admonish their little brother but teach him something their mother would have otherwise handled. He didn’t enjoy it when Ashleigh got bitchy with him, but if she treated their younger brother with that much thoughtfulness, Tyler might grow up reasonably well-adjusted, and Logan couldn’t ask for much more than that.

      “But aren’t you jealous?” asked Tyler. “That you can’t fiddle with it? Or do you? Do you put stuff in there?”

      “Only if I was a drug dealer.” She chuckled. “And I’m not, so don’t ask.”

      “Well,” he said, “I’m trying to grow my you know what to become a real man.”

      “How’s that going for you?”

      “Not great. I’m talking to it, you know, stuff like, ‘Hey, little man, wake up. Get big!’”

      “That’s not exactly how it works, Ty.”

      “I’ve tried lifting Logan’s weights. Nope, doesn’t work. They say milk’s good for that sort of thing, to make you grow, but nope, it’s not working either.”

      “You know what works best?” she asked. “Let nature do it for you. It’ll happen when it’s supposed to. And you won’t even have to think about it.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” The floor squeaked as Tyler got to his feet. “Thanks, Ash.”

      “You bet, Ty. Goodnight.”

      “Night.” His brother’s footsteps started toward the hall.

      Logan spun around, touched down on each spot of the flooring that didn’t creak, and hurried back to his room without a sound. He shut the door again, returned to his bed, and spun back around to stare at the space under the door.

      Two dark shadows, belonging to Tyler’s legs as he made his way into his bedroom, flashed and then vanished. A few seconds later, the light in the hallway disappeared as the curtains in his bedroom slid along its rod and shut together, blocking the streetlight from entering the house.

      So if Tyler hadn’t been messing with him, Logan assumed that the streetlight had shined onto something in Tyler’s room that appeared outside of his door as two feet. But that didn’t seem to make much sense. The shadow would have had to curl around the corner. But with no other explanation, Logan had to presume that he’d hit upon the right explanation.

      Relieved that he wouldn’t have another disruption before he shut his eyes for the night, Logan got back in bed and snapped his lids shut. But he couldn’t stop avoiding the truth: he didn’t have a job. He hadn’t loved his position at the pizza joint. It fulfilled its purpose. It gave him cash to pay for gas, insurance, and maintenance on his truck, as well as clothes, snacks, some personal hygiene items, and his entertainment needs. All told, he got more self-satisfaction from being employed than actually doing the job, but working also helped pay some of his tuition and school books at Southern Illinois University, where he took online courses and hoped to eventually earn a bachelor’s degree in architecture.

      He’d gotten interested in that career path while taking an intro course during freshman year in high school and since then spent a lot of his free time coming up with new designs of homes that wouldn’t inhibit overall cost for those on a limited income since he lived that lifestyle. He’d even recently begun visiting restaurants as well as small shops and stores in hopes of widening his horizons, since not every entrepreneur could afford a spacious business environment.

      Right now, he needed to focus on the present, not the future, which led him to think about his responsibility over the upcoming week: keeping an eye on his siblings. If their daily life on an ordinary basis served as a precursor of what to expect, he could look forward to shouting matches, silent treatments, sarcasm, apologies, laughter, and maybe even a deep conversation or two. Hopefully, the next seven days wouldn’t sway from those parameters.

      On second thought, now that Ashleigh and Tyler were on winter break, they’d be around more often, which might add up to twice as much drama as during a regular school week. Logan decided not to let that get to him and instead promised to listen to his siblings and be as fair as possible.

      In the hallway right outside his bedroom door, the floorboards squeaked.

      Logan examined the spot under his door. As he expected, there weren’t any shadows. In other words, Tyler must’ve gone to the bathroom.

      The same spot squealed again like someone had been standing one-legged, only to place their other foot on the ground. Maybe Tyler hadn’t visited the bathroom. Maybe he planned to drive Logan nuts by standing outside his bedroom and making the floor whine every few seconds.

      Logan grinned at his brother’s sneakiness, but he didn’t plan to give Tyler any extra attention. Otherwise, he might get drawn into a tricky conversation like the one Ashleigh had handled admirably a short while ago. With enough time by himself, Tyler would get the idea that he couldn’t persuade Logan to get up and chat, so he’d inevitably return to bed.

      Logan’s phone chirped, alerting him to a new voicemail. It seems he’d forgotten to unmute it after leaving the library. He played the message.

      “Why did you leave before I had a chance to talk with you this morning?” asked his mother, her voice coming quickly in an accusatory tone. “I told you it was imperative that we talk before I left.”

      Not important. Imperative. Logan’s shoulders clenched at the urgency in her tone. He pressed pause on the screen. He recalled her wanting to speak with him, and yes, she seemed more than a little determined, but not shaken up. His mother never exuded the least bit of desperation. He supposed it stemmed from a need to act like she was in control of everything, so that her children had nothing to worry about. But her words belied that assumption. Logan felt bad for forgetting and letting her down. He returned his attention to the phone.

      “I’ve tried calling you a few times on my way to the airport.” She took in a heap of air and exhaled loudly. “I left my phone in my luggage and only retrieved it now that I’m on the ship. I already told you it’s difficult to talk while we’re on this cruise, so I’m really disappointed that you hadn’t taken this more seriously.”

      Once more, Logan’s nerves dug into his skin, making him feel antsy. He hated letting his mother down. She had enough to worry about, especially since he’d overlooked the priority she seemed to place on them talking before she left. Of course, he understood why.

      Due to the distance and solitary nature of WiFi on cruise ships while on the high seas, which resulted in cell phone carriers charging exorbitant fees, his mother had told him not to expect her to call unless there was an emergency. Otherwise, she would check in by text a couple of times each day. It seemed she’d regarded whatever she hoped to share with him as crisis-worthy.

      He pressed his ear to the phone to hear everything she’d say from here on out. He listened to her inhale and exhale for a few seconds, both of which seemed to come without as much stress as the last few moments.

      “I wanted to wish you a happy birthday, Logan,” she said in a softer, more affectionate tone. “I’m glad we celebrated your nineteenth birthday yesterday, and I really do appreciate that you were so selfless to let me leave on this special day. It shows that you have a lot of character. I’m really proud of the man you’ve become, not just around the house, but also how much you’ve grown as a person. I’m still nervous about leaving you three alone, but I know you’re responsible enough to handle Ashleigh and Tyler.”

      He really appreciated those words. After all, three months following his father’s suicide, she’d given Logan the “you’re the man of the house now” speech, which put a ton of pressure on him to become a worthy role model for his siblings, so they wouldn’t pick up any bad habits from him. So to hear that his mother thanked him for handling that responsibility made him tear up a little.

      “I’ve been waiting ten years,” his mother said, “to give you a message from your father. More than anything in my life, I’ve dreaded the day I’d need to pass along what your dad needed you to hear.” She took another measured breath. “Logan, I’m truly sorry to say this, but from this point forward, and I mean until the day you die, you must never…”

      The line went dead.

      Heart pounding hard, gasping for air, Logan pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at is as though there had been some interference, but no, the dial tone remained constant. In the year or two following his father’s death, Logan had inquired about his father quite often. Since then, however, he only mentioned him to reminisce with his mother, since Ashleigh didn’t really remember him, and Tyler never had a chance to meet him.

      So to hear that his father needed to pass something along to him on this day, a decade after he’d killed himself, irritated the hell out of Logan, since he was now frantic to learn what his dad wanted him to know.

      He immediately dialed his mother’s number, and when it started ringing, he tried to regain his composure.

      Her line buzzed five times before going directly to voicemail.

      “Mom? I just listened to your voicemail, but I didn’t get the whole message. You were going to tell me something important, but then the line cut off. I didn’t find out what Dad wanted to tell me. Can you call me back? You sounded really worried. I hope everything’s okay. So call me back, okay? Thanks, Mom. Love you. Bye.” He disconnected the call. Only then did he realize that he could have shared that he’d lost his job. But that would only make his mother worry and make it difficult for her to let loose and relax. Besides, that news seemed to pale in comparison to whatever his father hoped to tell him from his grave.

      In the hall, the floor creaked again beside his door.

      Maybe Tyler was still amped up about Christmas Break, making it difficult for him to fall asleep. Well, if he wanted to mess around, Logan had no problem giving it right back to him.

      He got out of bed, crept across his bedroom floor, and wrapped his hand around the doorknob. Logan took in some air as a smile surfaced on his face. After that voicemail, he was keyed up right now and eager to catch his brother by surprise. In one quick motion, he turned the knob and swung the door open, after which the hinges awarded him with a quick squeal.

      The corridor was empty.

      Since he hadn’t otherwise made a sound, Logan suspected that Tyler had intuited that his big brother would try to catch him in the act and scampered back to bed before getting caught. Logan took a few steps and entered his brother’s room.

      Sure enough, Tyler lay in bed on top of his blanket with his eyes closed, once more clad only in his briefs. Which made no sense because Logan always lowered the temperature by five degrees before their bedtime, and Tyler had never before knocked off without getting under the covers. In other words, Logan caught him.

      Still, it surprised him that Tyler’s chest rose and fell at such a measured rate. It seemed like he’d been asleep for at least a few minutes, which meant he couldn’t have infiltrated the hallway moments ago and hustled back to his bed without getting a little winded. But again, lying on his blanket gave Logan all the proof he needed to catch on to the truth.

      Ordinarily, he would have let his brother pretend to have gotten away with it, but he was on edge after his mother’s message got cut off, and Logan didn’t want to pass up the chance to call him on it. He ambled over to Tyler, who didn’t stir, didn’t even break into that mischievous grin whenever he caught him goofing around. Logan had to give him props: Tyler’s poker face had vastly improved over the past couple days. Perhaps it had something to do with knowing their mother wasn’t around to admonish him.

      Logan stopped by the bed, but Tyler still hadn’t moved. That was odd. He’d thought Tyler would never possess enough self-control to keep up the act this long. “Hey,” he said quietly, so as not to wake Ashleigh. “I’m onto you.”

      Tyler squinted, snapping his lips and reached out with a hand for his blanket, only he couldn’t grasp it since it lay under him. Bewildered, he opened his eyes and tilted his body towards Logan. When he spotted Logan, he shot backward in a panic. His head thumped into the wall beside him, and he gasped for air.

      “What the…?” Tyler squealed in a girlish voice. Wincing, he placed a hand to the spot on his head that had connected with the wall. “What’re you doing, Logan?”

      Tyler did such a fantastic job of acting that Logan almost believed he hadn’t done anything wrong. But Tyler played these horror-film-centric tricks so often and had gotten such a rise out of Logan getting caught unaware that lately, Ashleigh had also begun joining him. Logan suspected they had even begun planning these endeavors as a team.

      “I’m onto you, little bro.”

      “Onto what?”

      “Trying to scare me. I’m not falling for it.”

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “You and Ashleigh are always trying to creep me out. If you keep at it, you may be surprised what I might do.”

      Tyler’s eyes widened as the silence remained unabated. Then he squiggled his body in flexible ways until he finally slipped under the covers. “Are you just going to keep standing there like a psycho?”

      Usually, Tyler was a good sport. He dished it out, so he’d always expected to be on the receiving end of a joke. Under ordinary circumstances, the limited number of times Logan had caught him unaware, Tyler had appeared impressed and on a few occasions had even given him a high-five to show his approval.

      Not this time. In fact, he looked far from accepting of the circumstances.

      So had Tyler really fallen asleep? Doubtful. It was far more likely that Logan had pissed him off, and Tyler wanted to make him feel bad for resorting to the same tricks that his little brother relied on daily.

      To keep up the creepy guy angle he’d so far manifested, Logan purposely didn’t say a word. Instead, he smiled and ever so slightly began stepping backward without looking behind him. It took plenty of balance and agility, especially in the darkness, but when he finally snuck out of Tyler’s eyesight, he actually got a thrill out of acting so ominous. Now, he understood why his brother got such a kick out of frightening him. It was kind of fun.

      “Psycho!” Tyler called out.

      He sure didn’t sound like someone who’d been playing a joke on Logan only moments ago.
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      The next morning, after taking a shower and getting dressed, Logan returned to his room, prepared to remove his cell phone from the charger on his desk to see if his mother had gotten back to him. The phone wasn’t there. He always charged it there instead of any other location in the house so he wouldn’t lose sight of it. So where had it gone?

      It took only a couple seconds before he put two and two together and figured that Tyler had stolen it to get back at him for freaking him out last night. Logan also wondered if he’d been acting out because he missed their mother. It seemed like a logical explanation.

      Logan contemplated whether he’d been too tough on him. It didn’t take long before shame pressed his shoulders downwards. Tyler was far from a mama’s boy, but maybe he only played that off as ridiculous. Or maybe he just wanted to know she was around in case he needed her. Logan could certainly identify with that.

      Rather than wake up Tyler and blame him for hiding his phone, Logan planned to make a peace offering by cooking scrambled eggs and toast for everyone, since it wasn’t fair to exclude Ashleigh. He needed a major distraction to overlook the desire to check his phone for a message from his mother. Nevertheless, he got things set up in the kitchen and before long, the delicious aroma of his barely passable cooking reached upstairs and he heard siblings getting out of bed.

      “Mom?” Ashleigh called down. “Is that you?”

      “Yes,” Logan responded in a deep tone.

      “Oh,” she said, dispirited.

      “No worries,” he said. “I can eat your portion.”

      “Oh,” she repeated.

      Hearing the uncertainty in her voice made Logan laugh. “I’m kidding, Ashleigh. Come on down. It’s almost done.” He prepared his voice to deepen even further. “Tyler? Ready for breakfast?”

      “Ah, yeah. Okay.”

      That wasn’t so bad. There didn’t seem to be any animosity in his voice. Perhaps he felt guilty about his prank last night. For that reason, Logan decided not to press the issue.

      A few minutes later, after his siblings sat down at the table and he’d served them, Logan had a seat and scooped some eggs onto his plate. “Have either of you seen my phone? I’d set it up to charge on my desk before taking a shower, but when I got back it was gone.”

      Both of them shook their heads. Tyler had downcast eyes, while Ashleigh surveyed the area in the kitchen, despite knowing that a phone couldn’t travel downstairs and plop itself on a kitchen counter. But at least she cared enough to make the effort, and since she didn’t look the least bit guilty, Logan knew that it wasn’t an act.

      “Tyler?” he asked. “Any ideas where it could be?”

      He shook his head again and shoveled a forkful of eggs into his mouth.

      Did he do that on purpose so he wouldn’t have to reply? Logan couldn’t tell. “Well, I’m waiting to hear back from some employers. I’m hoping one of them will ask me to interview for a position, so if either of you find it, please let me know ASAP, okay?”

      “Of course,” said Ashleigh, eyebrows standing upright, even though she didn’t meet his eyes.

      “Sure,” Tyler said, stuffing a piece of toast down his throat and chewing extra slowly.

      Based on that response, which differed from his ordinarily wolfish manner, and his unwillingness to meet Logan’s eyes followed by moving the eggs around on his plate, Logan hoped that his brother would do the honorable thing and return his phone. Logan spent the rest of breakfast chatting with Ashleigh about the flick they were supposed to see tonight, pitting odds how much they might like it compared to previous Pixar films. Since they had rarely talked during the past semester due to his busy schedule, he hoped it would fare as a portent of better relations going forward.

      As for Tyler, he reversed direction and scarfed down his food and finished in record time. Had he done so to avoid talking, lest the subject of Logan’s phone come up again? Most likely, considering that when he finished, Tyler placed his dishes in the sink and bolted up the stairs.

      After Logan and Ashleigh finished, Logan loaded the dishwasher, cleaned off the table, and headed upstairs, curious to find out if Tyler returned his phone. But when he got to his room, he didn’t find the phone anywhere. Perhaps his little brother truly had been acting out by moving his phone because he didn’t know how to cope without their mother.

      Even if their mother wasn’t around all the time, she worked a set schedule: the family knew exactly when she’d be home every workday of every month for the past decade. Other than staycations, illnesses, doctor appointments, and other infrequent incidents, she’d never deviated from her itinerary. Until now. Put in that context, Logan also felt a trivial sense of loss, the kind that could be conveniently tucked away because she would inevitably return.

      His ringtone sounded from downstairs. He bolted out of his room, raced down the steps, and tracked his phone until he found it…under the sofa in the living room. Either Ashleigh or Tyler had hidden it in a place he’d never think to look. He suppressed the urge to shout at them.

      Instead, he withdrew the phone, swiped, and answered. “Hello?”

      “May I speak with Logan Pryce?” asked a chipper female voice.

      It wasn’t his mother. His spirits dropped, but since the caller could be a prospective employer, he tried to maintain an even temperament. “Speaking.”

      “Hello, Logan. My name is Elizabeth Heinz. I work at Grubman’s Goods. We received your resume, and we’d like to invite you in for an interview on Wednesday of next week.”

      Logan took down all the relevant information and assured Ms. Heinz that he’d meet with her for the stocker position at their grocery store. After hanging up, he felt a great sense of relief, especially by the enthusiasm Ms. Heinz had shown. It gave him hope that, in less than a week from now, he’d once again have a steady stream of income.

      He checked for a voicemail, but there wasn’t one. He did, however, spot an alert for a text message, so he checked it.

      It was from his mother. “I’m sorry to hear that my voicemail cut off. I know you’re probably working right now, but I wanted to set up a time we could talk, so I could speak with you. I’d rather not tell you via voicemail or text since you would probably have many questions that I couldn’t answer. I know you well enough to realize that would upset you.

      “Your father wrote you a letter before he left us, which explained everything. I tried to locate it while packing for this trip, but I’m sorry to say that I couldn’t find it. I could have sworn that I had it in a folder in my closet, but it’s been a decade since I’d last seen that letter, and I last saw it in the days after your father’s passing. In all honesty, I may not have been as careful with that note as I should have been. For that reason, I hope you can forgive me.”

      Logan tore his gaze away from the phone. His father had written him a letter ten years ago? And his mother had it this entire time but hadn’t given it to him? That sounded odd. Then again, his mother stated that Logan’s dad wanted him to read it when he turned nineteen. Taken in that context, Logan understood why his mother told him about it years ago. If she had, he’d have bugged her incessantly until she finally gave in and let him see it…before his father wanted him to, which may have negated the purpose of his letter.

      Regardless, Logan placed his attention back onto his phone.

      “I hope you had a wonderful birthday, Logan! I’ll definitely call you when we reach port in Cozumel in a couple of days. But until then, please do not—”

      The text message ended at that point.

      Logan gripped the phone tightly in his hand. Had she planned to continue writing but gotten distracted before ending her sentence? Had she accidentally hit send and then forgotten to complete her message? Regardless, Logan let out a frustrated grunt but tried to maintain his composure.

      His annoyance reminded him of how the phone reappeared downstairs. It had been placed under the couch on purpose. By either Ashleigh or Tyler, and he wanted answers. But if he confronted them, they might bristle if he accused them without hearing them out, so he tried to redirect his thoughts to his mother’s text message.

      He closed the text message app and tried to recollect whether or not his father had told him anything in the days leading up to his suicide. After his death, Logan had scrutinized every minute of that time to understand why his dad would kill himself. In the end, he couldn’t identify even one mistake or error in judgment his father had made. Even worse, his dad seemed joyous at that point in his life, which, of course, tore Logan up inside even more because if he was so happy, why would he end his life? Of course, his dad may have had thoughts, issues, or feelings that he hadn’t shared, which may have cleared up any confusion.

      Despite endless questions, the answers were probably something his nine-year-old self wouldn’t have been able to comprehend. At least that’s what he’d long surmised. But he hoped the message his mother intended to pass along to him might shine a beacon on the issues his father felt were impossible to overcome and hopefully give Logan the closure he’d long sought.

      He went over to the staircase. “I set up an interview for next week,” he shouted up the steps.

      “Awesome,” said Ashleigh in a bored, drawn-out manner. Tyler didn’t even respond.

      “Thanks for the support,” Logan mumbled under his breath. Then he realized that getting a job wouldn’t really affect their lives, so he didn’t take it personally. He almost slipped the phone into his pants pocket but thought better of it when he recalled where he’d found it.

      When his irritation ebbed, he called his siblings downstairs, and after a somewhat lengthy attempt at avoiding that fate, they finally joined him in the living room. He waved the phone before their eyes. “I found it.” Then he pointed at the spot under the sofa. “Down there.”

      They stared at him, expressionless.

      “What gives?”

      Ashleigh folded her arms. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Can I go now?”

      “No.” Logan addressed his brother. “Well?”

      “Well…what?” Tyler asked.

      Logan was not their parent. He could punish them, but they would give him backtalk. And when he wouldn’t relent, they would resent him and make his life as miserable as possible, so he didn’t take that route. “Listen, I wouldn’t do that to you, so how about some common courtesy, huh?” He stared at them and awaited some type of response, but they remained silent and looked elsewhere.

      “Okay. If neither of you put it under the couch, I’ll believe that a grasshopper put it on its back, leaped down the stairs, and slung it down there. No big deal.”

      Ashleigh rolled her eyes. “Jeez.” She turned and darted upstairs. “You’re such a drama queen.”

      Logan ignored the insult, and because Tyler hadn’t moved and now finally stared at him, he met his brother’s gaze. “Private?”

      “What you did last night? Scaring me? Not cool!”

      “Why not? You do it to me all the time.” It was not lost on Logan that he sounded exactly like a defensive child.

      “That’s different. I do it for…”

      “What, Tyler?”

      “To give us…something.”

      “I don’t know what you—”

      “To give us something that’s ours. Like a common thing only we do. Something that’s just between us.”

      His response shook Logan. Tyler had been reaching out for an emotional connection, and not only had Logan not understood it, but he’d accused him of lashing out. Logan couldn’t remember feeling more like a bigger idiot than at that moment. “I get that, but when I got back at you last night, you seemed upset.”

      “That’s because you freaked me out.”

      “But if it’s all a game that a thing between me and you, why have you let Ashleigh get involved?”

      “To keep things fresh, so it’s not the same all the time.”

      “I still don’t—”

      “Never mind,” said Tyler, turning toward the stairs.

      “All right, listen.” Logan reached out and caught his arm, holding him in place, only to release it a moment later when he felt certain his brother wouldn’t leave. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. And I’m sorry about last night. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “Yes, you did.” Tyler’s glare made the corners of his eyes wrinkle.

      “Okay, you’re right, I did. But I shouldn’t have. I was mad at you for…You know what? It doesn’t matter.” He dropped a palm on his brother’s shoulder and grasped it. “Are we good?”

      Tyler lowered his gaze but spent some time in silence, mulling it over. Then he nodded and his bangs passed before his eyes. “Yeah. We’re good.” He spun around.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Logan asked.

      His brother twirled back to face him and stood at attention. A smile fought its way to his lips.

      Logan straightened. “Dismissed.” He saluted him. After Tyler did likewise and went up the stairs, a door slammed.

      “What the hell, Ty!” Ashleigh shouted in a muffled tone. Wood groaned as a door pulled away from the threshold. Footsteps thumped on the floor as Ashleigh left her room and entered Tyler’s. “Why’d you slam my door?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “I heard you talking with Logan downstairs. You came up, so it’s only us up here. Who else could have done it? Huh? Do you think I’m a—”

      “Why are you guys always bugging me?” Tyler asked. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

      “Logan!” she yelled. “Will you do something about him? He’s being a…Just, will you? Please?”

      Logan sighed, irritated. Now that he’d talked with Tyler, and they seemed to have smoothed things over, had he transferred his annoyance to Ashleigh? Logan had his own challenges with their sister, and he didn’t want to create an even larger chasm between them. Besides, if Logan planned to deal with them over the next four days, he figured it best to bring down the hammer only when there was a big issue. Not something like a door slamming.

      “I told you,” Tyler said in an angry tone. “I didn’t shut your door. Why are you picking on me?” His voice sounded hurt, possibly even betrayed.

      “Logan?” she yelled again.

      “Work it out,” he shouted back to her, unwilling to get in between them. After all, they had a better relationship with each other than Logan had with either of them. They’d need to find a way to work through their issues.

      “But I didn’t do anything. He started it.”

      “I did not,” Tyler yelled.

      “Do you think I’m a moron?” asked Ashleigh. “A door doesn’t just slam on its own!”
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      In the movie theater that evening, as the credits began to play while the lights slowly brightened, Logan sat in his seat a little longer than normal and blinked his eyes rapidly to offset some of the feel-good tears that assaulted his eyes at the conclusion of the Pixar flick. He loved their films for their undeniable fun factor mixed with an ability to tug on his heartstrings.

      “Logan’s crying again,” said Tyler, chuckling as he left his seat.

      Logan wouldn’t contradict him. If the artists created a well-rounded film, he wouldn’t deny them the compliment of getting emotionally attached to the characters. After all, why watch a movie if you weren’t going to get personally invested in it? He didn’t deny it because he wanted to use it as a teaching moment for his brother – to show him that it was okay for guys to cry.

      Then he realized that if he truly felt okay with tearing up, why had he tried to dry his eyes before anyone could see how the film affected him? It made him feel like a hypocrite. He supposed he had no problem crying in the dark as the movie played out. Just not when the lights came up and the moment had passed. That made his perspective a little more acceptable, even if it kind of diluted what he’d originally thought.

      All around them, seats jostled as those who’d sat in them rose to their feet. Chattering ensued along with the sound of jackets slipping against fabric as numerous spectators slipped into their coats.

      Logan stood up, collected the bucket of popcorn that Ashleigh and Tyler had shared and tossed in their soda canisters, followed by his empty box of Jujubes. Once Ashleigh rose and made her way down the aisle, Logan trailed her with Tyler tagging along behind him.

      “Merida?” he asked his sister. “Your thoughts?”

      “Not as good as Monsters Inc. or Finding Nemo.” She started toward the exit, slowed, and stopped, before moving again as the line proceeded. “Or the Toy Story movies. Or Brave, of course. But it was better than Wall-E and Ratatouille. Ty? What did you think?”

      “The Incredibles movies were way better. Like waaay better. Same with the first Cars and even A Bug’s Life. It was good though.”

      Logan appreciated that the animation masters constructed a story that allowed his siblings to get over their argument earlier this morning and begin talking again. He wouldn’t have been able to handle the next six days of them giving each other the silent treatment with him as the go-between to ensure they communicated.

      Ashleigh held the theater door open for Logan. “Big bro? Where does it rank with Up and The Good Dinosaur?”

      They were his favorite Pixar films. “Right up there for sure.” He passed through the door, spread it for Tyler, and then let it go for another person to handle the duty. “It was really good.” They made their way through the lobby towards the doors ahead, sidestepping those in line for tickets to upcoming films or for snacks.

      “Eloise?” asked Ashleigh as surprise registered in her voice.

      Logan thought he’d misheard her, perhaps because he’d seen her yesterday and thought about her a few times since then. He didn’t want to remember the awkward incident yesterday because it brought back images from his past, a reminder of the issues he’d once endured.

      His first girlfriend in eighth grade told him that she and her best friend had made lists of the best kisses they’d had and those guys they wanted to kiss. That ruined the relationship for Logan. Whenever they were together, he kept wondering whether she was constantly thinking about kissing him and what it meant and whether she would dump him afterward if it didn’t meet whatever compatibility qualifications she’d built up in her mind.

      In fact, it messed him up for at least six months. In the past, if he saw a cute girl, he’d imagine kissing her and what it would feel like, but he hadn’t dissected it to the point of thinking about it and telling other people and rating it like a movie and then judging whether the person was worth staying with based on those feelings. He always thought of a relationship as just happening and deciding whether he wanted it to continue based on whether he liked spending time with a girl.

      From that moment forth, every time he saw a beautiful girl, those thoughts flogged him, and he became so anxious, he grew nauseous, got the sweats, and a couple of times actually hyperventilated. Eventually, his mother took him to a shrink and after two appointments each week for over a month, the psychologist finally helped him get over his philematophobia, a fear of kissing. Although he’d overcome that irrational fear, he still hadn’t found the courage to ask another girl for a date…until he nearly asked out Eloise yesterday.

      Up ahead, she spun around, scanned the area, spotted Ashleigh, and a big grin formed on her face. “Hey!” She zigzagged through oncoming traffic until she met up with Ashleigh.

      How did Ashleigh know Eloise? Logan’s mouth had gone dry. Eloise looked stunning. His heart hammered in his chest. A second later, something bumped into his lower back.

      “Dude!” Tyler said, aggravated. “Why did you stop?”

      The commotion got Eloise’s attention, as she looked over Ashleigh’s shoulder and met Logan’s eyes. An eyebrow drew upwards.

      That simple gesture made Logan’s heart clench.

      “Okay,” said Tyler, swerving around his brother, only to stop beside his sister, now that she’d turned to face Logan. “What’s up, Ash?”

      Ashleigh looked from Eloise to Logan. “You know each other?”

      “Yes,” Eloise said, squinting in mock anger. “He kissed me.”

      “What?” asked Ashleigh, one corner of her lip twisting in disgust. “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” said Eloise. She presented Logan with a knowing grin. “Why did you kiss me?”

      Logan swallowed past the imaginary bulge in his throat. All three of them stared at him, awaiting a response, and once more, heat surged into his face. “It…was an accident.”

      “Well,” Eloise said. “He just came up to me and planted a big one on my lips. I barely had a chance to react. Not only that, we were in high school for years, but we never said one word to each other. Before that kiss, we were strangers.” When Ashleigh looked away from Eloise and directed her attention to her brother, Eloise’s grin grew even wider.

      “You assaulted her?” asked Ashleigh, her tone rising in horror, drawing others to look their way. “Why?”

      “No!” Logan shook his head in dismay. “There was no assault,” he said loudly enough for others to hear, which now that he’d aired that thought made him seem even guiltier of a crime he didn’t commit.

      Eloise placed her hands on her hips and looked down at Ashleigh. “Did you just come from the—”

      Ashleigh stepped back as though offended. “Of course. We’re always at the first Friday night showing of a Pixar film, going back to—”

      “A few years ago,” said Tyler, “when Logan got his truck.” He laughed so much that his shoulders bobbed. “And ever since then, whenever we get out of the movie, Logan’s always bawling.” He turned to his brother, clenched his hands, placed them to his eyes, and rotated them in circles. He sniffed and pretended to cry.

      “Really?” asked Eloise, her voice brightening.

      “Oh, come on,” Logan said, unwilling to lie about it. He struggled for words to find another topic, but they refused to come forth.

      “Oh?” Ashleigh asked, meeting Tyler’s expression. “How did he put it?” She spun back to her big brother. “You were ‘proud’ to cry in movies like, for instance, practically every romantic comedy ever made.”

      Logan’s mouth shot open and his gaze flicked back to Eloise. “Why would you say that?”

      “Are you calling us liars?” asked Tyler in a mocking tone. “We’re not liars, right Ash?”

      “Definitely not liars,” she admitted and directed her attention to Logan. “If anything, you are. First, you’re calling my friend a liar for saying kissing her was an accident, and now you’re saying you didn’t cry in the theater, like, three minutes ago.”

      “I never said I didn’t cry.” It was torture admitting that, and he couldn’t bear to look at Eloise while saying those words for fear that she’d cringe. Regardless, Logan liked her, and if she was repulsed by a guy who happened to get emotional during a Pixar film, he thought it best to let her know that up front. If she wasn’t interested in him after hearing the truth now, he would get over her quicker than if they had been dating for a while, only for her to find out that nugget much later. He preferred the analogy of yanking off a Band-Aid compared to removing it a centimeter at a time.

      Logan looked from Ashleigh’s grin to Tyler’s laughter-ridden expression and finally on to the amusement on Eloise’s face. Even more heat surged up his throat and into his cheeks. His chest felt so tight, he didn’t think he could snap up another breath.

      “Aww.” Eloise sneaked a glance at Ashleigh before meeting Logan’s eyes again. “I think it’s kind of sweet.”

      Those words felt like a frigid breeze swept across his face, instantly cooling the sweltering surface of his flesh. It allowed him to breathe, to think, to let his insides unclench. “How,” Logan asked his sister, still barely managing to squeeze the word out, “do you two know each other?”

      “From the library,” said Ashleigh. “Yeah, she’s always giving me awesome fantasy books, and literary books by authors like John Green.” She turned her gaze onto Logan with a sneaky grin. “You’d like his books. They’ll make you cry.”

      That made everyone laugh, and Logan allowed himself to smile at that one.

      Eloise favored Logan with a gentle smile and said to Ashleigh, “Could you give me a minute with your brother?”

      “Want me to call the police on him?” Tyler asked her. “It’s against the law to be a kissing bandit, right?”

      Ashleigh elbowed him in the shoulder. “If he goes to jail, he can’t keep an eye on us until Mom gets back.” She surveyed the lobby warily, pinched Tyler’s ear with two fingers, dragged him away from Eloise, and toward the candy counter, which instantly captivated him.

      “You’re looking after them?” Eloise asked Logan. “Is everything okay at home?”

      He watched his siblings because one look at Eloise would make his stomach flip again. He needed to get a hold of his emotions and stop the anxiety from overriding his thoughts. He needed to…

      Eloise flicked him in the exact spot they’d butted heads.

      Startled, Logan jerked back and met her gaze, jolted out of getting lost in thought.

      “I get the impression that happens a lot,” she said.

      “Yeah,” he said, glad for the interruption. It kicked the uncertainty and the anxiety to the curb. “I guess so.” And just like that, he felt like himself again. “About what my brother said—”

      “They make me cry, too, sometimes,” she said, drawing her shoulder inward. “I like that about you.”

      Her soft voice and the cute way she looked at him with those twinkling eyes made a smile come over him.

      “Logan?” she asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t lie to me. Okay?”

      “Sure. I mean, of course, I won’t.”

      “You stole that kiss from me, didn’t you?”

      “No.”

      She stomped a foot into the ground in an exaggerated manner. “You promised!”

      He found it hard not to laugh at her phony outburst. “But I didn’t—”

      “Okay,” she said, putting her hands out to stop him. “You wanted that to happen though, didn’t you?”

      Something about her told Logan that he could trust her as he’d done while admitting how Pixar films got to him. “Yeah. I did.”

      Eloise snapped her finger as a grin formed on her lips. “I knew it. You stole that kiss.” She twirled around, intrigued by a movie poster for a horror film.

      Phew! He was ecstatic that things hadn’t gone south. By smiling, Eloise all but told him that she didn’t mind that he’d kissed her…or that he’d wanted to. The knot at the back of his neck loosened up a bit. Logan went over to her. “I’m not a big fan of horror movies.”

      “Me neither. But it puts things in perspective for me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Uncertainty flashed in Eloise’s eyes. “In horror movies, things get horrible for people. It lets me prepare for how bad things can get in the real world.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Eloise bumped shoulders with him. “Maybe I’ll tell you about it some time.”

      That sounded promising, so he decided to make sure there would be a next time. “Could I get your number?”

      A tiny smile formed on her lips, and she met his gaze. “Can I have your phone?”

      “That’s a pretty big trade-off,” he said. “Your number for my phone.” He feigned deep concentration and then winced. “Sorry, I don’t think that’s an even trade.”

      “No, I was going to put my number in…” Then she broke off and her eyes shot upwards. “I have a feeling you think my jokes are awful.”

      “They are, but in a good way.”

      Eloise’s lips parted and her eyebrows slid close together in fake exasperation.

      “Hey, I promised not to lie.” Logan punched in his security code, opened the phone app, and handed it over to her. “But you have a fun sense of humor.”

      “If only…” She accepted the phone. “I was joking.” With an exuberant smile, Eloise turned her back on him, lifted the cell above her head, and walked away. “Thanks for the phone. Mine shattered the other day.”

      Logan grinned. He wanted to know more about Eloise, and he certainly enjoyed their playful banter. It broke through a lot of the apprehension he felt around her. It gave him hope that he might not get tongue-tied the next time he saw her.

      Eloise passed the concession stand, where Ashleigh and Tyler had been only a minute ago.

      He started looking around for them while at the same time keeping an eye on Eloise.

      She strolled by the ticket stand and then pushed through the door and exited the theater.

      Logan’s pulse pounded in his head. He thought she’d been joking around. But she left the building without giving him any indication that was the case. So…did she truly plan to steal his phone! He had no clue, but he darted toward the exit to find out.

      Outside the theater, Eloise stopped beside Tyler and Ashleigh and then handed the phone to the latter. She swiveled to face the theater and spotted Logan. Eloise waved and grinned at him before walking away.

      Logan came to a stop upon realizing that she’d done it to get a rise out of him, as everyone in the lobby stared and whispered about him. He hunched over and placed his palms on his knees. She’d put a real fright into him. And he kind of liked it.
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        * * *

      

      “Why is it so cold in here?” asked Tyler, after bursting through the front door to hang up his coat. “Is the heater broken?”

      Ashleigh passed through the threshold, removed her coat, hat, and gloves, and placed them on the rack behind her. “It’s not cold in here.”

      “It was a minute ago,” Tyler said, confusion turning his eyebrows into a straight line. He turned to Logan, who had just entered the house. “Does it feel any different in here to you?”

      Logan slung his jacket off his frame. “Not that I can tell, but we all just came in from outside, so some of the chill outside may have come in with us.”

      Tyler shrugged, looking confused. “But after I got in the house, I felt something cold blast against my face. Maybe the air conditioning is on or something?”

      Logan looked at Ashleigh. “Did you change the setting on the thermostat?”

      “No.” She made her way upstairs.

      “I didn’t mess with the thermostat either,” Logan said. “Sorry, bro, I don’t know what to tell you.”

      Tyler nodded, but he stayed in place, consternation on his face. “Weird.” Then he headed upstairs as well.

      Logan stayed downstairs and checked to see if anything needed to be cleaned up, but of course, Ashleigh had taken care of things. He just wanted to make sure that he didn’t leave anything undone, only to forget it later, and have his mother come home disappointed that her children had left a mess. Afterward, he turned out the lights and made his way up the steps.

      On the second floor, he stepped into the bathroom and flipped on the light. He wasn’t sure which he noticed first – that his socks got soggy or that he saw a very thin layer of water along the floor.

      “What the fuck!” he shouted. Logan traced his gaze to the left, toward the bathtub, but when he looked inside, it was dry. Shifting his eyes to the right, his gaze fell upon the toilet bowl.

      Water filled the ceramic circle. A pair of tampons floated atop it. Thankfully, waster wasn’t still seeping from the bowl and hitting the ground.

      Logan’s mind returned to the conversation Ashleigh and Tyler shared yesterday, the one he thought had ended in an enlightening manner, at least for his brother. Looking at the mess, Logan decided to second-guess that opinion.

      “What?” Ashleigh called out. A couple of seconds later, her footsteps came to an abrupt stop behind him on the outskirts of the waterlogged floor. “What happened?” She sucked in a heap of air. “Oh my God!”

      He turned just in time to see Ashleigh’s red cheeks vanish. A couple of seconds later, she barged through Tyler’s door. “Why did you do it, Tyler?”

      Logan came up behind her and looked into his brother’s room. He couldn’t recall the last time she hadn’t called him by his nickname, which lent credence to the severity with which she took the situation.

      Tyler, nestled in skin-tight Spider-Man pajamas that were two inches shorter on his wrists and ankles than they had been last year, sat on his bed with his guitar cradled in his arms. He looked up, and although the rest of his body remained stiff, he drew his neck backward. “What’s your deal?” he asked in a calm yet curious tone.

      “My deal?” She stalked into his room. “You stuffed my sanitary napkins in the toilet and flooded the place.”

      He flinched at the accusation. “No, I didn’t.” His gaze surveyed his room as a querulous look remained on his face.

      “Stop lying, Tyler. We talked all about that yesterday. Why would you do that?”

      “I wouldn’t.” He looked past her to Logan and set his guitar on his bed. “I didn’t.”

      Logan lowered his gaze, sickened. His brother must’ve caused this mini-disaster before they left for the movie. How had everything gone so bad, so quickly? What had Ashleigh done that persuaded Tyler to act out? That she accused him of slamming her door? If Tyler had resorted to this as a way to get back at his sister, he responded with way too much force for such a tiny matter of contention.

      “It didn’t just happen by itself,” said Ashleigh. “The same way the door didn’t slam yesterday. Or how Logan’s phone mysteriously ended up under the couch.”

      Logan wouldn’t have mentioned it, but for Ashleigh to have brought it up with such hostility in her voice proved that she was just as upset as he’d been earlier. Rather than question his brother, he continued staring at him with what he hoped looked like a concerned expression, one free of blame, hoping to get an honest answer.

      “Maybe a ghost did it,” Tyler said.

      Ashleigh threw up her hands. “Of course. A ghost. Why wouldn’t a ghost visit us?” Her eyes blazed with aggravation. “Oh, that’s right. They like to plug up toilet bowls?”

      “Well, no. But just because—”

      “See? And you know why a ghost wouldn’t have done this? Because I sincerely doubt that ghosts go around clogging toilets.”

      “We’ve all,” Logan said, “lived here our entire lives. A ghost wouldn’t come now, would it?” He sincerely doubted it, since he didn’t believe in them, but he knew better than to push his opinions on others.

      “No,” Ashleigh shouted. “Because—”

      Logan reached out and grasped her arm. “Tyler, is this something that would’ve happened in one of your horror flicks?”

      Tyler lowered his gaze. “No. Usually, if someone dies, they can come back as a ghost. But no one died, so…” His pain-stricken eyes turned glassy as he turned them onto his older siblings. “I guess it’s not a ghost.”

      Ashleigh breathed heavily through her nostrils and then jabbed a finger at the toilet bowl. “I’m not cleaning that up.” She spun around and marched off. Then a door slammed. “That time, it was me, Tyler!”

      Logan almost chuckled but seeing the downtrodden look on his brother’s face squashed that urge. “I don’t know, Tyler. Only you and Ashleigh were up here before we left.” What else could he say?

      Tyler leaned forward on his bed, and tears slipped down his cheeks. “I didn’t do it, Logan. I didn’t. I promise.” His voice choked on that last word.

      Logan wanted to believe him, wanted to trust the tears on his face, but the facts didn’t line up. He nodded, hating that he couldn’t tell Tyler that he believed him this time. “Goodnight.”

      As he turned around, he thought he heard a sob get caught in his brother’s throat. It made him stop. For Tyler, who rarely lied because his face always showed whatever emotions gripped him, to have feigned that sound would have reflected an actor as skilled as Meryl Streep. Once again, Logan wanted to trust it, and he did, sort of. He just didn’t know what that meant or amounted to.

      Since he couldn’t place blame, he spent nearly an hour cleaning up the mess. Afterward, Logan returned to his bedroom but he couldn’t sleep. With so much happening lately, most notably his mother leaving for the week while his siblings seemed to argue about everything, Logan’s mind spun with those thoughts the way clothes swirled around a dryer.

      Three hours later, Logan was still in bed hoping sleep would come. He withdrew his covers and felt a chill in the air. He took a few steps, but it didn’t disappear like Tyler had stated earlier this evening. He crossed his bedroom, opened his door, and entered the hall. The chill remained. Even worse, the air felt tight, constricted. It took more effort for him to inhale than usual.

      He hadn’t endured this much stress since his father died. Had his body reacted this way because he didn’t know how to manage it? Finding it difficult to conserve heat and breathe?

      Logan made his way down the steps, yet strangely, the air grew warmer. Likewise, it wasn’t so difficult to suck oxygen into his lungs. He entered every room and left it, trying to determine if there was a pattern to the atmosphere, but nothing convinced him of that. He checked the thermostat, and it was set a few degrees shy of seventy, the same spot they set it at each night.

      The air seemed perfectly fine downstairs, so he made his way back upstairs. Just as he reached the second floor, Logan felt the chill again. He reached up and grasped his throat as he once more found it difficult to breathe. He thought about waking Ashleigh and Tyler, but what would that accomplish but upset them?

      So he went back to his bedroom. This new conundrum disentangled the other concerns from his mind and freed him to probe this new development. What he found most distressing revolved around the idea that heat rose. But not in this house. Not tonight.

      Since Ashleigh and Tyler hadn’t awoken and confronted him with these issues, he convinced himself that his body reacted this way to the tension he now faced. But something at the back of his mind considered that notion ridiculous. In fact, it pressed him to mull over the idea that something else, something outside of the norm, had caused this change in the air.

      It was something Logan didn’t want to contemplate. But he did just that. All night long. It explained why he tossed and turned for hours. And it also explained why he didn’t get a wink of sleep that night.
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      The following day passed without an issue. There were no arguments. No shouting. No tears. Logan deemed it a victory. Of course, Ashleigh had been hanging out with her friends all day, after which they all planned a sleepover. Tyler had spent much of the day in downtown Chicago with a friend and his parents at the Museum of Science and Industry.

      With all that alone time, Logan finally gave up pondering the bizarre circumstances last night and instead debated whether to call Eloise. He was so exhausted that he didn’t want his fatigue to enter the conversation. With that topic off the table, he contemplated the message his father wished to pass along to him. So much monotonous deliberation tuckered him out, and he ended up sleeping most of the day. Through his nap, none of the strange occurrences awakened him.

      After Tyler returned, they shared a pizza and then held a football video game tournament. Just as Logan planned to turn in for the night just before midnight, his phone chirped. His thoughts immediately went towards potentially speaking with his mother until he remembered that she wouldn’t contact him until the following day. A potential employer wouldn’t contact him this late, so he figured it must be an emergency. Ever since the end of high school, all of his friends had fallen by the wayside because he spent too much time studying and working to find the time to socialize.

      And since Ashleigh hadn’t checked in to let him know how things were going, he checked his phone and saw that he had twelve text messages. All from Ashleigh. He also found three voicemails from her. Worried that Ashleigh was in trouble, Logan’s throat tightened up on him as urgency shifted into high gear.

      He placed a call to her immediately. “Hey, is everything okay?”

      “No!” she shouted, gasping for air. “Nothing’s okay. Why haven’t you answered my text messages? I even called you three times. Three! What’s your deal?”

      “I didn’t sleep at all last night, so I took a long nap. Then Tyler got home, and we played videogames. What’s wrong?”

      “I need you to come get me. Right now!”

      “Are you okay?” he repeated, stunned by her volatility.

      Cringing, he pulled the phone away from his ear. With Tyler staring at him, Logan said, “It’s Ashleigh. She wants me to pick her up.” He returned his attention to his sister. “What’s the problem?”

      “I need you to pick me up at Aaliyah’s. Get here as fast as you can.” She hung up.

      He let out a heavy sigh and turned to his brother. It ticked him off that she hadn’t explained the situation. Maybe she didn’t want her friends to overhear her or the predicament was of a personal nature. For that matter, anything could have gotten under her skin.

      “Wanna go for a quick ride?” he asked Tyler.

      Five minutes later, he parked his old Ford Ranger in the driveway outside the home of Ashleigh’s friend. He stepped into the night. With every breath, a plume of chilly humidity swirled around his head. He started for the front door.

      Ashleigh burst through it a second later, her jacket swinging off her shoulders behind her. In the distance, from behind curtains that swayed in the plate glass window, a few girls Ashleigh’s age watched her dart across the front yard. The lamplight behind them showed them glancing at each other and chatting amongst themselves with shocked expressions. In record time, Ashleigh reached the passenger side door, whipped it open, and hopped inside.

      Logan looked from his sister’s friends back to Ashleigh.

      Seated beside Tyler on the front seat, she waved at him with a petrified expression. “Let’s go!” she yelled. “Come on!”

      He glanced back at her friends, who now pushed away from the window, the curtain swaying for a moment before it stilled. Then he turned back to his truck and pulled the door open.

      “Logan!” she said breathlessly. “Let’s go!”

      Haunted by the panic-stricken fear in her eyes, but unable to determine what convinced her to react so crazily, he jumped into his truck, started it up, and backed out of the driveway. He shifted into drive and started down the street. His heart was actually doing double-time.

      “Faster!” she said. Her hands trembled as she chewed her nails, something she’d never done before since she spent so much time and effort switching the colors on her fingernails every few days. She stared out the windshield with wide eyes.

      As Tyler pressed his bony shoulders into Logan’s ribs, Logan was surprised his brother had remained completely silent. As for himself, he needed a moment to get a grip. Wicked thoughts entered his mind: had she been sexually assaulted? Did she get injured? He looked her over, but he didn’t see any visible scrapes, bruises, or cuts. That settled some of his anxiety.

      Did someone humiliate her in front of her friends? Did she embarrass herself? He silenced the mental onslaught by gripping the steering wheel tightly.

      “What happened?” he finally asked in an easy tone, even if that task wasn’t as simple as it seemed. He couldn’t let either of his siblings know she had put a fright into him. If he had, they might not trust that he could handle what they threw at him over the next week.

      “Can we just go? Please?”

      “We are,” he said. “You’re out of there. Now tell me what happened.”

      Rapid bursts left her mouth.

      “Ashleigh?” he asked. “I did what you asked. I got here as quickly as possible. I’m worried.”

      No response.

      Had she even heard him? He exchanged a worried glance with Tyler, who mouthed the words, Do something!

      “Ashleigh?” he asked. “Are you hurt?”

      “No.”

      “Damnit, I can’t help you if I don’t know why you’re so upset.”

      “You won’t believe me.”

      If someone hurt her, I swear to God, I will tear their limbs from their sockets.

      His temper crept up on him faster than expected, so he stayed quiet for a long moment to regain his composure. It took all of his self-control to manage that feat.

      “My friends didn’t believe me. Why should you?”

      Why didn’t she think he would believe her? He couldn’t recall disregarding anything she’d said in the past that would give her that impression. “I believe that you’re completely freaked out right now. That’s what I believe. But you’re scaring the shit outta me.”

      She nodded at that and blinked a few times but didn’t tear her gaze away from the windshield.

      “So why don’t you tell me anyway. Just to see how I’ll take it. Sound good?”

      Ashleigh looked at the fingernails she’d bitten into and cringed in shock. “All right. I’ll tell you.”

      Logan pulled into their driveway and killed the engine.

      Ashleigh whipped the door open and raced out of the car.

      Tyler turned to his brother. “Whatever’s up with her, I didn’t do it.” A fleeting smile made its way to his face before he scooted over to the passenger side door, slid out, and followed Ashleigh at a slower pace.

      Logan went after him, and when he entered the house, the lights downstairs were still off, so he headed upstairs and found Ashleigh’s door halfway open with a light on behind it. At the other end of the hall, Tyler stood in the threshold of his door with quirked eyebrows. “Good luck in there, master sergeant.”

      Logan nodded at him and slipped into Ashleigh’s bedroom. After all of her uneasiness, he was glad to finally reach a place where she would disclose what bothered her. For a moment, he wondered if she’d broken a law, but he immediately dispensed with that idea. A couple of months ago, she’d told him that a former friend got in trouble with the police for smoking weed on campus, which freaked her out so much that she didn’t want to ever get “pinched” by the cops. He just hoped she was okay, and he could handle whatever she threw at him.

      Ashleigh sat on the bed and leaned against the corner portion of her wall, her fingers zipping across her telephone. “What took you so long?” she asked without looking up at Logan.

      Logan closed the door. “Tell me why you’re so upset.”

      “Okay.”

      Ashleigh made no attempt to speak. Like an athlete who warmed up before hitting the field, Ashleigh always needed to work her way up to following through, which in this instance meant having someone else prompt her to do so.

      Logan disregarded the wooden chair under the cherry wood desk across the room. He could tell that meeting Ashleigh at eye-level wouldn’t work, so he sat on the cold, hard ground and leaned against a leg of her desk. “I’m ready when you are.”

      Her fingers stopped speeding across the phone. She tossed it aside, closed her eyes, and flinched. She opened them again but wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I don't know where to start.”

      He waited.

      “Okay, we sat in a circle trading makeup: me, Aaliyah, Jin, and Josephina. Everything was fine and then I felt it: a tap on the shoulder. I turned around, but there was no one there. I thought maybe Josephina was playing a trick on me, you know, tapping my shoulder and pretending it never happened? So I said, ‘Ha, ha. Funny.’ And of course she acted like it never happened, so whatever, right? Then it happened again. I was like, ‘All right, it’s getting old now.’ And she was all, ‘Ash, what’re you talking about?’ I wanted to believe her, but come on, I felt it, you know?”

      Given her fear of the authorities, Logan doubted she’d taken drugs, which might have made her paranoid. “Does Aaliyah have a brother or sister? One of them could have been pulling a fast one on you.”

      “No. She’s an only child.” Ashleigh winced and shook her head. “So anyway, then…” Tears beaded in her eyes. “A hand clutched my shoulder, and I jerked around because I wanted to catch her this time, but…” Ashleigh now wore a vacant look…like she had emotionally checked out. “Josephina was actually leaning in the other direction, checking out eyeliner with Jin. Aaliyah had gone to make popcorn. There was no one behind me.”

      Logan thought about Tyler’s statement earlier about a ghost haunting them, but even though he’d blown that off, he now began mulling over the idea. Could a ghost haunt more than one house? If this were the case, the ghost could go from house to house like kids seeking candy on Halloween. But of course, since he didn’t know anything about them that was only conjecture.

      “So who grabbed me?” asked Ashleigh.

      “Maybe Aaliyah threw something at you, and it felt like a hand on your shoulder?”

      She favored him with an annoyed stare.

      Despite her assurances that she didn’t want to run into trouble with the law, Logan knew if he didn’t ask this next question, he would be failing as a caretaker. “Were you…doing drugs?”

      “They even asked if I was tripping on acid.” She clenched her teeth. “Can you believe that? They know I won’t touch that stuff. I know Jin tokes. Josephina tries stuff sometimes. Not Aaliyah. Neither of us will.”

      Upon learning that Ashleigh’s friends occasionally used illegal substances set off a fuse of anger and fear inside Logan. Those girls were freshmen. Why were they using drugs? His own friends had drunk liquor and experimented with pot, but they hadn’t gone any further than that. Besides, they only began doing that in their junior year.

      His sister’s friends had just left childhood and entered adolescence, not that there was an acceptable age for kids to abuse drugs, but he’d hoped that sort of peer pressure wouldn’t have kicked in yet. He pegged Ashleigh as someone who would refuse drugs and alcohol time and again, only to get run down and eventually cave in. Logan only felt that way because he knew how important it was for her to fit in with her friends, and if continually pressed, he suspected Ashleigh would get upset and do it just to get them off her back.

      But he believed that she hadn’t tried any tonight. The certainty and fear in her eyes led to that conclusion. Plus, he hadn’t smelled alcohol on her breath. Still, her voice had been shaky. Had it trembled because she’d lied to him about it? Had he misplaced his trust in her? The idea left him a little shaky.

      Logan hated being put in the position of a parent. But he only had himself to blame since he’d pushed his mother to leave. Regardless, he’d have made the same decision again. His mother needed a break. And he took a lot of pride in helping her unwind after a decade straight without getting away.

      “So you didn’t,” Logan asked, his chest tight, “do any drugs?”

      She stared at him long and hard.

      He met her gaze and held it until she scoffed and looked away. When she didn’t say anything, he said, “Well?”

      “No!” She slung her neck his way. “I didn’t. I already told you. Besides, what does that—”

      “Mind-altering drugs? That could explain—”

      “Logan!” Her voice was harsh and accusatory.

      Exploding like that made it seem like she’d begun doubting whether she could trust him. For that reason, Logan sensed her pulling away from him. He didn’t like it, but if he had to become “Dad” and piss her off, then he’d do it to make sure that she didn’t join her friends and do something she’d later regret. Her safety mattered more to him than whether or not she liked him.

      “I didn’t,” she said. “Okay? So…” Ashleigh glared at him. “You don’t believe me either, do you?”

      “I believe you didn’t do drugs.” He thanked God she had enough strength and willpower to accomplish that feat.

      “Not about the drugs, Logan! About the ghost.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s strange. So something grabbed you. Is that when you called me?”

      “Duh! I wasn’t going to stay in a haunted house.”

      “Have you ever been at Aaliyah’s house before?”

      “No. That’s why I wanted out. Who knows how long that ghost has been there, haunting them.” Her expression clouded over, appearing aggravated. “Now they think I’m fucking insane.” She looked up, an excruciating cringe forming on her face.

      Without another word crossing her lips, Logan instinctively knew exactly what she worried about: her friends telling their friends that she’d freaked out and called her big brother to come to get her at midnight, all because she was scared of…nothing. She worried about rumors and how others would begin making fun of her. She worried about the entire school finding out. She worried about how it would affect her reputation.

      High school sucked. Logan didn’t think anyone escaped unscathed in one way or another.

      He didn’t want to go off on that tangent because he’d dominate the conversation with stories of his own. “Do they have a cat or dog that might have grabbed you and scampered away?”

      “No.”

      “So if you’ve never been haunted by a ghost or seen one, how do you know one touched you?”

      “What else could it be?”

      He didn’t have an answer for her.

      She threw up her hands and looked skyward.

      “It was your first time there,” he said. “If the place is haunted, wouldn’t Aaliyah already know it?”

      “I don’t what ghosts do with their spare time. Maybe they play hide and seek with the owners, but come out when their friends drop by.”

      Logan could ask “what if” questions all day, but the bottom line was that, even if he believed in ghosts, he didn’t know anything about their existence, so asking any further questions about them was moot.

      Ashleigh scoffed. “You don’t believe me. You think I’m crazy. Just like them.”

      “I wasn’t there,” Logan said. “I don’t know what could have grabbed you.” If her friends thought she was nuts, maybe they were onto something. No, he couldn’t think that way. Ashleigh wasn’t undergoing a psychotic break. Granted, he wasn’t a doctor who had recorded all of her behavior and analyzed any potential symptoms of psychosis, but she seemed reasonably well-adjusted, excluding the present circumstance.

      “Just…” She shook her head, picked up her phone, and gave it her utmost attention. “Goodnight.”

      He didn’t like being dismissed, but he didn’t know where else to take the conversation. He got up, walked out of her room, and closed the door.

      “Do you believe her?” asked Tyler, standing behind him.

      Logan nearly jumped at the unexpected sound of his brother.

      Tyler stared him directly in the eye. “You should.”
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      When Logan woke up the next morning, he set his feet on the ground but slipped and flopped back onto his bed. The grogginess left his eyes as he nearly avoided falling to the floor. Breathing heavily, he looked down at the spot where his head would have collided with wood.

      All of his sketches were spread out in a long line, like the middle portion of an accordion, the black leather booklet that had held them lying on the ground beside the desk.

      Had Ashleigh done that? To get back at him for not believing her? That seemed trite. He’d wondered the same thing about Tyler, only Ashleigh was too mature for such a childish prank. For the first time, he wondered if a ghost truly was haunting them. But when he thought about the tampons in the toilet, he immediately rejected the notion. Since spirits were supposedly invisible, and thus had no mass, how could one toss a tampon in the bowl, much less flush the toilet?

      Logan hunched down, scooped up the pile of sketches, organized it inside the leather folder, and placed it on his desk. On second thought, by suspecting his siblings of messing with his work, Logan may have been too judgmental.

      The flooring at his desk tilted to one side due to the house’s shifting foundation. Every time he sat down on his rolling chair, he would slide away from the desk. Until now, nothing on his desk had fallen, but it seemed that going forward, he’d need to place those items further back on his desk so they wouldn’t also slip off.

      He snatched his phone from the desk and checked the time. It was a couple of hours before noon. Logan left his room and walked into Tyler’s room, but he wasn’t inside. He then entered Ashleigh’s room, but it was also vacant. Unnerved by the silence, he went downstairs and noticed that a picture frame had fallen from the staircase wall and now lay near his feet.

      The family picture revealed Logan, his sister, and their parents smiling in a photo that was taken the week leading up to the suicide. Logan knelt down and picked it up. A crack in the frame streaked across Logan’s eyes before tilting downwards and slicing through Ashleigh’s mouth.

      How had it fallen? Could the foundation under the house have gotten worse? Unlikely. None of the other five frames had fallen or even tilted at an awkward angle. They all looked perfectly even. So how could only one frame fall? Easy. It had been knocked down on purpose.

      Had Ashleigh and Tyler gotten into a fight, only to have one of them bang into the staircase wall, forcing the frame onto the ground? Logan doubted it. He would have awakened from the noise. Besides, Ashleigh would have picked it up.

      So how had the frame hit the ground?

      Logan glanced around the house, listening for anything unordinary. Outside, the wind whistled as it hit the aluminum siding, but the interior of the house was completely silent. Once again, he toyed with his siblings’ belief that a ghost may have visited them.

      Granted, he didn’t know anything else about spirits, but he was pretty sure they called it a haunted house because a ghost stayed in that one house. They didn’t follow family members from one place to the next, as Ashleigh had all but stated last night. Besides, why would a spirit wait until now to begin haunting them? Since he didn’t have the requisite amount of knowledge pertaining to apparitions, he didn’t have answers for those questions.

      Rather than questioning whether supernatural entities resided in their home, Logan needed to find out why his siblings weren’t currently in the house. Before Ashleigh and Tyler left the house, they were supposed to tell their mother or Logan where they planned to go. Short of that, they were required to leave a note on the refrigerator before exiting the house. Logan went over to the fridge and spotted a scrap piece of paper under a magnet.

      Ashleigh had written that she and Tyler went to the library branch to learn more about ghosts. Since those two had gotten into a fight earlier, they must’ve patched things up. Had they seen the frame and left it in place for Logan to discover it? That seemed possible, given that they obviously suspected that a ghost haunted them, and maybe they wanted Logan to see that evidence as something that occurred from supernatural origins.

      He returned the frame to the wall. He’d ask his siblings about it later, but he’d also make sure they got a new frame before their mother returned home. It reminded Logan of her voicemail and the message his father had written to him. Excitement coursed through him at the notion of acquiring some knowledge or advice or whatever his father felt important enough to share with Logan on the day he turned nineteen.

      In the meantime, he texted Ashleigh and let her know that he’d soon join them at the library. Would Eloise be there? The possibility of seeing her again made him smile…until he realized that he hadn’t called her. She’d given Logan her number a couple of days ago. He should have called by now, and if he saw Eloise later, he’d need a good explanation.

      After eating, showering, and dressing, Logan drove to the library branch, even though it was quite close to home, and entered the facility a little before noon. He stepped behind a family of six as they entered the building. Logan looked around, shocked to find close to forty patrons in the stacks and at the computer stations. Two days ago, he’d been one of only a handful of individuals in the entire place.

      In the past couple days, the branch staff had erected a Christmas tree, giant snowflakes constructed of paper, and other decorations, signifying the start of the library’s winter reading program.

      At the public service desk, shielded by three grade-school girls, Eloise typed on the computer and handed a booklet to one of them. “You’re all set, girls.”

      The trio thanked her and left the desk at the same moment Logan headed toward her.

      She looked up at him, expressionless. “Hey, Logan.”

      He was thrown off by her friendly yet distant tone.

      “I saw your brother and sister here a little while ago,” she said, scanning the branch. “But I don’t see them now.”

      Unlike the last two times they met, the playful element in their conversations hadn’t returned. He hoped she’d adopted that demeanor due to the extra demands during such a busy day, but he had to assume it had more to do with not having called her. Logan disliked the indifference she showed him, but he couldn’t blame her. If they switched places, he would’ve probably have had a similar reaction.

      “My boss told me you were searching for a new job,” she said. “How’s the job search going?”

      “Yeah, please thank her for helping me out, and let her know I’ve got an interview next week. By the way, I’m sorry I haven’t called. I’ve wanted to, but some things have come up lately that—”

      “It’s okay.” Eloise’s smile brightened and looked more authentic. “You don’t have to explain.”

      “Maybe not, but I want to. It’s just that there is a lot going on right now. Ashleigh and Tyler aren’t getting along with each other.”

      “They seemed fine when I saw them walk in earlier.”

      He shook his head, puzzled. “First they’re accusing each other of doing things around the house, and now they’re both somewhat convinced that we’re being haunted by a ghost.”

      Eloise’s smile disappeared. Her mouth closed and her eyebrows lowered.

      He hadn’t expected that response. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You didn’t scare me. You just surprised me.”

      “That’s good to hear. Anyway, things are tense at the house.”

      “A ghost, huh? Tell me about it.”

      “That’s why they’re here right now. I guess they’re doing research on them.” He glanced at the computer station, surprised not to find them there. “I’m shocked Ashleigh didn’t just go online and look, but I guess she could have done that at home.”

      “You can’t believe everything you read online,” Eloise said. “I guarantee that your sister would probably find more valuable information in our books or in our databases than on the internet.” She paused for a moment, nibbling her lower lip. “What makes them think that you have a ghost in the house?”

      “It sounds like you believe in them.”

      “I do.”

      She’d made it seem as though knowing spirits existed was as ordinary as breathing. “Why?”

      Eloise glanced to either side of her. Then she permitted a quick little chuckle.

      “What?” he asked, intrigued by her response. He couldn’t get over the idea that she found his disbelief slightly comical, not in a way that belittled him, but simply that she knew better than to doubt their existence.

      “Keep going. I’m curious to hear what else you have to say on the subject.”

      He wanted to hear more about her opinion on the subject, but he didn’t want to badger her about it. “Well, personally, I think Tyler’s acting out because he misses our mom. As for Ashleigh, she called me last night at midnight to pick her up from a friend’s house. She was convinced a ghost grabbed her shoulder. It’s strange.”

      “That is,” Eloise admitted, her mouth dragging into a frown. “Ashleigh may have seen a potential spirit away from home, but did Tyler also have anything peculiar happen while outside of your house?”

      From behind him, Logan heard a pair of men chatting. He turned around and found those two men step into line behind him, while a few senior citizens strolled toward the spot directly behind them.

      “Well,” Logan said, spinning back towards Eloise. “It’s really busy today.”

      “It’s the first day of our winter reading program, so it can get hectic. Every other year, it’s usually been short bursts of activity, followed by boredom, but it’s been busy all day.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted his siblings making their way towards him. Ashleigh held a bag of books, whereas Tyler cradled five books under both arms, although a few paperbacks threatened to tip out of his grasp.

      “I should get going.” He darted out of line, reached Tyler, and snatched the items that nearly got away from his brother.

      “Thanks, bro,” said Tyler, rising now that Logan had saved him from spilling the books onto the ground.

      Ashleigh passed the service desk and waved goodbye to Eloise before continuing towards the exit. Logan headed in that direction with his brother.

      “Tyler?” asked Eloise.

      Logan and his brother stopped and turned towards her.

      Eloise held out a bag. “So you don’t drop any.”

      Tyler grabbed it. “Thanks.” He shoved the books from his arms into the bag.

      “You’re welcome.” Then her eyes met Logan’s. She revealed a slight smile before her lips flattened, and she grew more serious as she continued helping those in front of her.

      Logan just stared at her, thinking about being alone with her for once. Up until now, they hadn’t discussed anything that revealed great depth about either of them. So if they saw each other again, what would they talk about? He had no clue, but it gave him something to look forward to.

      “Hey, Logan,” Tyler called out from behind him. “Are you done looking at the pretty girl? Can we go home now?”

      Logan clamped his lips shut and spun toward his brother, wanting to unleash a torrent of curse words his way. When he turned back toward Eloise in hopes that she hadn’t heard Tyler speaking, he found her looking at him with a grin. Then he noticed the adults in line staring at him with smiles. Heat forced its way into his face as he pivoted and turned back to Tyler, walking at a quick clip to avoid any more humiliation. And to think he’d almost made it an entire conversation with her without getting a little nervous.

      When he exited the building, he ran over to his brother. “That wasn’t cool. At all.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Tyler said. A mischievous grin formed on his face. “But it sure was fun. Did you see everyone staring at you?” He laughed. “Man, I should’ve taken a picture.”

      It reminded Logan of the framed photograph that lay on the floor beside the staircase. “Hey, Ashleigh,” he shouted into the parking lot.

      She turned around and looked at him. “Where’s your car?”

      “Wait up.” But he pointed off to the right.

      His sister started in that direction.

      Logan rolled his eyes at her for ignoring him. He reached the car, unlocked the doors, and they all got into the truck. After he pulled away from the parking space, he said, “Did you see that picture of me, you, Mom, and Dad?”

      “Which one?” she asked, removing a book titled Ghosts That Attack from her bag and looking it over.

      “The one on the staircase wall.”

      “No. What about it?”

      “It was lying on the ground when I went downstairs this morning.”

      Ashleigh craned her neck towards him. Her eyes protruded. “Why?”

      “That’s what I wanted to ask you about.” Logan set his gaze on his brother. “How about you? Did you see it on the ground?”

      Tyler shook his head. “See? Told you.” He looked out the windshield. “It’s a ghost.”

      Due to their certainty, the strange circumstances the past few days, and Eloise’s blasé way of acknowledging the existence of ghosts, Logan began to consider that maybe they were real. And just maybe…one was haunting them.
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      When they got home, Logan fixed them a quick lunch consisting of macaroni and cheese along with fish sticks he’d cooked in the oven. They sat at the kitchen table with a dozen books about ghosts spread out around them.

      “The branch is so small,” Logan said. “I’m shocked they had this many books on ghosts. I mean, they only have a few books on the Cubs and Bears. But they have this many books about ghosts? It’s weird.”

      Ashleigh swished the macaroni around her fish sticks. “There’s a reason for it.”

      When she didn’t say a word, Logan gestured toward his sister with his fork and spun it in a circle, urging her to explain herself.

      “When I found out that you liked Eloise, I sort of looked her up online.”

      Logan staggered back a bit in his chair. “I thought you were friends? Don’t you trust her?”

      “She is my friend.” Ashleigh wouldn’t look him in the eyes. “But you’re my brother.”

      Based on the way his sister squirmed in her seat convinced Logan that she’d checked on Eloise for his own benefit, to see if there were any reason for him not to date her. The effort and the concern she’d shown really touched Logan. His throat clogged with emotion, and although he wanted to thank her for thinking about him, he couldn’t get a word out.

      “Anyway,” Ashleigh said, “I found out some stuff about her.” She stuck a fingernail between two teeth. “Damn, I need floss.” She removed her finger from her mouth and pushed her chair back.

      “You can’t go now,” Logan said. “Not after what you said. What stuff did you find?”

      “She has a blog,” Tyler said. He nodded at his sister. “Go on. Tell him.”

      “What did you find?” Logan asked, his throat closing up on him at the thought that she might have posted naked photos of herself. In the few seconds that followed, he reconsidered that worry. Eloise didn’t seem the type of person to engage in that type of behavior.

      “Well?” he asked. “Was she convicted of a crime or something?” But just as the question left his mouth, he couldn’t see her engaged in any type of criminal activity. The uncertainty was beginning to get to his head, and if he didn’t get an answer soon, he’d begin thinking of even more unlikely actions and scenarios.

      “Come on, Ash,” said Tyler. “Look at Logan. If you don’t tell him soon, he might get brain hemorrhoids.”

      Ashleigh clucked her tongue. “You mean a brain hemorrhage, not hemorrhoids.” She finally stared Logan in the eye. “She’s a psychic. Well, she’s also a medium.”

      Logan squinted, trying to make sense of that. “So she can see the future?”

      His sister nodded. “She can also communicate with ghosts.” Her eyebrows quirked upwards as she stared at him. After about ten seconds, she said, “Say something.”

      Logan eyed her suspiciously. “You’re not joking, are you? You’re telling the truth.”

      “Yep,” Tyler said. “That’s why they have so many books about ghosts.”

      “Yeah,” Ashleigh said. “She goes to haunted houses and gets rid of spirits and bad things.”

      Logan got a little dizzy, and his gut squeezed tightly. It explained why Eloise wanted more information from him at the library. She wanted to find out if a ghost was pestering them. “How does she prove it online? That spirits exist?”

      “I can show you her blog,” said Ashleigh, half-rising from her chair. “That might—”

      “No,” Logan said. The last few times he’d chatted with Eloise, they’d only had ten minutes together max, so he couldn’t expect her to offer up the info that Ashleigh had found. But if what his sister said was true, was a ghost truly haunting their home…and them? And how could he get proof that a specter had caused the trouble they’d been experiencing? A shiver ran through him that he was actually seriously thinking what he’d previously considered as ridiculous. It left him feeling chilled, and it had nothing to do with the temperature in the room.

      In hopes of trying to avoid further reflection about ghosts inhabiting their homes, Logan turned to Eloise’s power as a psychic. If she truly had foresight, which he still couldn’t wrap his head around, could she see if they had a future together? Other questions bombarded his mind, questions he’d never get an answer for unless he asked her, but he silenced those thoughts because he needed to get clarity on one thing at a time.

      Ashleigh pounded the table so hard, the plates rattled on the surface. “Stay with me.”

      Logan quieted his inner inquiries and redirected his attention to his sister.

      “I don’t know much,” she continued. “But ghosts are not made up things. She has a contact page on her website, so visitors can get in touch and tell her what’s happening in their homes. She’ll go and visit those places if the stories seem legit.”

      “What does she do?” Logan asked. “How does she make them leave?”

      Ashleigh shrugged. “She didn’t say.” She pointed to one of the books on the table. “And I think she knows we might be dealing with something like that. She saw these books when I finished at the self-checkout machine.”

      Logan was nauseated by this new development, and he figured the feeling wouldn’t leave until he learned more about it. They spent the rest of the afternoon and into the early part of the evening going through the books.

      As the best reader among the group, Logan read or skimmed three books in that time, while his sister finished half that amount. Over that entire time span, Tyler managed to read one chapter of a book. Considering his short attention span and disinterest in reading, between rushing back and forth between playing his guitar and the piano, he’d accomplished more than Logan thought possible. In all that time, Logan and Ashleigh would stop each other if they found an interesting fact or passage.

      Afterward, Logan didn’t know what to make of everything he’d read. Some of what he’d gone through spooked him, like how ghosts can attach themselves to a person and how they are filled with only thoughts and emotions. Other parts seemed ridiculous. For instance, Logan had a difficult time believing that spirits could haunt an empty home for decades. What was the point? How could a ghost get gratification from that? Wouldn’t it get bored and just say, “Screw this, I’m outta here?”

      After looking back at what had recently occurred in their home, Logan couldn’t pinpoint any situation that couldn’t have been manipulated by his siblings. He’d just opened the fourth book, but after being confronted with the first chapter, his eyes were strained and grainy, making it difficult to read. A headache had begun forming, and he couldn’t go on, so he closed the cover, but at least his stomach had settled down.

      “Giving up?” Ashleigh asked. Her eyes appeared drowsy. She yawned. “Probably a good idea.” She closed the paperback she’d been reading and pushed it away from her. “What do you think, Logan? About a ghost being here?”

      He rose from his seat and pushed the chair under the table. “Anything’s possible.”

      Her mouth hung open. She jabbed the book in front of her with a finger. “It’s all right there. Everything that’s happened here.”

      Logan couldn’t meet her eyes. “I’m open to their existence now, but I can’t say for certain that we’ve got one in this house.”

      “Then you think we did this?” She pushed her chair away from the table. “Well, not me, but Tyler. You’re saying he slammed my door? He stuffed the toilet with tampons? Tyler said he didn’t do that stuff.”

      “Slamming your door? Yeah, of course, Tyler could have done that. But the toilet bowl thing? I don’t know if he would’ve done that, but the books said that if a spirit had enough energy and harnessed it, the entity could actually manipulate matter, so it’s possible a specter pulled that off.”

      “Okay, fine, then how about that ghost grabbing my shoulder?”

      “That also sounds possible,” he said. It certainly fit with a ghost who clutched onto a human and wouldn’t let go. In that case, the entity followed that person wherever they went, basically haunting them 24/7 to make their life miserable. Doing so also apparently resulted in a transfer of power, as the spirit stole the energy a human emitted. The more fear or anger a person gave off, the more energy the ghost could take from them. As crazy as it all seemed, the rationality behind it made sense, but admitting that made him quiver.

      “It sounds possible,” she repeated, “but you think I’m exaggerating or something?” Ashleigh shot up from the table, the back of her legs shoving the chair behind her, making it thud against the wall. “So I’m a liar? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “I wasn’t there, so I don’t know what happened.”

      “Well, Aaliyah, Jin, and Josephina were there, and they called me a liar.”

      He couldn’t speak to that, so he remained silent.

      Ashleigh lowered her head, and since she didn’t speak for quite some time, Logan decided to leave her with her thoughts. The moment he stepped away, he heard his sister clear her throat.

      “Then call Eloise,” she said. “Ask her to come over and check things out.”

      He wanted to verify Ashleigh’s claim that Eloise was a psychic-medium, but if he contacted her, and she denied that claim, he’d look like a kook for even thinking it. He felt like he’d made some good progress so far. He didn’t want to jeopardize the inroads he’d made. Besides, he needed time to think about what that might mean and how he felt about it. If she really had those abilities and he’d asked her about them, he’d want to know how to respond.

      “Contacting her won’t solve anything,” he said.

      “Why not? Because you don’t believe she can speak with the dead?”

      Logan didn’t want to admit the truth. Indeed, he thought talking to the dead was incredibly spooky, and he didn’t want to learn that the girl he had a major crush on had those skills. It seemed he didn’t need much time to figure out how he felt. But when he brought up her image in his head, he didn’t think she acted or seemed the least bit creepy. She was gorgeous and fun to talk to. To put it mildly, he was conflicted.

      “Oh, so you’re scared,” she said. “Why else wouldn’t you call her?” She nodded and turned her head to the side in a look of pity.

      Logan hated seeing her feel bad for him. “You don’t understand. You see—”

      She looked off to the side, as deeper concentration gripped her. The judgmental glint in her eyes disappeared. “If you like her, don’t wait too long. If you do, she’ll think you aren’t interested, and she’ll start doubting herself, wondering things like, ‘Why didn’t he call? Was it my hair? Or that zit on my face? Maybe I’m too fat. Or too short. What did I do wrong?’ Then she’ll feel foolish for giving you her number. And after that, she’ll want to pretend you don’t exist, because now whenever she thinks about you, she feels those bad feelings.”

      Based on the seriousness in her voice and the moisture in her eyes, Logan suspected that Ashleigh spoke from experience. If that was true, he felt incredibly bad for her. “I didn’t realize that you felt that way.”

      “Me?” She shrugged one shoulder and blew air through her lips. “Yeah, right?” But her lips quivered and more tears had entered her eyes.

      “Well, I never thought of it that way.” Logan didn’t want to embarrass her, so he stopped and looked elsewhere. “That’s good to know. Thanks for telling me.” He pulled out his phone, found Eloise’s name in his contacts, and tapped it. The phone started to ring.

      Logan’s heart started hammering. His chest felt tight. And he elicited a suction sound when his tongue peeled away from the dry bridge of his mouth. At first, he didn’t want her to answer. After all, Ashleigh was watching him. But what had he expected? He’d called Eloise to prove that he had the balls to do so. And that wasn’t a good enough reason to call a girl you liked. He was calling under false pretenses. Not a cool thing to do.

      When it rang the fourth time, Logan started worrying that she wouldn’t answer. Now he no longer feared that he’d stumble while talking to her, but the pressure mounted when he realized he’d have to leave a message.

      It rang a fifth time. If she didn’t answer, he’d be forced to start talking, and Eloise could listen to his voicemail over and over. She could pick apart what he’d said and the timbre of his voice and make her own conclusion. A conclusion that might differ from what he truly meant.

      “Hello, this is Eloise. I’m not here right now, so please leave me a message with your name, number, and a detailed message, and I’ll get back to you ASAP.”

      There was a beep on the other end of the line.

      “Hey,” Logan said in a quiet tone. Movement from the side caught his attention.

      Ashleigh mouthed the words, “Talk louder and stronger.” Then she did a bodybuilder pose and wore a big grin.

      “I mean, hi,” he said, raising his voice. “This is Logan, by the way. I, uh, just wanted to call…because I said I would, and well, now I guess, I’m calling.”

      Lines formed on Ashleigh’s brow as her mouth dropped open. Then her head tipped back, and she shook it.

      “So,” Logan continued. “Yeah, um, call me back.” He paused, unsure if that sounded too cocky. “Or not. Whatever. Not a big deal.”

      Ashleigh smacked an open palm against her forehead.

      According to his sister, he’d blown it. His spirits fled him. It couldn’t get any worse than that. Anger replaced the disappointment in his heart. He imagined Eloise cringing while she listened to his message. He didn’t want to leave her with the impression that he was some kind of weeny. He turned his back on Ashleigh. All the while, at least five seconds of silence had passed.

      “You know what?” Logan said, his voice trembling a little. “I’m just going to say it: I like you, Eloise. And I want to take you out on a date.” He read off his number. “So give me a call. I’ll talk to you then.”

      “Whoa!” said Ashleigh. “You were supposed to ask her to check out our house for ghosts. Not ask her out.”

      “Oh,” he said, only now remembering that important detail. “Right.” All the second-guessing had messed up his thought process. He felt like he’d let his sister down. It bummed him out because she’d been so concerned and because she wanted him to believe her. Now that he hadn’t contacted Eloise and given her a reason to contact him back as soon as possible, Ashleigh wouldn’t get the confirmation she desperately needed. “Sorry about that, Ash.”

      “It’s all right,” she said and nodded. “There are two ways she could respond. First, she’ll think you have split personalities and won’t call back.”

      “What? I didn’t sound like a psycho.”

      “You kinda did.”

      Then he recalled her facial expression and body language during the call. She liked Eloise, and Ashleigh obviously wanted things to go well for him. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have reacted that way. Taken in that context, he needed to believe his sister. It made him feel like a loser. His stomach dropped so fast, it felt like he’d entered an elevator without any brakes, only to discover that it had just begun its descent from the top of a skyscraper.

      Second-guessing himself had done some serious damage. If he didn’t have two conflicting voices in his head, he wouldn’t have gotten into this jam. When it came to Eloise, he needed to silence his uncertainty or things would continue to go downhill for him.

      “Okay,” Ashleigh said, “second possibility: she’ll be confused by this dorky guy, and then she’ll be shocked that the cool guy showed up and kicked that wimpy dude’s ass.”

      Logan didn’t understand. So, Eloise thought he was a dork? Fan-tas-tic. Just what he always wanted. So far, his brother and sister had watched him make a fool of himself. Now, he needed to introduce Eloise to his Mom, so the entire family would know how great he was with the ladies.

      “Wait a minute,” Logan said, “the cool guy beating down the wuss: that’s a good thing, right?”

      “Totally. She’ll be confused but intrigued. So she might call.”

      “Cool.” He nodded, pleased with that response. It felt like the elevator had braked before hitting the ground level, only to speed back up the skyscraper, relieving him of an upset stomach. “I can deal with that.”

      “There’s only one problem,” Ashleigh said.

      “What?”

      “You didn’t tell Eloise that we need her to visit and deal with this ghost…pronto!”
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      That evening, Logan didn’t need to persuade his siblings to spend the evening in the family room. He and Tyler sat on the couch watching a comedy film while Ashleigh fiddled with her phone while slouching in the recliner with her legs dangling off the armrests.

      Logan, eager to learn more about ghosts that wasn’t supplied in the books he’d read, pulled out his phone and searched the internet for warning signs of ghost inhabitation. After a few minutes, he chuckled but kept his gaze glued to the screen. “This says that when ghosts are near, the temperature drops.” He bumped Tyler’s shoulder. “Maybe we should put on our winter jackets.”

      Tyler didn’t laugh. Neither did Ashleigh.

      Their no-nonsense expressions reminded him that same thing had happened a couple of times over the last few days. He stiffened. “Not funny. Never mind me.” On second thought, the first time that occurred, all three of them had walked into the house. Logan had stated that they’d unintentionally pulled cool air from outside into the house. Not only that, Ashleigh hadn’t felt the chill either. He wasn’t trying to be wishy-washy. He simply wanted to remain objective.

      “Ashleigh,” he said, “did you feel it get colder when your door slammed?

      After hesitating, she shook her head.

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “You just don’t want to believe,” said Tyler.

      “Exactly,” said Ashleigh, straightening in the chair. “You’re scared of the unknown.”

      Logan shook his head. It ticked him off that they turned to the supernatural first rather than examining potential ordinary reasons for whatever bizarre thing occurred. Then again, considering their age and inexperience, they might not have developed an analytical thought process yet.

      “Would I have read those books,” he said, “or checked the internet for more info about spirits if I wasn’t willing to believe or if I was afraid? I’ve admitted that some things can’t be explained, and yes, I’m coming around to realize that ghosts are real, but on the other hand, I want facts. Once I get them, if something strange goes down, I can make an educated guess based on whatever happened.”

      Unable to tear apart that approach, his siblings shrugged in unison.

      Not hearing them respond reminded Logan that their mother hadn’t called yet, so he called her, but when it went to voicemail, he left a message. He was getting impatient, but he was also beginning to worry that something had happened to their mother.

      “Told you he was scared,” said Tyler with a sneer. “He had to call his mommy.”

      Logan filled them in about the message their father wanted to pass along to him.

      “That’s so weird,” said his sister, leaning forward with a wide-eyed gaze. She’d actually put her phone down. “Do you have any idea what he wanted to tell you?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Why now?” Ashleigh asked. “What was so special about your nineteenth birthday?”

      “Beats me. I’m no longer considered a minor. I already registered for the draft, but I’m hoping the only member of this family to enter the armed services is my man over here.” He turned to Tyler, but his brother was watching the movie, disinterested. That was unexpected. Logan thought Tyler would have at least given him a slight grin. “I can’t imagine Dad would write me a letter reminding me to register to vote…a year after I was able to do so. Besides, it’s not so important that he’d need to write me a letter about it. So, all the important stuff I was able to do would’ve kicked in last year. Otherwise…” He did a quick internet search. “Yep, it says right here that, if I got parental permission, I could possess a firearm, but I could’ve done that at eighteen. I’m confused.”

      “Can’t kill a ghost with a gun,” said Tyler. Apparently, he was only chiming in when he felt it important.

      “Shoot,” Logan said.

      “And you can’t do that,” Ashleigh said, “if you don’t have a gun.”

      “I never said I wanted a gun,” Logan said. “Maybe Dad left me one though.”

      “I’ll take it,” Tyler said in a flat tone that mirrored his expression. “If you don’t want it.”

      Logan didn’t like how his brother looked so lifeless. And it finally dawned on him why. Tyler didn’t like them talking about a father he never knew. Logan couldn’t blame him. If their situations were reversed, Logan would feel hollow inside that other family members could recall the person who had in one way or another affected their lives during their early years. Tyler had never met their father. He probably felt cheated of having a father, and he may have resented his older siblings for having that experience, however short it may have been.

      “I thought you’d have been happy that we’re talking about Dad,” Ashleigh said.

      Logan wished he could have shared his opinion with her before she’d let that slip.

      “Why should I?” Tyler pushed off the sofa. An angry snarl crossed his lips. “He killed himself when he found out I was gonna be born.” He got up and moved around the coffee table.

      Logan had never considered that a possibility. A few years ago, their mother had assured Tyler that his father hadn’t taken his life because she’d gotten pregnant. Logan thought his little brother had moved past that assumption. It seemed he’d guessed wrong, and he felt rotten that he hadn’t considered that earlier.

      “Ty,” Ashleigh said in a compassionate tone, rising to meet him.

      He stopped before her and stared at the ground. “Get out of my way.”

      She extended her arms.

      With a flick of the wrist, Tyler swatted her hands out of the way and bypassed her, rushing out of the room. A second later, his feet thundered up the stairs.

      “Come on, Ty,” Ashleigh called out to him. She swept out of the room and raced upstairs. “Tyler?” she called out. “Open up.” Wood pounded as she struck his door. “Please? Does this have anything to do with that fight at school a couple of weeks ago?”

      Hearing that reminder, Logan felt like the shittiest brother on the planet. Their mother pulled him and Ashleigh aside and told them that, after Tyler admitted that his father had committed suicide to a group of kids, they made fun of him at recess. Tyler got into a fight with four students, three of which were then sent to the nurse’s office to get looked at for a bloody nose, a split lip, and a black eye, respectively. Apparently, after seeing all the damage Tyler had done, the fourth kid ran off to tell one of the lunch ladies. Their mother had spoken with Tyler about his altercation and even set up an appointment with a therapist before the end of the year to help Tyler work through and deal with his feelings.

      Of course, Logan felt guilty. He had what neither of his siblings had: a father. Ashleigh could relate to Tyler, which may have explained why she went after him, but while she might not remember their father, she knew that he’d loved her, as a few home movies and photographs attested. But Logan presumed that those boys had accused Tyler’s existence as the reason their father killed himself. And maybe Tyler wouldn’t get over that assumption until he was mentally and emotionally equipped to realize it wasn’t his fault. Maybe he never would.

      Logan couldn’t imagine living a life wrapped in that type of guilt. In a way, he was both lucky to recall memories with his father, while at the same time unfortunate enough to remember a caring and gentle father that hadn’t finished his duty of raising his son. Having a father was bittersweet. He’d always remember him, and for that reason, it sometimes hurt knowing that his father would never be there for him again. He supposed there were plusses and minuses for each of them when it came to the consequences surrounding their father’s death.

      Logan forced himself to finish contemplating those thoughts because he didn’t want to get dragged down a dark hole of sadness. Then he glanced up at the television, which Tyler had paused.

      The screen was now black. In the middle of it, a lithe figure with long black hair and wearing only a threadbare white nightgown that had multiple tears in it stood upright with her head slightly cocked to the right.

      Startled by the female form, Logan blinked, unsure if he’d seen correctly.

      The female remained in place. Her slack hair covered her eyes like a sheet.

      They owned an old LCD screen, and Logan had heard that when users paused the television for too long, the TV often burned an image onto the screen. But if that were the case, why would only one image remain on screen while the rest stayed black?

      Unsettled by that possibility, Logan craned his neck behind him.

      No one was there.

      He let out a relieved sigh. Then he shook his head as a smile came to his lips. Since he’d promised to keep an open mind about ghosts, and due to the large amount of reading he’d done on the topic, he may have inadvertently convinced himself to see one.

      Logan turned his attention back to the television.

      The figure hadn’t moved.

      As Logan stared at it, goosebumps surfaced on his forearms. His pulse pounded in his head.

      This was impossible. Nothing was behind him. He’d looked.

      Then why was a woman showing up on the screen?

      Logan’s thighs quivered a little. Eager to dispel the notion that this person existed, he shifted his head slightly to the right to let his peripheral vision see both the television and the spot this lady supposedly stood.

      Her reflection on the television stayed in the same spot. Yet she was still not standing to his right.

      Paralysis had locked him into place. Logan tried to get his breathing under control. Manic thoughts swirled around his brain.

      It wasn’t real. It was a manifestation of his mind.

      Of course, it was real. It had to be a ghost. What else could both be there…and not there at the same time?

      “Awww, come on, Tyler!”

      Ashleigh’s screeching voice forced those thoughts from his mind. It also freed his nerves from their temporary bondage. He swung his head back to the television.

      The woman was gone.

      He glanced behind him. She wasn’t there either.
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      “Ty won’t let me in his room,” Ashleigh said, reentering the family room and plopping herself down onto the recliner. “He won’t come out either.” She grabbed her phone and began swiping.

      Logan didn’t know if he should tell his sister what he’d seen. On the one hand, he wanted to be honest. On the other, he didn’t want to worry her. Ashleigh already believed a ghost had visited them. If Logan expressed his concerns, she would take it as confirmation, which Logan certainly did.

      They had a fucking ghost in the house.

      Despite that, the air hadn’t grown colder. The lights hadn’t dimmed or flickered. He hadn’t heard any voices. There hadn’t been any strange odors. The books he’d read described that one or more of those signs should have occurred if a spirit had been present. Yet none of them had. Were there circumstances that negated those supposed measures of proof?

      He found it odd that every book he’d read and every website he’d scanned hadn’t mentioned a predicament where not even one of those symbols didn’t occur. After all, in many instances, two or more of those hints preceded the appearance of a spirit.

      Since he was so confused, Logan wanted to get Ashleigh’s insight. “When the bedroom door slammed, did you sense any of the typical clues that a ghost might be behind it?”

      Ashleigh looked up at him and quirked an eyebrow. “Hmmm.” She set her gaze on the ground. “No. I didn’t.”

      He brought up his other concerns that normally heralded the presence of a ghost. Afterward, he said, “So if something is here, why are you so sure it’s a ghost?”

      “Because we didn’t see anything.” She looked off to the side in silence, looking pensive. “Huh, now I can see why you won’t accept that it’s a ghost without getting proof.”

      Logan coughed and got her attention. “If it’s not a ghost, and you’re certain something is here, what could it be?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How do we find out?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe Eloise will know. Did she call you back?”

      Logan shook his head. He was still afraid to find out if she was a psychic.

      “How about Mom? Did she call?”

      “Nope.” He checked his phone just in case he’d recently received a text or email. It indicated that a new voicemail had come through from a phone number he didn’t recognize, so he checked it: “Hey, you’ll never believe the things—” The joy in the man’s voice sounded phony. Logan deleted the annoying spam recording.

      After that task, Logan said, “And when you were at Aaliyah’s house, did you or any of the girls feel or see anything that might make you think a ghost was with you?”

      “Something grabbed me, Logan. I told you that.”

      “That’s my point. Can a ghost do that? In the books I’ve read, some say yes. Others say no.”

      “Based on her blog posts, Eloise would know.”

      “I get that,” he said, “but she hasn’t called me back.”

      “Maybe its payback for not calling her soon enough.”

      “Really? Like some kind of revenge thing?”

      “In a lot of ways, girls are really nice, Logan. In others, we can be total bitches.” She shrugged with a sympathetic half-smile. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” He couldn’t imagine a universe in which Eloise was a bitch. Nevertheless, he replayed their interaction at the library, since he hadn’t called her before that meeting, and she hadn’t held it against him, so he didn’t think he had to worry about Eloise being a vindictive person.

      “On second thought,” she said. “I don’t think Eloise would do that. She’s always so upbeat.”

      Logan took her comment as proof that he hadn’t misidentified Eloise’s true personality. “So we’re stuck in a holding pattern. Because if this isn’t a ghost, how are we supposed to figure out what it is?”

      Ashleigh stuck a few knuckles under her chin. Perplexed, she remained silent.

      Logan also gave it some thought. What could throw its shadow across the floor behind his door, but vanish when he opened that same door? What could materialize in the reflection of a television screen, but not appear to the human eye? It made him wonder if something was watching them now. A shudder went through him like he’d gotten an electric shock. Thankfully, Ashleigh didn’t notice, but she looked his way a second later.

      “What changed your mind?” she asked.

      “About what?”

      “That there might be something here?”

      “I’m trying to keep an open mind.”

      “Yeah, but you weren’t before. So why now?”

      Logan had to be careful with his answer, so he mulled over her question. “You both seem pretty certain something is here, and we’re all we’ve got. We need to rely on each other. Trust each other.”

      A slow smile spread across her face. “That’s good enough for me.” She raised her head to the ceiling. “I don’t like leaving Ty alone up there. I’m going to check on him. Maybe he’ll let me in now.” She hopped off the recliner. “Good chat, big brother.” She left the room.

      After seeing or imagining the woman in the room behind him, Logan didn’t want to be alone downstairs. He went upstairs and heard his siblings chatting quietly in Tyler’s room. If he really strained to listen in, he might have been able to hear their conversation, but this time he felt awkward about doing so.

      Earlier, he’d only done so to see if they were trying to frighten him. He was worried about his brother. He wanted to be certain he was all right. On the other hand, Tyler always confided in Ashleigh, so Logan needed to respect their privacy and their relationship.

      He entered his bedroom but left the door open in case they wanted to stop by and talk. In all honesty, he also left it open because he didn’t want to feel alone. Not with something potentially in the house with them. Another quiver lit through him.

      To keep those disturbing thoughts at bay, Logan diverted his attention by worrying why his mother still hadn’t contacted him yet, so he texted her to make sure she knew getting in touch was still a priority. He found it strange that she hadn’t reached out yet. His mother had always been extremely reliable. If she said she’d call, she would do it as soon as possible. In the end, he just needed to trust that she’d call at her earliest opportunity.

      His thoughts returned to the letter his father had written to him. Unable to sit around doing nothing for the next few hours, Logan decided to look for that long-lost message by going into his mother’s bedroom closet, the place she’d recalled putting it since she placed all of her personal or cherished belongings in this closet.

      There were clothes on hangars connected to the lines on the right and left sides of the compact room. Below them on one side were a few brown cardboard boxes loaded with pairs of shoes, while the opposite side held just as many boxes stacked with purses. Above the slacks, blouses, dresses, and power suits, Logan found ledges that held stacks of white cardboard boxes. None were labeled. If his father had written him a letter, his mother may have placed it in one of those boxes.

      Logan felt guilty for rifling through her things, but if his mom wanted him to know about a secret from the past and that nugget might be inside one of those boxes, he hoped she’d be okay with him taking another look for it. Besides, he was searching for a letter, whether addressed to him in an envelope or written on one or more pieces of paper. Anything else held no interest for him, and he’d disregard it.

      He pushed aside five photo albums, even more journals from his mother’s past, and a wooden box of personal items like jewelry and keepsake pieces. There were a couple of dolls from her childhood, souvenirs from vacations across the country, old books, and decorative candles. But there was no letter.

      Disappointment drifted through him. Had his mother accidentally tossed the letter in the garbage years ago while cleaning out her husband’s things? Logan lowered his body onto the hard floor.

      From the corner of his right eye, a dark figure moved through the hall toward his bedroom and vanished. He swung his neck in that direction.

      The corridor was empty.

      Had he truly seen that? Or was it a figment of his imagination? Chills spread across his body. Granted, he only saw a few feet into the hallway through the doorway, but it was void of activity. He hurried to his feet, leapt to the door, and looked into the hall.

      Logan didn’t see anything suspicious. But the air felt electric around him. It lifted the hair on the back of his neck. That was one of the signs of a spectral visitation. Eyes now alert for the slightest movement, ears attuned to the quietest sound, he stayed in place, prepared to jump into action if confronted by whatever may have infiltrated their home.

      The door to his room hadn’t squeaked or he would have heard it. According to what he read, a ghost wouldn’t need to open the door. Spirits could just travel right through it. But that raised another confusing question in his mind: a few nights ago, he’d heard something outside his door, making its way across their creaky floor. But just now, he hadn’t heard even the slightest groan of the wooden boards in the corridor.

      If it was an apparition, it could also appear and vanish at will. He couldn’t stop it. And he couldn’t fight it. For those reasons, he couldn’t threaten it. The spirit could come and go as it pleased. That knowledge sent a dagger of fear sliding up his spine.

      Logan’s chest felt tight. He glanced left and right, trying to determine why his throat needed to work extra hard to breathe. Had this been one of the warning signals that a spirit may have been in the vicinity? Had he accidentally skipped information on that potential clue? It certainly seemed possible since his senses were heightened, prepared for…something.

      Logan took one step toward his closed bedroom door. Had he closed it behind him before heading to his mother’s room? He couldn’t remember.

      No sound or movement emanated from his room. He still didn’t want to go in there. Something might be waiting for him. After all, why cross into the hall toward his bedroom, if it hadn’t planned to enter it?

      But it was his bedroom, and Logan didn’t like the idea that something lurked inside. If it had visited, what was its purpose? Why enter his room?

      He took another step and extended an arm toward the doorknob. He stopped and glanced over to ensure that it hadn’t snuck up on him. It hadn’t, so he returned his attention to his door and advanced two more paces until he stood before it, his palm hovering over the knob.

      “Logan!” Ashleigh yelled from behind Tyler’s closed door.

      Logan jumped at the disturbance, and his hand jabbed the doorknob. She probably thought he was still downstairs and boosted her voice so he’d hear her. He swiveled around. “What?” he shouted. Aggravation and fright pierced his voice.

      Behind him, a door whooshed open and footsteps entered the hallway. “What are you doing?” she asked in a curious tone.

      Gasping, he realized that he no longer struggled to push air into his lungs. Likewise, the tiny hairs on his neck had once again settled against his flesh. “I thought…” Once again, he’d come upon contradictive evidence that an entity had passed through the hallway. Logan could tell Ashleigh that, but without conclusive proof that he’d actually seen or heard something, he would only end up scaring her.

      So, instead of telling Ashleigh about his suspicions, he concealed it. “I was going into my room,” he snapped with a cutting edge to his tone. “Why? Is that a problem?”

      “No.” Stunned, she drew back. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “You scared me.”

      Ordinarily, Ashleigh would have made a smart-ass remark. This time, she didn’t. She didn’t say anything. She just stared at him.

      “What. Do. You. Want?” He was agitated not to have discovered whatever may have entered his room. He wanted this uncertainty to end. Either something haunted them or it didn’t. He hated the ambiguity and how it affected him.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you coming up. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have shouted for you.”

      He couldn’t remove the anger that had clutched onto of him. He tried to convince himself to let it go because he had no reason to be upset, but it refused to leave. His volatility reminded him of a passage he’d read that discussed how a ghost’s emotions could affect a human. Had an irate entity been nearby moments ago? Did that explain his unexpected rage?

      That potential explanation helped him get over how he’d overreacted. “Sorry I yelled at you.”

      She nodded.

      He turned back to face his door. He reached for the knob.

      “We think everyone should sleep in mom’s room tonight. Just to be safe.”

      Those words broke through his animosity and allowed him to concentrate. Logan’s hand fell back against his thigh. “That’s a good idea.” He wasn’t sure if he acquiesced to appease them…or to feel better because he’d have some company while also giving him the chance to look out for them.

      “Okay,” she said. “We’ll get our stuff.” She headed back to her room.

      After Ashleigh had interrupted him, Logan hadn’t felt the slightest bit of anxiety at the thought of opening his bedroom door, possibly for the same reason that he no longer found it tough to breathe. If something had entered his bedroom, it had just left.
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      Once everyone hauled their bedding materials into their mother’s bedroom a little past midnight, Logan set up his stuff on the floor right inside the doorway. If he heard or saw anything, he wanted to be the first one to check it out. He also wanted to be their first line of defense if anything came for them.

      More than anything, he wanted evidence, clarification that something supernatural truly haunted them. If that happened, he could finally push his doubts aside and work toward concocting a plan to deal with it. Of course, Logan didn’t know what that entailed. How could he? He needed to know the exact nature of the problem before finding a solution.

      Tyler laid out his sheet, blanket, and pillow against the wall on the floor opposite him, between which sat an old, heavy television on top of a black stand. He had taken Logan’s advice and removed a couple of plush blankets from the hallway closet and placed them on the floor, which would provide much-needed relief from the hard surface below him. He plugged earbuds into his ears and smiled at whatever flashed across the screen of a tablet.

      Ashleigh took the queen-sized bed. Tucked in with lit lamps on nightstands on either side of her providing an array of light, she read one of the books about ghosts she’d gotten from the library.

      Logan leaned against the wall and perused a different book. So far, he hadn’t learned anything new. He’d already skimmed every ghost book, searching for circumstances like those he’d encountered. None had met those criteria. It frustrated him that he couldn’t get undeniable information that sorted things out.

      His phone buzzed. He consulted it. A text message had come in from Eloise. Upon seeing her name on his phone, his breath came quick. “It’s her,” Logan said, grinning. “Eloise.”

      Tyler removed an earbud. “What’s it say?”

      “That you should be asleep by now,” Logan said.

      “Seriously,” Ashleigh said, sitting upright against the headboard. “Tell us.”

      Logan opened the message and read it aloud: “I just got in, so I’m sorry to be texting so late. I just didn’t want you to think I was avoiding you. I’m glad you called.” Seeing some stuff that he didn’t want to share, he read it silently. I like you, too. It’s nice to admit that. So many people try to keep their intentions secret when they’re dating. It’s stupid. I hate that. Do you? Anyway, I’d like to go out with you. I’m free next weekend. Let me know if that works for you. Talk to you soon.

      Logan’s chest felt like it would cave in. Then he realized he’d been holding his breath. He was so relieved that she’d texted. He also appreciated that she hated playing idiotic dating games. Unfortunately, he’d need to wait an entire week to take her out. It already felt like an eternity, but it would give him plenty of time to figure out how he’d feel if she truly had supernatural skills.

      “Hey!” asked Ashleigh. “What gives? Gimme the scoop.”

      “She wants to go out with me.” He felt his smile growing.

      “That’s great!” she said. “I’m all for it.” A severe expression replaced her joyous one. “Hit her up right now. Tell her what’s been happening. See if she can visit.”

      “She’ll think I’ve been stalking my phone, waiting for her to get in touch.”

      “And you have been.”

      “She’ll think I’m desperate.”

      Ashleigh gave him a knowing look. “But you are.”

      It hurt him that she thought of him that way. However, it went a long way toward explaining why he got so nervous around Eloise. “Hey, come on. Have a little respect.”

      “And you should have a little common sense. We’re at DEFCON 5 right now.”

      “But that equates to regular, peacetime status.”

      “Well, the opposite then.”

      Puzzled, Logan glanced around warily. “We’re being attacked by a horde of angry ghosts?”

      “No, but it could happen.” She pointed at his phone and stabbed her finger in the air toward it. “Come on. Get with it!”

      “It’s not gonna work,” said Tyler, his gaze still on the screen in front of him. “Logan’s no longer in high school. Peer pressure won’t work on him anymore.”

      Ashleigh snarled at him. “Then what will?”

      “You’re asking me? I’m not even in middle school!”

      “Barely,” she said in a low tone.

      Tyler grinned. “But I keep passing every year. That’s all that matters.”

      “Nothing to be proud of,” Logan said in a sincere tone.

      “The girls sure like it,” Tyler said with an easy grin. “They think I’m cool.”

      “They think you’re ‘cool’ because you don’t care, and they’re curious about that. Being dumb doesn’t make you cool. It makes you dumb.”

      “Okay, Dad,” Tyler said in an annoyed, aloof voice.

      Logan leapt to his feet. “Don’t start with that. I’m not acting like Dad would have. And I’m not pretending to be your parent. I’m talking about common decency. You’re ten, not twenty.”

      “Neither are you!”

      Logan ignored the expression.

      “In this state, you’re not even old enough to drink,” Tyler said. “Or go into a casino. Or a strip club.”

      “We’re not talking about me.”

      “Yes we are,” said Tyler, setting his device down. He pulled out the other earbud and met his brother’s eyes. “You’re telling me what you would do. But I don’t want to do that, and I’m not going to. I’m going to do what I want.”

      Logan stalked over to him and glared down at his little brother. “You’re too young to know what you want. And you’re too stupid to know what’s important.”

      Tyler’s snotty expression turned into one of malice. “You don’t scare me.”

      Unlike the moment earlier in the hallway with Ashleigh when Logan got upset for no reason, this time he got angry because his brother had been disrespectful. He also doubted a spirit had been influencing Tyler’s behavior. Logan thought it had more to do with Tyler thinking his older siblings treated him like a child, whereupon he wished to be regarded as more mature.

      Ashleigh jumped off the bed and raced in between them. “Hey,” she said in a meek tone. “Come on, guys. We shouldn’t be fighting over this.”

      “He started it,” Tyler said, gesturing towards his brother. “Right, Dad?”

      Logan wanted to grab the little brat by the shirt and yank him to his feet. No kid Tyler’s age should be that disrespectful to anyone. “Don’t call me ‘Dad.’”

      “Okay,” she said, pulling her head back a little. “All right.”

      “I’m not going to text Eloise tonight,” Logan said. “I’ll call her tomorrow and tell her what’s going on. If she knows all about the supernatural and she wants to come over, she’s welcome to check things out. That’s all I’m saying when it comes to that. Got it?”

      Tyler shook his head, a reproachful smirk on his face.

      Logan ignored the flippant look because his brother shut up. When Ashleigh nodded and didn’t say a word, Logan turned his back on them and returned to the bed he’d made.

      Only when he kicked aside his blanket with more force than necessary did he realize how unhinged he’d become. He’d never gone off on Tyler like that before. Growing up, he’d lost his cool with kids his own age, but he’d always regained his composure quickly enough to avoid getting into a fight.

      But this time, Logan had trouble keeping his temper in check. It scared him. Even worse, it never even occurred to him that he should have reined in his frustration before he got into a shouting match with Tyler.

      He reconsidered his earlier assumption that a spirit had affected his emotions. With no supernatural sightings or occurrences before or during their squabble, Logan couldn’t prove or disprove that his anger was stoked by paranormal origins. That worried him. If he couldn’t determine when his emotions sprang from himself or from an external source, how would he know when to curb his behavior?

      Over the next hour, Ashleigh and Tyler said only a few words to each other, but neither of them said anything to Logan. None of them said goodnight, an evening ritual. Eventually, they drifted off to sleep.

      Logan, however, had trouble falling asleep. In his mind, he kept replaying his argument with Tyler and tried to figure out if there were any clues he’d missed that might indicate an appearance by a ghost. Nothing came to mind, which irritated him and added to his inability to let sleep claim him.

      Soon enough, he contemplated why his mother hadn’t phoned him as she’d promised. If what his father hoped to pass along to Logan was so important, wouldn’t his mom have made it a priority to get in touch with him as soon as possible?

      Logan’s lids finally began to close.

      In the hallway, the floorboards creaked about ten feet away from the bedroom door.

      His eyes slowly opened. He hadn’t imagined that sound. Goosebumps formed on his skin.

      The squeaking continued.

      Logan dragged his gaze toward his siblings. Both lay asleep. Since they were deep sleepers, neither of them heard or even acknowledged the sound. And they were both behind him. If they needed to use the restroom, their feet would make the ground creak, alerting Logan to their nearness. As such, they couldn’t have made the noise in the corridor.

      He hadn’t heard the rather noisy deadbolt click open downstairs. No one had attempted to invade their home. Yet something lingered in the corridor. He had no doubt about that.

      The corridor floor groaned again, this time drawing closer than moments earlier.

      Logan propped his body up on an elbow and lifted his head to listen, his heart nearly knocking against his ribs. He pressed his head closer to the door, now mere inches from it.

      Everything was now silent in this bedroom and outside it.

      Logan looked under the door and didn’t see a shadow. Tyler must’ve closed his bedroom curtains, which prevented the streetlight from shining through his window. Logan slowed his breathing, cocked his head toward the door, and stayed in place, listening.

      A gust of wind lashed against the aluminum siding outside. A moment later, a tree branch scraped against the side of the house, unleashing a metallic sound. Inside the home, nothing stirred.

      Logan remained guarded for another minute or so. Hearing nothing, he lowered his body to the blanket and pillow. He tried to crowd out thoughts of a specter walking along the hall floor at a leisurely pace. That made perfect sense. Why would a spirit rush? It had eternity to haunt a home.

      Aggravated, Logan jerked awake, breathing heavy. His pulse throbbed in his neck. His eyes were now wide open. In the darkness, he stared at the door.

      On the other side of the door, the floor resounded again.

      Something had to be standing outside it, as in directly opposite him.

      Logan wanted answers. Now.

      He pushed away from the door, reached up, and curled his palm around the doorknob. He twisted it. He pulled it open so slowly, the door whined. Once the door passed one inch from the threshold, Logan looked into the hallway.

      No one stood there.

      He surveyed the rest of the hall to the left.

      It was completely empty. Nothing lay on the ground. So how had the floorboards groaned?

      Logan pulled open the door a few more inches, poked his head through the doorway, and peered to the right.

      Same thing. Void of activity.

      He retracted his head and closed the door slowly. Although he’d been certain moments ago that he’d heard a sound, he now questioned whether he’d imagined it. Had he invoked that noise since it had bothered him earlier, and he needed to get some sense of closure?

      If so, mission accomplished. Nothing inhabited the hall.

      But could his brain have created the same sound three times? And could it have made the noise seemingly draw closer each time? That seemed far-fetched.

      Outside the door, metal chains clinked across the floorboards.
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      All sense of drowsiness had faded from Logan’s mindset. He glanced back at his siblings.

      Neither had moved.

      So had he truly heard what sounded like chains dragging across the ground?

      Definitely. He couldn’t have mistaken the way the metallic sound scraped against the ground. First footsteps echoed and a string of metal followed it. Yet no one in the house owned chains, so how else would they have reverberated in the hall?

      The sound was noticeably louder than the shifting feet. So why hadn’t Ashleigh or Tyler awoken? Despite their affinity of falling into a deep sleep, how could they not have heard chains getting lugged across the floor?

      This time, rather than rush to the door and open it without fear, Logan couldn’t draw from the same well of courage as he had earlier. In fact, he lay there paralyzed, gasping as air pushed and pulled through his dry throat. Well, he wasn’t completely incapacitated: his hands trembled in a bad way.

      He wanted to open the door. He’d have been satisfied with lifting his arm and placing a hand around the doorknob. But no matter how hard he willed it to happen, the muscles in his arm wouldn’t budge. So he just sat there, quaking all over.

      The chains shifted across the floor at an agonizingly slow pace toward the other end of the corridor. But that didn’t seem any less threatening.

      If no one had entered their home, there was really only one possibility: a supernatural entity made its way through their home. Logan could no longer pretend otherwise. He needed to contact Eloise. He should have listened to Ashleigh and forsaken looking like a desperate fool to text Eloise after midnight.

      Logan labored to move without a sound, but doing so became uncomfortable and he lost his balance. He spun around and slammed his back against the door, jarring the wood deep into the frame.

      Ashleigh took in a violent gasp. She smacked her lips and moaned. “What the hell!” A blanket shifted against the sheet below it. Squinting, she placed her hand to her head. “Logan, what’re you doing?”

      “Go to sleep,” Tyler said, lifting his upper body from the ground like a mummy rising from an open coffin.

      Ragged bursts of air entered and exited Logan’s mouth. He stared at them, saying nothing because he was too worried about the creature in the hallway…that had stopped moving.

      “Yeah,” his sister said. “Stop making so much noise.” She lowered her body back to the bed, grasped the blanket tight around her, and sighed. Then she lay inert.

      Tyler shook his head. “You can be really annoying sometimes.”

      “Uh, huh,” Ashleigh agreed. Within ten seconds though, soft inhalations left her mouth.

      Likewise, Tyler sank back into his blanket, covered up, and lay on his stomach.

      Wired, Logan glanced from one sibling to the other, wondering whether he should awaken them. They needed to know that they’d assumed correctly. Even more important, they would want to know what lingered in their home.

      Just as he finally worked some saliva into his mouth, Logan decided against telling them. Not because he didn’t want to update them. More than anything, he sought to offload this burden of knowing that something supernatural had entered their house. Beyond that, he needed some company to not feel so alone. But Logan wouldn’t wake them unless the thing in the hallway threatened them. Telling them now could cause them to panic. That would accomplish nothing.

      Logan turned his ear back to the door and placed his head near the slight pocket of air between the door and the frame. He listened.

      Silence.

      He stayed in that sitting position until his lower extremities tingled. They’d fallen asleep. Trying not to make a sound, Logan shifted around until he relieved the tension in his legs and managed to face the door.

      He waited. The air that passed through his lips registered as the only sound to hit his ears. Had the spirit vanished? Had Ashleigh’s and Tyler’s voices scared it away?

      Logan cursed his naiveté. His breathing pattern finally normalized.

      The chains slinked across the floor again. The heavy yet dull sound tapped against the ground, probably not emitting a loud enough thud to awaken his siblings.

      Why was it here? What did it want? Why was it dragging chains?

      Logan had no answers to those questions. And unlike a short while ago, he had no intention of opening the door to find out. Not when it had chains. If the thing out there dragged metal across the floor, it could mean the chains were real. He didn’t want to open the door to find a heavy piece of metal soaring through the air before whacking him in the forehead. If that happened, Logan could only defend himself with a pillow, a blanket, some sheets, and his phone.

      No, he’d guard the door until the entity left or disappeared.

      But would it? Who knew how long it would walk up and down the hall.

      The chains stopped rustling in the hallway.

      Logan remained stationary. He squeezed the phone in his hand, perhaps in an effort to retain some semblance of control over something. He hated the utter silence. If the chains moved in the other direction, he could at least identify where it headed. In the quiet, he had no idea if it stayed in place or if it had disappeared.

      After at least forty-five minutes of waiting without hearing another sound emanate from the corridor, Logan got enough of a grip on his emotions to do an internet search on Eloise. He found her blog, and just as his sister had stated, Eloise claimed to not only detect spirits but communicate with them. She seemed like a sincere person, so Logan doubted she’d lied.

      It seemed he’d fallen for someone with links to the paranormal.

      How did she get those powers? Had she dabbled in the occult? Was it a dangerous line of work?

      These questions and others bombarded his brain, and while she described some very frightening situations in her blog posts, Logan suspected she’d done so to convince others of her gifts and experience. It had worked. Otherwise, Eloise stated that the vast amount of ghosts were harmless or wanted only to pass along information to the living. As he continued reading about her gifts, what supernatural situations she’d encountered, and what cases she went on, Logan began to breathe a little easier because talking with ghosts didn’t seem unsafe.

      Of course, only some of what he’d read sunk in because he’d been operating on so little sleep, but Logan wished she’d mentioned an encounter with something like what his family had been dealing with the past few days. A creature that wandered the halls with chains seemed far from innocuous. It seemed pretty threatening.

      Logan pushed those thoughts aside. He couldn’t concentrate on the negative aspects of this calling. He needed to focus on the situation at hand, so he began his text message to her:

      “Did you see the books my sister and brother checked out yesterday? I thought they were overreacting, but tonight I think they’re right. There is something in our home.”

      Logan went on to detail the strangest events that occurred over the last few days. He even added his address, in case she wanted to drop by and determine if he was exaggerating. When he finished, he wasted ten minutes debating whether or not he should send it.

      He didn’t want a text message to awaken her in the middle of the night. Of course, he didn’t expect her to jump out of bed and hurry over. If anything, he hoped she’d sleep peacefully, wake up to find his text, and give him a call in the morning. With that prospect in mind, he hit send.

      Considering everything that he’d read on her blog, Eloise seemed to have a lot of experience with the supernatural, and he hoped she’d be able to identify the creature lurking in their home and rid it from their lives forever. For the first time in hours, hope bloomed in Logan’s chest, but his hands still shivered.

      He checked his phone. It was past four in the morning. The sun wouldn’t rise for a couple more hours. He was still wide awake. Not by choice, of course, but fright kept him too alert to let his eyes close for an extended period of time.
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      After the sun rose, Logan’s eyes didn’t want to open. He hoped the entity wouldn’t return now with the break of day, and he finally considered it somewhat safe to welcome sleep.

      From the bed, Ashleigh yawned. “I sooo needed that.”

      Tyler broke out of a snore. “Huh?”

      Logan wanted to cry. He finally had a chance to sleep, and his siblings had chosen the exact wrong moment to wake up.

      “Hey, Logan,” said his sister. “Why were you trying to wake us up last night?”

      “I wasn’t,” he said, using his knuckles to rub away the weariness from his eyes. “It was an accident.”

      “It didn’t sound like one,” said Tyler, tilting over on his side. He scratched his bed head, where thatches of hair poked out all over the place. “Were you trying to get back at us or something?”

      “No way.” At least they weren’t ignoring him anymore. He’d rather take that than a solid night of sleep. “I’m sorry about last night. I was a jerk. I don’t know what got into me.”

      “I do,” said Tyler. “A bug crawled up your ass.”

      “Cool it with the swear words.”

      “Hey, Ash,” Tyler said. “Do you know how to get a bug out of your butt? Like this…” He lifted his bum off the ground, and a splattery-sounding fart ripped through the air.

      “Gross!” Bed springs popped as Ashleigh scrambled out of bed. “God, I hate you!”

      “God can’t save you from my farts. And I won’t stop until you say they’re fun.”

      “Screw you!” His sister’s feet pounded onto the floor, and she lunged toward the door. “Out of the way.”

      Logan remained in place.

      “What are you doing?” she shrieked. “It’s going to smell in here within seconds.”

      He pushed his bedding materials away from the door, but wouldn’t let her squeeze her way to it before him.

      “Logan, the stink!”

      He didn’t want to smell it either, so he grabbed the doorknob, opened it, and peered into the hallway. It was empty. He sighed with relief.

      “Come on, let me out!” Ashleigh waved her arms up and down and even hopped a little. “It’s here, it’s here!” She now held her breath that made her cheeks puff out.

      Logan would need to venture around the rest of the house to ensure the entity hadn’t occupied any given room, but judging by how red his sister’s face had gotten from holding her breath, he needed to let her leave immediately. He stepped away from the door.

      She pushed the door open and jumped through the threshold.

      He got to his feet and followed after her.

      While Ashleigh rocketed down the steps, Logan entered every bedroom on this level, taking only a few moments in each room to ensure that it was both vacant and silent. When he’d been certain nothing paranormal existed upstairs, he went downstairs and repeated the process in each room on that floor.

      From all accounts, nothing otherworldly haunted them. For the moment. That’s when he remembered that he hadn’t checked his phone. With all the drama last night, he’d expected it to be the first thing on his mind, but the fitful night made his mind hazy.

      He hoped that Eloise had texted back, but he doubted she’d be up this early. His sister was right: he was desperate to hear back from her. But this time, it wasn’t for romantic reasons. His mind swerved toward his mother and whether she’d gotten back to him.

      Logan checked his phone for messages. None existed. He ground his teeth. A hollow sensation entered his gut, one that left him feeling helpless. Since he couldn’t pester Eloise again, he called his mother again, but she didn’t answer, so he left yet another message for her. Her absence had really begun to stress him out.

      He understood that she was in another region of the world, and while it was expensive to reach out to him, she should have made a bigger effort to contact him. Logan pushed those thoughts from his brain and focused on the immediate task at hand: telling his siblings what he’d experienced last night.

      He heard Tyler turn off the water in the shower, so he neared the bathroom door. “I’m going to make pancakes.”

      “Cool.”

      “And I’d like to talk with you two about something.”

      Silence.

      “About the research we’ve been doing.” He didn’t want to jinx things by mentioning what he’d seen last night lest it appear. He doubted that would happen, but he’d also doubted anything supernatural had entered his home. And look how that had turned out. So, he wasn’t taking any risks.

      “Okay,” Tyler said. “Be right down.”

      Logan went downstairs and got busy at the stove while Ashleigh set the table. “I told Tyler I’d like to talk about all the reading we did yesterday.

      A bright grin lit her face. “I’m totally relieved that nothing bad happened last night. I was so glad to get a good night’s sleep.”

      Logan consoled himself that she was well-rested and more comfortable even as his anxiety had spiked. After he spilled a few circles of batter into a pair of large pans, he heard his phone vibrate on the countertop. He snatched it as if it was a life preserver, and he was on a sinking ship. He saw Eloise’s name appear on the screen. He gasped with relief.

      Tyler entered the room and plopped down in a chair at the table. He grabbed his fork and knife and pretended to play drums an inch above the surface of the table. “Family meeting on ghosts!”

      “I’ve checked my social media sites again for like the hundredth time,” Ashleigh said. “I’m glad my friends didn’t post anything about my freak out the other day. Each of them texted, asking what happened. I told them I’d hardly got any sleep from studying so much during finals week. So glad they bought it. I’ll have to shut up on the topic of ghosts though if I plan on keeping them as friends.”

      Logan was glad to hear that her friends were supportive and hadn’t turned against her. Thinking of the specter made him want information on whatever looked after them. More than anything, he wanted to read Eloise’s text message, but hearing his brother speak about the entity in their home, he wanted to tell them exactly what happened. Afterward, he could hopefully give them an update, based on Eloise’s response.

      “You’re crazy,” Tyler said, scoffing at his sister. “Captain Kirk is not a better pilot than Han Solo. He doesn’t even fly the Enterprise. He tells Sulu to do it. Kirk just sits in his chair and acts cool.”

      “But Captain Kirk was already a great pilot,” said Ashleigh. “How do you think he got to be captain? He was promoted. He commands a ship full of people, so he’s better.”

      At any other time, Logan would have enjoyed this debate. But not after what transpired last night. “Guys, I wanted to talk about the ghost.” He turned over the flapjacks.

      “That doesn’t make Kirk a better pilot,” Tyler said, ignoring his brother. “Han Solo pilots his own ship. He’s a pilot and a captain. That makes him better than Kirk.”

      “Han gets help from Chewbacca. Kirk gets help from Sulu and Chekhov. He’s got two guys who’re waiting on his orders. That makes him more important than Han Solo, which makes him a better pilot than—”

      “Hey!” Logan shouted, hating that they disregarded him. His severe tone halted their discussion. Or maybe it was that he breathed heavily and his eyes grew enormous.

      “Whoa!” said Tyler, snapping to attention in his chair. “We’ve wanted to talk about the ghost for days, but you’ve been blowing us off.” He may have used a lighthearted tone, but the way he sat rigidly showed that he respected the anger in Logan’s voice.

      Logan found that odd considering their blowup last night. It lent further credence to the idea that whatever had appeared in the hall last night had affected their moods.

      “Yeah,” Ashleigh agreed. “So we didn’t think it was that important. What’s the matter? You look like—”

      “I’ve seen a ghost?” Logan asked. “Not quite. But something happened last night while you two were asleep.”

      Tyler’s easygoing demeanor vanished. His lips parted as he stared at his brother.

      “What…” Ashleigh said, but she didn’t even try to finish her sentence. The intensity in her gaze made it obvious that her brother’s words had corralled her attention in a major way.

      “A couple of nights ago,” Logan said, “I saw a shadow outside my door. I thought Tyler was playing a joke on me. When I went to check on things, he was asleep.” Then he told them about seeing the apparition on the television screen as well as the creaking floorboards last night followed by the sound of chains dragging across the floor.

      “Why didn’t you tell us?” asked Ashleigh.

      “Because I…well, I didn’t know what to think about what I’d seen reflected on the TV. But last night convinced me that something has been visiting us.”

      “It would have been nice if you believed us,” Ashleigh continued. “You acted like we were crazy.”

      Logan nodded. “Not crazy. But I definitely thought you were exaggerating.”

      “I’m over all that,” Tyler said. “Tell us about the chains.” He lowered his gaze to the table. “I don’t get—”

      “Same here,” Logan admitted. He turned around to check on the pancakes. They were done, so he turned off the burners and used a spatula to slide a couple on the plates in front of Ashleigh and Tyler.

      Ordinarily, Tyler would have reached for the container of powdered sugar while his sister would have grabbed the maple syrup. Neither moved a muscle. They stared at Logan, their faces crimping inwards.

      After Logan slipped a couple of pancakes onto his plate, he rinsed the pans and placed them in the dishwasher before taking a seat at the table. In that time, his siblings still hadn’t uttered a sound. He’d never seen them so patient…or so frightened.

      Logan grabbed a fork and started in on his pancakes. “I didn’t hear any other sound except those chains moving slowly across the ground. And then…it stopped.”

      “Is that why you banged against the door?” asked Tyler.

      Logan nodded. He didn’t want to admit the fright that gripped him at that moment. They relied on him to be strong and fearless, and he couldn’t let them down. He turned to Ashleigh. “After that I texted Eloise. I told her everything that had happened over the last few days.”

      Spellbound, Ashleigh pushed her upper chest against the table. “Did she get back to you? What did she say? Will she check on things here?”

      Logan lifted a finger. He couldn’t think of anything else he wished to tell them, so he got up, retrieved his phone, and returned to the table. “She got back to me this morning.” He let out an even breath and prayed that Eloise had good news for them. Even so, his hand began to shake, so he tightened his grasp around the phone to ward off the jitters.

      “What does it say?” asked Tyler, eyebrows pointed upwards.

      Logan entered his phone’s security code to unlock it. He read Eloise’s text message aloud: “Hi Logan. Thanks for reaching out to me. I’m really sorry to hear things have gone sideways in your home. I can’t really give you advice over the phone because I’m not sure what you’re dealing with. I’d need to see things for myself. I’m off the next couple of days, so I can visit your house if you’d like. I can take a look around and try to find out what might be causing the commotion. Feel free to give me a call.”

      Logan could do nothing but smile. And hope she’d be able to help them.
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      When they finished eating breakfast, Logan’s phone rang. He sliced a hand through the air, cutting off their bickering.

      “Hello,” he said, trying to breathe calmly to keep his chest from tightening up on him.

      “Hi,” Eloise said. “Thanks for texting me. Do you have a couple of minutes to talk?”

      “Of course. I’ve got my sister and brother here as well.” He adjusted the cell to speakerphone so his siblings could hear the conversation. “We’re all curious to hear what a professional thinks about our case.” He tacked on the word “professional” with a smile in his voice to hear what she had to say about that.

      “A professional?” asked Eloise with a chuckle in a high tone. “I don’t know about that.”

      “We do,” said Ashleigh. “I read your blog. You know all sorts of things. Scary things. Things no one else knows.”

      “It’s not like she’s a ghostbuster, Ash,” Tyler said with a rascally grin. “I’ve seen the reboot and Eloise wasn’t in it.”

      Logan smacked him on the arm. He mouthed the words: Knock it off! “Ignore him, Eloise.”

      She snickered. “How’s everything going over there? Has anything happened since last night?”

      “No,” Logan said. “Not since I texted you. That’s a good thing, right?”

      Eloise remained quiet for a few seconds. “It really depends on what you’re dealing with and what they’re feeling and thinking.”

      Logan wished he hadn’t heard that answer. It would have made things so much better if they weren’t anticipating an attack. “Where do we go from here?” Logan asked, hoping Eloise might stop by sooner than later.

      “I can visit if you’d like.”

      “That sounds fantastic!” he said.

      “But be careful.” Tyler leaned closer to the phone. “Logan’s in love with you.”

      Eloise giggled.

      It was just what Logan needed: to get embarrassed before meeting Eloise instead of while chatting with her. Rather than berate his brother, he tried to accept the dig as a way of getting over his nervousness around Eloise.

      “That’s it?” Tyler asked, his playful manner gone. He frowned, looking disappointed.

      It gave Logan a new tactic against his brother’s sarcasm: act disinterested or even pleased, and Tyler might just give up. He’d definitely remember that again. As for Logan, he was pretty glad not to feel heat shooting up his neck and into his face. It seemed he wasn’t as overtly humiliated as he’d at first thought.

      “Logan?” asked Eloise in a tentative voice.

      “Yes,” he said. “Whenever you can visit would be awesome.”

      “Great! See you soon.” She disconnected the call.

      The doorbell dinged.

      Shocked, Logan craned his neck to the front door before turning back to Ashleigh. He whispered, “Could that be her?”

      Ashleigh pursed her lips. “She can’t hear you through a door and across the whole house.” But a grin lit her features. “But yeah, I think it’s her.”

      Logan concurred. Eloise had to have been standing on their porch. Otherwise, to hear the bell a second after being invited seemed too coincidental.

      Tyler darted over to the door, opened it, and stepped aside. “Logan, your date’s here to pick you up.”

      Logan was too busy staring at the beautiful woman on his doorstep to make sense of what his brother said. “Hi!” he whispered.

      Ashleigh covered her mouth to hide her laughter. “I’m pretty sure Eloise didn’t hear that.” She placed a palm to the small of Logan’s back and pushed him towards the door.

      Logan approached their guest with legs that felt like he’d just spent twenty minutes on a stair-climber for the first time. He grabbed the doorknob. “Hi.”

      She laughed. “Hello.”

      “Real smooth.” Tyler handed his brother a piece of paper with Ashleigh’s cell phone number on it. “If you want tips on how to talk to the ladies, give me a call.”

      Eloise peered into the house and met Logan’s gaze. “I promise I’m not a vampire, but if you need to get some garlic to protect yourself, I’ll completely understand.”

      “Yeah,” Logan said with a dreamy smile. “I love garlic!”

      “For dinner,” Tyler said. “Garlic and water. Day after day. It’s his favorite meal.”

      “Hey,” Ashleigh said, her footsteps pounding the floorboards as she approached them, “don’t give away all of Logan’s secrets. What Tyler meant to say is that we’d like to invite you inside.” With a wide grin, she unfurled an arm toward their home. “Come on in.”

      “Thanks,” Eloise said, glancing at Logan as she tried to crush a furtive grin.

      “You’ll have to excuse him,” Ashleigh said. “My brother stayed up to protect us all night while we slept. He’s kind of delirious right now.”

      “How thoughtful.” Eloise’s smile touched her eyes. “You must be exhausted,” she told him.

      Logan nodded, still taken aback that she was really here.

      After Ashleigh ushered Eloise into the house, Tyler punched Logan on the arm.

      The unexpected jolt redirected Logan’s thoughts and allowed him to break through his annoying ability to get dumbstruck upon first seeing her. And he thought he’d kicked that habit. It seemed he’d need to work harder at it. Either that, or hopefully, spend more than a few minutes with Eloise at a time so he could get comfortable in her presence.

      “So,” Eloise said, spinning toward Logan. “Would you mind if I took a look around?”

      “Not at all,” Logan said, regaining his wits. “Let me lead the way.” He silently thanked his sister for keeping the house spotless. “First up: Tyler’s room. He’s a master at interior design. He decorates his room with clothes in the most interesting way.”

      “Better not!” Tyler said.

      With his siblings following on his heels, he guided Eloise through the family room downstairs before making his way to the staircase. He stopped and pointed to the picture that had fallen.

      “It was just laying there?” Eloise asked. “No one had bumped into the wall?”

      “Yes.” He waited to hear what she’d say, but she remained silent and her expression hadn’t changed. He wished he could read her mind to figure out what she was thinking, but he pushed that thought aside.

      Eloise traced a finger across the cracked portion of the frame that streaked across Logan and Ashleigh’s faces. She staggered back.

      “Whoa!” Logan reached out and cradled her in his arms, pulling her toward him, and her warm palm rested against his chest just above his heart. He liked the way she felt in his grasp, like she belonged there, like this sensation had been the one piece missing in his life. “Are you okay?”

      Nodding, she closed her lips and swallowed. “I just lost my footing.”

      Logan didn’t entirely believe that. She hadn’t adjusted her position. She’d been standing in place. Only when she touched that streak of broken glass had she given a jolt. No doubt her paranormal skills had somehow affected her. But why had she jerked like that? Had she felt pain? Had a memory struck her mind?

      “Did you sense anything?” Logan asked, disconcerted.

      She didn’t respond.

      Had she purposely disregarded his question? He examined her eyes, and she glanced to the right, toward his siblings, before meeting his gaze again. Indeed, she had discovered something she chose not to say in front of his sister and brother. Under that circumstance, Logan had no intention of repeating the question. He may have saved his siblings from learning a troubling fact, but knowing that didn’t assuage his own concerns. Quite the opposite.

      Regardless, for the first time, Logan contemplated that fracture in the glass. It now seemed odd that the crack split across his and Ashleigh’s faces while leaving their parent’s images untouched. Had it fallen and cracked like that? There was no way to tell, but it seemed like a bad omen.

      Eloise glanced up the staircase. “Most of the activity occurred one flight up?”

      “I’ll lead you up,” Logan said. But he didn’t move.

      Neither did Eloise. She looked into his eyes, and her breath caught in her throat. “You’re truly a nice guy, aren’t you?”

      He found it odd that she phrased it that way, like she was shocked that some men had good manners and even better intentions. “I try to be.”

      A smile spread across her lips. “You were going to show me upstairs?” She removed her hand from his chest and stepped out of his grasp.

      Logan started up the steps and extended his hand behind his back. When Eloise grasped it, Logan linked his fingers with hers. Leading her didn’t feel right, so he slowed his pace until she walked alongside him.

      Their eyes met. Logan liked the way his heart hammered wildly under his lungs. Damn, he’d need to temper his excitement. He didn’t want to grow too attached to her. He still didn’t like how touching a mere photograph affected her. It didn’t seem fair, like she’d been cursed with her special abilities.

      “How does this work?” Logan asked. “The whole psychic thing?”

      “It depends on what I sense, the type of entity in any given place, and the amount of power it wields.”

      Eloise slowed. She released her hand from his grasp.

      “Oops,” said Tyler. “Sorry.”

      Logan turned to see his brother retreat a step and shake his head, obviously having bumped into Eloise. Beside him, Ashleigh had also come to a stop, but her panic-stricken gaze never left their guest’s face.

      Logan tried to read Eloise’s expression, but he couldn’t make anything out. It seemed that she’d stopped moving, causing Tyler to bump into her.

      “For instance…” Eloise met his stare. “The picture frame downstairs: the entity knocked it down.”

      A low whine left Ashleigh’s clenched lips. Her eyebrows drew inwards. She breathed quickly through her nostrils and shook her head.

      Logan went a few steps down and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. He couldn’t tell her everything would be all right because he didn’t want to make claims he couldn’t back up, but he could tell she didn’t feel comfortable going up there.

      Tyler’s bangs covered his eyes like a curtain. He usually only did that while locked in concentration while playing the guitar or the piano. Logan wondered if he’d done that for the same reason that Ashleigh had seemed reluctant to continue ascending the steps: that he didn’t want to see what could possibly be upstairs, no matter that no one had heard anything suspicious up there.

      “You called it an ‘entity,’” Tyler said. “Why not just call it a ghost?”

      “Because I don’t know what it is yet,” said Eloise.

      “Hmmm.” Ashleigh bit her inner cheek. “If it’s not a ghost, what could it be?”

      Eloise looked over her shoulder. “There are many different supernatural creatures.”

      “Many?” Logan asked and gulped. She made it seem like an offhand remark. It may have been for her since she knew more about the supernatural than he did, but Logan felt that a large number of creatures substantially increased the possibility that they could hurt humans. That thought made his right eye twitch.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Eloise returned her attention to the stairs ahead of her, but she ascended them at a slower pace than before.

      Logan wanted to comfort his siblings, but this situation was not one that parents, much less their children anticipated, so he followed Eloise at a safe distance.

      Just as she reached the last step before reaching the second level, Eloise stopped. She looked left and right. “It was here. But it wasn’t very strong.”

      Logan scoffed. The idea sounded ridiculous. “It carried chains,” he reminded her.

      She nodded at that but remained in place for a few more seconds. “I should be able to see that, but I’m not getting an image of this entity. It was in each room downstairs but not for long. It’s not on the steps.”

      “So…” Ashleigh whispered. “It’s up there? Waiting for us?”

      “Normally, I’d feel an entity by now,” Eloise admitted. “I feel something, but again, I don’t know what it is.”

      To learn that she couldn’t hone in on it made him wonder if she’d never encountered a creature like the one that had penetrated their house. If that was the case, it might not bode well for them for one simple reason: she might not know how to get rid of it.

      “We’ll have to keep going,” Eloise said.

      “I can’t,” Tyler said, lowering his gaze. “I mean, I don’t feel like it.”

      “That’s okay,” Ashleigh snapped. “I’ll stay here with you.” Her brows drew close as she looked downstairs. “We’ll stay right here, so we can hear them if they need us. Okay?”

      Logan was proud of his brother for admitting his feelings. Although his brother liked horror movies, at least those rated PG-13, Tyler may have gotten more scared because he’d seen those movies, rather than braver for having seen them.

      Eloise met Logan’s stare. “Are you coming?”

      For the briefest moment, he considered telling her no. He still didn’t like that she’d been beset with her psychic abilities, but he liked and trusted her. If something went wrong, he knew she wouldn’t turn her back on him. For those reasons, he said, “Of course, I’m coming.”

      Logan hiked a few more steps until he stood beside Eloise. Based on the determined yet curious expression on her face, Logan hoped she would soon have some sort of answer as to what haunted them.
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      Eloise touched down on the second floor. She swiveled right and poked her head inside Logan’s mother’s room. “It has been here.” She turned back toward the corridor and walked into the only other room on this side of the house, the one belonging to Ashleigh. “It has also been here.”

      Logan’s shoulders clinched. What did it want from his mother or Ashleigh? It reminded him of how it had latched onto her and attacked her at her friend’s house. “What does it want?”

      Eloise scanned the room before making her way around it in a rectangular fashion. “It spent some time here, but I don’t know why.”

      Logan wished she would elaborate. He would have expected more depth than that, but he didn’t want to push Eloise for more information. She had dropped whatever else she had planned this morning to visit, so he wouldn’t pelt her with tons of questions until he felt like she’d come to a conclusion about what haunted them.

      With the same noncommittal expression, Eloise left the room, traversed the hall, and hung a right into the bathroom. She stared at the ground. “Was this ground flooded?”

      “Yes,” Logan said breathlessly. “Not exactly flooded, but water was all over the floor. The toilet got clogged.”

      Her gaze went to the toilet. “With sanitary napkins.” After looking around the room, she spun around, exited the room, hung a right, and immediately entered Tyler’s room.

      Stunned by that insight, Logan twirled around towards his siblings. “Did you tell her?” he whispered to his siblings.

      Mouths agape, eyes wide open, they shook their heads in unison.

      He trusted the astonished looks on their faces and stepped out of the bathroom. Logan, standing ramrod straight, shifted back toward Eloise. He had no idea her abilities were so powerful that she could see and feel what had happened here. His belief in her grew stronger, but it also frightened him for the simple fact that he knew nothing about this strange ability and how it impinged or enhanced her personality.

      Eloise jutted out her chin and shook her head. Then she closed her eyes and stood in place, remaining silent.

      Logan felt odd staring at her while she reflected on whatever gripped her, so he set his gaze elsewhere. It was strange inviting a potential love interest into their home to search for ghosts or whatever Eloise thought might inhabit their home. But based on their short conversations until now, he knew she would speak her mind and not sugarcoat things.

      She inhaled. “I see a long, frayed white dress. Long black hair.”

      Logan wondered why the woman had entered Tyler’s room. What had it wanted with him?

      Eloise opened her eyes. “That’s all. Usually, I get more than that. Not this time.” She pivoted, left Tyler’s room, and stopped at the outskirts of Logan’s bedroom. “This is yours?”

      “Yeah,” he said, avoiding sight of his room in favor of meeting her eyes, hoping she wasn’t disappointed that he’d thrown his covers across his bed. Otherwise, his room wasn’t messy.

      Eloise shook her head. “The entity has been here, but you weren’t there at the time, although you almost entered to find it there.”

      Logan recalled that moment. He’d suspected something amiss and was about to open his door until Ashleigh called out for him yesterday. She hadn’t known it at the time, but she saved him from a potential encounter. He thanked his sister under his breath for her uncanny timing, even if she hadn’t suspected anything unordinary at the time.

      Eloise removed a cell phone from her purse, tapped the screen a few times, and began texting. “I’m getting in touch with my partner about this case.” She spent another minute texting before slipping the phone into her purse.

      He’d assumed Eloise had worked alone. Did that mean her partner also had supernatural abilities? If so, how many others had that aptitude? “You have a partner?”

      She nodded. “She’s a good friend. We just brought her on.”

      “There are more than two of you?”

      Tears built in Eloise’s eyes, making them glassy. “I’m sorry.” Her voice trembled, and she turned aside. She lifted a hand to her eyes and cleared tears that slipped between her lashes.

      Upon seeing her sorrow, Logan felt a stab of pain. He wanted to comfort her, but considering that she had rotated away from him, he gave her the space she needed. Had he offended her? He didn’t think so.

      A few moments later, Eloise sniffed, took in a heavy breath, and nodded. “Sorry about that.” She wiped moisture from her cheeks and turned back to him. “I lost a friend a couple of months ago on the job. I’m still torn up about it, obviously.”

      The thought chilled him. He’d been right. This was a very dangerous occupation. He immediately wanted to shield her from those perils. The only problem was…Eloise had chosen this path. Either that or it had chosen her. It was difficult to say. But she’d made a choice to investigate these cases. And he wanted to support her because she’d given her time and energy to help his family. She deserved the same respect.

      Logan stepped forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m really sorry to hear about that. You two must’ve been close.”

      “Luckily,” Eloise said, “my friend, Jocelyn, has been there for me through it all. She’s become a really good friend and an even better partner.”

      “Does she have the same abilities as you?”

      “Not exactly. Her specialty lies elsewhere. That’s what makes us such a great team. We complement each other very well. Anyway…”

      Sensing that Eloise wanted to get back to business, Logan didn’t step aside from the doorway. “You’ve checked every room so far. What’re your thoughts?”

      “First,” she whispered, quirking an eyebrow. “I don’t know what it is.”

      That put a fright into Logan. How would they know how to get rid of whatever has been spooking them, if they didn’t know what has been visiting? “Has that ever happened before? Not being sure what you’re dealing with?”

      “Sometimes,” she admitted. “Usually the entity reveals itself, but in this case, it’s not like this woman was trying to hide her identity since you saw her reflection on the television screen.”

      “Exactly. But when I turned around, she wasn’t behind me, so that means she has to be a ghost because she was invisible, right?”

      “Every entity has a different power base, but this one’s power fluctuates. It’s strong one moment, weak another.”

      “So you sensed it with us right now?” The mere thought put a fright in him.

      “No. But ghosts can leave behind energy residue. That’s how I saw the water on the bathroom floor, how I watched chains dragging across this floor, and how I knew the entity hit the picture frame.”

      “With its fist?” he asked, startled.

      Eloise glanced down. She nodded.

      “But the glass was streaked across the top of the photo where Ashleigh and I stood. Hold on, are you saying this entity punched my face?”

      “I can’t be certain,” she said, raising her head to meet his gaze. “But the anger lingering in that spot makes me think that you could be right.”

      If the entity punched it, and the glass broke across the image of him and Ashleigh, Logan wondered why the woman had gotten more violent. Did it have anything to do with its power base? Eloise mentioned that its strength fluctuated. If so, he hoped he didn’t come into contact with the entity while it was filled with energy.

      “Maybe she’s getting more aggressive as time goes on,” he said. Realizing he’d raised his voice a couple of notches, he forced himself to lower it. “It punched the picture. It grabbed Ashleigh at her friend’s house.” That reminded him of what he’d read. “Did the entity do that because it…latched onto her?”

      “No, it probably clutched onto your sister as a scare tactic. Otherwise, in many cases, an entity wouldn’t want you to know that it’s siphoning energy from you. If this entity was draining power from one or more of you, it would keep doing so to grow more powerful.”

      “Does it usually do that? Drain energy from one person to the next?”

      “It depends on the circumstances. For instance, if your family moved into a haunted house, the ghost might remove energy from any source it wanted, whether it was from a human or an electrical source. Why? Because it probably wouldn’t want anyone in ‘its home.’ That’s why it’ll keep sucking power away from humans. First, so it can frighten them enough to leave. Second, when you feel physically and emotionally drained, you lose your patience and temper much quicker. That’s when we’re prone to making bad decisions, and that’s what that ghost wants.”

      “But we’ve lived in this house for years. This activity just started up a couple of days ago.”

      Eloise put a hand to her mouth and mulled that over.

      “Why would it start now?”

      “Have any relatives recently passed away?”

      “No,” Logan said.

      “Any friends?”

      “No.”

      “How about enemies?”

      “Not that I can think of. Mom, Ashleigh, or Tyler would have told me. We’re pretty open with our thoughts and feelings around here. We don’t hold back if we’re happy or upset.” That was important for them after his father died. They all agreed to share because each of them went through the same difficult process, even if they handled it in different ways.

      “Can this entity latch onto Tyler? Or me?”

      Eloise nodded again.

      He let out a long breath, shaking his head, stunned that the news kept getting worse. “So how do we know if that’s happening?”

      “You may feel yourself getting emotional for no reason. Angry or depressed.”

      His thoughts turned to how he’d lashed out at Ashleigh last night before turning his frustration on Tyler in their mother’s bedroom. Had the entity been there with them last night, influencing their behavior…when Logan presumed he’d been protecting them?

      It meant no place was safe from this entity. No matter where they went or what they did, this woman could find them. The notion made him feel sick.

      Eloise rested her free hand on Logan’s wrist. “I’m off the next couple of days, and I’m not going anywhere. I’ll work this out with you if you’d like.”

      “Yes.” Her declaration to stay on the case was a godsend. He didn’t think he’d be able to keep his sanity without her. “Thank you.”

      “It’ll show up again,” Eloise said, “probably when it gets strong enough.”

      “Hey!” Ashleigh called out from the staircase. “How’s it going up there?”

      Logan rotated toward the hallway. “We’re trying to figure that out. Give us a couple more minutes.” He waited a few seconds to find out if she’d ask another question, but it didn’t surprise him that she remained quiet. His sister, while curious and a little pushy, didn’t want to get scared, and she knew that he would update her without breaking the news in an overly frightening manner.

      Logan turned back to Eloise. “Is there anything else you can tell us?”

      “You said it stopped moving last night around the middle of the hall.”

      Logan nodded.

      “It may have disappeared. My theory is that it wasn’t strong enough to stay longer than it did.”

      Logan thought back on how each paranormal situation played out so far. “Each incident has been increasing in—”

      “Intensity?” she asked, her brow furrowing at the thought.

      “Not exactly. I was about to say the woman has been showing up and staying longer each time she visited.”

      Eloise nodded and clenched her teeth.

      She looked worried. That hadn’t happened until now, which raised his fear level. “That doesn’t look good.”

      “Well, if my hunch is right, she might be staying longer because she’s growing more powerful. And you’re right, that might not be good.” She paused for a moment, opened her mouth, and shut it again.

      He didn’t like how she prepared to speak but thought better of it. Had she done that to avoid saying something he might blow out of proportion? “Okay, now you’re starting to worry me.”

      “This activity seems to have started after your mother left. Do you think there could be a connection there?”

      Logan didn’t need more than a second to string together that thought with the voicemail his mother had left the other day. She was irritated that she couldn’t pass along the message his father wanted Logan to hear. And now that he’d made that connection, Logan was certain that it wasn’t a coincidence.

      Whatever his father wished to tell him had something to do with the woman haunting their home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan sat down with his siblings and Eloise at the kitchen table. He laid out everything she said and answered all of their questions, except one: why had this entity begun haunting their home? Despite suspecting that his father may have had an answer to that question, Logan didn’t mention it to them or Eloise. Doing so would only invite more questions. Questions he couldn’t answer. When they found themselves at an impasse, the doorbell rang.

      “Jimmy John’s?” asked Tyler with a half-grin.

      “Neither Jimmy nor John,” Eloise said with a straight face. “Her name is Jocelyn. She’s my partner, and she’s going to try and help us figure out what this entity is.”

      Logan got up to attend to their next visitor. In doing so, he checked on his siblings.

      Ashleigh and Tyler remained at the table, their faces a shade paler than before they had returned to the table. They traded a wordless glance at each other before watching their older brother and Eloise heading toward the door.

      Logan took the lead. Ordinarily, he felt odd letting a stranger in the house, similar to allowing a service technician to attend to the HVAC, but in this instance, he didn’t mind since she was Eloise’s partner. “You never told me what Jocelyn’s specialty is.”

      Eloise pushed a strand of hair away from her eyes. “I’m trying to expand her horizons, so she can get better at sensing other supernatural beings.”

      He didn’t miss how she’d evaded answering his question for the second time. She’d done so for a reason. It disturbed him, made him think she was purposely hiding something. And as much as the topic pecked at his mind, he had to let it go. Eloise had her reasons for neglecting to answer. At the same time, she’d given him no reason not to trust her, so he was determined to continue doing just that.

      Logan reached the door, twisted the handle, and opened the door.

      An attractive dark-haired woman in her early twenties spotted Eloise first. “Hey!” She turned her gaze on Logan. “You must be—”

      “The man of the house,” Tyler said with a low voice, grinning at his sarcasm.

      Ashleigh gave him a backhanded slap across the chest.

      “My brother, Tyler.” Logan rolled his eyes. “Pretend he doesn’t exist. That’s what I do.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” Eloise told their visitor. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Jocelyn.” Logan stepped aside and gestured for her to enter. “Please…”

      “Thanks.” Jocelyn stepped through the threshold and scanned the area. “You have a nice place.”

      Logan motioned to his sister, who was engaged in a quiet conversation with Tyler. “We have Ashleigh to thank for it looking so nice.”

      Jocelyn looked her way. “Oh, you must be Logan’s sister?”

      “No,” Tyler said. “She came with the house. Mom asked the neighbors if they wanted her, but she won’t leave, so we kinda got stuck with her.”

      Smiling, Ashleigh left the table and extended a hand as an introduction. “I’m Ashleigh, at least when they remember my name. Otherwise, it’s ‘hey, you.’”

      “Nice to meet you, Ashleigh.” Jocelyn shook her hand and set her attention on Tyler. “And you’re—”

      “Call me Ty,” he said in a serious tone that matched his expression. Tyler left his chair and strolled over to Jocelyn. “You’re really beautiful. Did you know that?”

      Jocelyn snickered. “Well, that’s a first.” She met Logan’s eyes before returning her gaze to Tyler. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ty.”

      “The pleasure…” Tyler took her left hand in his and kissed it. “…is all mine.” He straightened and winked an eyebrow at her.

      “Wow!” Jocelyn said with a large grin. “That’s quite the introduction, young man.”

      Tyler caught Logan’s gaze. “And that’s how you treat a lady.”

      Logan admired the smooth way his brother attended to Jocelyn. Maybe it had to do with the Golden Age of Hollywood horror classics he watched with gentlemen that treated women with a refined nature. Logan wished that he’d had that ability as a ten-year-old. For that matter, he’d like some of that old-school charm at his current age.

      Tyler leaned in close to Jocelyn and placed a hand beside his mouth to confide in her. “My brother is romancing Eloise, so don’t get mad if he’s distracted.” Whether intended or not, he hadn’t lowered his voice, which allowed everyone to hear him speak.

      Logan’s cheeks warmed up. He should’ve been used to his brother’s embarrassing comments, but apparently, he still had a long way to go.

      “Oh my God!” Ashleigh said, tilting her head back and staring at the ceiling. “You’re both sooo...” She let out an aggravated groan that rattled in her throat. “It’s a pain to have one brother, but two? So unfair!”

      Eloise chuckled. “I’ve only got sisters. Six of them. Well, they’re not officially my sisters, but they might as well be.” She grinned. “It’s a long story.”

      Jocelyn took her cue. “And I’ve got a twin sister, but no brothers.”

      Ashleigh sighed. “You’re both so lucky.”

      “If you play your cards right,” Logan said. “They might take you in.” He looked over at Tyler. “Do you think Mom would give her up?”

      His brother blew air through his lips. “She’d pay for them to haul Ashleigh away.”

      Logan appreciated the slight reprieve from the dark reasons these two women had visited.

      Eloise gestured to Logan and got his attention. “I’m going to give Jocelyn a little tour.”

      When they left, Logan waved his siblings to step closer to him. “Guys, I need to talk with you about something that might be important.” They directed their scrutiny toward him and remained completely silent. He hadn’t anticipated such an immediate response, especially from Tyler.

      “What’s wrong, Logan?” Ashleigh asked in a tremulous voice. “You’re scaring me.”

      It wasn’t his intention to frighten his siblings. He divided his attention between them. “After Mom left for vacation, she told me that Dad left me a very important note for me to read on my nineteenth birthday. Mom misplaced it, and I’ve tried to find it, but I haven’t had any luck. I’ve been trying to get in touch with Mom to find out what Dad wrote, but we haven’t had a chance to connect on that yet. I can’t be certain, but I think that letter Dad wrote is somehow connected to this entity that’s stalking us.”

      “Why?” asked Ashleigh, wide-eyed and once more nibbling on her fingernails.

      Logan shook his head. “It’s just a feeling.” He looked at Tyler. “I know you don’t like hearing us talk about Dad, but we’re dealing with something really serious and—”

      “I know,” Tyler said and looked down. “You don’t have to say anything more about it.”

      Logan was glad to see that his brother understood the gravity of the situation they faced and pushed past his aversion to discuss anything related to his father.

      Ashleigh’s fear seemed to have ebbed because she now looked perturbed. “Why didn’t you tell us about this before?”

      “I didn’t think they were related, but I also didn’t want to upset you. If Dad also left you a letter, Mom didn’t tell me about it. If Dad just left one for me, I didn’t want you to feel slighted. I’m only telling everyone now because we’re dealing with something bad, and if telling the group now is important later and it can save us from pain or danger, I want to make sure we all get that chance.”

      “I’m not happy to hear that,” Ashleigh said, unwilling to meet his gaze. “But I’m not mad at you either.”

      “Maybe your dad had nothing to do with it,” Tyler said.  “This whole thing started after Mom left. What if she did something?”

      While Ashleigh stammered to respond, Logan whipped his head toward his little brother. He couldn’t believe the darkness behind Tyler’s statement. It floored him. Discussion of his father must have really messed with his wiring.

      “To get rid of us?” asked Ashleigh, her mouth contorting in an offended manner. “That’s...just, no way. She’s busy a lot and doesn’t spend as much time with us anymore, but she loves us, Ty.”

      He stared at the ground and shrugged.

      Ashleigh went over to him and curled an arm around his shoulder. “She may not say it much, but she loves you. It’s only Logan she hates.” She turned her head toward him with a big grin.

      “Yeah,” Logan admitted with a smile of his own. “I’m the only thorn in her eye. Not you, dude. And when it comes to Dad, I’m also upset at him for ending things the way he did. But I’ll always remember the look of pride and excitement in his eyes when he told me Mom was pregnant with you. I don’t know why he took his own life, but he wanted you. Never doubt that. He was really happy Mom was going to have a baby.”

      “Yeah,” Ashleigh said. “I saw a photograph of Dad looking at Mom when she was preggers with you. He was so happy. He couldn’t have felt that way if he didn’t want you. He smiled at Mom the same way Logan looks at Eloise.”

      “Huh?” Eloise asked, arriving at that very moment, only to gaze at Logan with an expectant expression.

      Despite his burning cheeks, Logan smiled at her.

      “Ooh!” Ashleigh pointed at him. “See? Just like that!” She looked down at Tyler. “Minus the blushing, of course.”

      Logan presumed the universe was out to embarrass him every opportunity it got. He dug his toes into his shoes to redirect his attention. “Any conclusions?” he asked Eloise, hoping to get off the subject.

      “Good news,” said Jocelyn. “This isn’t the work of a demon.”

      “A demon?” asked Ashleigh, drawing backward. “Like the ones that hang out with Satan?”

      “Yeah,” Logan said. “Where did that come from?” He turned to Eloise. “Did you think a demon was responsible for this?”

      She winced. “Not really. But that’s Jocelyn’s ‘specialty,’ so I just wanted to double check.”

      “But yeah,” Jocelyn said. “None are here. If they were, they wouldn’t leave. They would keep working on whomever they had targeted. This is something else.”

      “What is it then?” Logan asked. He looked from Jocelyn to Eloise. The blank looks on their faces made his gut twist in knots. “You still don’t know, do you?”

      “No.” Eloise traded glances with Jocelyn before meeting Logan’s gaze. “We don’t.”

      Logan hoped that enlisting the help of her partner might have yielded some results, so to discover that they hadn’t learned anything was a major letdown. “Can you tell us anything else? What this entity wants? Why it’s here? How we can get rid of it?”

      Eloise shook her head with disappointment in her eyes. “I’m sorry. We’ve never encountered anything like this before.”
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      “What do we do from here on out?” Logan asked. “Just wait for it to come back?” That seemed too reactive. He wanted to take action. He needed to take action.

      Eloise scanned the area around them. “If she does, I’ll be able to sense when this entity returns. I might be able to communicate with her.”

      Logan’s siblings looked to him, and the haunted look in their eyes extinguished his hope. He hated feeling helpless. Even worse, he hated not being able to calm their fears. Even though he didn’t feel the least bit confident, Logan pushed firmness into his tone. “We’ll figure this thing out.”

      Ashleigh shifted her weight from one foot. “Can Eloise stay?” she asked Logan. “I don’t want to be here alone.”

      That verbal jab scored another hit to his self-esteem, and since his siblings had some much fun at his expense the last few days, he decided to turn things around on them. “Of course, she’s going to stay. After all this, do you think I’d let her leave? Hell no! If she tries to leave, we’ll chain her up to the …” That’s when he remembered the chains he’d heard, and his sense of humor died the same way his words did.

      “I’ll stick around,” Eloise said to Ashleigh with a smile.

      Even though Eloise hadn’t come to any conclusions about this entity yet, Logan’s confidence in her didn’t sway because she’d described the woman’s appearance and what happened in the upstairs bathroom.

      Eloise turned to Jocelyn. “I know you’ve got a job you need to follow up on. Congratulations on that, by the way. I’m really glad the handiwork business is picking up. You deserve it!”

      “Little by little,” said Jocelyn with a hopeful smile. Then she pivoted to the others. “It was nice to meet you all. I’m just sorry I couldn’t be more helpful. But Eloise is the best. If this entity returns, Eloise will be able to handle things.”

      “Thank you!” Ashleigh said, standing on her tiptoes and waving.

      Logan expressed his thanks as he saw Jocelyn to the door. Afterward, he turned around to find that the others had retreated to the kitchen. Ashleigh removed a Monopoly board from a ledge above the cabinet and placed it on the table.

      “What’s wrong, Logan?” his sister asked from the other room. “You look like someone beheaded your favorite Barbie doll?”

      “Awww,” said Eloise with a smirk. “You collected Barbie dolls, too?”

      Logan’s telephone rang. He slipped the phone from his pocket and checked the screen.

      His mother had finally called him back.

      “Hello?” he asked eagerly. “Mom?”

      “Logan,” she said in a faraway tone that mingled with static. “I’m so glad I got hold of you.”

      “It’s Mom?” asked Tyler, his ears perking up as he stopped doling out Monopoly money to his sister and Eloise. “Is she okay?”

      He waved and shushed him with a scowl. It had taken days to get in touch with her, and he didn’t want them intruding on the conversation, since he sensed that based on their poor reception, the line might break at any time.

      Although he wanted to know if she had enjoyed her vacation until now, Logan went to the most immediate question that circled his mind. “What did Dad want to tell me?”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t find the letter he’d written to you. That explained everything, or so your father told me. Otherwise, I only know what he’d once shared with me. But that was over twenty years ago, once we’d started dating.”

      She spoke in a cold, distant tone, one that made it seem like another person had pushed aside the concern Logan assumed would have ordinarily issued from her voice. Logan replayed her remarks in his mind and tried to understand why she’d spoken with so little feeling.

      Ordinarily, she had bottomless energy, which extended to the vibrancy with which she spoke. But not this time. And then it hit him: she didn’t want to have this conversation.

      “I feel like a failure,” his mother said. “I should have told you a few days before your nineteenth birthday, but your father forbid me. Apparently, it has to do with…Oh, I’m sorry I have to tell you all this, Logan, and…” She broke off as a whimper escaped her.

      “Mom?” he asked. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      Those questions made her take in a sharp breath as sobs racked her.

      Ashleigh got to her feet and splayed both hands across the table, leaning towards Logan. Her eyes were bright and glassy. “What’s going on? Logan, is she—”

      He sliced a hand through the air as an impatient look took up residence on his face. Seeing his brother about to begin speaking, Logan pointed at him and shook his head. Then he spotted Eloise staring at him, both hands bunched up in a ball against her abdomen. He hated treating his siblings this way, but he needed absolute silence.

      “Yes, I’m fine.” His mother’s voice stabilized. “I just never wanted to have this conversation. “Where should I start?”

      “The beginning,” Logan said.

      “I wish I could,” she said. “But first I couldn’t make contact with you. Then I misplaced my phone, which was why I couldn’t get in touch with you earlier. And Ralph even tried to call you, but he said you hung up on him.”

      Logan recalled hanging up on a telemarketer, but it seemed that his mom’s boyfriend had called from his own phone. It made him feel bad for hanging up on a guy who had Logan’s best interests in mind.

      The static increased on the other end of the line, growing spotty now. “Logan? Can you hear me?”

      “Yes,” he said urgently. He pressed the phone against his ear with greater force. “I hear you.”

      “Good. I can’t start at the beginning. I don’t know how much time we’ve got.”

      “All right. Then tell me the most important parts.”

      “You were five years old when you asked me a very important question. It made me cry. You probably don’t remember that conversation.”

      She was wrong. That moment was etched in his brain. He’d had a simple inquiry: “Other moms and dads kiss, so why don’t you and Dad kiss?” His mother hadn’t even tried to downplay that incident. She hadn’t just cried; his mom had been inconsolable. After that query, she had rushed to her bedroom and stayed there for hours. When she exited, she seemed perfectly fine, like her breakdown had never happened.

      That strange reaction and bizarre turnaround had terrified Logan. He’d never asked her that question again. It always confused him because his parents were physically affectionate. They were always holding hands or hugging each other. They were more touchy-feely than any other couple he’d ever seen. They just never kissed.

      “Logan, do you remember what you asked me?”

      “Yes,” he said in a dead voice. Throughout his life, he’d wanted an explanation to his question. Now, however, he wished she wouldn’t answer it.

      “Your father and I never kissed…because we couldn’t.”

      That made no sense, so he waited for more.

      “Apparently, your grandfather left your dad a letter while he was still the size of a grape in his mother’s womb. The letter was very similar to the one your father wrote to you, telling him that once he turned nineteen years old, he must never kiss anyone. And I’m sorry to say this, but the same holds true of you.”

      Logan looked at the phone as if he’d misheard her. Because what she’d said made no sense. Not only that, but it was one of the strangest things he’d ever heard.

      “Logan?” his mother asked.

      He’d never met his grandfather. He’d died before his parents had gotten pregnant. So where did that fit in with this nonsensical demand?

      “You cannot kiss anyone ever again,” his mom repeated.

      That’s what his father wanted him to know? Logan tried to make sense of that but couldn’t. Besides, he’d already kissed someone after turning nineteen a few days ago. So, the point was moot.

      His mother began speaking again, but her words were interrupted as the line grew fuzzier, going in and out, leaving only a word or two continuously before breaking apart again.

      “Mom?” He gripped the phone tightly. “I can’t hear you. You’re breaking up.” He paused and waited to hear her voice again, but it didn’t come. “Aw, shit, come on. Not again! Mom? Do you hear me? Mom?”

      The line went dead.
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      Logan yanked the phone away from his ear and wound back his arm, ready to whip it against the wall.

      “What’s wrong?” Ashleigh asked.

      Her worried tone cut through his haze of exasperation, so he pulled his arms downward and spun around to keep them from seeing him mouth the word…F U C K…with a vehemence that had never before gripped him.

      Hearing footsteps rush over to him, Logan managed to clamp his lips shut just as Ashleigh spun toward him.

      She looked him in the eye with an intensity mixed with fear. “Oh my God! What happened?”

      “Mom…” He broke out laughing. Not in a funny ha, ha manner but one tinged with a fury that presaged an emotional breakdown. “She said…” His laughter grew louder, and he spun around to see…

      Eloise standing in front of him, both hands lightly clasping his elbows now, staring at him with an open expression, one that lacked the slightest emotion.

      In her eyes, Logan saw complete serenity. Her subdued response conflicted with his sister’s hyper-awareness, and Logan’s laughter died down, replaced now with heavy breathing as he calmed down.

      “I’ve never seen him like that before,” Ashleigh said, wide-eyed and gasping. “Ever!”

      Logan kept staring into Eloise’s eyes and felt tranquility quickly stretching through his muscles. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” she said softly. “You’re okay.”

      “Yeah.” He swallowed and nodded. “I am.” He looked over her shoulders at Ashleigh. “I’m sorry if I scared you.”

      “What’s wrong, Logan?” asked Tyler, frozen in place at the table with Monopoly money in both hands.

      “Mom said I couldn’t…kiss anyone.” His eyes went to Eloise’s.

      She flinched. Her hands dropped from his arms. She stepped back.

      “No,” he said, stepping toward her and taking her hands in his palms. “It’s okay.”

      “Why?” Eloise asked. “Did your mom say that?”

      “She said it was in the letter.”

      Her eyebrows lowered. She shook her head, confused.

      Logan told her about the letter his father had written and the information supposedly written therein.

      “But why?” Ashleigh asked, wincing and throwing her hands out at her sides. “That makes no sense.”

      Logan took in a deep breath to drive out the last trace of madness from his being. “I got upset because the call dropped again before Mom could explain herself. But I think I know what she wanted to tell me.”

      “That if you kiss someone,” Eloise said, “a curse goes into effect.”

      Logan nodded. It turned out his fear of kissing all those years ago would have helped him…if he’d actually clung to that irrational concern and kept it close to his heart. Of course, he wouldn’t have lived an otherwise well-adjusted lifestyle, but it may have saved his siblings from the woman that tormented them.

      “When did you turn nineteen?” Eloise asked and met his gaze with a timid expression.

      “A few hours before we first met at the library.”

      She nodded with a downcast expression. “Any idea why this hex goes back three generations?”

      “No.” For all he knew, it could have gone further back than that. “Mom and Dad never kissed,” Logan said. “I always thought it was bizarre. I’d see them looking at each other sometimes, and I could feel this sadness between them. This curse, if that’s what it is, might be the reason why.”

      “But why nineteen?” asked Eloise. “Why is that significant?”

      Logan could do nothing but shrug. He also couldn’t find anything important about that age. He tried to tie together kissing and the age of nineteen into his family history somehow, but he came up with empty. Actually, if he’d already triggered this curse, did it mean he still couldn’t kiss anyone? Or was it supposed to be a one-time thing? Questions like those made him eager to get his hands on his father’s letter.

      “If it’s a curse,” Tyler said, “a witch had to do it, right? That always happens in the movies.”

      Ashleigh had two hands up before her chest. “Okay, now we’re talking about witches?”

      “If it’s a witch and not a ghost,” he continued, “that’s good, right?”

      “Not necessarily,” said Eloise. “I’ve never met a witch, so I don’t know exactly what they’re capable of. But my mentor told me curses can live on way past the person who made the enchantment. It can live on for centuries, maybe even longer.”

      “So maybe someone placed a curse on our grandfather?” Ashleigh asked.

      “Or even before him.” Logan, relieved to momentarily leave the subject of kissing behind them, turned to Eloise. “My mother said she and Dad were forbidden from telling me about this curse thing before I turned nineteen.”

      “Curses,” Eloise said, “can be about anything or anyone, depending on the forces a witch has at her disposal.”

      Logan didn’t like all of this conjecture. They could stand in the kitchen for hours and rattle off possibilities, but without answers, they wouldn’t get any further than they were right now. “My Dad had to have written all about it in that letter.” A different kind of unease swept through his body, making him want to move, to act. “I’ve got to find it.”

      “Where could it be?” Ashleigh asked.

      “The attic above the garage,” Logan said before he even had a chance to give it much thought. So why hadn’t that idea occurred to him earlier? Probably because he hadn’t been up there since before his father ended his life. In fact, none of them had gone up there. They hadn’t needed to. Everything they needed was in the garage not in the space above it. The letter might be an exception.

      Logan hopped to his feet, retrieved his jacket from the living room, and swept through the kitchen.

      “I’m coming, too,” said Tyler, jumping out of his seat.

      “Sounds good,” Logan said. Since his brother never so much as wanted to talk about his father, Logan thought hunting down a secret text might bring him one step closer to acknowledging the father he never knew.

      Ashleigh rose to her feet but didn’t move. “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on Eloise.”

      Eloise chuckled. “Thank you, Ashleigh.”

      Logan rushed through the door, flicked on the light in the garage, and pulled on the drawstring at the middle of the room. A wooden ladder extended to the ground. He started up, going much quicker than he would have under ordinary circumstances, fueled by adrenaline and inquisitiveness that wouldn’t leave him alone.

      He pulled on the drawstring and a lightbulb came to life overhead. He hunched over to avoid hitting his head on the ceiling no more than four feet above the pink fiberglass that stretched across the length of the garage.

      Footsteps followed him. “Wow!” said Tyler.

      Logan turned to find him slightly bent over and scanning the ground. “Where’s your jacket?” Just as the words left his mouth left his mouth, he felt a chill surround him.

      “Tyler?” Ashleigh called out below them. “Take your coat! And give this one to Logan.”

      “Ugh!” But Tyler spun around and went down a few steps. He grabbed two jackets, put one on, and grabbed Logan’s. Then he rocketed back into the attic, handed Logan his coat, and took to the opposite end of the floor.

      Logan put on his jacket, glad he’d keep some of the chill from penetrating his bones. He surveyed everything laid out before him. An old Christmas tree and three cardboard boxes of ornaments they hadn’t used in over a decade. A few large Tupperware boxes with taped-on white slips of paper proclaiming “Samantha” appeared to be his mother’s personal belongings. They were situated beside a dusty golf bag with over a dozen clubs hanging out of them.

      Logan started looking through his mom’s personal items. They ranged from toys she played with as a child, high school yearbooks; and a shoebox with small mementos that included handcrafted art to love notes she’d written to a boy named Jack, a few journals filled with recollections, stories, and poems. He didn’t find the letter from his father anywhere, so he moved on.

      “This one,” said Tyler, “is full of old pots and pans. I’ve got old books in here. Where could the letter be?”

      “Look through the books, the letter might be sticking out. Or it could be in an envelope. Also, check the sides and bottom of the box. If you don’t find it, look in any chests or stuff like that. It would probably be in something personal like a picture album, a folder or notebook, or something like that.”

      “Got it,” Tyler said.

      His breath left his chest, and he whirled toward his brother. “You found something?”

      “No, I’m saying, I get what you mean.”

      Logan’s excitement took a dive and plunged into disappointment. He turned away from Tyler and looked past a Rubbermaid container filled with old kitchen accessories that should have been tossed in the trash years ago, a bucket holding quarts of motor oil, and a metal box with a lock on it. His heart beat strong. “I found something.” It wasn’t fitted with a keyhole, but it required a combination.

      “Should I help?”

      “No. Keep at it.” Logan’s pulse beat in his temples as he spent a few minutes trying various combinations: his parents’ birthdays and the day of their wedding, but when he tried his own birthday, the lock opened. His fingers quivered as he lifted the lid.

      It was empty.

      That made no sense. Why lock it if it had nothing inside?

      He examined the felt on the upper and lower lids. He checked the lower portion and tried to remove the felt. It wouldn’t give way. He did the same with the upper portion, and the felt peeled away from the metal with a suction-type sound.

      A white envelope addressed to Logan in his father’s handwriting fell from underneath it.
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      Logan stared at the envelope. His mouth became dry and his hands grew slick with sweat. He flipped the envelope over, slipped a finger under the insert, and slid it across the length of the letter, tearing it open.

      He pulled out the note, thinking he should alert his brother, but he was too enthralled by the message to do anything but read it immediately. Besides, if he told Tyler, his brother would come over and try to read the letter over his shoulder. Under those circumstances, Logan would find it difficult to concentrate. He also wanted this moment alone with his father. After all, his dad had addressed it to him. Not his other children.

      Logan wanted to yank the letter out of the envelope, but he did the opposite, treating the paper like an ancient scroll, and unfolded it with the utmost care. The handwritten letter consisted of only two pages. Logan started reading.

      
        
        Dear Logan,

        

        I’ve dreaded writing this letter since the day you were born, but I’m sorry to say that I have no choice but to tell you a part of our heritage that I’ve always been ashamed of. Our ancestors were slave owners in New Orleans before the Civil War. Obviously, they had strong feelings about white superiority, and before the South lost the war, the Northern army destroyed their plantation.

        With no home and no way to support themselves in a place they no longer recognized, our forebears moved to Chicago to start over. As the decades passed, their roots in racism became even more entrenched as more African-Americans, who sought equality, moved into the city. As Irish-Americans, our ancestors were often looked down upon by other ethnicities and fought alongside blacks to find work.

        This brought about a lot of tension between both ethnicities. From late July through early August in 1919, race riots swept Chicago, and your great-grandfather, Abner, may have been an instigator. His involvement has never been officially recorded because no white participants were arrested during this violent conflict.

        At least that’s what I inferred from the letter my father wrote to me directly before his death, which occurred while I was still in my mother’s womb. His writing was vague, abrupt, and practically illegible, so I had to fill in a lot of the blanks without anyone to consult for historical accuracy.

        Apparently, Abner had fallen in love with a nineteen-year-old light-skinned black woman named Lucretia. It seems this woman had no romantic feelings towards Abner, and when he found her kissing a black man, Abner committed an atrocity that haunts me, even though I had been born decades after this incident. Your great-grandfather followed Lucretia to her home and confronted her about kissing this man. They argued, and to convince Lucretia of his love for her, Abner proposed. When she refused, Abner killed her three brothers.

        While Abner faced no repercussions from law enforcement, he discovered that Lucretia, who descended from ancestors that practiced voodoo, decided to take the long approach toward obtaining vengeance. Since Abner focused on Lucretia’s betrayal of kissing another man before seeking revenge upon her siblings, Lucretia did the same by placing a curse on Abner’s offspring.

        If Abner kissed another person, his offspring, upon turning nineteen years old would endure unknown terrors leading up to their death. I can only presume Lucretia selected the age based on the year this occurred and her age at the time of the kiss Abner disapproved of. She supposedly set this spell into motion to force the father to endure watching his children suffer without any way to end their torment.

        If a father reared no children or if they had yet to turn nineteen, the curse would turn upon the father. Even worse, a father’s children must not be told before their nineteenth birthday in an effort to demoralize them later in life. It would allow them time to experience this intimate caress before they were deprived of it without any advance warning. Taken from a long-term perspective, it is a simple yet effective way to break one’s will. If that detail goes ignored, the children will be marked for death, regardless of their ages.

        Before I was born, my father kissed a woman. I’m uncertain whether it was my mother or a different woman. But unexplained phenomena began to occur inside our home, things my father thought impossible, things that made him question his sanity. My father quickly fell into a deep depression and suffered from insomnia, lost his job and took to abusing drugs and alcohol. With no way to avoid the supernatural events that attacked him on a daily basis, my father shot himself in the head.

        For reasons he didn’t explain in his letter, my father thought that committing suicide would lift the curse from affecting his children…unless said children, in turn, activated the hex. According to my mother, who wrote a postscript, the mysterious paranormal activity ceased immediately after my father’s death. One thing is certain: every person in our family line has been cursed. That may sound absurd, but I assure you it is true.

        You once asked your mother why she and I never kissed. I trusted her with this curse very early in our relationship. I felt blessed that she accepted me despite this spell hanging over our heads, knowing that if either one of us slipped up, the curse would begin anew. The first decade of our relationship was all that I’d hoped for, with the exception of not being able to kiss the woman I loved. And then, a few months after you turned nine, I attended a Christmas party at work. A woman who had a crush on me spotted me under a mistletoe and stole a kiss.

        Soon afterward, mysterious phenomena occurred in the house around me. Lights would switch on and off, doors would open of their own accord, and I’d hear whispers in my ears in bed at night. Things slowly got worse. A lamp fell from the middle of a table and bashed me in the head. An invisible force pushed me down a flight of stairs. But when I’d turned my head away from the kitchen counter, only to find my tie lifted from my chest and inserted into the garbage disposal before it mysteriously turned on, resulting in the tie getting snagged around my neck and dragging me face-first into the sink, did I realize that I’d need to endure another decade of these afflictions before the curse inevitably passed on to you…until your death.

        That is why I committed suicide, Logan. Not because I didn’t love your mother, you, Ashleigh, or the little one your mother is carrying, a boy I hope we call Tyler. Your mother didn’t agree with my decision, but I didn’t want to descend into madness, only to have your mother and our children witness such insanity. Besides, even if I somehow escaped these deranged attempts on my life, the curse would ultimately be passed along to my children. That I could not tolerate.

        I hope you understand that I didn’t want to end my life. I ended it to allow my children to live happy, well-adjusted lives…at least until they turned nineteen years old, whereupon their lives would become more difficult to navigate in a romantic sense. Despite this despicable hex, rest assured that you can still live a long life if you follow the rules I’ve outlined above. And do not let it prevent you from having children. They are one of life’s greatest joys. If you decide to take that journey, I implore you to speak with them about the cross we bear the moment they turn nineteen.

        I conclude this letter with a warning: unless you find a loophole or a method to break this curse, once you turn nineteen, do not kiss another person. If you do, the curse will pass along to you and your sister and brother. The only known way to halt the curse is suicide, but it is a temporary fix, since one of your siblings could then activate it upon turning nineteen, whereupon the cycle will continue…forever!

        

        With everlasting love,

        

        James

        

      

      Logan pried the letter away from his eyes. It took plenty of effort because his muscles had locked into place. His head pounded. Chills racked his body. Sweat had even developed on his brow.

      “I can’t find anything,” Tyler said from behind him. “How about you?”

      Tears entered Logan’s eyes. The letter he’d read shocked and disturbed him. It saddened him and frightened him. The story seemed implausible, but he and his siblings had been subjected to paranormal events. Because of his kiss with Eloise. They hadn’t been subjected to paranormal terrors, as his father’s letter had referred to, but they were definitely frightening.

      If he hadn’t kissed Eloise, even if it had been an accident, none of this would have happened. Now he understood why his mother had been so adamant that they speak before she left town, why she sounded so upset after not getting in touch with him while on board her cruise.

      “Logan?” Tyler’s footsteps swished through the fiberglass insulation, making his way toward him. “What are you looking at?”

      “A letter.” His monotone voice, stripped of all emotion and personality, sounded like it belonged to someone else. That made sense. He felt like his soul had departed and left an empty shell behind.

      “You found it?” Tyler asked in a tone a couple of notches higher than usual. The flooring thumped with his impending arrival.

      “Mmm-hmm.” Logan would have felt his brother looking over his shoulder, even if he hadn’t been breathing heavily on his neck. Only one thought battered his mind: the consequences of his accidental kiss would result in his death along with those of his sister and brother.

      “What’s it say?” His brother curved around and stood beside Logan. “Come on, what’s…whoa! Bro, you’re all white!” His breath quickened. “Are you okay? Did you lose a bunch of blood or something? Should I call 911?”

      Logan heard the panicked concern in his brother’s voice, but it sounded far away.

      “Ashleigh,” Tyler yelled. “Come quick. Something’s wrong with Logan!”
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      Wood groaned below them as Ashleigh grabbed hold of the ladder and then throttled up the steps. “What’s wrong?” Her wide eyes appeared a moment later as she panted for air. Seeing Logan, she stopped right below the hatch. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” he said, staring at the letter but not seeing the words. All of them melded together. “I don’t know.” The letter had torn his heart asunder.

      Ashleigh turned to her little brother. “Did he hurt himself?” She removed her cell phone from her pocket, unlocked the screen, and swiped. “Should I call an ambulance?” She clambered up beside Tyler

      “I’m fine,” Logan repeated. “No ambulance necessary.”

      The wooden ladder creaked again. Moments later, Eloise’s beautiful face appeared below Logan. He recalled first seeing her at the library, about how he’d not wanted to bump into her, about how he didn’t want their first kiss to be an accident. It seemed his intuition had been right, although it been for the wrong reasons.

      He looked into Eloise’s eyes and, unlike his siblings, saw a carefree expression as she stared at the page in his hands. “Hey.” His mind returned to how she said he’d stolen the kiss from her, the same way the woman had stolen a kiss from his father at the holiday party. Neither he nor his father had actively pursued a kiss, but it had happened anyway.

      He couldn’t hide from the truth. Ashleigh and Tyler would soon find out, and they would be upset with him. That kiss had sealed his fate, and as much as he hated the idea that he’d been cursed to death, it paled in comparison to the guilt that afflicted him upon knowing that he’d burdened his siblings.

      Logan’s remorse quickly turned to blazing anger at that fucking bastard great-grandfather of his. What kind of lunatic feels inclined to kill people because a woman wouldn’t return his love? He wished Lucretia’s escape clause of suicide didn’t apply to Abner. The man deserved a much worse fate. He deserved to endure the same anguish that Lucretia had experienced.

      All the same, Logan felt it was ridiculous to direct his anger at someone who didn’t deserve more than a passing thought, albeit one filled with the utmost resentment. He couldn’t get upset with his deceased father, who’d given his life to save his children. The same went for his mother, who couldn’t tell Logan ahead of time and who actually tried to speak with him as soon as possible, only he’d forgotten to get back in touch with her before she left on her trip.

      For that reason, he had to blame himself. But that didn’t feel right either. The kiss had been an accident. Even if he’d known ahead of time about the curse, he couldn’t have stopped it from getting enacted. With nowhere to focus his anger, he felt it reaching a silent crescendo, but in the moments leading up to that turning point, Logan’s gaze rested on Eloise’s mouth. Those luscious lips that he wanted to kiss again. That he needed to kiss again. And just like that, the animosity that built inside him fizzled out.

      He could sit there and feel sorry for himself and his siblings, or he could do something about the curse. Try to break it. So it would never affect his family again.

      “You found it,” Eloise said in a curious tone. “Can we see it?” She extended a palm. When Logan handed it over, she gave it to Ashleigh and then waved at him to take her hand. “I’ll help you downstairs.”

      “That wasn’t a real kiss,” Logan said. “It shouldn’t have counted. It was a nice surprise, but we didn’t have a choice. It just happened.” When Eloise flashed him a quick smile, he took her hand. She gently pulled him toward her, and Logan let her lead him down the steps. “It would be better if we knew it was coming.” He looked over his shoulder at her as he made his way down the steps. “Don’t you think?”

      “I think,” Eloise said, “I really need to read the letter that is shaking in Ashleigh’s hands.”

      Logan touched down on the ground and now held both of Eloise’s hands as he looked into her warm, caring eyes. The barrier of uncertainty and the fear of rejection that had always hovered over him when it came to girls now shattered. He supposed a mark of death had that effect, forcing all trivial concerns aside in order to make way for the only one that mattered.

      Ashleigh let out a drawn-out squeal.

      Logan looked down. A shard of agony sliced away a piece of his heart. He didn’t need to check on her to realize that she’d begun reading the letter.

      “What’s wrong?” Tyler asked.

      He didn’t need to glance up to see his sister crying. He heard it in her voice, and in his mind, he could practically see the tears shimmering in her eyes. If she endured what he experienced while reading that message, her heart felt like someone had reached in, grasped it, and squeezed it with all their might. And he hated that she suffered, hated that, unless he found a way out of this mess, she wouldn’t be able to lead a normal life.

      “No!” Ashleigh shouted. “That can’t be true.”

      “What’s your problem?” asked Tyler. “Just chill.”

      “No, I’m not gonna chill. This isn’t fair!”

      Tyler looked down at him with a scared but judgmental stare. “What did you do?”

      Logan opened his mouth to apologize, but nothing he could say would satisfy either of them.

      “Will somebody tell me what’s going on?” Tyler asked in a fearful tone that made his cheeks quake.

      Beside him, Ashleigh crumbled to the floor. Her face was bunched up in agony. On either side of her nose, tears clung to a jaw that shivered.

      “I’m sorry,” Logan said much too quietly.

      Eloise winced and turned an ear towards him. “What?”

      Logan tilted his head back, faced the attic, and placed a palm on either side of his mouth. “I’m sorry,” he said loudly, pushing the full breadth of despair into his voice. Despite that, his words felt inadequate.

      Tyler sat down beside Ashleigh and grasped the pages that had fallen from her grasp. He concentrated on the paper, but he winced and shook his head. He tore his gaze away from the letter and stared down at Logan with troubled eyes. “It’s tough to understand.”

      This would have given Logan the perfect opportunity to explain why reading was so important, why his younger brother had made a mistake in not trying to succeed in school, rather than do enough to pass each year without learning much at all. But now was not the time for that.

      Logan reached out toward him. “Come on down,” he said past the knot of discomfort in his throat. “I’ll explain it to you in a little bit.”

      Tyler heaved a sigh, glanced at his sister, and then turned around and made his way down the ladder.

      Logan stood at the bottom with his arms out, ready to catch his brother if he faltered. For the first time, he felt like a father, someone who had inadvertently crushed the hopes and dreams of those he cared for. That sensation came to him because he’d felt the same way when he discovered that his father had committed suicide. At that moment, Logan felt angry, betrayed, sad, guilty, and too many more emotions to recall. But his father obviously hadn’t stuck around to deal with the fallout, despite having the best intentions.

      Despite the circumstances, Logan was glad to finally know why his father had killed himself. Long ago, he’d assumed his father had committed a selfish act by thinking of himself rather than those who depended on him, but now Logan realized his sacrifice was nothing but selfless and admirable.

      When Tyler reached the floor, Logan had second thoughts about speaking with him, not because he didn’t want to, but Ashleigh was crushed, and she needed him more at the moment. He took the pages from his hand and handed them to Eloise. “Would you take him inside, please?”

      She nodded. “Of course.” Her eyebrows lifted and she took in a breath, perhaps to say more, but she ended up lowering her gaze to Tyler. She placed a hand on his shoulder and without a word led him back into the kitchen.

      Logan watched them go until Eloise turned to meet his gaze for a moment with glistening eyes before closing the door between the kitchen and garage. It left Logan with the sound of Ashleigh crying softly in the attic.

      He looked up the steps, but he didn’t see her, so he began his ascent. The more he closed the distance between them, the quieter Ashleigh’s weeping became. He understood. Like him, she didn’t want anyone to see her in pain.

      When he reached the apex, he clambered into the attic.

      Ashleigh, sitting on the ground with her legs folded under her, dug her hands into the fiberglass and scooted her body around so she didn’t face him. A second later, she began scratching her knuckles, first on one hand and then on the other.

      Rather than attempt to kneel beside her and encourage her to speak, Logan took her cue by not trying to meet her stare and sat a few feet away. She obviously didn’t want to see him right now, and most probably didn’t want to hear from him either, but Ashleigh was a stubborn girl. The longer he waited to talk with her, the longer she would withhold from him. During situations like these, he’d often pass her in the house and she’d avert her eyes. If he asked her a question, she’d maintain her silence for hours, sometimes even days.

      They didn’t have that luxury now. Not with the supernatural creature haunting them.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, knowing he had to break the silence.

      Irritated, she blew a pocket of air between her lips. She took in a quick breath and her throat gurgled.

      “I didn’t know.”

      She nodded. An almost imperceptible sob left her mouth. She sniffled. “I’m not mad at you,” she wheezed more than said. “I’m angry with Dad for leaving without telling us. I’m mad at his dad. And more than anything, I want to kill Abner for doing what he did. It’s too bad he’s already dead.” She inhaled deeply through her nose. “The psycho kills three people because the girl he liked was kissing someone else? Fucking asshole!”

      Logan went over and sat beside her.

      “And that’s our great-grandfather,” Ashleigh continued. “We came from that piece of shit!”

      It felt incredibly gratifying that they felt the same way about an ancestor that had murdered three people. Logan trembled at the thought that a murderous strand of DNA could have gotten handed down to him. Was he susceptible to committing such violence? Then an egregious thought occurred to him: what if he’d inherited a gene with the propensity for suicide?

      Logan didn’t want to consider that solution. After all, three generations of fathers before him had succumbed to that quick fix, yet the curse remained intact. He wanted to find a way around that course of action. Scratch that. He needed to break the curse. He couldn’t let it continue to decimate his family line for eternity.

      “I can’t blame the witch for being angry or sad beyond anything we can imagine,” Ashleigh said. “Who could? What Abner did was unthinkable. Inhuman. He deserved to die for that. Throw him in the electric chair. Strap him in. Let the sparks fly!” Despite her impassioned response, her tone had softened. Perhaps she had accepted the situation they now faced.

      Logan could work with that, but he didn’t want to wallow in sadness or pity. He was more concerned with the issue at hand: dealing with the supernatural element and hopefully crushing the spell, so they wouldn’t have to neglect their future partners by sharing such an important, intimate gesture of love.

      “We may have to deal with the fallout of his choices,” he said, “but we’re better than him. So was Dad.”

      “Totally.”

      “Totally,” he agreed.

      She chuckled with barely a shred of humor. Then she turned toward him. The rims of her eyes were red, and streaks of mascara lined her face. “We need to end this curse, Logan.” She got to her feet, and a determined glare settled into place. Ashleigh’s hands bunched up into fists that rested against her thighs.

      Seeing her bold stance shot a fresh dose of courage and obstinacy through Logan. “You’re damn right.” He stood up beside her. “And we will.”
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      Logan led his sister into the kitchen, where they found Tyler and Eloise sitting at the table, both silent, contemplative. He took a seat while his sister did likewise. Then he spent the next twenty minutes explaining to Tyler and Eloise what he and Ashleigh had read. Afterward, they talked for over an hour about the consequences and speculated about the past and what that might mean going forward.

      With everyone in agreement that they should attempt to end the curse, Logan was full of energy, despite not getting a wink of sleep last night. He set his gaze upon Eloise. “How do we get started?”

      She bit her lower lip and looked at the Monopoly board. “I…don’t know.”

      “But you know about curses,” Logan said, feeling all of his excitement turn to dread. “You don’t have any idea how to move forward?”

      “No.” Eloise wouldn’t meet his gaze.

      Ashleigh plucked the pair of dice from the Monopoly board in her hands and shook them. “She may have been a witch, but she’s dead now. That means she’s a spirit, and you’re a ghost-hunter, so—”

      “It’s not as simple as it sounds,” Eloise said. “Spirits that linger behind often want to communicate. In this instance, if this is a ghost we’re dealing with, which we have to assume it is since it can appear and vanish at will, she might not want to be convinced. She might just want vengeance.”

      “But it’s been one hundred years,” Tyler said. “Won’t she get tired of hating people for so long? She doesn’t even know us.”

      “Ghosts are not entirely in this dimension, so time passes differently for them. Spirits are nothing but thoughts and emotions. When you’re dealing with someone filled with so much rage, they’re difficult to reason with. They don’t want to hear common sense. They’re so angry that they can’t see past their hatred.”

      Tyler grabbed the property cards and shuffled them. “But our father and grandfathers are all dead. She wanted them dead, and they’re all gone. Her three brothers died, and our three fathers died. That’s a fair trade, right?”

      Logan wished that was the case, but he presumed that Lucretia didn’t have that opportunity in death to adjust the curse, even if she’d wanted to. And while Logan had lost his father, he’d never known his grandfather and great-grandfather, whereas Lucretia lost her brothers, all of whom she’d obviously loved. For that reason, he didn’t think it was quite the even deal Tyler had stated.

      “Once I encounter Lucretia,” Eloise said, “I might be able to communicate with her. It’ll give me a better understanding of what we’re dealing with and the strength she can harness. I don’t believe she is very powerful. At least not now. Otherwise, given the circumstances of this curse, I’d imagine it would’ve been more active.”

      Ashleigh tapped one of the dice against the game board. “But can it attack us beyond just touching or grabbing us?”

      “Technically,” Eloise said, “yes, it can hurt us.”

      Logan’s heart skipped a beat. “We have to assume the witch is working her way up to that. But there might be another way to break the curse. How can we go about finding out what that might be?”

      Eloise rested her chin on her balled up hands. “We’d need her to visit again, so I can try to communicate with her. Hopefully, she’ll appear sometime soon.”

      Logan didn’t like the sound of that. “But she wants to kill us. I don’t mean to be condescending, but what makes you think she’ll stop and chat with you?”

      “She anchored her spirit to this curse. She only appears when it’s broken. Do you think any of your ancestors knew a medium who tried to communicate with Lucretia?”

      “Probably not,” Logan conceded.

      “Exactly. Not many people can communicate with ghosts,” Eloise said. “Lucretia might be surprised and decide to start talking. We just don’t know what she’ll do…until she does it.”

      Ashleigh sat back in her chair and folded her arms. “I don’t like that idea.”

      “Me neither,” said Tyler.

      “I agree,” said Logan. “But we’re going to do it.”

      Ashleigh scoffed. “What?”

      “Do you trust Eloise?” Logan asked her.

      She nodded.

      “Then we’re doing this her way.” He turned to his brother with a stern stare. “Got it?”

      Tyler settled an elbow on the table and leaned forward as if all his energy had seeped out of his pores.

      “We’re all in this together,” Logan said. “We need to be on the same page. Do you understand?”

      “Why do you get to choose?” his brother asked. “You’re the one who started all this. It’s your fault we’re in this mess.”

      “Ty?” Ashleigh said. “He didn’t know, remember? It’s not his fault. Just say it’s okay.”

      “Fine!” He rolled his eyes. “Whatever.”

      Logan hated his brother’s irritating little outbursts, but he was glad they had all agreed to let Eloise try to make contact and see where it led. “Now we’re going to play this board game until we’re done.”

      “Now?” asked Ashleigh, knitting her eyebrows together. “What for?”

      “We’re waiting for Lucretia, right?” he asked, still uneasy with that course of action. “We’ll all be together. And it’ll get our mind off of all this negativity.”

      “That’s stupid,” said Tyler.

      Logan slammed a fist onto the table, forcing the board and its pieces to jump an inch in the air before settling back down again. “We’re playing the damn game. Now find a game piece, and let’s get this thing started.”

      Ashleigh and Tyler stared at him with shocked expressions. Without a word, they averted their eyes and picked playing pieces as requested.

      Eloise looked over at Logan with a raised eyebrow. “That was,” she whispered, looking a little breathless, “so forceful and commanding!”

      Logan’s shirt had ridden up his hips a little, so he pushed it down. “Damn right!”

      A mischievous smile appeared on Eloise’s lips. “I kinda liked it!”

      Four hours later, after midnight, Logan landed on a Boardwalk that was filled with hotels. He handed all of his money and properties to Tyler, who despite struggling to keep his eyes open, had amassed a fortune in both. Eloise had seven dollars left and still owned two properties.

      Ashleigh had gone bankrupt over an hour ago and had been reading articles on her device. “Hmmm. Black lipstick might look good on me.”

      “Yeah, if you want to live in a coffin,” Tyler said, waving good-naturedly at his brother. He turned to Eloise. “Should we just end the game now? Or do you really want me to take everything from you?”

      Eloise narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re right. It’s past your bedtime. Even tiny moguls need their sleep.” She slid her assets over to him.

      Tyler yawned and from behind the palm that covered his mouth, he said, “Clean up, will you, Ash?” He tossed his sister a five-dollar bill. “Here’s a tip for your troubles.”

      She frowned at him. “Give me a real five-dollar bill, and you’ve got a deal.”

      He reached in his pocket, withdrew a quarter, and flipped it in front of her tablet. “Work as hard as me, and you’ll have that black lipstick in no time.” He winked at her. “Thanks, kid!” He shot to his feet. “Think I’ll get a nightcap. Logan, where’s the scotch?”

      “The butterscotch candy,” Logan said, “is in the cabinet where it’s always been.” He glanced at Eloise and they started laughing. It felt good to release some of the pressure they’d been feeling since their mother had left for her trip.

      After Tyler left the room, Ashleigh, not removing her gaze from her device, scooted away from the table.

      Logan was surprised his sister didn’t want to clean up, but he didn’t want to pester her about it. “Remember,” he called out to them, “we’re all sleeping in the family room tonight, so get your stuff and come right back down.”

      When he spotted the shiny quarter on the table, he swiped it with a grin. “Sweet!” He motioned toward the game board. “Looks like I get to do the honors.” He caught Eloise’s eye. “Don’t worry, I’ll let you help.” He squinted at her as though she was untrustworthy and raised the quarter. “But this baby is all mine!”

      Eloise shook her head, smiling. “Your sister is right. You’re a dork.”

      He assumed her playful voice told him it was okay to mess with her. “Good thing you have a thing for dorks.” Logan began separating the money.

      “No, I don’t.” She collected the property cards and placed them in a tray. “Maybe just…one dork in particular.” The smile stayed on her face, even though she wouldn’t meet his gaze.

      That comment made his heart soar, and it felt good to have that confirmation. Logan took in that cute smile, and for a brief moment, everything seemed perfect. Then Lucretia’s image entered his mind.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked with a curious expression.

      After that amazing kiss, Logan wanted more, but if this witch was intent on ruining his life, that might extend to Eloise as well. Thankfully, she seemed quite capable of handling herself. And while he would be at her side the instant she needed him, Logan felt that he had to make his siblings a greater priority. They were younger, defenseless, and they trusted him. Plus, he’d gotten them into this jam. He had to do everything in his power to end this curse.

      And that meant facing Lucretia. He just hoped he kept his cool when staring down the ghost to keep it from haunting his family for the rest of their lives.
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      Logan got some extra bedding materials for Eloise while his siblings set up camp downstairs. Since no one could sleep, he put on a boring black and white film, hoping it might serve as a sleep aid.

      Ashleigh and Tyler fell asleep with an hour, his sister taking the couch, while his brother slept in front of the flat screen. Logan figured the emotional rollercoaster they’d been on lately had assisted their quick descent into sleep. He also believed that they trusted him and Eloise to keep them safe if the ghost appeared while they were slumbering. After he’d told Eloise about his recent difficulties sleeping and his need to get some shut-eye, he appreciated that she planned to stay up the entire evening.

      Logan set up his linens between his siblings, while Eloise took the spot beside him. Being so close to his family, he found it inappropriate to even attempt to kiss Eloise again, but he interlinked his hand within hers while they propped their heads in their free hands and used their elbows to support their weight.

      Logan felt like he had started on an important journey, one that would influence the rest of his life. It comforted him because every time he looked into Eloise’s eyes, he felt like she laid herself bare, like she would be brutally honest. That scared him because he wanted to do the same thing, but at the same time, he found it refreshing, exciting.

      “So now we wait,” Eloise said.

      He nodded. “I’ll stay up as long as my body will let me.”

      She glanced around the room silently and eventually made her way back to his gaze. She immediately looked down, and her mouth turned into a frown.

      “No reason to get sad. I’m sure she’ll show up.”

      “It’s not that.”

      Logan found it disconcerting that she hadn’t followed up on that remark. “What then?”

      “Before I found out that I had psychic abilities and could communicate with spirits, I had a very adept sense of how others felt at any given time.”

      “How does that work?”

      “I think it depends on the energy another person is giving off. The stronger they feel and the more they think about whatever they’re dealing with, the easier it is for me to feel it and connect to them. Sometimes, I can’t disentangle from it, and it’s like I’m caught in a loop I can’t get out of. It’s difficult. I’m getting better at it, but it can still be tough.”

      He hoped that she could feel his sincerity and trust, but at the same time, he didn’t want to ask to double-check. If she wanted to share that, she would. Besides, there were some things people should keep to themselves, and for Eloise to be inundated with that without any choice felt like an incredible burden. He supposed she needed to be very understanding and patient to deal with such a strong responsibility without losing her sense of self, which really fit with her personality.

      She stared at their interlocked hands and tightened her grasp on them.

      “I know what you’re feeling, Logan.”

      Her tone was so free of emotion that a shard of fear stabbed him, immediately making him think that she was upset with him, but looking at her sullen expression, he was more curious than anything about what she was feeling. “Is that a bad thing?”

      She let go of his hand and turned away from him.

      A spike of worry enveloped him. “I’m not a bad guy if that’s what you’re thinking.” Logan took her hand again, but this time she didn’t grasp onto it. “If you’re worried, I have good intentions.”

      She nodded. “I know. And that’s the problem. I don’t want…”

      He didn’t like the sound of that. This time, he withdrew his hand. “Are you breaking this off between us? We haven’t even gone on a date yet. Oh, maybe that’s the problem? If it is, well, I plan on taking you out, Eloise. We’re definitely going to—”

      She straightened, extended both hands, and placed her palms on his cheeks. “Shhh, okay?”

      He wagged his finger at her. “We’re not in a library, so you can’t do that.”

      A smile flickered on her lips, but a moment later, she flinched as if stung with pain. “No, will you just please listen?”

      Fear struck his heart. “Okay.” He swallowed, afraid of what she might say.

      “I know what you’re feeling all the time, every moment we’re together. I can feel your heart and soul, Logan.”

      He didn’t think her abilities extended that far. He felt violated, like he couldn’t keep his secrets private.

      “I’m an empath. No matter where I am or what I’m doing, I’m inundated with feelings from everyone around me. If someone’s mad or sad or happy, I feel it. Maybe not to the full extent of what they’re feeling, but I won’t lie, feeling so many different emotions one after another, well, it’s easy to judge others without all the facts. That’s the most difficult part, trying to not to jump to conclusions and to stay impartial and to be non-judgmental.”

      He tried to put himself in her place by envisioning himself walking through a department store during the winter holidays encountering a throng of people rushing past every couple seconds, many of whom are tense or upset about the long lines and all of the tasks they still had ahead of them. The exercise wore him out, and he’d simply fabricated that predicament. What would that really feel like? He truly couldn’t imagine it.

      “That sounds exhausting,” he said finally. When Eloise didn’t respond, he said, “How is all that possible?”

      “I was born with it. The same way I was born with my other abilities.”

      “Sounds like a curse.” Realizing he may have spoken out of turn, he got prepared to apologize.

      “No.” She turned to him and held up a hand with a look of desperation. “Please don’t apologize.”

      Could she read his mind? Is that why she knew what he would say? Blood rushed into his face quicker than it ever had before. Since she wanted sincerity, he said, “Did you just read my mind?”

      “No. I can’t do that, and I wouldn’t want to. But I feel what you’re feeling. Just a moment ago, I could tell you got really worried. I’ve been like this for over a dozen years. After so much time, I got pretty good at inferring emotions. I’m not always on the dot, but I’m pretty accurate.”

      “You’ve got a built-in bullshit detector!”

      She cocked an eyebrow and bumped his upper arm with her own. “I’ve never heard that one before.” Then she smiled, perhaps to show her sarcasm was meant good-naturedly.

      Logan thought about everything she’d shared. It didn’t take long to comprehend why she took this moment to tell him who she truly was and the difficulties she faced. Before he got too attached, she wanted him to know what he’d be dealing with if he wanted to take the next step with her.

      And it worried him. “To be honest, that scares me.”

      She nodded. “I know. I could feel that from you a little.”

      “But it doesn’t change how I feel about you.”

      “Ghosts scare you.”

      “True. But you’ll be around to tell me if they’re there. And the more you get exposed to something, the more you get used to it. At least, I hope it’ll work out that way.” When she nodded at that, he said, “What else have you got for me?”

      “I work full-time, but otherwise, I travel around the state to help people the same way I’m helping you. It doesn’t leave much time for romance or anything else. But it’s my calling. I don’t know why it happened, but I feel it’s the right thing to do.”

      Logan noted her disappointment, not in Eloise’s expression which gave nothing away, but by the way her shoulders sagged inwards. It forced her arms forward at an awkward angle, like they would soon buckle and snap.

      He couldn’t imagine enduring such a burden every day, any time he went out in public. Sometimes, he found it tough to work through his own emotions. He couldn’t imagine a flood of feelings rushing at him from all angles whenever she went anywhere with people around. The closest analogy he could imagine was to have each person you met throughout the day trying to sell you something you had no interest in. If that happened to him on every day of your life, he would probably lose his mind. An outpouring of compassion flowed out of him.

      “But you know what makes it worth it?” she asked. “When I help someone and feel their relief and appreciation, there is no better feeling in the world.”

      “Really?” he asked, shocked that anything could make up for such a dismal day-in, day-out experience. It immediately made him think of the Pixar film they’d seen separately a few days ago. “What about at the movie theater? That must be madness. Stuck with all those people. All those feelings…and no way to get away from them.”

      “I only see Disney or Pixar films in the theater.” Tears entered her eyes. “That’s probably why I love their movies so much. For the most part, they aren’t dark or negative, and to have an entire room full of people feeling happy or joyous at the same time during the film is so indescribably uplifting. It’s one of the best feelings in the world!”

      “Wow!” he said. “Next time Pixar comes out with another movie, you have to come with us.”

      “It’s a date!” she said with a big grin.

      “What else have you got for me?” he asked.

      “You don’t give up very easily, do you?”

      “Not when I have something worth fighting for.”

      She searched his eyes for a long moment. “You’re for real, aren’t you?”

      If she wasn’t interested, she wouldn’t have framed her question that way. He liked that she spoke her mind without reservations. It fit in well with how his family communicated.

      “At some moments,” Eloise said, “you’re very much into this, but in others, you’re scared.”

      He nodded. “I’ve got to know: what happened to your friend? The one who recently died?”

      Her lips quivered and she lowered her eyes and batted her eyelashes a number of times before she met his stare again. “She was murdered in a haunted house.”

      “By a ghost?”

      “By a man who was influenced by a ghost.”

      Logan’s muscles cramped up. Nothing he’d read online or in the books he’d gotten from the library mentioned that people could be so overcome with a spirit’s emotions that they didn’t act of their own accord. The idea horrified him.

      “And now,” she said, “you’re freaking out.” As she continued to inspect his gaze, her shoulders firmed up, and her arms no longer looked like they would snap.

      “Kind of,” he admitted. “I didn’t know ghosts could affect us that much. Have they ever affected you that way?”

      “No. I have techniques to ground myself and prevent that sort of thing from happening.”

      “You’ll have to show me sometime.”

      “Definitely.” She nodded. “My life is…difficult. I can’t expect everyone to accept me.” She winced at the thought. “Or even understand me.”

      “I want to understand.” Logan recalled how Eloise had risked her reputation in high school by defending those who’d been bullied. Now he got why she’d done it; Eloise felt so much of the anguish and fear and humiliation of those victims that she wanted to let them know that someone cared about them, that they hadn’t endured that embarrassment alone. She not only assisted those with supernatural afflictions, but she also helped those who’ve endured human indignities. He had such admiration that she often put herself on the line for others and never asked for anything in return.

      He reached over and took her hand in his once more. “You’re special, Eloise. We haven’t really talked too much about our pasts, but I can only imagine that you’ve been very lonely…for a very long time.”

      Her face crumbled. Eloise scooted closer to him and wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you,” she said, barely managing to get the words out. She clung to him and sobbed with practically no sound, her body quivering against his.

      Logan held her tightly. “You’re not alone anymore.” He felt like they had made a soul connection, something real that went beyond words, something that bound them together, something that made him feel accepted and loved, perhaps not yet romantically but spiritually.

      Eloise released him, turned aside and sniffled a few times, and then wiped the tears from her eyes and face. “I didn’t expect that to happen.”

      “I’m glad it did,” he said. “I’m really glad to know you, Eloise.”

      When she turned back to him, her eyes sparkled, and she kissed his lips before she laughed, only to place a few fingertips to her lips and looked around at his siblings.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” she said, grinning. “I’m just happy.”

      “Me too.” Logan loved that he could express himself freely without fearing her response because she knew what he was feeling the moment. It sort of smashed the idea that she’d invaded his privacy because it lent their relationship an authenticity that could potentially help them avoid misunderstandings and work past any issues without keeping secrets.

      Eloise took in a deep breath and let it out as her smile faded. She scanned the area around them. “It’s been almost a day since this entity last visited.”

      “Uncharted territory,” he said. “You know, since Lucretia made her presence known, she dropped by pretty often.” Logan yawned. It surprised him, given the fear that death may strike at any moment and the strides he’d made in his relationship with Eloise, but not sleeping in over thirty hours had that effect.

      “You can go to sleep,” she said. “I’ll keep watch.”

      “What if you fall asleep?”

      “If she visits, I’ll feel her emotions.”

      “Even while you’re sleeping?”

      “When we’re asleep, we’re completely vulnerable. That’s when we’re most open to spiritual disruption. If there’s a sudden shift in my dreams, I’ll realize something doesn’t quite fit and force myself to wake up.”

      “I could never fall asleep under those circumstances.” He wondered if his body would ever enter a deep sleep, which might end up making him groggy. Did she have the same problem? That idea made him worry a little, but it wasn’t enough to make him overlook his fatigue.

      “When you do my job,” Eloise said, her voice cracking, “you adapt.”

      He laid his head on the pillow and closed his eyes. Hearing Eloise shift beside him, he reflexively reached out blindly, found her hand, and clasped it.

      Rest came fitfully, but at some point during the night, Logan heard a panic-stricken, silent scream nearly puncture the quiet. It took only a moment to recognize that the ragged, imperceptible shriek came from his throat.
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      With weary eyes that barely budged despite demanding that they do just that, Logan felt a presence nearby. Obviously, he couldn’t see anything, which made it impossible to determine what lurked in the vicinity. But he didn’t need to catch an eyeful of whatever crept among them to know that something ominous had visited them.

      And the entity must have picked its way through the family room. He hadn’t awoken from a whoosh of air hitting his face, nor had a sound split the air. Yet he could sense it. His chest felt tight, like someone sat on it, making it difficult to breathe. An iron-tinged scent hit his nostrils.

      That odor alone didn’t spur any thoughts as to what might elicit that aroma. Until he recalled biting his fingernail last week. Blood had crested over his skin, and it smelled like iron.

      What had happened? Had someone gotten hurt? He called upon his eyelids to life but they wouldn’t. However, behind his lids, he could sense the dim morning light peering through the windows.

      The fragrance of blood, more than any other scent, made him want to burst into action. He called upon his muscles to move. They wouldn’t. It felt like he’d wrapped his torso tightly in blankets. He made another effort, this time pushing his shoulders to move, so he could twist around onto his stomach, prepared to launch in any direction in which he spotted an enemy.

      How was this possible? What could have prevented him from opening his eyes or moving? He felt trapped inside a broken body, one that could only rely on his ears and the thick tension in the air around him. Which made things all the more grim since he couldn’t guess why his muscles wouldn’t work.

      Once more, although he commanded his brain to follow through on his request, his muscles refused to shift even a centimeter. Something had to have restrained him. Lucretia must’ve returned. Maybe she’d placed a spell on him. That might explain his condition.

      But she was in spectral form. Could she perform that ritual without a body? After all, if she was only composed of energy, she couldn’t talk to set the enchantment in motion. Or could she? Logan hadn’t noticed any passages in the books he’d read that stated whether such a feat was possible. On second thought, Eloise mentioned that she communicated with ghosts, so it might be conceivable.

      He took in snippets of air that felt like they barely scraped through his neck, making it feel compressed, as though the oxygen strained his throat as it passed into his chest.

      His brain was foggy, making it difficult to concentrate. He had to hasten that ability. This time, rather than attempting to move his appendages, he put all of his efforts into cracking open his eyelids.

      They barely budged. A streak of alarm lashed his body, but even that didn’t prompt him to move. His paralytic condition reminded him of the movies, where the bad guy injects a drug into the hero’s bloodstream, making it impossible for him to fight back. So he was back to thinking Lucretia was in the vicinity and had cast a spell on him.

      But if she had, why hadn’t Eloise noticed and put a stop to it?

      There were too many unanswered questions, and with his inability to move, Logan felt another scream preparing to tear from his vocal cords. It didn’t happen.

      Strangely enough, he only let out a slight whine that barely resounded in his own mind, let alone registered an actual sound. He sucked in a breath, but the second he performed that task, his throat threatened to close up again, cutting him off from taking in more oxygen.

      Unable to speak, move, or see anything clearly, Logan felt more than helpless. He felt abandoned. Yet his siblings and Eloise were supposed to be nearby. Where were they? Had the witch gotten to them before mounting this attack? Moisture surged into his eyes.

      Logan couldn’t let that happen. He needed to see in order to discover what attacked him. He tried to force the tears back. He couldn’t survive while relying only on his sense of smell.

      At that moment, he recalled having endured a similar nightmarish predicament in the past. He’d once researched the issue and now recalled that he’d just suffered from an episode of sleep paralysis. It most often affected those who didn’t move smoothly between different stages of sleep or those who had disrupted their sleep patterns. Over the past few days, in between missing two nights of sleep, he’d slept throughout the daylight hours of an entire day.

      That realization stopped the tears from mounting. It also relieved so much of his anxiety that he finally blinked. A burst of excitement stretched through him. With that accomplished, he blinked rapidly to dry his eyes, but his smeared vision from the excess moisture was unsteady, tilting left to right, up and down.

      He just needed to continue to relax and wait this out. In the past, he’d always spent a helpless minute or two before he regained full bodily function. So far, he presumed less than thirty seconds had passed since first awakening. He now lowered his expectations and continued to loosen up.

      Then a troubling thought hit his mind. All of that might be true, but previously, while he may have struggled to breathe evenly, he’d never felt like a great weight pressed down on his chest. Now that he’d flushed the moisture from his eyes, he’d moved them enough to see clearly. He looked down toward his stomach to find out what may have caused such pain.

      A luminescent light-skinned black woman with thick, curly dark hair that barely passed her jaw straddled his chest. Lucretia bared white teeth, which mangled her face in rage, her wide eyes glaring at him. But even that hideous expression couldn’t shatter the smooth, sinewy beauty of her face.

      Finding a woman wrapped in chains straddling him while choking him out was frightening enough. But to endure that torture while incapacitated took fear to a different level of terror. He was so overcome with fear that chills racked his body, and if he didn’t compose himself he’d begin to lose consciousness. Chains tinkled above him, swinging back and forth, eliciting the slight sound of wind passing through the air, making him concentrate on the situation, not the ghost that loomed over him.

      Logan now found himself struggling even harder to capture enough air into his lungs. It made sense: the witch pressed her weight down on him. Only that didn’t add up. This woman was a spirit. She was not composed of matter. So why did so much pressure push down on him?

      Looking closer at Lucretia, he didn’t have to wonder why she gave him such a vile, hate-filled expression. She wanted him dead. The way she squeezed her hands around his neck told him that much. That, along with the weight on his chest, explained why he had so much trouble breathing.

      How could he fight her without the ability to move? Any hope that he might have had of pushing her away now dispersed as quietly and slowly as the air that sifted out of his chest.

      Logan regained his focus, and he settled his gaze on the monstrosity hovering over him.

      Iron links were wrapped around the witch. And while they bound her wrists together, she still had enough room between her palms to press them against either side of his neck…and exert a tremendous amount of pressure.

      If Logan didn’t act quickly, he presumed she’d crush his windpipe. A surge of hysteria shocked his system, but he tamped down the emotions from overtaking him. Losing his mind would only hasten his demise.

      Since he couldn’t count on Eloise or his siblings to step in and throttle the witch, Logan needed to regain his composure. That was a tall order when considering the circumstances. He looked to his right, focused on his hand, and worked on twitching his left index finger.

      It moved. Joy spiked his confidence. Next, he curled his palm. He didn’t have time to celebrate each small victory, so he went onwards: shifting his elbow and arm, followed by his shoulder. He turned it towards his head. It helped him pivot his body to the left.

      Lucretia rolled with him, tilting sideways. But her posture and position on him didn’t shift even an inch, appearing as though gravity hadn’t affected her. And in this instance, it didn’t because she was not corporeal. The idea that she would keep her bearings no matter where he went or what he did sent a shiver of fear up his spine.

      That emotion also forced him to stop thinking about moving one body part at a time. No longer letting his mind lead him, he allowed instinct to take control. He rolled over and fell onto his stomach.

      Lucretia vanished. Not so much as a sound escaped her.

      Other than the inability to breathe and the pressure on his chest, it was as if the entire encounter hadn’t happened. Maybe the witch disappeared because she still thought in mortal terms, the kind where she had a physical body, and in that case, she wouldn’t have wanted to get smothered.

      Logan no longer strained to snap up every breath, but his throat felt raw from the assault. He was glad to once again have a full range of motion but even happier that Lucretia disappeared.

      “Are you okay?” Eloise asked from behind him.

      Shifting to his hands and knees, he swerved around to meet her stare and winced as he swallowed. He shook his head.

      Eloise ran over and skidded to a stop beside him, placing a hand on his back. “What happened?” Her gaze swept up and down his body. “What’s wrong?”

      Ashleigh shifted under her blanket. “What’s going on?”

      “Attacked,” Logan said. “By the witch.”

      “What?” his sister asked, her voice raising a few octaves. She jerked around, eyes wide, now fully awake. “Lucretia was here? She hurt you?” Fear entered her eyes as she surveyed the family room. “Where is she? I don’t see her. Is she here?”

      “No,” said Eloise in a heightened tone as examined the area. “She’s gone.”

      Logan glared at her face until she locked onto his eyes. “Where,” he said, grinding his teeth, “were you?”

      “The bathroom. I’m sorry. I wasn’t gone long. I didn’t think—”

      “That bitch latched onto me. I barely got her off.”

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated.

      “I thought you could tell when she was near?”

      “I can. But I was in another room behind a closed door.”

      Anger still burned inside him, but he couldn’t slight her for her response. No one could. What did he expect? That she would wake him up to let him know that nature called? He worked on collecting himself.

      “What did she do?” asked Eloise, a look of self-hatred in her eyes. She checked his throat. “Thankfully, your skin is unmarked.”

      “She sat on my chest. She was choking me.”

      A squeak left Ashleigh’s mouth as her palms flew to her face and covered her nose. She breathed heavily behind her hands, emitting loud gasps as if trying to imitate Darth Vader if he suffered a panic attack.

      Eloise, breathing in jagged bursts, held Logan’s gaze. “I can only imagine that the curse gives her powers beyond that which a ghost has at its disposal.”

      “Did something happen?” Tyler mumbled.

      “Get up,” said his sister. “It was here: the ghost.”

      For a few seconds, Tyler didn’t react. Perhaps he was clearing the haze from his mind, but then, in a burst of energy, he shot up and sat with his arms crossing his chest. “She was? Why? What did she do? What did she want?”

      “Me,” Logan admitted. “She’s gone though.” Now that the witch hadn’t returned and everyone was awake, he’d finally gotten a grip and took a few minutes to explain what happened.

      Afterward, Eloise sat on the ground, wrapping her arms around knees that were pressed against her chest. Her downcast expression revealed sadness and guilt. Ashleigh sat in the corner of the sofa with the blanket over her shoulders, shivering, while Tyler stared at his older brother, frozen in place, so overtaken by the story that he hadn’t blinked in quite some time.

      Logan crawled over to Eloise and took her hands from her knees. “Hey.”

      That simple movement made moisture spring into her eyes.

      He moved closer until he sat beside her. He extended an arm around her shoulder and pulled her into an embrace. “I’m sorry if I got upset. I was just scared. It’s not your fault.”

      Her back hitched a few times as half-drawn breaths started and stopped in her throat. “I should have been there.” Tears spilled from her eyes.

      “Don’t blame yourself.” Logan nestled his head next to hers until their temples touched. He hated that he’d immediately turned on her. It was a heat of the moment response that he wished he could take back. “That’s not fair to you. I overreacted.”

      She nodded and sniffled.

      “Now what?” asked Tyler. “What do we do? How do we stop her?”

      Logan had no idea. He’d need Eloise’s help on that one. He just wouldn’t press her for answers now, not when her self-confidence was shaken. He could relate. But one look at his siblings told him that they’d need to find an answer quick. Because he didn’t think they’d last too long without losing their minds.

      “We’ll need to…” Eloise took a measured breath, but exhaling made her frame shake. “We’ll need to do a séance.”

      “A séance?” Logan asked, so surprised by that response that he rocked backward a little. “That’s when you call upon a spirit to visit, right?”

      “That’s dangerous,” said Tyler, glancing from left to right as a dubious look gripped him.

      “Not if you know what you’re doing,” Eloise said.

      “Who do you want to speak with?” Logan asked, intrigued yet frightened by the idea.

      “The one who started this whole thing: your great-grandfather, Abner.”
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      “Why?” The word shot from Ashleigh’s mouth, full of vitriol. “He was a murderer. We don’t want him here.” Her body still shook, but anger seemed to have replaced her fear. She leaned forward with her upper lip curled into a snarl.

      “Believe me,” Eloise said, raising a hand to appease Ashleigh. “I don’t want him here either. But we need him. He’s the only one who can tell us about Lucretia. He might know about this curse. If he does, he might know how to break it.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Logan said, “but Ashleigh’s right. The guy’s a killer. What if he does something to us?”

      “He’s your great-grandfather. I could be completely wrong about this, but if there’s anyone he might not kill, it would be his own family members. I’d imagine he’d be curious about you, don’t you think?”

      “It’s a shitty idea,” his sister said. “Logan, we can’t invite him into our house. What if he comes back later…after the séance, when we don’t want him to?”

      Eloise said, “I’ll be careful to close contact and make sure he leaves for good.”

      “You can do that?” asked Tyler.

      “Yes.”

      “How many of these have you done?” Logan asked.

      “This will be my first.”

      “What?” Ashleigh rocketed forth so quickly, she leapt off the couch and stood over her older brother and Eloise. “You’ve never done a séance, and for your first try, you plan to bring a murderer into our house? No way. I won’t let you.”

      Logan also had reservations. He didn’t necessarily want Eloise to take such a big risk without having the experience necessary to control the situation. But it’s not like he could use the equivalent of a Grubhub app for those who’ve done séances and have someone stop over in fifteen minutes.

      More than that, the idea of a séance frightened him. He knew nothing about them. He didn’t know the dangers associated with them. But again, he didn’t have any alternatives, and if Eloise thought this was a wise course of action, he’d stand by her.

      “Logan,” his sister said, “I like her too, but you can’t let her—”

      “Okay,” he said, animosity shooting into his veins as quickly as it took to flip a switch. He smacked his hands together. “We’ll do nothing. We’ll let Lucretia come back. And if I see her, I’ll point her to your bedroom. I’m sure she’ll take things from there.”

      Ashleigh planted a foot forward, stuck out a hip, and leveled him with a steady glare. “You’re such an—”

      “Do you have a better suggestion?”

      “Than inviting that insane witch into my room? No, I don’t know much about all this stuff.”

      “You were the one who wanted me to get books on the paranormal. Then you wanted me to contact Eloise. Finally, you asked that she stay overnight to help. And now, after that ghost strangled me, you want to…what, just ask Eloise to go home? Don’t you think we ought to trust her the way you’ve done this entire time?”

      “Of course I want her to stay.” Ashleigh’s voice softened a bit. So did her determined stare. Reluctantly, she dragged her gaze over to Eloise. “Listen, I’m sorry. It’s just…Lucretia was toying with us before, but now that you’re here, she’s all of a sudden trying to kill Logan? Don’t those two things seem connected?”

      “Eloise told us paranormal activity intensifies the more power Lucretia gets from us. We had to expect that would happen, and we already knew Lucretia wanted to kill us. This has nothing to do with Eloise.” Logan eyed her with concern. “Are you worried about this séance going sideways?”

      “Well, yeah, aren’t you?”

      “Of course, but we can’t let that stop us from trying. We need to try everything we can to figure out a way out of this.”

      Ashleigh looked over at Eloise. “Do you know anyone who has done a séance before? No offense, but someone who knows exactly what they’re doing?”

      “Performing a séance is easy,” Eloise responded in a calm manner. “You could conduct one. What’s important is having a medium at the table to communicate with the spirit you want to contact. Without that, there’s no reason to be at the table.”

      “So why do I feel so unsure about this?” she asked.

      “Because, as you said, we’re asking to speak with a murderer.”

      Ashleigh thought that over. “There has to be another way.”

      “Have your ancestors published memoirs?” Eloise asked. “Or written a family history? If so, they may have written about Lucretia.”

      Logan shook his head.

      “Then this is our best shot?” Ashleigh asked.

      Eloise nodded.

      “Let’s do it right now,” Tyler said. “So we don’t chicken out.”

      Logan saw the determination in Tyler’s eyes. He also wanted to deal with this as soon as possible. He turned to his sister. “Are you with us?”

      She took in a bunch of air and then nodded as she let it out.

      Eloise said, “Do you have three candlesticks and a candelabrum or holders for them? We’ll need to set them up on the kitchen table.”

      “I’ll get them.” Ashleigh dashed out of the room.

      Logan got up and led Tyler and Eloise to the kitchen. Tyler hopped up on the countertop behind the table, his legs swinging in the air while he tapped his hands against his thighs.

      “Do you have any personal effects from Abner?” she asked.

      “Not that I know of.”

      Eloise sat down at the head of the table. “That’s okay. We can use the letter your father wrote. Some mediums like to use an offering, something that would welcome the spirit to visit us. Since you’re from Abner’s line, he shouldn’t need much encouragement to drop by, but once we get him here, I’d still like to use something to persuade him to stay. We’ll use the message for that purpose. Abner might want to know what his offspring said about him.”

      Logan took a seat beside her and gestured to the page in the middle of the table. “But if Abner’s dead and so are his son and grandson, wouldn’t he already know what my father wrote in that letter? Wouldn’t they have communicated?”

      Eloise wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I’ve never asked a spirit if he or she contacts others on the other side and what they discuss, so I couldn’t tell you.”

      Whenever they had talked in the past, Eloise had never failed to look him in the eye. This time, her blatant disregard made his insides squirm. “I get the idea that you’re not telling me everything.”

      She finally made eye contact with him. “This is the first time I’ve done a séance, remember? I’ve communicated with earthly spirits, not those beyond the veil. I don’t know what happens there.” She set her gaze on his brother. “Tyler, I’m sorry, but you’re too young to take part.”

      Stunned, his mouth shot open as he frowned. “Why?”

      “When we begin, I need total concentration and calm around the kitchen table. You can be mature for your age, but you’re still only ten years old. I know you don’t like hearing that, but it’s not safe for you to join us.”

      His grimace deepened as he exhaled in disgust. “This sucks.”

      “See?” Logan pointed at his brother’s expression. “That’s why you’re not ready.”

      Ashleigh arrived at the kitchen and sat opposite her brother.

      Eloise had explained that they needed at least three people to take part. Any less than that, and they wouldn’t be able to create a circle, which was necessary for the ritual. “Both of you will need to write out a set of questions that Logan will ask Abner. We have to be relaxed, prepared, and respectful.”

      Over the next half hour, Logan and his siblings wrote questions they’d pose to Abner in hopes that he might give them more insight into Lucretia’s psyche and the curse she’d put into effect. Afterward, Tyler left the room to play a videogame with the volume muted in the family room, and Eloise explained how the séance would be conducted.

      Eloise lit three long, red candlesticks set in imitation gold holders that were placed in a triangular fashion at the center of the table. Ashleigh went over and closed the curtains to block the sunlight from entering the kitchen, cloaking them in gloom except for the candlelight.

      Logan placed a sheet of paper upon which he’d written close to a dozen questions he’d pose to his great-grandfather. The moment Logan accomplished that task, the notion that had already affected Ashleigh, inviting a dead murderer into their home, made him grow lightheaded and more than a little nauseous. He’d have been nervous if they were contacting his father, who had been kind and gentle, but now that the moment had nearly arrived to begin the séance, Logan began having second thoughts about contacting his murderous great-grandfather.

      After all, few people kill even one person in a lifetime. Abner killed three. It meant they would most likely encounter a deranged spirit. They couldn’t even guess how such an unpredictable ghost might respond. He still didn’t like it, but as he told Ashleigh, they had no other options, so he reluctantly kept his mouth shut.

      Eloise sat at the head of the circular kitchen table. Logan was to her right with Ashleigh across from him. She held out her hands to both of them.

      Logan took their palms in his. Ashleigh’s hand was slick with perspiration. When he looked up at her, she kept glancing around the room and licking her lips and swallowing. He didn’t want her nervousness to affect him, but his hands now felt a little unsteady. “Hey.” He tightened his grasp for a moment on her palm before releasing it in hopes of giving them both a needed shot of courage. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “Clear your mind,” said Eloise.

      Ashleigh let out a nervous chuckle.

      Logan had been so determined to get this over with that he hadn’t truly considered his sister’s comfort level. He didn’t want to pressure her into something she didn’t feel ready for, and now that he looked at it from that vantage point, he knew he’d done exactly that. “If you’re not ready, we can do this at another time.”

      “No.” Ashleigh snapped her head toward him as a tremor went through her hand. “We’re doing it right this moment. I won’t get the courage later. It’s now or never.”

      Eloise turned her way and examined Ashleigh’s expression. “We’ll wait until you’re ready.”

      “Okay.” Ashleigh straightened in her chair and her palm stopped shaking. She took in a few breaths and let them out evenly. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Logan was proud of her for facing her fears instead of shrinking from them. He met her eyes with a look of concern, but he’d seen Ashleigh’s fear-filled expression fused with resolve in the past. Ashleigh, through sheer will alone, would endure this session whether she liked it or not. But she would also not say a word. He’d need to keep an eye on her. And thinking so much about her made his skittishness ebb since he’d also be busy questioning Abner.

      “That’s better.” Eloise closed her eyes. “My name is Eloise. I’d like to speak with Abner Pryce, the great-grandfather of Logan and Ashleigh Pryce.” Her eyebrows pulled together. “Abner Pryce, we welcome you to visit us. We seek your knowledge and insight.”

      Logan glanced around, but the room lay still. The air seemed untouched by the paranormal.

      “Abner Pryce,” Eloise said again. “Please feel free to visit us. We seek your input.” After half a minute, she opened her eyes and released her hands from Logan and Ashleigh. “Sometimes it can take a while for a spirit to come forth, but I should be able to sense something, however slight. But I can tell it’s not going to work.”

      “Why not?” asked Ashleigh. A smile touched her lips but faltered a moment later.

      “I was hoping we might not encounter a barrier, but one is set in place.”

      Logan didn’t understand her, but looking closer, he noticed her expression morph from enthusiasm to fright. The hair on his arms rose. If she had that reaction, how would they be able to contact the dead with an open mind? Beyond that, how would she be able to communicate without letting her nerves get the best of her?

      “What barrier?” Ashleigh asked.

      Logan hadn’t thought of it before, but he now figured there had been a barrier to the afterworld, which he now remembered Eloise had referred to as the veil. He always supposed those who believed in God were welcomed into Heaven while those who went to Hell were dragged down there against their will. If spirits in Heaven were contacted by those on Earth, they might be able to pass between both dimensions with relative ease, but those in Hell were tethered to the place.

      “Abner’s in Hell.” Logan turned to Eloise. “I’m right, aren’t I? He killed three people. He’s in Hell. That’s why he’s not answering.”

      Eloise nodded. “I was afraid of this.” She looked pale, but she bit her lower lip and narrowed her gaze on the candles, appearing focused and filled with resolve.

      “Afraid of what?” Logan asked.

      “We need to call upon darker forces.”

      Those words sent a quiver of fear down his spine.

      “We need to use the proper means to open a gate to Hell.”
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      Eloise leaned toward the candles. “Abner Pryce, we release you from joining us. You are no longer welcomed to visit.” She blew out the candles. “That concludes that attempt.”

      Ashleigh pushed back her chair, rose to her feet, and opened the curtains. “I’m not going to contact someone in Hell.” She stomped out of the room, shaking her head, looking like nothing and no one could dissuade her. “No way.”

      Logan watched her go. The nauseous sensation in his stomach transformed into an emptiness. He didn’t want to open a portal to Hell. He wanted nothing to do with Satan or those who worked for him. What if other demonic forces left that place and entered their home? The mere idea made his enter body quiver. He told Eloise, “I’m not going to call her back.”

      “I agree. That wouldn’t be wise. This requires us to take things up a notch. If we do, we can’t let Ashleigh take part. Her fear is off the charts. She won’t be able to handle what takes place.” She met Logan’s gaze. “You’re barely holding on as it is. If you don’t want to—”

      “This is going too far. Maybe we should reach out to Lucretia. We could try to discourage her from—”

      Eloise drew back her neck, and she pushed her chair back, causing the wood to groan against the floor. “That would not be a good idea.”

      “Why?”

      “We know what she wants: you dead. She’s filled with hatred. You can’t talk reason with someone like that.”

      Logan accepted that perspective without comment.

      Eloise looked down and placed a couple of fingers under her chin. “Hmmm. That gives me an idea.”

      Logan stared at her, fascinated how her earlier pessimism abruptly shifted to curiosity. It lifted his spirits a little.

      “I’m going to call Jocelyn and Father Demetrius to help.”

      “A priest?” He stiffened. “You’re not going to go through with the séance, are you?”

      “I sure will.”

      “Why? I don’t want anything demonic going on here. What if that negative energy affects my Ashleigh and Tyler? What if a demon gets into the house? What if—”

      “I know you’re worried, but if we handle things carefully, we’ll be fine. Besides, we’re not planning on contacting a demon.”

      “You said Jocelyn specializes in demons. Plus, why else would you want to bring a priest? He’ll probably bring holy water and want to bless the house, right?”

      “He may, but his presence, along with Jocelyn, will be to make sure a demon doesn’t enter the house.”

      “Or Satan!” Logan’s entire body was wired with the jitters. He stood up and paced the kitchen to relieve his nervous energy. “Shit, I really don’t know about this.”

      Eloise pulled out her cell phone and tapped it a few times. “Hey, Jocelyn, it’s me. Can you get Father Demetrius and meet me at Logan’s house? No, I don’t sense any demons here, but we want to keep it that way.”

      Logan once more contemplated what lay ahead of them. Now that Lucretia had attacked him, he understood why his father and their fathers found it necessary to end their lives. They had taken the quickest route possible to end her vengeance, and for the first time, Logan’s mind actually considered that possibility.

      Their idea sent a shroud of darkness over him, but the witch almost killed him this time. What if she achieved that goal next time around? She would go after Ashleigh and Tyler. If he took his life, he would at least save his siblings from Lucretia’s vengeance. Besides, Ashleigh and Tyler now knew of the curse. They could be extra careful from here on out to make sure they didn’t run afoul of the curse.

      But that hadn’t saved their father, had it? And even if Logan knew about it, he might not have had enough time to avoid accidentally planting one on Eloise’s lips. So if his siblings did their very best to avoid kissing another, there was no guarantee that the hex wouldn’t accidentally get triggered.

      For that reason, Logan needed to end things now. His best hope rested with Eloise and her friends. He definitely didn’t want to contact his great-grandfather if he was in Hell, but he needed to stay the course. He needed to trust Eloise.

      “Can you stop over ASAP?” she asked her friend on the phone. “Great! See you soon.” She disconnected the call, placed it on the table, and got to her feet. “They’ll be here in half an hour.”

      “What then?” Logan asked. “Do we do the same thing as before?”

      “Yes. The only difference is that we’ll be inviting a damned soul into this house while keeping demonic forces from entering.” She grinned. “It shouldn’t be too big of a deal.”

      Logan couldn’t tell if her grin emphasized relief or a fanaticism because the wicked gleam in her eye sent a spear of panic through him. The longer he examined her gaze, the more he realized that she’d forced the smile to comfort him. He appreciated the attempt, but he wanted her to be herself. “You don’t need to pretend with me. I can tell you’re a little scared.”

      Her zeal vanished. “I’m trying to stay positive.”

      “I believe in you, but I’m still worried. Do you know what I mean?”

      Eloise nodded. “My friend who died, the one I told you about, I’m not even sure if she’d ever done something like this.”

      “Do you believe in Jocelyn?” Logan asked.

      Her face brightened. “Yes. Of course.” Then her fervor dipped. “But she hasn’t really had any demon activity since Halloween. It’s weird. We expected a deluge.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?”

      “Yes, but there are circumstances that…” She snapped her mouth shut, and the communicative manner with which she spoke disappeared. “We should stop talking about it.”

      Logan didn’t want to pry, but it seemed like Eloise was trying to keep the negativity of her past away from him. Either that or she’d done so to safeguard those feelings from overwhelming her. Regardless, he needed to respect her wishes, so he let the topic die.

      He’d begun to feel uneasy about allowing a damned soul to enter their home with his siblings nearby. He didn’t like the idea of leaving her alone, but she could handle herself better against supernatural forces than he could. “I don’t want my sister and brother to be here while we do this. Will you be okay here by yourself for a little bit?”

      “I’ll be fine. Take whatever time you need.”

      “Thanks. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.” He exited the kitchen and entered the family room.

      “Guys,” he said, “we’re going to do something that might be dangerous, and I don’t want either of you here for that. I’m going to drop you off at the mall.” He left and headed into the living room to retrieve his coat.

      “But Lucretia could come for us anywhere, remember?” said Ashleigh.

      “True,” Logan said. “The only way to avoid that is to remain in a very visible place with a lot of people around. That’s what you’ll need to do to stay safe. I don’t think she’ll just attack you in a high-traffic place where others might rush to help you. I think she wants to do that in a private or secluded place, so she can have her way with you.”

      “Wow, goosebumps,” Tyler said, running a hand across his arm. “Thanks for being so upbeat.”

      “But it’s our house, too,” said Ashleigh, her footsteps drawing closer. Soon enough, she stood only a few feet away with a pain-stricken expression. “We should be here just in case.”

      Logan slipped on his jacket and grabbed his keys. “In case what?”

      Tyler came up behind his sister. “In case you need us.”

      “If we need your help, we’ll be in deeper trouble than we could have imagined.”

      Ashleigh put her hands on her hips. “What if we won’t go?”

      Logan laughed. “Tell you what: grab your coats and take a ride with me. If you make a good enough argument, I’ll drive us all back home. Deal?”

      Tyler grinned. “Cool!” Then he darted to the coat rack, grabbed his jacket, and put it on. “Let’s go, Ash. Don’t just stand there. We need to—”

      Ashleigh put her hands on her hips. “I don’t trust him.”

      Logan shook his head. “You just don’t have a good enough reason to stay.” He removed her coat and flung it over to her. Then he opened the door, let Tyler pass through the spring door, and said, “I need a break from everything that’s gone down here. Don’t you? Come on.”

      When he reached the driver’s side door, he heard his sister groaning. He opened the door and popped the lock on the other side for Tyler, who scooted in before his sister did likewise.

      Logan started up the truck, pulled out, and hit the road. The built-up stress subsided, and he had no idea how much things had gotten to him until the moment he left the house. It felt good not to have to worry about ghosts for the time being.

      “We’re important,” Ashleigh said. “You can trust us more than them.”

      “I thought you liked Eloise,” he said, hoping to catch her in a lie.

      She frowned at him. “You know I do. It’s not about her. It’s about us. We just want to protect our house.”

      “Yeah,” Tyler put in.

      It was in the low forties outside, so Logan flipped on the heater and then stopped at a red light. “And how would you do that?” he asked in a serious tone.

      Ashleigh gave that some thought.

      Logan looked to his little brother. “Tyler? Anything?”

      His brother lowered his gaze. “I don’t know.” He turned to Ashleigh. “Got anything? I’m all out. I need to reload.”

      “This isn’t a video game!” she said. “It’s serious shit.”

      Logan ignored the curse word. “Exactly.” The light turned green, so he hit the gas. “And that’s why I don’t want you there. Mom would go nuts if she knew I’d let you stay in the house when—”

      “Oh, so she’d be okay with you inviting dead people into the house?” she asked.

      “They’re coming anyway,” Logan said, “so, the more the merrier.”

      “Sooo not funny,” she said.

      Logan turned right. He’d always appreciated their proximity to the library, the mall, the movie theater, and restaurants, but never more than this moment. They were already halfway to the mall.

      “So here’s another reason why we should stay,” said Ashleigh. “We know the house better than the others. If they need to—”

      “I can show them where the bathrooms are. And don’t worry; I’ll be sure to let them roam around your bedroom for—”

      She sucked in a lungful of air as she straightened on the seat. “You’re such an ass!”

      It was a diversionary tactic to get them off the subject. Logan complimented himself on its effectiveness.

      “You better not let them in my room!” she said, breathing a little easier now and sinking deeper into the fabric underneath her. “Nice try, by the way,” Ashleigh said. “Getting off the subject isn’t going to work.”

      “Okay,” he said, disappointed to learn she hadn’t fallen for it. He just wished they’d realize he was doing this so they’d stay out of harm’s way. “What else have you got?” He braked at a stop sign.

      Ashleigh stared out the window but stayed quiet.

      “Tyler?” he asked. “Got anything?”

      “I’m out of ammo.” He turned to Ashley. “Don’t say a word.”

      Logan grinned and started through the intersection. A few more blocks and he’d be able to unload them before heading back.

      Ashleigh pivoted toward him. “Mom wouldn’t want strangers in the house.”

      “But you said Eloise is your friend. And she’s bringing her friends, so it’ll be…friendly.”

      She scoffed, folded her arms, and slid further down the seat.

      “Besides, Lucretia has been in our house, and I’m guessing she’d rather have Eloise, Jocelyn, and a priest in our house than a witch who’s responsible for her husband committing suicide. Don’t you?”

      Ashleigh shook her head, her lips twisting tightly against each other, as though it took extra effort to keep whatever she thought about from bursting out of her mouth.

      “I got it!” Tyler said as an excited expression appeared on his mug. Then a dejected look came over him and he grunted. “No, I lost it.”

      Logan turned into the mall parking lot and stopped beside the curb outside the entrance. He put the vehicle in park, withdrew his wallet, took out his last twenty, and held it out to Ashleigh. “This is all I’ve got, but I don’t know how long things are going to last at the house. If you need to spend it, go right ahead. Either way, I’ll be sure to text you before coming back.”

      Tyler tried to nab the bill, but Ashleigh snatched it from Logan’s fingers. “Thanks,” she said in a sarcastic tone and leveled him with a dreary expression. She popped open the passenger door and slid out, Tyler doing the same a moment later.

      Logan waited until they stepped inside the mall and then drove off. In his rearview mirror, he looked back in time to see Ashleigh exit the facility and give him the middle finger. Then she placed her hands on her hips, hung her head, and shook it before heading back inside.

      He laughed. She put a lot of faith behind that gesture, but he liked that it looked like she instantly regretted it. Although Ashleigh often got on his nerves, he loved her spicy personality because her goodhearted nature counterbalanced it.

      Now free of his siblings, Logan felt the weight of their impending task grow heavier the closer he got to his home. He thought about numerous negative outcomes just to prepare himself for the worst, and before he knew it, he’d parked in the driveway.

      For a moment, he just stared at the house. The place he’d grown up in. The one spot he felt safe in. Not anymore. But if he wanted it to be the secure home he’d always known, he’d need to get in there and do everything possible to make that happen. That last thought spurred him to leave the truck and head for his house.

      When he stepped into the house, he spotted Eloise and Jocelyn seated on the sofa while a tall, muscular black man in his mid-forties stood opposite them. He wore a black dress shirt tucked into black slacks and fastened with a matching belt. Considering that he wore dark socks and shoes, the only bit of color in his attire consisted of a white tab under the collar of his shirt and the gold cross pendant at the bottom of his necklace. He had a groomed goatee and the light in the room made the top of his bald head shine. He held a brown leather Bible in his left hand and a small white pouch and a transparent canister of clear liquid in the right.

      Logan approached him with an outstretched hand. “Father Demetrius?”

      The man tucked the bible under his arm, took Logan’s palm, and pumped it a few times with great strength before releasing it. “Pleased to meet you, Logan.” His voice came out smooth and untroubled. “Eloise has just finished updating us about a potential curse and what we now face.”

      Logan believed in God and Heaven with the same certainty that there was a counterpart in Satan and his kingdom in Hell. Despite that, Logan wasn’t religious, and even though the priest hadn’t looked the least bit judgmental, he couldn’t help but feel the full brunt of the authority given to him by God. He relieved that pressure-mounting thought by assuring himself that God knew his heart, not the man standing before him. Besides, he didn’t need to visit a church to feel a connection with God. He could chat with his creator at any minute of any day of his life.

      “Is there anything you care to add?” asked Jocelyn in a strong, no-nonsense manner.

      He liked that she approached this situation with a sense of purpose. “Did I miss anything?”

      “Not at all,” she said.

      “Good,” Logan said. “I just want to get this over with.”

      “All right,” Eloise said with a sincere smile. “Let’s get started.” She started toward the kitchen.

      Logan noticed that she stood taller now and walked with greater aplomb. He suspected the backup increased her morale. She once more looked like the competent and composed person he’d respected and grown to care for. Although he was far from certain of the outcome, Logan felt more assured that they had a better chance now that all three of his guests appeared confident in their abilities.

      He guided them into the kitchen, where each of them took a seat. He and Eloise took the same seats they’d sat in during their first attempt at contacting Abner, while Jocelyn sat across from him and the holy man sat to his right.

      Eloise lit the candles again.

      Father Demetrius encircled each candle with salt from the white pouch. He looked up at Logan. “To protect us.” He placed the little bag in front of him to his left and placed the bottle of liquid to the right.

      Logan looked at the granules. “Is that salt? How will that protect us?”

      “Belief,” said Father Demetrius.

      Logan thought the guy was nuts. “How can salt protect us?” He wanted to ask if this was a joke, but the earnest expressions around the table told him everyone already accepted that an ingredient for food could keep people safe from the supernatural.

      “Salt purifies the unclean,” said Father Demetrius.

      Now that the others had joined him, Logan felt out of his element. At first, he felt uncomfortable with that, but after a few seconds, he realized their knowledge would benefit their mission. It relaxed the pressure in his shoulder blades. He pointed to the jar. “Holy water?”

      The priest gave a curt nod.

      “Along with these,” Jocelyn said, sliding a purple crystal across the table in front of each person. “Amethyst stones are often used to protect us from harmful elements.”

      Eloise placed a plain white piece of paper on the table. She withdrew a red marker, drew a reversed pentagram on the page, and placed it in the middle of the candles.

      Logan didn’t know anything about demonic forces, but he’d seen that five-cornered star symbol many times throughout his life and knew it symbolized sinister forces. Seeing it now, knowing they needed it to call upon evil, he shivered.

      Father Demetrius slid a finger along the top of the Bible and stopped at a bookmark before opening it to that page.

      Eloise made eye contact with Logan. “I’ve already explained how a séance works with Jocelyn and Father Demetrius.” She looked their way. “Is everyone ready?”

      They nodded.

      Logan did so as well. He’d never before wanted to get something over with so badly in his life. He scanned the page of questions he’d written. He’d even numbered them, so he could ask them in a specific order.

      Eloise held out her hands.

      Logan took hers and Father Demetrius’s as well. Both were firm and dry. This time, however, his palm was a little moist. Neither of them acknowledged that. “Sorry, guys. I’m a little nervous. And my stomach feels like it just discovered I ate five candy bars in a row on an empty stomach.”

      “It’s okay,” Eloise said in a matter-of-fact tone. She had flattened her expression to give away no emotion. “Try to relax. We’ll handle things.”

      He nodded. “Okay.” But his breath came quick, his head pounded, and sweat had broken out on his brow. It felt odd to think that he was going to help them break his great-grandfather out of Hell. He pushed that thought from his mind and focused on taking things one moment at a time, instead of thinking about what might happen.

      At that moment, Eloise tightened her grasp of his hand.

      Logan looked her way. He’d been so wrapped up in his thoughts that he forgot that she could feel his anxiety.

      “It’s all right.” She smiled. “We’ve got this.”

      “All right.” He turned to Eloise. “I’m ready.”
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      Eloise closed her eyes. “Abner Pryce, your great-grandson, Logan Pryce, invites you from Satan’s stronghold to visit us in this realm. Only you are welcome to join us. No one else may cross into this dimension. If they attempt to do so, we will sever all communication and banish them to which they came. Abner, please join us.”

      Logan looked from Jocelyn, who sat upright but scanned the environment for any disruption, to Father Demetrius, whose gaze peered over the top of his Bible at the candles. Those dark eyes widened.

      The flames wavered, strengthened, and flickered.

      At that same moment, Logan felt a slight breeze pass across the table. His heart thumped wildly, and his breath nearly died in his throat. The temperature dipped at least five degrees, and the flesh at the nape of his neck pebbled. The air felt constricted in a way that made him feel claustrophobic, even though he obviously wasn’t confined to a small area.

      Eloise opened her eyes. “Thank you for joining us, Abner.” She locked her gaze on Jocelyn, who nodded calmly. Eloise turned to Logan. “Your great-grandfather is standing right behind you.”

      Logan’s shoulders immediately clenched. He took in a slow, measured breath. Knowing a murderous ghost that will spend eternity in Hell now stood behind him, Logan’s muscles clenched, making him stiffen. “What’s he doing?”

      “He’s looking down at you. He’s in his early thirties. He’s wearing a dusty, rumpled black bowler hat without trim above green eyes and thick brown sideburns that meet his mustache, although he has no beard. He’s wearing a white linen shirt open a few buttons at the neck, wrinkled brown trousers a size too large for him, and a pair of scuffed brown loafers.”

      Logan was so frightened that he didn’t know what to do. Any potential thought faded from his mind, leaving it blank. He stared at Eloise, seeking direction.

      She bestowed him with a patient smile. “Please ask your questions.”

      Logan felt eyes on the back of his head, passing over his frame. It felt like someone had violated his space. Ordinarily, if he locked eyes with a stranger, within moments they would look away, but not this time. He could feel them probing, judging. He felt Eloise’s grip tighten, drawing his attention.

      “The page in front of you,” she said. “Please ask your questions.”

      Logan wasn’t put off by her emotionless response. By doing so, she was all but telling him to handle this like an impersonal business transaction. And that’s the way he decided to see it. He didn’t want to be here, but he had a job to do, and he needed to do it whether he liked it or not.

      He set his gaze on the sheet. “My name is Logan Pryce,” his tone quivered a little, but feeling Eloise’s grip strengthen, he got it under control. “My father, and your grandson, wrote me a letter stating that a woman named Lucretia—”

      A gust of wind lashed against the back of Logan’s right cheek. He sat upright, eyes wide, and shut his mouth. From the corner of his eye, he spotted Eloise looking at a spot above his head.

      “What was that?” asked Logan.

      “Your great-grandfather tried to slap you in the face.”

      “What for?” Indignation rose in Logan’s chest, and he struggled to restrain his emotions. Then he recalled that his great-grandfather had been in Hell for a century. Living in the most horrendous place in all of existence must have rubbed off on him in the worst way imaginable. That realization put things into perspective for him and calmed him a little.

      “Abner,” Eloise said with a stern expression and an even more strict tone, “we’ve welcomed you here to learn what we can about Lucretia. I realize hearing her name elicits strong emotions in you, but according to your grandson, after you killed her three brothers, she cursed your family line. If you care about those who lived on through you, I recommend you control yourself and listen to Logan. If not, I’ll return you to Hell. The choice is yours.”

      Logan’s admiration for Eloise grew more in that instant than ever before. She basically gave one of Satan’s souls a smack-down. That she maintained her authority while speaking to Abner in such a firm manner had a side effect: Logan grew more confident. While Eloise had the power to send Abner back to Hell, Logan also needed to retain a certain amount of oversight over his great-grandfather. Otherwise, Abner might not respect him, which could impact his answers and whether he planned to respond.

      “I bet,” he told Abner, “that whatever happens here isn’t as tragic as what you’ve dealt with for the past hundred years. Being here is probably like a vacation, isn’t it?” He paused for effect. “So, if you want to take advantage of your time here, you’ll answer my questions without getting out of line.” He looked to Eloise for confirmation that his great-grandfather would agree to those conditions.

      Eloise’s gaze was still fixed on Abner. “He understands and appears more compliant.”

      Now that he’d won that small victory, Logan rolled his shoulders. “Are you aware of this curse?”

      “He’s nodding,” Eloise said.

      “Other than what Eloise already mentioned, are you aware of any other ways to end this spell?”

      “He’s shaking his head.”

      Logan hadn’t anticipated that answer. He’d expected to get some good news, probably because he needed it and didn’t know how to proceed without it. He hated sitting at the table with Abner standing behind him. He wanted to confront this bastard, admonish him for his rash hostility and murderous ways. But they needed to keep the circle intact, which meant he couldn’t get up and turn around to even try to see Abner.

      “I just turned nineteen,” he told Abner, hoping that telling personal details might encourage the spirit to communicate more freely. But he hadn’t invited Abner to visit just to answer his question. “I’ve triggered the curse. From what I’ve been able to find out, this hex was set in place because of you. What can you tell me about that?”

      Eloise looked over Logan’s head. “He covered his face with his hands. He’s shaking his head.”

      “Is it true,” Logan said, “that you saw Lucretia kissing another man, so you killed her three brothers?”

      “It was self-defense,” Eloise stated. “They tried to kill him.”

      Logan didn’t like speaking through an intermediary, but he had no other choice but to continue conducting this interview as is. “Why?”

      “They thought he raped Lucretia.”

      “Did you?”

      “No. He loved her.”

      With Abner at his back, Logan took advantage of the fact that his great-grandfather couldn’t see his face. He mouthed the words to Eloise: do you believe him?

      Eloise stared at the man over Logan’s shoulder for some time. Without moving her head, she slid her eyes from left to right.

      Logan took that to mean that she didn’t believe Abner. The chill behind him grew colder, and while it put a fright in him, he took some solace from the fact that Eloise could send him back to Hell whenever she chose. He’d expected Abner to be glad to leave Hell and return to Earth, which made him think that his great-grandfather would have been more conciliatory.

      “He’s talking rapidly,” Eloise said, “so I’m just going to repeat everything he says from here on out:

      “My story begins in July 1919, a year after The Great War ended. American soldiers had returned home, and they ended up with many of the jobs that older men and females had taken in their absence. I was a poor Irishman, one generation removed from my ancestors who immigrated to New Orleans before my father moved us to Chicago. I admit to lacking intelligence, but I took pride in my cleverness, which aided me in creating scams to swindle others out of money in a variety of ways.

      “Lucretia was a short, light-skinned black woman with thick curly hair. She had been homeschooled by her mother and was equally brilliant with numbers and diction. How could such a spectacular mind fall into the head of a poor black woman when she had no opportunity to put it to use? A travesty such as this can never be explained nor understood. Needless to say, I was devoted to her. Before her, a more sublime woman had never walked the earth. The scent of her skin. The taste of her lips. Her eyes shined with every smile, and when she bestowed that gift upon me, I could actually feel her happiness. I wanted nothing more than to make her smile every day of my life. Make no mistake, she could cut my heart with one cruel stare, and she did just that on more than one occasion.

      “Earlier that year, an eleven-year-old decided to hop into his father’s car, but he lost control and mowed down Lucretia’s parents on a sidewalk downtown, pinning them against a brick wall and killing them instantly. Lucretia had no inheritance, and she and her three older brothers were indebted to creditors with bills her parents had tallied over the previous three decades. With her parents gone, Lucretia became a homemaker for her brothers.

      “And while Lucretia fell into despair, her brothers, all of whom were in their early to mid-twenties, were obliged to meet their monthly rent as well as other expenditures they had not been required to fulfill until their parents died.

      “It was an incredibly difficult endeavor. With the help of their old man, they barely managed to scrape by, but with his passing, the stress proved too much for them. They turned to drink and took out their anger by throwing a torrent of physical and verbal abuse on my Lucretia, who I had begun seeing in her brothers’ absence. I’m convinced that our secret meetings had helped repair some of the sorrow in her heart, for her mood lifted after each rendezvous.

      “It must be said, I did not see her often, but when it comes to matters of the heart, a smart man doesn’t seek guidance from his head, but his heart. So while I had only called upon her perhaps four or five times, I knew we were destined for a lifetime together. Now, she may have resisted that fate, due to her age and inexperience, but as I stated, a smart person trusts the heart, not outside disruptions such as race and familial obligations when those members mistreat you. Indeed, each time I looked into Lucretia’s dark eyes, she silently declared that our lives were intertwined.

      “I visited her home to speak with her oldest brother and the head of their household, Clyde, to ask for Lucretia’s hand in marriage. Mind you, I had no illusions that Clyde would grant me permission to marry his sister, the one his household relied on to cook, clean, and care for them. But an honorable man who seeks to do right by those he loves and swears to protect will do anything to secure the affections of the woman who has stolen his heart.

      “As expected, Clyde denied me. Even worse, he socked me in the jaw and kicked me off the porch. Then he shut the door on me. I strolled the city for hours, searching for answers to my dilemma, only to return to Lucretia’s place of residence. Before approaching their door, I recognized Clyde in the window kissing my love, and his own sister.

      “As you can imagine, I was stunned, repulsed, and filled with rage. I pounded on the front door, demanding that Clyde open it. When he did, I noticed the scent of liquor lingering in the air. Based on Clyde’s somewhat dazed expression, I assumed he’d been drinking that evening. I threw my shoulder into his stomach, but Clyde was a tall, muscular man from working physical labor every day. He moved back a few steps, but he didn’t falter. He grabbed my hair, drew me upright, and punched me in the cheek.

      “Within moments, his two brothers burst through the door. I should have presumed that all three brothers were in attendance, but as you can imagine, I was not in my right mind. I was concerned for my love, who I now suspected endured sexual abuse from at least one brother. All three pulled me into their home, shouting obscenities and kicking me countless times in the face, ears, ribs, and stomach. Afterward, they took my wallet, threw me out of their home, and promised that if I returned, they would kill me.

      “It took me quite some time to recover, but within a week, I arranged another clandestine meeting with Lucretia. She insisted that Clyde hadn’t kissed her, but she appeared frightened and wary like she no longer trusted me. I can only imagine her brothers threatened to punish her if she attempted to meet me again. I feared that I might never lay eyes upon her, so a couple of days later, I visited her house but went around to the back of her home and knocked on her window. When she opened it, I professed my love and proposed. But this admission and proposal drew tears, not of joy, but of pain. She fled. A few hours later, a race riot between the whites and the blacks stormed the city, and I barely made it home safely.’”

      Logan was riveted by the tale. Not hearing Eloise continue speaking, he looked to her, seeking the rest of the story.

      Eloise licked her lips. “He won’t continue the story.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “He refuses to answer.” She let out a pent up breath and appeared distant. “He appears unmoved by the story he told.”

      Logan was annoyed by the man’s obstinacy, but he was unwilling to let that feeling morph into anger, so he concentrated on his list of questions. His great-grandfather had answered each one except the one he really needed: other than committing suicide, was there another way to break the curse?

      Then Logan heard what Eloise was showing and telling him. She’d appeared aloof and stated that Abner was “unmoved by the story.” But how could someone who’d apparently loved her appear so remote, especially after leaving Hell? Wouldn’t he be eager to be out of Satan’s abyss? It didn’t add up.

      Logan continued to read Eloise’s face, but her expression hadn’t changed. By reading between the lines, Logan took it to mean that Eloise was basically saying that she didn’t believe his story. And based on what he’d heard so far, other than Abner admitting that he was a thief, the rest of the story made him appear like a saint, the great white savior who’d come to help the poor black woman who had endured unknown atrocities by her brothers. It seemed phony.

      “He won’t continue with the story,” Eloise said, “until he speaks with Lucretia.”

      “But she’s dead.”

      “That’s true,” she said, “but she’s also haunting you.”

      “Yeah, but we haven’t seen her in a while. We can’t just force her to visit, can we?”

      Eloise’s eyebrows drew together as she stared at a spot above Logan’s head before setting her gaze on his. “Abner says she killed herself in order to haunt him. She was buried in the Williamsburg Cemetery. He recommends that we burn her bones.”

      Logan had driven by that graveyard every day on his way to work. It wasn’t far from his home. “What will that accomplish?”

      Eloise continued to speak for Abner: “He believes it will break the curse…and force Lucretia to come here.”

      “But I asked him if there was another way to break the—”

      “He wasn’t sure he could trust you,” Eloise responded. “He only decided to tell you his story after hearing you were afflicted with the curse.”

      Logan understood that, but they went through a lot of trouble to spring him from Hell. That showed a pretty fervent desire to speak with a damned soul. Why hadn’t Abner just trusted him to begin with? This was just one more reason not to trust his great-grandfather.

      But had Abner lied about Lucretia’s grave? Did he have some devious plan he wanted to set into motion? Logan asked Eloise, “How come he didn’t pass that down, so my father would eventually know that?”

      She stayed quiet for a moment. “He says there are certain perks in Hell, but he didn’t explain himself.”

      “Does he expect me to believe that Satan told him that—”

      Jocelyn shook her head. “Demons talk amongst themselves on this plane of existence. Then they report back to Lucifer. So to answer your question: yes, he could be telling the truth.”

      Eloise turned to Jocelyn. “Abner is looking your way. He says Lucifer has a message for you.”

      Jocelyn’s eyes went wide. She stayed quiet for a long moment as she looked to Father Demetrius, and he visibly clasped her hand tighter. Then she returned her gaze to Eloise. “What’s…the message?”

      “They will be coming for you…soon.”

      Jocelyn jolted, only to straighten in her chair.

      The energy transmitted through Eloise and Logan felt the movement as well. Considering that Jocelyn’s specialty was dealing with demons, and that Satan had passed that information along, Logan took it to mean that he would unleash demons upon Jocelyn. Given the abject look of terror on Jocelyn’s face, Logan suspected he’d correctly unraveled the message.

      Eloise was quiet for a moment and then looked at the pocket of space behind Logan. “After the curse is triggered, Lucretia will wait an additional five days before ascending from her casket, the same amount of time she waited before committing suicide.”

      “So,” Father Demetrius said, “Lucretia will turn into some sort of zombie?”

      “That seems to be the case,” Eloise said.

      “Awww, come on,” Logan said. “How is that possible?”

      “How is this curse possible?” Eloise responded.

      Logan wondered if Abner made up this idea of burning Lucretia’s body to get back at her for slighting him. If the man was delusional, that might be something a crazy person would do. “Do you believe him about burning Lucretia’s bones?”

      Eloise looked down, nodded, and met his gaze again. “And Logan? Today is the day Lucretia is supposed to rise from the grave.”

      This time, he felt a tremor of fear in her hand. It didn’t fill him with confidence, but it told him they didn’t have time to waste.

      “If we do as Abner says,” Eloise continued, “Lucretia won’t be able to manifest as a…zombie and physically attack you.”

      “She’s terrible enough as a ghost.” He shivered at the thought of looking outside and finding Lucretia’s corpse standing in the backyard watching him. He looked at everyone around the table. “Let’s go dig up a body.”
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      After Eloise anchored Abner to the lower level and closed the portal to Hell—she wasn’t sure if Satan would allow him to return to this dimension—Logan heard the front door whoosh open. He wasn’t expecting any guests, so he withdrew his hands from Eloise and Father Demetrius and left the room. He darted toward the living room.

      Ashleigh spotted him and stepped back, placing a hand over her heart. “What’s the matter?”

      Beside her, Tyler stared at him with a stunned expression making his mouth drop open.

      “What’re you doing here?” Logan asked, anger striking his tone. At this point, he didn’t care how discombobulated he sounded. His siblings had in all likelihood planned to return home the moment he dropped them off. It would give Eloise time to begin the séance, and once they arrived, his siblings presumed that, in order to remain calm and composed, no one at the table would get up or force Ashleigh and Tyler to leave. Logan admitted the sneaky yet clever tactic would have worked had they not just halted the ritual.

      “We took an Uber,” Ashleigh said.

      “Yeah, but the first one never showed up,” Tyler said. “So we got another one.”

      Logan jammed his hands in his pockets, so he didn’t use them to express the depth of his irritation.

      “We’re going through this, too,” she said. “We weren’t expecting to sit at the table, but we earned the right to hear what’s going on. We’ll stay in here. We won’t make a sound. Just stop treating us like children.”

      “You are children,” he shouted.

      “I’m a teenager,” Ashleigh said. “Just like you!”

      “I’m an adult, Ashleigh. There is a difference.” Logan clenched his teeth. He turned his attention to Tyler, but his brother winced and directed his eyes elsewhere. Had he frightened him? Probably not. Logan presumed Tyler just didn’t want to get bitched out. And who could blame him?

      Logan worked on gathering his composure. That was a difficult endeavor when considering the conversation he’d just had with Abner. He focused on his siblings. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you.”

      Tyler frowned at him. “No problem…Dad!” He turned and raced up the stairs.

      An eruption of vehemence threatened to overtake Logan, but screaming as Tyler continued up the steps would only result in anger and a slew of harsh words. If anything, Tyler might resent him even more, so Logan let him go.

      Besides, Ashleigh made a good point. They’d also experienced frightening incidents. Logan wondered if he should have confined them to their rooms instead of banishing them elsewhere. Not that forcing them to eat snacks and watch a movie could be construed as punishment, especially since Lucretia could have attacked them anywhere they went. Logan just didn’t want them in the house while Eloise performed the ritual.

      His sister glared at him, her upper lip curled under the lower one.

      “I’m sorry, Ashleigh. I just wanted to protect you two.”

      “Well, that was a shitty way of showing it.” She took the stairs two at a time until she vanished into her bedroom. A moment later, the door slammed.

      Logan stood there a moment, thinking perhaps he should have asked for their ideas before sending them out of the house. But that’s not what parents do. They don’t ask their kids what course of action they should take. They make unilateral decisions. And Logan had followed that example.

      That’s when he realized that Tyler was often justified in calling him “Dad.” He’d thought they he was mocking him as an act of rebellion, which may have still been the case, but otherwise, Tyler had every right to call him out.

      Logan wanted to apologize, but they were upset, and he sensed that if he showed his face too soon, they would resent him even more. He’d let them cool off a bit and approach them later. In the meantime, he could catch up with Eloise and make sure they were ready to leave.

      He entered the kitchen and found Eloise, Jocelyn, and Father Demetrius gathered around the table. They wouldn’t be able to begin digging until after dark, which meant they had most of the day to kill. “I forgot one thing,” he said. “Does the Williamsburg Cemetery have security measures in place?”

      “Unfortunately,” said Father Demetrius, “I’m quite popular there since quite a few of our parishioners have decided to be buried at that site, which in this instance might be to our benefit. There are plans to install an electronic security device, but at the moment, the cemetery has contracted out for a team of security guards who watch the grounds on a rotating basis.”

      “Do you know any of them?” Logan asked.

      “All of them,” said Father Demetrius with a mournful expression. “Nowadays, I seem to visit every few weeks. I’ve been there dozens of times, so I know the layout pretty well.”

      Logan headed into the living room until he stopped beside the staircase. “Hey, guys, we’re going to need your help!”

      “Forget it,” Ashleigh called down. “We’re not important, so we’re going to move out.”

      “Perfect! The gang downstairs is going to stay awhile. I told them they could have your rooms.”

      Footsteps pounded rapidly upstairs. A couple of seconds later, Ashleigh appeared at the top of the stairs. Her flushed face was mangled in a look of fury. “Logan! I was being sarcastic!”

      Logan got a laugh out of that.

      Tyler appeared beside his sister a moment later with a crooked smile. “Jocelyn can bunk with me! Do you think we’ll both fit in my bed?”

      “Maybe.” It took all of Logan’s self-control to keep his face and voice neutral. “And if you’re lucky, she might even read you a bedtime story.”

      “What?” Ashleigh asked, narrowing her eyes in a suspicious manner. “That’s disgusting.”

      “Seriously,” he said, “we need your help with something, so I guess I’m glad that you’re both here.”

      Ashleigh folded her arms. “What did you mess up?”

      “Nothing. Our great-grandfather said we need to dig up a body and burn it to keep Lucretia from digging out of her grave and coming after us.”

      Ashleigh narrowed her eyes. “You’re joking.”

      “Actually,” Logan said, “I’m not. Tyler? You up for it?”

      “Cool!” He rushed down the stairs with an exhilarated expression. “Let’s go!”

      Unfazed, Ashleigh cocked her head to the side. “You can’t fool me.”

      “If you’d prefer, you can always keep your great-grandfather company. He’s confined to the kitchen. We’re having him wait here until we get back.”

      “He’s down there now?” she asked. “That’s B.S. A ghost isn’t like a dog. You can’t just tell him to wait around and you’ll be back after you go around torching gravesites.”

      “I thought you’d want to help out, but if you’d rather hang out with Abner, then who am I to get in your way? He might even explain how he killed those three men.”

      Ashleigh quivered and started down the steps without comment.

      His sister’s reservations about Abner sticking around had merit, so while Ashleigh and Tyler went outside, too scared to stay in the house with their great-grandfather in the house, Logan met with the others in the kitchen.

      They spent the next couple hours planning how to handle the extraction, followed by visiting a hardware store to stock up on shovels, a gallon of gasoline, flashlights, and batteries. When the sun went down, Logan and his siblings entered Eloise’s car, while Jocelyn and Father Demetrius got in her vehicle and led the way to Williamsburg Cemetery.

      On their way, Logan recited the story Abner had given, after which Ashleigh summed up the tale by calling it “total bullshit from a racist, thieving, murderous bastard.” They arrived less than ten minutes before closing, but Eloise didn’t follow Jocelyn down the long-winding black path toward the little security guard station. Instead, she stopped around the corner before the entrance, parked on a side street with little traffic and no streetlamp, and popped the trunk.

      Logan exited the vehicle with his siblings and Eloise. He removed a fold-up ladder and looked through the eight-foot metal fence to scan the graveyard. A full moon, unencumbered by clouds, shined down, lighting up the grim environment a good distance away. The night air was crisp and cool, and a slight breeze made the mostly leafless tree branches rattle overhead. Dry leaves trickled across the grass, passed across numerous headstones, and flittered through the fence.

      Jocelyn drove toward the guard station, outside a tall green fence. The priest exited the vehicle, stopped at the station, and spoke with the guard. He’d seek permission to stay past closing time and get the directions to Lucretia’s headstone.

      Logan unfolded the ladder that now stood eight-feet tall and placed it beside the fence. The others shielded him on all sides to prevent onlookers in cars to see the ladder. He looked up ahead to see how Jocelyn and Father Demetrius were faring at the cemetery entrance.

      Within the next thirty seconds, Father Demetrius shook hands with the guard, reentered the car, and Jocelyn rolled into the facility.

      Eloise started up the ladder, reached the top, and jumped down into the grass before tumbling to safety. Her hands were slick from the rain that fell earlier that afternoon, and she wiped them off on her pants. Tyler followed and took to the activity with delight, while Ashleigh reluctantly leaped over the fence and had a rough landing. Upon rising, she cursed under her breath and wiped her hands against her pants.

      Logan ascended the ladder, jumped over and then lifted the ladder over the fence. He collapsed it and leaned it against the fence so they could return to it later. The cemetery was massive, and he guessed that at least two thousand grave markers littered the grounds.

      When Father Demetrius finally drove down the path about fifty yards away, Logan flicked on his flashlight and flashed it to alert the priest of their location, after which the holy man slowed to a stop. Logan turned off the flashlight and led his team to the car. Then they hopped in the vehicle.

      “We’ve got less than thirty minutes,” said Father Demetrius. “Then Jocelyn and I will have to leave.” They drove in silence for a couple of minutes, but the holy man appeared crestfallen.

      “Are you okay, Father?” Logan asked him.

      “No. The only way to convince the security guard, Gregory, to let us stay late was to hand him a small bottle of whiskey. He’s an alcoholic. Right after we pulled away from the guard station, I saw him take a long swig through my rearview window.”

      Upon hearing that, Logan was sad to see that the priest had enabled someone who battled the bottle on a daily basis. That obviously didn’t sit well with Father Demetrius, and it seemed he already began internally questioning whether he’d done the right thing. “I’m sorry you had to do that,” Logan told him, “but I also thank you for helping our family.”

      The priest nodded, but his downcast expression made it clear he still struggled with the decision. “When this is all over,” he said, “I’m going to come back here to make sure Gregory makes it home okay.” Then he whispered under his breath and made the sign of the cross.

      Logan realized his own gratitude came from a selfish place in his heart, and he should take the brunt of the culpability for Father Demetrius’s immoral behavior. It cut him up inside that he’d encouraged the priest to break vows that he lived by. He didn’t take that lightly since the priest would suffer untold inner turmoil over his actions. When this was all over, Logan planned to speak with God, demand that he take the heat for Father Demetrius’s actions, and seek for forgiveness.

      For the moment, however, the security guard might not be as careful inspecting the grounds or even do a haphazard job of it to ensure that all visitors had left after closing time before returning to the guard station. According to Father Demetrius, the guards at this cemetery had lately become a lot more careless in their security measures since some of them might soon be laid off due to the impending arrival of a new electronic security system.

      The priest lowered the map of the cemetery’s layout and pulled to a stop. He pointed to their right. “That should be Lucretia’s grave.” He cut the headlights. Behind them, the trunk lifted.

      Logan hurried out, followed by the others. He removed a metal shovel with a rectangular head for each of them and then handed everyone a flashlight. They would never dig six feet within the next half hour. They had estimated it would take six hours for one person to remove that much dirt. Since they had six people, they could complete their task in one hour. For that reason, Father Demetrius and Jocelyn would return immediately after driving out of the cemetery and hop the fence like Logan and the others had done earlier.

      “Is everyone ready?” Logan asked. He flipped on his flashlight and aimed it a few feet ahead of him at the ground to prevent attracting attention from others off in the distance. He led the group toward Lucretia’s grave, but when he approached it, he realized they wouldn’t need to stick even one shovel in the dirt.

      Clumps of dirt lay all around her headstone. A large jagged hole appeared in the center of the solid oak casket. Lucretia’s body was not inside.
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      Logan stared at the destroyed casket and then turned his attention to the white shroud in the minimal dirt beside the hole. Unlike traditional burial practices, the coffin was placed no more than a foot and a half from the surface. He presumed that Lucretia had paid off those who tended to the burial services to ensure for this type of arrangement. There was no use trying to analyze the situation. It wouldn’t change the situation. It had happened. Lucretia had escaped. Now she would be coming for him in human form.

      He checked the area around the coffin and saw shoe footprints in the circular pattern in the dried dirt. He imagined Lucretia going around in a circle, chilled from the cold air and shocked by the sights and sounds of the twenty-first-century city environment. The footprints were still visible and not muddy, which meant the witch had in all likelihood exited the coffin within the last two hours, after it already stopped drizzling. A long bone, devoid of flesh laid a few feet away.

      Logan stared at the bone, wondering if it was from Lucretia’s arm or leg. He supposed she’d used it to bash her way out of the coffin. Could she feel pain? It took only a second to realize that her body was dead, so she didn’t have any pain receptors. Still, it was a hideous sight, one that showed her desire to leave her casket to kill him and his family.

      He turned to find the others staring at the casket in shock. He assumed the security guard hadn’t checked this area. Otherwise, he would have called the police to check on this matter. “We don’t know when she dug herself out. She could still be in the cemetery.”

      Then he spotted Ashleigh crying silently. He went over and hugged her but directed his attention to his brother.

      Tyler scanned the perimeter along with the others when Father Demetrius went over and placed a palm on his shoulder. “What do you say we go look for her?”

      His brother nodded but didn’t say a word, so the priest went off to the right and used the flashlight to guide them.

      “We’ll go in the other direction,” said Eloise, nodding to Jocelyn and switching on her flashlight.

      Both teams carried their shovels with them. In case they encountered Lucretia, they’d need to knock her down and keep her stable until they lit her bones on fire.

      Ashleigh quaked against Logan. He couldn’t blame her for being nervous. Since learning that Lucretia had escaped, a fright had leapt into his psyche. He’d originally hoped they would arrive before she climbed out of her grave, but now they would need to find her and light her on fire. He wondered how Lucretia’s body looked after spending a century underground. Just imagining the decay made him quiver.

      Ashleigh hugged him harder. After about ten seconds, she cleared her throat. “What do we do now?”

      “Well,” he said, “she’s not really alive. Whatever we encounter out there, Lucretia already died, so we can’t actually ‘kill’ her because she’s already dead. It’s very important that you remember that.” Because that’s what he’d been telling himself on the way over here. Logan didn’t want to deal with her, but it was his responsibility, so if anyone had to handle the witch, he needed to do it.

      “Can you do that?” she asked. “Kill it?”

      “I’ll have to whether I’m ready or not. The same goes for you. Lucretia is prepared to kill us, so we have to be ready to do the same thing.”

      “I’m scared, Logan. Like really, really scared.”

      “I know. Me too.” He looked her way. “But we’ve got each other, and I won’t let anything happen to you.” Seeing her eyes tear up, Logan felt it was important for them to break their embrace. Otherwise, Ashleigh might not feel strong enough to separate.

      The notion that Lucretia might be watching them right now behind a tree somewhere nearby made him crowd out his emotions. He concentrated on the environment around them, watching, listening.

      A high-pitched scream split the air.

      “Was that Tyler?” asked Ashleigh, jumping at the disturbance. She gasped for air, waving her flashlight in all directions.

      Logan’s pulse beat at his temples and he scanned the area. It was Tyler. He prayed that he’d yelled out of fright but not imminent contact with Lucretia. He scanned the area, trying to determine which direction the noise had come from.

      “This way,” Ashleigh said, already darting off to the left.

      He was surprised but glad that she’d acted instead of frozen up. He sprang into action until he ran beside her, his heart hammering inside his chest, his breath coming quick. The wind pushed against them as they passed trees. Up ahead, he spotted a couple of flashlights lying on the ground. Neither Tyler nor Father Demetrius was anywhere in the vicinity.

      Frantic at that sight, Logan veered around in every direction, squinting to spot movement. Not another sound came from that area.

      One more yelp carried through the night air.

      Up ahead, a dark-haired woman in a white nightdress and black loafers kneeled on the ground on all fours. To her left, Father Demetrius lay on the ground, unconscious. It meant Tyler was still somewhere, possibly nearby and hopefully unhurt.

      The scene boosted Logan’s adrenaline to spike. He picked up speed, leaving Ashleigh behind. He didn’t see Tyler to the left or right of the priest or Lucretia on the ground. Then his gaze went back to the witch, and he didn’t need to question why she’d knelt on the grass.

      She was strangling Tyler beneath her.

      Logan’s breath caught, but he didn’t have a second to waste. He darted in their direction.

      Thankfully, his little brother had released a couple more squeals. It meant that he was still breathing. It also alerted Eloise and Jocelyn to potential danger, which would hopefully persuade them to check on the disturbance.

      As Logan closed in, he flung his flashlight to the ground, slowed down, and grasped the shovel’s wooden handle with both hands. He came to a stop beside the same woman who’d straddled him this morning, wearing the same nightgown. What little flesh he saw was deteriorated alongside patches of white bone, but he couldn’t see beyond the straggly hair covering her face.

      Below her, Tyler squirmed left and right, his shoes kicking against the grass below him. His face was red and scrunched up in pain. Tight gasps left his open mouth every second.

      Seeing his little brother fighting for life sent a fresh dose of fear and rage through Logan. He drew the shovel behind him to put as much force into the upcoming blow as possible. He aimed for the back of her head.

      Just as he began to swing, Lucretia swung around his way, revealing that she had only her right arm available. Pockets of flesh were missing from her face, leaving fragments of bone spotting her chin, nose, and forehead.

      The grotesque sight stunned him, and he slowed the momentum of the blow he intended to deliver.

      The witch reached out, grabbed his foot, and yanked him toward her.

      Thrown off balance, Logan twisted his body backward and dropped the shovel to throw his hands out to break his fall. He didn’t have enough time for the maneuver to take effect. His left hip and elbow crashed into the earth. Despite that, he pulled his hand out for the weapon laying a couple of feet from his fingertips.

      The pressure on his ankle increased. He felt his body being pulled in the opposite direction, so he kicked his leg once, twice, a third time until the tension broke free from his leg and his heel bashed into something solid.

      He pulled his body forward with both elbows and knees until he clutched the shovel with his right hand, but once more he felt Lucretia squeeze his left ankle. He pulled the shovel inward, pivoted his torso, and got his free hand on the handle. He cranked back once again.

      Lucretia dragged him toward her. The motion forced her bangs to part. Her pock-riddled face was mangled in a feral growl as her eyes bulged. All the while, not a sound escaped her.

      The sight put a fright through him, and he hesitated for a moment. Once more denied the opportunity to put all of his strength into the blow, Logan swung the shovel.

      The metal clanged as it slammed against Lucretia’s left ear. It ripped from her head, flew through the air, and got lost in the darkness. The witch tilted over to the side and hit the grass.

      To the right, Tyler placed both hands to his throat as he cast a pained expression and fell to his knees, nearly falling onto his shovel.

      Now that his brother was safe, Logan thought only of destroying Lucretia’s broken body. No person had the right to return from beyond the grave, and he would see to it that he made this her last physical visit to this realm.

      Logan righted his balance, pushed off the ground as the Lucretia placed a hand to her head as though she suffered from a splitting headache, and jumped to his feet. He ran over, wound back the shovel, targeted the top of her head, and brought down the shovel with all his might.

      A clank upon impact forced Lucretia to fall to the ground.

      Logan hurried over and kicked the woman in the right shoulder.

      She toppled to the grass once more, lay on her back, and growled. The witch stuck her lone elbow into the ground to prop up her body.

      Behind her, Tyler approached with his shovel. He swung the head of the shovel into her left shoulder, forcing her back to the ground again. More growls erupted from a mouth with a few teeth missing and a jaw that shifted from side to side in a mechanical manner.

      Now that Lucretia once more stretched out, Logan hurried over beside her head, lifted the shovel over his head with both hands, angled the head toward her throat, and struck down in the exact spot he’d hoped to connect with.

      Lucretia’s neck separated from her body. Her face went slack. So did the lower portion of her body.

      Logan didn’t want to catch sight of that disgusting creature any longer than necessary. He ran over to Tyler and spun him around at the same time Eloise and Jocelyn arrived behind him. He surveyed the area for Ashleigh and found her with both hands on the flashlight to sling a beam of light a few feet away from the dismembered corpse, as though only willing to look at the outline the luminescence supplied and not her entire decapitated body.

      “Logan?” she asked, looking his way now. “Is Lucretia finally dead?”

      “Yes,” he said, winded. “No matter what, don’t look at her.”

      Ashleigh hustled over to them. “That’s it.” Once she came up beside him, Eloise took her into her embrace while Jocelyn attended to Father Demetrius, who now sat up and shook his head, looking around in a dazed manner.

      It occurred to Logan that he’d done it. A smile flickered across his face, but he only allowed for a brief moment of relief because this wasn’t over. Now he just needed to keep Lucretia’s spirit from haunting.

      Tyler watched Jocelyn help the priest to his feet. “What happened to him was my fault,” he said, his voice cracking a little. “He told me to be ready for anything, and just then I felt the shovel being taken from me. I turned around, and Lucretia was already swinging it at Father Demetrius. He could’ve died.”

      “But he didn’t,” Logan said. “Thank God.”

      “That’s when she turned around and threw me to the ground. She could’ve bashed my head in. I could be dead right now. Why didn’t she kill me?”

      Logan didn’t need to think before answering. “She only had one arm. It made things tough for her.” If anything, he appreciated that Lucretia broke her arm while busting her way out of the casket. If not, she might have killed his brother. He grasped Tyler and pulled him into an embrace. “Thanks for the help, sergeant!” He saluted his brother.

      Tyler stepped away, straightened, and returned the gesture. “It was an honor, master sergeant.”

      Jocelyn carried the canister of gasoline and walked alongside Father Demetrius, who cringed while rubbing a hand over the back of his neck, as they walked up to them. She turned her attention to Eloise.

      Jocelyn went over to the remains, uncapped the jug, and doused the corpse.

      When she finished, Father Demetrius pulled a book of matches from his pants pocket, lit one, and tossed it on Lucretia’s body.

      Logan went over to Ashleigh and pulled her into a hug.

      Yellow flames kicked up immediately and spread along the witch’s body. Soft popping sounds ensued.

      Father Demetrius lit another match and flipped it onto Lucretia’s head.

      The fire ravaged her cranium.

      Earlier, Logan had done an internet search and discovered that the process of burning the entire body could take between two to three hours. Of course, they couldn’t stay there that long. He just hoped that they’d be able to burn enough of the body before leaving that Lucretia couldn’t return to life. But then, he doubted that could happen since he’d decapitated her.

      The disgusting scent of burning flesh filled his nostrils and made his eyes water. Logan pulled his siblings further away from the remains.

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” Jocelyn said, scanning the perimeter.

      Upon hearing those words, Logan released his family members from his embrace and spun back towards her. Concern gripped him. He couldn’t remember anything that would prevent this portion of the curse to ruin along with Lucretia’s body. “What do you mean?”

      “Lucretia’s body may be done with,” Eloise said, “but as we expected, her spirit still lingers.”

      Logan glanced around, but after a moment he realized he wouldn’t be able to see her, so he set his gaze on Eloise. “Where is she?”

      “Right in front of you. She’s laughing.”

      A chill passed over Logan. He couldn’t tell if it was a frigid gust of wind or if the witch’s proximity had affected him. It didn’t get much creepier than learning that a ghost stood in front of your face…and you didn’t even notice.

      Logan stepped backward and put his hands up to protect himself. Then he lowered them since he couldn’t stop an attack by using physical force. “Lucretia,” he said, unable to keep his voice from shaking a little. “My great-grandfather is at my house. He’s waiting for you.”

      “Lucretia knows,” Eloise said. “She’s tethered to your family. It’s like a GPS tracking device but based on your soul signature.” She looked off to the left. “Lucretia just left.” Eloise’s gaze drifted back to Logan. “She’s heading to your house to deal with Abner.”
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      Logan turned in the direction they’d come, toward the ladder he’d leaned against the fence. “Then we have to get back home.”

      “What about the body?” Jocelyn asked. “Someone is bound to see it.”

      Father Demetrius pointed at the corpse. “We can’t just leave her body like this. It’s sacrilege.”

      “Feel free to douse the flames,” Logan said, “and put her back in the casket.” Those words felt cold and unfeeling, and he felt guilty for treating Lucretia’s remains with so little dignity. She may have suffered unknown cruelty in life on this earth, but the woman had cursed his family in perpetuity and tried to kill him and Tyler. “It might also give you a chance to make sure Gregory gets home safely.”

      Father Demetrius nodded, a grim expression lining his face. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Jocelyn went over to the priest. “I’ll be back once we figure things out at the house.”

      “I’m sorry you got hurt, Father,” Logan told the holy man. “But thank you for looking out for my brother. We couldn’t have done this without you.”

      Father Demetrius didn’t lift his gaze. He nodded again. “You’re welcome.”

      “Let’s get going.” Logan led the others toward the ladder.

      The group quickly left the graveyard and soon enough clambered into Eloise’s vehicle for the ride home. As Eloise drove, everyone remained silent.

      Now alone with his thoughts and unable to take action, Logan was plagued with despair. Other than meeting Eloise, the entire week had been draining. It had tried his fears, patience, and resourcefulness. He’d trespassed in the graveyard, stood by as a priest broke his vows to help him, and then followed that up by destroying human remains. Each of those tasks were necessary, but he didn’t feel good about any of it.

      He felt just as bad asking Eloise to dredge Abner’s soul up from Hell. Someone like that shouldn’t get a reprieve from the horrors they’ve committed on Earth. Yet he’d done just that. And he now hoped that Lucretia would forgive the man who ruined her life on this plane. Logan had no idea how to convince her to listen to him and remove the curse, but he would need to think of something. It added more strain to an already stressful predicament. One look at the frowns and grimaces around the interior of the vehicle told him the others weren’t in much better moods.

      If Lucretia couldn’t forgive Abner and end the curse, Logan just hatched an interesting idea that could potentially work, but it was also completely terrifying. What if he convinced Abner to enter his body while Lucretia did the same with Eloise? That way, Logan and Eloise could control the spirits inside them, if that was even possible, while letting those ghosts speak peacefully, after which Lucretia would hopefully end the curse.

      The idea of letting a monster that had spent the past century in Hell…into his body shook Logan to the core. And he had no idea if Eloise would even consider such an outlandish notion. He didn’t like the idea of that psychotic witch inside Eloise’s body, controlling her words and movements. It seemed reckless and insane. Assuming Eloise agreed to the proposal, what if Eloise couldn’t restrain the witch and Lucretia took control forever? Logan shivered at the thought. It meant Eloise would vanish from the earth, and that possibility crushed him. The world was a better place with Eloise in it. In the end, he would have effectively killed her. And now that he found Eloise, he didn’t want to live without her.

      Now wondering if he should abandon the idea, Logan decided not to let such negativity enter his head. It would only twist him up inside and make it difficult to handle things as they came rather than trying to set plans in motion that might not even work. But short of suicide, he couldn’t imagine another arrangement that might work. All told, if he and Eloise could curb the murderous tendencies of the spirits currently in his home, they might convince Lucretia to unbind the hex.

      The plan seemed incredibly dangerous with the potential for an irreversible outcome that could place him in an even worse position than now. He looked at the prospect from a different perspective and wasn’t sure if setting that scheme in motion was even possible. Nevertheless, he didn’t want to mention it in the car so Ashleigh and Tyler could listen in. They might get hysterical with worry and try to dissuade him from convincing Eloise to give it a try.

      Twenty minutes later, when Eloise parked in Logan’s driveway, Logan opened the passenger door and shot out of the car. He’d left on a few lights in the house, and seeing it abandoned but potentially with two spirits inside made the hair on the back of his neck rise.

      He’d asked Jocelyn to keep an eye on his siblings outside because he didn’t want them near Abner or Lucretia, and neither Ashleigh nor Tyler put up a fight this time. Perhaps seeing a corpse getting decapitated before watching the body burn convinced them not to question their older brother.

      Regardless, Logan ran up to the porch and placed an ear against the front door. He didn’t plan on rushing into the house because he’d need to rely on Eloise for guidance when it came to the spirits inside.

      Eloise arrived a few seconds later. “I can banish Abner back to Hell, but I can’t make Lucretia move on from this dimension unless she wants to. And we both know she wants to stay. Why did you tell her about Abner’s spirit being out of Hell?”

      “Lucretia wants revenge. Maybe she’ll get it.”

      “But they’re spirits,” Eloise said. “They can communicate, but they’re consumed with thoughts and emotions, nothing else. It’s one thing for Abner to speak so eloquently while under no stress, but Lucretia is incredibly volatile. Do you think he’ll be calm when he sees her? Do you think she’ll listen to anything Abner says?”

      Logan conceded that she made a valid point. It broke his hopes that they’d be able to smooth things over, which meant he’d need to rely on the scheme he’d devised. “Can you sense them inside the house?”

      Glass broke somewhere inside the house. Then a door slammed.

      “They’re fighting,” Eloise said. “Being outside, I shouldn’t be able to feel them, but Lucretia is a raving lunatic right now, so it’s not too difficult.”

      He couldn’t grasp the idea of two spirits throwing down. He looked through the front door window and saw a cracked dinner plate and a shattered coffee cup lying in the hallway up ahead. Since both spirits weren’t composed of mass, they couldn’t hit each other, so they decided to whip kitchenware at each other, which also made little sense since even scoring a direct hit wouldn’t affect either one of them in the slightest. It gave new meaning to Eloise’s “raving lunatic” statement because Lucretia had most likely acted while enraged and without rationality.

      Logan had to frame his plan in such a way that it wouldn’t sound idiotic, but no matter which angle he approached the problem, nothing he might possibly say would make his idea sound wise. So he just decided to get down to it. “If Lucretia isn’t willing to talk things out, what if we can make her see things from a more logical point of view?”

      “How?”

      He spent a few minutes outlining his plan.

      Dumbfounded, Eloise just stared at him.

      “Earlier you said Jocelyn helped get rid of demons, right? Are Abner and Lucretia as intelligent, cunning, or demented as a demon?”

      “No. Demons have supernatural powers. They’ve existed since the beginning of time.”

      That response brought a huge sigh of relief to Logan. It meant they had a chance.

      “Lucretia may not be as shrewd as a demon, but she’s still clever and deranged. The same goes for Abner.”

      “But Jocelyn pulls demons out of humans. They must be more difficult to remove than a ghost. Is something like my plan even possible?”

      She nodded.

      That response brought a flood of excitement and dread to Logan. “Do you think you’re strong enough to keep Lucretia from controlling your mind and body?”

      Eloise placed her hands on her hips. “I can’t believe you’re really asking me to do this!” Her teeth gritted so hard her jaw protruded from her cheeks.

      “Do you think I want to give you up?” Logan asked, his voice softening. “I just found you. You, more than anyone, know how I feel about you.”

      Eloise’s eyes grew misty. “Yes.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I know how much you care.” She lowered her gaze, brow furled, deep in thought.

      Logan let a few moments pass to let her come to grips with what he’d asked of her. He hadn’t heard any more noise from inside the house, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t any. He turned back to the car to see Jocelyn raising her hands in the car with a “what gives?” expression on her face. He raised a finger for her to give him a moment and whirled back to Eloise.

      “If we can let each of them speak,” Logan said, “without violently clashing, they may be able to work through whatever happened a century ago and Lucretia might end the curse.”

      “If Lucretia hasn’t gotten over what Abner did to her one hundred years ago, what makes you think she will now?”

      “I don’t. I just have to hope there’s a shred of humanity left in Lucretia. It’s either that…or I commit suicide.”

      Eloise blanched at the alternative. “You’re forgetting one thing,” Eloise said. “Abner has been in Hell for a long time. What if he’s talked with demons and learned how to possess a human body for the long haul?”

      Of course, Logan had feared that might happen. “I can’t. But that’s why Jocelyn’s here, right? That’s her specialty. If we feel that happening, we can call her in to help.”

      “It doesn’t work that way. If the one being possessed wants the demon to leave, Jocelyn can call upon the demon to leave by invoking the name of God or Jesus and following through with The Rite of an exorcism. God and Jesus have authority in this dimension over demons. Once the one performing an exorcism has completed the ritual, the demon must leave. The same can’t be said of spirits who possess a human.”

      That knowledge chilled Logan to the bone. He thought it would be easier to repel a spirit from attempting to take over a human host. He considered whether he should scrap the idea.

      Inside the house, a door banged. The lights flickered a few times before staying lit again.

      The activity broke through Logan’s hesitation. “We won’t know how it goes unless we try it.”

      “You’re forgetting,” Eloise said, “that Lucretia was a powerful witch who knows powerful spells. How exactly does this give us more control over the situation?”

      Put that way, Logan understood why she was skeptical. “Both of them will have forgotten how to use a human body. They’ll be disoriented. We’ll use that against them to catch them off guard.”

      “Lucretia almost killed your brother with only one arm! You’re grasping at straws.”

      “You’re right. I’m uncertain about all of this. But we both know that if I commit suicide, there’s absolutely no possibility that I come back from that. At least my plan gives us a chance.”

      Eloise mulled that over. “They will push their thoughts and feelings on us.”

      “But we’ll be able to pick out their violent thoughts and emotions from our own.” He’d only assumed that. “Won’t we?”

      “Yes.”

      With that settled, Logan felt a momentum shift toward his way of thinking. “Then we’ll guide them to work this out between them.”

      Eloise looked through the door’s window. “What if Lucretia’s so powerful that I can’t stop her?”

      He had no recourse to be brutally honest. “Then we’re screwed.”

      She snickered and stayed quiet for some time. Much of the tension in her facial expression had abated.

      A loud noise, which sounded like wood grinding against wood, erupted in the kitchen.

      “All right,” Eloise said. “Let’s say I’m okay with that idea.”

      “What idea?” Jocelyn said, walking toward them. “Your brother and sister asked me to see what’s going on with you two. If you can’t decide who should open the door, I could—”

      Logan laughed at such a preposterous idea. Every step of the way, his siblings had proven they wanted to take part, so he decided to check on them. As Eloise explained his suggestion to Jocelyn, he saw Ashleigh staring at him through the driver’s side window while Tyler looked out the window behind her in the backseat. Both wore wary expressions that made it clear they had no intention of leaving the vehicle. He couldn’t blame them, not after Tyler almost got choked to death by a zombie.

      Jocelyn massaged her temples and met Logan’s stare. “You want a triple murderer to hop into your body while a powerful witch suits up inside Eloise?” An exasperated look appeared on her face. “In what dimension is that a good idea? Lucretia will try to kill Abner, which in turn, means Eloise will try to kill you. I’m gonna underplay things here and say that doesn’t sound like a great idea.”

      Logan anticipated opposition. A good friend wouldn’t allow another to go off and do something this outrageous without doing everything possible to dissuade them. “How long have you and Eloise known each other?”

      Jocelyn looked thrown off guard by the question. “A couple of months. Why?”

      “Have you seen her good and bad qualities?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you know her pretty well then?”

      “Yes. What does this—”

      “Here’s the thing, Jocelyn. I don’t know her as well as you. Yes, my plan sounds rash and borderline crazy, but only if you don’t believe Eloise can control whatever impulses Lucretia tries to push into her head.” He turned and met Eloise’s gaze. “But I believe in her. I also trust her. I think she can do this.”

      Logan turned to Eloise. “I’m open to any other ideas, so if you’re holding back, just let me know and—”

      “I don’t,” she said.

      He nodded. “I have no right to ask you to do this, but I’ve got no other choice. I can’t do this without you. You’re the only one who can save my family. Will you please help me?”

      Jocelyn’s seriousness stayed in place until a grin chased it away. “It was under similar circumstances when I’d first met Eloise, and she convinced me to trust her mentor. Do you know how that turned out?”

      “You’re both standing here,” Logan said, “so it must have worked out well.”

      The ladies exchanged silent yet pleased glances, but then they must’ve remembered something at the same time because their expressions soured. Eloise’s eyes grew teary and Jocelyn went over and pulled her into a hug. After a few moments, the two women stepped out of their embrace.

      “If I need you,” Eloise told her friend, “I’ll text you.”

      Upon hearing that, Logan’s hopes rose. He hoped it meant Eloise would say yes.

      “Don’t hesitate,” Jocelyn said and turned to Logan. “I should give you my number.”

      Logan pulled out his phone and added Jocelyn to his contact list. “Thanks.”

      “Any friend of Eloise’s is a friend of mine.” She gave him a warm smile. “And I’ve gotta say, your brother and sister are a riot! Wish I had younger siblings just like them.” Then she headed back to the car.

      Eloise sniffled twice before her eyes no longer shined. She met Logan’s gaze. “I’m willing to try it.”

      A wave of elation swept over Logan. “Thank you so much.” He went over and hugged her, and some of his anxiety fell aside. “I can’t begin to tell you how much I appreciate—”

      “First,” she said, distancing herself from him with a solemn expression. “I need to give you some pointers. My mentor taught me how to let a spirit possess you without letting them take over.”

      “Great. Hit me.” Logan listened closely to Eloise for the next few minutes, asked follow-up questions when they came to him, and they settled on how to approach the situation. Afterward, he smiled at Eloise. “Thanks for doing this…and every way you’ve helped out.”

      “Remember,” she said with an impassive expression. “There’s no guarantee this will work.”

      Logan’s nerves clamped tightly. Of course, he knew this was far from an easy scheme to pull off. There were too many uncertainties and intangibles to make her lose focus, and he was glad she took this so seriously. Logan couldn’t stray from the course Eloise had outlined. He turned to the front doorknob and opened it.

      A chair from the kitchen table sailed through the air in the hallway and smashed into the wall at the fringes of the living room.

      Logan stopped in the threshold. He hadn’t expected ghosts to be able to hurl large objects through the air like that. That’s when he truly comprehended they were dealing with incredibly angry spirits who would do everything possible to impress their own wills upon them. That display of unexpected violence put things into perspective for him. He’d need to remain even more diligent than expected to deal with these two.

      He strode toward the kitchen and stopped towards the outskirts of the eating area.

      The kitchen table was set at an angle and pushed up against the back wall. Two of the three candles lay on their sides, while none of the holders Eloise had placed them in were still on the table beside the pouch and some salt that slipped from its opening. The three remaining chairs were lying on their sides on the floor. All of the cabinet doors to his left were open. Some ceramic plates had shattered against the ground below one. The drawers were open and over a dozen utensils were sprinkled across the floor beside a rolling pin, two pots, and a pan.

      Eloise settled in beside him and pointed to the back wall beside the garage door. “There’s Lucretia.” Then she pointed to Logan’s left beside the counter. “That’s Abner.”

      Now that he had a general idea of where the ghosts were located, Logan prepared to deepen his voice. “Hey!” His voice trembled a little. That irritated him. His fear might even persuade the two spirits to disregard him. He couldn’t afford that. He also couldn’t make it through this incident with any trepidation.

      “Listen up!” A fresh dose of courage shot into him. “We’re going to settle things between you two for good.”
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      “Stop acting like little brats,” Logan told both spirits. “Lucretia? I know you’re upset and want revenge. Well, I’ve got a way for you to do that. So listen up!”

      The kitchen was silent.

      He couldn’t hear anything above his own quickened breath or the pulse pounding at his temples. He didn’t need Eloise to tell him that the spirits had stopped their tirade, and to learn that they listened filled him with confidence. It gave him even greater hope that this would end up the way he’d hoped. “I’m going to offer you both a chance to speak and listen to each other.”

      Eloise leaned close to him. “Lucretia wants to know why she should listen to you.”

      “Because you have questions,” he said, hoping he’d surmised correctly. The two spirits could accomplish nothing without a corporeal being to shape their thoughts and emotions. For the moment, he had all the power. “And Abner’s got the answers, but if you’re both too busy fighting, you won’t get what you came here for.”

      After a period of silence, Eloise said, “They’ve both settled down and want to know what you have in mind.”

      While he and Eloise fixed the mess in the kitchen, Logan outlined the plan he and Eloise had discussed on the porch. When he finished, he fielded a question from Eloise, so he directed his attention to Lucretia. “If you two can’t straighten things out, Eloise will send Abner back to Hell. And Lucretia, you’ll get back to trying to kill me and my siblings. But you haven’t seen Abner in a century. You’ve had plenty of time to think about what he did to you. Aren’t you the least bit interested in what he has to say to you? Because from what he told me, he loved you…and you loved him.”

      A thump erupted from the door to the garage.

      Eloise shifted in place. “Lucretia just slammed a fist against it. She never loved him.” Eloise looked to her left. “Abner’s arguing that point.”

      Logan nodded. “And that’s why we’re giving you this chance, Lucretia. I want to hear what you have to say. It’s the reason I told you Abner was in this house. I need to hear your side of things.”

      Silence reigned.

      And just like that, Logan knew he’d secured Lucretia’s consent to put the plan in motion. No one liked to be misunderstood, especially when they felt they’ve been wronged or vilified. He assumed Lucretia felt completely justified in setting the curse in motion, so she’d want to prove it to him. And what better way to do that than speaking to both Abner and Logan at once, while also giving her a chance to regain bodily form, however briefly?

      Eloise turned to him. “They’re both nodding.”

      “Have either of them moved?” he asked.

      “No.”

      Logan believed he’d roped in their curiosity, but since they’ve both lived with merely thoughts and emotions for one hundred years, he didn’t know how long they would be receptive to discussion before resorting to violence. To prevent that possibility, which would force them to at least listen to each other, Logan needed to prevent them from starting a physical conflict. Since Logan wanted to avoid that at all costs, he’d just come upon a strategy that might make that impossible until both sides let rationality and understanding guide their behavior, rather than old misconceptions.

      Logan made his way over to the table and plucked the pouch of salt off the surface.

      He turned away from Lucretia and whispered to Abner, “Downstairs bathroom. Go!”

      A second later, a breeze whipped past Logan, heading in that direction.

      Logan loosened the bag in his hands and bolted for the spot his great-grandfather had holed up in. He passed Eloise, cut a quick right before reaching the family room, and entered the laundry room. To his left were the washer and dryer, above which stood a white metal wired shelf upon which stood cleaning products and towels. Behind wobbly white sliding doors to the right was the HVAC system.

      Logan rushed through the laundry room and jumped into the bathroom. He flicked on the light, spun around, hunched over, and poured a straight line of salt across the doorway. By doing so, he’d separated the spirits: Abner could now lay claim to the bathroom while Lucretia could roam the rest of the house. Neither could cross that line.

      Granted, Lucretia could wait out Abner, but Logan didn’t think the witch had enough willpower to do that. She was hell-bent on revenge, and Logan had now all but forced her to compromise if she wanted immediate acknowledgment.

      Another gust of wind whipped through the laundry room and lashed against his face, but only a slight breeze hit his face. As expected, Lucretia had stopped at the threshold.

      In the hallway, Eloise turned into the laundry room. “What’re you doing?”

      “Is Abner in the bathroom with me?” A second later, he felt a chill in the air, and it became a little more difficult to snap up each breath.

      “Yes. And Lucretia is in the laundry room. She’s pissed.”

      Above the washer, the lightbulb began rattling and flickering. The lightbulb burst, shattering remnants of the bulb onto the washer, dryer, and the floor. The washing machine rocked left and right, banging against the dryer to the left and the wall to the right, delivering a volley of hollow, metallic pings when colliding with the dryer and heavy thuds while connecting with the wall. Opposite those appliances, the white wooden shutter door that housed the water heater and HVAC system snapped open and slammed shut.

      Logan caught sight of Eloise taking a step back, her eyes growing wide in wonder at the mystical energy Lucretia unleashed. The abrupt outrage shocked him and fear swept through him. With all the noise around them, he prepared his voice to shout. “I thought ghosts couldn’t use this much power.”

      Eloise shook her head. “Normally, they can’t. But she’s a witch. She might have cast a spell on her soul, giving herself the ability to manipulate more energy!”

      Logan hadn’t expected that response. Eloise must not have considered it either until this moment. He didn’t have any idea how to dissuade her from getting vicious with her surroundings.

      “She’s screaming!” Eloise said, placing her palms over her ears and half-shutting her eyes. “It’s going to get worse if you don’t—”

      Logan’s nerves jutted under his skin, making him anxious, forcing him to clutch onto any half-decent statement that might convince the witch to listen. Nothing he could say would convince her to knock it off and give his option a chance. He had no intention of watching the witch break something else in the laundry room. If she wanted to act like a petulant child, he’d treat her like one.

      So he reached out, grabbed the doorknob, and slammed the bathroom door shut.

      The racket outside stopped.

      Logan waited for more noise, but it didn’t come. “Can she see through the door?”

      “No,” said Eloise. “But you can come out. We can leave Abner in there for hours, days, weeks.”

      “Yeah,” he said, liking her reverse psychology to also keep Abner in line. “It’s just a toilet and a sink. The family doesn’t really use this place that much anyway. If necessary, we’ll keep Abner in here until Lucretia’s ready to talk things out.” Then he stayed quiet again for quite some time. After what felt like an eternity, he said, “Lucretia, are you ready to tell us what really happened all those years ago in 1919?”

      Sound didn’t ring from the other side of the door.

      “She’s beginning to calm,” Eloise said.

      Logan considered that a win. “Has it ever occurred to you, Lucretia, why that woman beside you can see and communicate with you, but no one else can? It’s because she’s special. She can see and do things others can’t. Did you know what her specialty is? She makes ghosts leave this dimension. Beyond that, she broke Abner out of Hell. You’ve heard of that place, right? Flaming pits of fire. Some guy with horns rules the place with a pitchfork? Well, Eloise stole Abner from that dude’s clutches. Since Lucifer’s arch nemesis is God, I’d say Satan’s a little bit more powerful than you. And Eloise outwitted him. Like I said, she’s damned smart.

      “So we’re doing you a favor here because both of us are truly sorry to hear what happened to your brothers. That’s why we want you to trust us. So how about giving our plan a chance?”

      It was silent out there.

      “She’s cooled down,” Eloise said. “I believe she’ll give it a shot.”

      Logan let his head fall back and he exhaled with relief. “Please tell her what to do and what she can expect. I’ll do the same with Abner.” Now that the moment had arrived, Logan felt chills rack his body. He didn’t want to let that murderous bastard into his skin, but he’d made up his mind, and he couldn’t abandon his plan now.

      Although Logan didn’t know where Abner was positioned in the restroom, he sat on the toilet lid and stared straight ahead, figuring his great-grandfather would adjust his position, so Logan could outline his idea. When he finished, he assumed Abner had questions, so he brought up all of the ones Eloise had asked earlier and answered them.

      Afterward, Logan didn’t know how to wrap up his chat, so he said, “Make sense?”

      Opposite him, something clinked against the sink.

      “Is that one tap for yes?”

      There was another tap in the same spot.

      Logan felt that he’d made a breakthrough and couldn’t help smiling. He’d communicated with Abner before, but he’d had to rely on Eloise to get his answers. It felt kind of cool to have a private conversation with him, even if Abner could only respond in the affirmative or negative. It made him feel less afraid of what he’d prepared himself to do.

      “Do you have any questions?” Logan asked.

      Two taps on the sink.

      “Are you ready?”

      One tap.

      Logan nodded. Eager to get things rolling, he said, “Eloise, how are you doing out there?”

      “We’re ready.”

      “Okay.” He wrapped his palm around the doorknob and prayed that Lucretia wouldn’t get hysterical. He turned the knob and lightly pushed the door open.

      Eloise faced him about five feet away. Otherwise, the room was silent. The appliances had been pushed back into place, most likely Eloise’s handiwork. The shutter door was also closed, and nothing else seemed amiss.

      Logan relaxed, opened his mind, and pushed out every thought. He left himself available for Abner to clutch onto. He waited, wondering if it would hurt. But nothing happened.

      He shook his head, wishing this would all go away, hoping that Lucretia would see his discomfort, pity him, and leave him alone. But he knew she’d never do that. Her past indicated that she would continue her quest until he died, followed by his siblings.

      Eloise’s eyes widened. Her frame stiffened. She glanced from side to side as though sight was a brand new adventure for her. She looked down at her hands and body. Her left cheek perked up followed by the right one in a creepy fake smile. The grin vanished as she shifted her jaw.

      Logan didn’t need to hear a word from Eloise to know that Lucretia had synced with her. Fright flooded his body. He didn’t want Abner to start feeling the dimensions of his body, didn’t want the man to start using his body as his own. But he needed to do exactly that.

      He took a long moment to push those fears from his mind and relax once more. Eloise’s metamorphosis had seemed easy and practically effortless. He had to let that same process take place. Now he needed to convince Abner to take over his body. It meant allowing a murderer to access to his mind, to push and prod his own demented thoughts into Logan’s brain.

      Eloise stepped toward him. “Logan, it’s me,” she said with a kind half-smile. “I’ve got Lucretia with me. Are you ready?”

      The quick, yet strange transformation that affected her expression made him expect to hear a different voice, but it hadn’t changed. That sent a flutter of relief pressing out to every portion of his body. He hadn’t want Lucretia to overtake Eloise’s personality, and he was glad Eloise had put the witch at a distance. And now, he had to fulfill the same duty. He thought he’d been ready before, but now his hands began to shake.

      “I know this is…weird,” she said.

      “Weird?” he asked, surprised by the anger in his voice. “It’s bizarre, and I can’t believe I came up with the idea, but…I’m scared.”

      “Good. If you weren’t, I’d think there was something wrong with you. Before we begin, remember that Abner’s thoughts and feelings are not your own. You need to differentiate between the two very quickly. If you don’t, you’ll get lost and have trouble finding your way back to yourself. It’s your body. Abner is just visiting.”

      Logan nodded, even more afraid now that he might get lost. Pressure infused his veins. He had to stop thinking about letting a triple murderer inside his body and just let it happen. But he couldn’t. His body had locked up on him.

      “Abner is behind you. He’s ready, but he senses that you’re not, so concentrate on utter blackness in your mind. No thoughts. No emotions. No feelings. Nothing.”

      Then he realized that Eloise had let a murderous witch enter her body. That had to have been a difficult decision to make, yet Eloise had synced with Lucretia effortlessly. Of course, her psychic-medium experience may have made it easier, considering that she could see and communicate with the witch.

      He supposed that not seeing Abner made things even worse because he didn’t know how or when his great-grandfather would step into his body. But so much brain activity probably made it difficult for Abner to jump inside Logan’s body, so he decided to try once again. That this ordeal was taking so long began to weigh on his mind. Then he remembered Eloise’s advice: he needed to blank out his mind.

      Logan took in a heavy breath and let it out just as quickly. He closed his eyes and followed Eloise’s guidance. Once again, he waited. And waited. He expected to feel something. Maybe his head would move without compelling it to. Perhaps he’d start talking without thinking about it. But that didn’t happen. Nothing did. He looked himself over. Everything seemed fine. He couldn’t feel or sense a difference.

      He worked on clearing his mind. It helped release some of the anxiety in his neck and shoulders. As he deepened the darkness in his mind, he felt his chest and arms relax. Soon enough, the tension in his legs and feet unwound.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’m ready.” A second later, he felt a foreign thought enter his mind.

      I did it! I’m in. Now I just have to make sure I stay!
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      Logan panicked that Abner had no intention of leaving his body. More than that, his great-grandfather’s dictation sounded nothing like the carefully constructed story he’d rattled off to Eloise. While relating that story, Abner had obviously been attempting to give them the portrait of an eloquent man, but Logan imagined this new persona felt truer to his great-grandfather’s character and demeanor.

      Logan’s breathing and heartbeat quickened. Then he realized that if he continued down this path Abner would probably find it easier to gain control. He wanted to open his eyes, leave the darkness he’d built in his mind, but he needed to stay here to regain control over his mind and body.

      Logan threw his worry aside by blacking out his mind again. His head felt thick, yet lightheaded, almost as if he’d gone from sea level one moment and scaled Mount Everest the next. Various thoughts spun in his mind:

      Intriguing! I’m breathing. I thought I was in a bathroom. But the ground smells of freshly cut grass. How is that possible? It’s so dark, but those twinkling stars overhead are beautiful. I remember this. After I killed my son, I committed suicide under this same sky.

      The voice sounded raspy and husky, as if it had swallowed razor blades and shredded its vocal cords. Logan’s right arm shot out to the side, and he stared at it, shocked. He hadn’t even heard a thought urge him to move. It had just happened.

      I’m quick and flexible. My great-grandson is a strong young man. The cool wind against my flesh is quite pleasant. Was that a dog barking in the background? All in all, this is an equal trade-off! Much better than the rigors in Hell!

      “Logan, don’t let foreign thoughts sidetrack you.”

      Hearing Eloise’s tone cut through the infiltrator’s voice, Logan snapped to attention. He welcomed that calm, confident voice, but he still didn’t open his eyes. Overhead, the sky he’d conjured in his brain was still dark and the full moon was bright. He lowered his gaze, and he was surrounded by a dense yet wispy fog. He looked around and tried to find out how far he’d need to walk to exit the smog, but the gloom extended as far as he could see in every direction. But at least he could see his entire body.

      “Concentrate on my voice,” Eloise said. “Focus on what I say.”

      Logan did as she asked.

      “In your mind, bring up an image of a black curtain and place it directly behind you.”

      He thought about a black curtain in the smog. Behind him, he heard the flapping of cotton and spun around. A long, wavering, dark curtain cut through the fog as far as he could see. “I see it!”

      “Good,” Eloise said. “Abner should be standing behind that curtain. You need to hear him, but the moment you do, remember where he belongs. If his voice starts to grow louder, keep your composure, think through things analytically, not emotionally, and keep his thoughts behind that curtain. You let Abner into your body, but you have full control over everything you do and say.”

      Shall I tell the truth and risk Lucretia not remembering what truly happened? If so, she may kill me. No, that cannot happen. Logan would die, which in turn, means that I would perish. How should I strategize?

      “You’re cringing,” Eloise said in a quickened intonation. “I can tell you’re letting him move up next to you. Don’t let that happen. It’s your body. Take control.”

      Lucretia ruined your life. She hexed your family line. And now I’m supposed to believe that she’s in this young white woman? You can’t trust her! But you can’t resist her. You never could.

      Those thoughts came quick, but the one about trust echoed in Logan’s mind. Abner’s voice had trembled. It sounded fearful. As it continued to reverberate in his brain, Logan noticed another aspect of his great-grandfather’s tone: it hinged on frustration. But it didn’t resonate like the sort of irritation that wanted vengeance. It sounded irritated, as if he had been misunderstood.

      That piqued Logan’s interest. Abner seemed far from interested in explaining his side of things or mending ways with Lucretia and much more interested in staying inside Logan’s body. That put Logan on alert, but now that he knew his great-grandfather’s plans, he wouldn’t give him that chance. All the fear that had deluged him leading up to the moment Abner entered Logan’s body now drifted aside. He would have put an end to this charade, but he’d promised to hear out Lucretia, and if he reneged on that pledge, he feared she might lash out.

      “Logan?” Eloise asked. “How are you doing?”

      “Good,” he said, now firmly in command of both his voice and his body. He’d relegated Abner to the background.

      Eloise smiled. “After each of my questions, listen to Abner’s thoughts, but make sure they continue to spring forth from behind you. Repeat everything he says. I’ll be doing the same thing with Lucretia. That way, they will hear from each other without any negative emotions interrupting their thoughts. Are you ready?”

      “Yes.”

      “Remember, they’ll be thinking, and we’ll be talking. Okay, here we go: Abner, why did you kill my brothers?”

      “As I crept toward your bedroom window to secretly explain how your brothers beat me after I’d sought permission to have your hand in holy matrimony, I saw Clyde kissing you and touching you as you attempted to escape his grasp, and the struggle forced a tear into your nightgown. Then he slapped your face and you fell to the ground. I was shocked and in a rage. I broke your window and scrambled inside to protect you.

      “Your other two brothers must have heard the glass break. They rushed into the room. After seeing you on the ground crying with your nightgown ripped, they looked at me with rage-filled expressions. Clyde told them that I’d hit you and attempted to rape you, but he’d stopped me. At that moment, all three of your brothers attacked me.

      “As one who swindled others, I carried a concealed handgun at all times. Seeing three men about to assault me, I had to defend myself. I withdrew my gun and fired it to scare them, but I accidentally hit one in the chest. The other brothers grew furious and charged me. They tried to tear the gun from my hands, and one of them accidentally pressed my finger on the trigger, and the second brother got hit in the neck. The third brother knocked the gun from my clutches, but I knocked it aside and dived on top of it. The third brother leapt on top of me, grabbed my head and slammed it into the ground. He raised it again to deliver another blow, but I spun around and fired at him. I shot him in the head.”

      Logan’s mind was now quiet, and he awaited more thoughts. Abner’s tone was poised yet filled with regret. There weren’t any thoughts cut short, followed by a corrected version of events. Abner either told the truth or had convinced himself of this sequence of events.

      “You lie,” Lucretia said, her voice seething with controlled rage. “Clyde never touched me that way. He’d never…” A bitter look came to her mouth. She turned aside, hunched over, and gagged. Breathing heavy, she straightened but the disgusted look hadn’t left her face. “I’ve recounted the memory of that day thousands of times since you perpetrated that disgusting act. I’ll never forget how you crawled through my window and attempted to kidnap me. Has your time in Hell twisted your memory? Certainly not! You’re still the same repulsive monster who shot my brothers after they rushed into my room to protect me.”

      Tears entered Lucretia’s eyes. “Do you forget how you murdered my two brothers from across the room? How you shot Clyde in the gut and wrapped my body in the chains you retrieved from the barn door in our back yard?” Her voice broke and she heaved for air, the tears now spilling from between her lids and sliding down her tremulous cheeks. “How you shot Clyde in the right knee and left elbow and told him that you wanted him to watch you rape me before putting ‘the final shot into his brain?’ Tell me, Abner, do you recall any of that?”

      Logan felt the anger mounting behind the curtain, and he allowed it to get a little closer, curious how Abner proceeded from here.

      “Clyde attempted to rape you, Lucretia.”

      “Lies!”

      “Surely you heard me speaking to Clyde on your doorstep, asking for your hand in holy matrimony. You must have heard your brothers kicking me in the stomach on your family room floor.”

      Lucretia narrowed her eyes. “I never heard your voice until that night, Abner Pryce.” Her emphatic yet grief-stricken tone trembled as did her cheeks.

      Logan felt his own eyes becoming wet. A second later, he felt an even greater onslaught of anger bubbling up behind the curtain. Logan didn’t need to see or hear any more from Lucretia. Abner was a lying, murderous bastard who deserved to rot in Hell for eternity.

      Do you believe those tears are real, you imbecile? She wished to become a stage actress. The filthy bitch is lying!

      His father’s letter stated that blacks struggled to find jobs. In that work environment, where there was still so much rampant racism in Chicago, would a black woman seriously think she had a shot at finding work on the stage?

      Logan felt fury building behind the curtain he’d created, so he let the darkness overtake him again. Little by little, Abner’s rage turned into animosity before shifting into frustration and then disappointment as his voice grew quieter as his strong emotions ebbed. At that moment, Logan blocked out anything his great-grandfather thought or felt.

      A second later, his body tightened and then felt lighter, freer. It took more effort than normal to breathe, and it had gotten cooler in the bathroom.

      A gust of wind waved across his face. It dried the tears in Logan’s eyes.

      He didn’t need Eloise to tell him his great-grandfather had finally left his body and now tried to attack him. Rather than respond, since the gust of wind couldn’t hurt him, he closed off his mind to Abner to keep him from reentering his body, but he didn’t want to spend any longer than necessary in the bathroom with his great-grandfather because he could still hurt him.

      “Lucretia,” Logan said, “I believe every word you said. I’m so sorry…” His eyes grew wet again. “I’d like Eloise to return my great-grandfather back where he belongs.”

      “It’s me, Logan,” Eloise said. “Lucretia will allow it.”

      “Do you trust her?”

      “She’s in deep sorrow. We should do this now before she changes her mind.”

      Logan kicked the salt on the floor, opening a small line.

      Eloise glared at him with hatred. An irate smile flashed on her lips.
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      Eloise’s angry temperament had vanished, but Logan knew that either Lucretia had taken complete control of her human host or Eloise had trouble placing the witch in a subordinate role. That new reality sent such a streak of foreboding through him that his muscles almost gave out on him. He didn’t know how he’d kept himself upright or not given away that he knew the truth, but he needed to continue acting as if nothing unusual had happened.

      He just needed some time to figure out how to help Eloise and end the curse. She’d sacrificed herself in order to help him, and now Logan would do everything humanly possible to do the same for her. It was a daunting task, so he kept his mind on those two goals and nothing else. It allowed him to block out his fear, his uncertainty, and the realization that both Abner and Lucretia were in the house with him.

      A second later, a whoosh of air sliced past him.

      It seemed Abner had fled the bathroom.

      Lucretia whirled around and followed.

      “Remember,” Logan said, “Abner’s anchored to the lower level. He can’t go far, but we need to get back to the kitchen table to send him back to Hell.”

      Lucretia entered the hallway, turned back to him, and a phony smile appeared. “Of course. We’ll definitely do that!”

      Logan, undeterred by the fake grin and overly joyful tone, continued walking until he passed her up. “If you want to get the table ready, I’ll text Jocelyn.” He hoped Eloise would give Lucretia the instructions to prepare for the séance.

      In the meantime, he pulled up Jocelyn’s contact info and texted: “Need your help inside to send Abner back to Hell.” Should he tell her that Lucretia had pulled a fast one on Eloise? If Jocelyn knew her friend well, she would pick up on the unsaid rather quickly. The most important part was ensuring that Jocelyn retained her composure.

      If Logan told her ahead of time what to expect, she might enter the house upset or with an agenda. That might unnerve Lucretia. She might become unstable. She might not even try to return Abner to Hell. Instead, she could try to force the old man get back into Logan’s body, after which she’d begin a round of intense physical violence. And because Logan wouldn’t want to hurt Eloise’s body, he’d have a tough time trying to dissuade her. He wanted to avoid that at all costs, so he remained mum on the subject.

      Ten seconds later, the door opened, Jocelyn arrived. She walked over to Logan with a serious expression. “Is everything okay?”

      He didn’t want to answer that question. “We’re going to send Abner back where he belongs. We need three people for the séance.”

      Behind him, something crashed to the floor. “He keeps blowing out the candles,” Lucretia said in a strained voice. An invisible force tipped the candles from their holders, and they fell onto the surface of the table. They branched off and rolled toward the edge of the table. A second later a blast of air swept them from the table. The candles clacked against the floor and skittered to a stop behind the table and against the wall.

      “The candles help to create a calm environment when welcoming visitors,” Lucretia said, as though reciting from a textbook. “They’re not necessary to send Abner back.” Then she looked back in the kitchen, disquieted.

      Assuming he’d guessed correctly, Logan felt flush with relief that Eloise was still somewhere in her body, and that Lucretia took direction from her. “I think,” Logan whispered to Jocelyn, “that Lucretia momentarily took control.” He planned to say more, but first, he wanted to make sure Jocelyn didn’t overreact. And that might be all too easy because Abner’s tantrum forced Logan to use all of his willpower to prevent the spirit’s anger from rubbing off on him.

      Concern flashed across Jocelyn's eyes. A second later, they hardened, and her lips curled in anger.

      A good friend wouldn’t have reacted any other way. He could feel that harsh glare blaming him for this terrifying new development, and he couldn’t blame her. But he couldn’t let Jocelyn disrupt his calm. “First we deal with Abner, and then we’ll handle Lucretia.”

      Her fierce stare promised reprisal if he were wrong.

      “All right,” Lucretia said, seated at the head of the table. “Please join me in sending this bastard back to Hell.” Just then, the lights flickered. A stiff breeze ripped across the table, pushing Logan’s letter and the page with the reversed pentagram to the ground.

      Jocelyn’s lips twisted, turning white until she let them lay flat. Then her face became an impenetrable mask. She took a seat to Lucretia’s left.

      Logan grabbed his note, folded it, and placed it in his back pocket. Afterward, he seized the paper with the pentagram, placed it under his right elbow, and sat down across from Jocelyn. He held hands with the women and made sure the page lay inside the circle.

      “Abner Pryce,” Lucretia said in a stark tone while gritting her teeth. “You are released from this dimension. Return to that which you came.”

      A cool breeze circled the table for a moment, rustling everyone’s hair. The lights fluttered again.

      The page under Logan’s elbow rustled, but he’d pinned it to the table. He’d expected his great-grandfather to make a fuss and fight the inevitable.

      “Retreat to your master,” Lucretia continued, strengthening her voice as the wind kicked up. “Return to Hell, Abner Pryce.”

      The cool draft around them stopped, and the air felt warmer, less congested.

      Lucretia emitted a vibrant smile. “Justice has been served.” She released her palms from both Logan and Jocelyn as her grin shattered. “Now,” she said in a grim tone, “it’s time to deal with Abner’s lineage.”

      Although Logan had heard that same chilling voice directed at Abner, he shivered as her statement entered his ears. And her smile, so boundless in its wicked intensity, forced him to his feet. Eloise may have spoken for Lucretia, but now they had reversed places.

      The crushing knowledge that Logan had placed Eloise’s life in jeopardy sank its hooks into him. He’d been so desperate to fix his own situation, and he’d believed so deeply in Eloise’s abilities that he hadn’t even considered that the witch could overpower her.

      Despite that demoralizing realization, Logan couldn’t concentrate on it or even waste another moment thinking how he’d let down Eloise. Doing so would only make him feel worse and reduce the likelihood that he might find a way to help her. He had to push his feelings to the back of his mind the same way Lucretia had relegated Eloise to the shadows.

      “Lucretia,” he said, “you’ve proven my great-grandfather to be a treacherous murderer. I’m glad you sent him back to Hell.”

      “You’re clever for noticing, Logan.” With the utmost precision, Lucretia rose from her chair. “Thank you for letting me handle that task.” She stepped away from the chair but didn’t approach him.

      Glaring at the witch, Jocelyn stood up. “That body belongs to Eloise. Give it back to her.”

      She clapped her hands and swished them together. “I intend to do just that…after ending the Pryce family line.” Her beaming smile brightened. “Let’s get started.”

      “Why?” Logan asked, standing his ground with a resolute stare. “Did I kill your brothers? No. So why have you punished my family for three generations?”

      “It’s only fair.” Lucretia permitted a reticent nod. “Abner Pryce eradicated our family line. My brothers could not carry forth our surname. He stole our future. Your family deserves the same treatment.”

      “But he was a psychotic murderer,” Logan said, anger shooting into his tone. “Besides, he killed himself. His son did the same. And my father also committed suicide.”

      “It does sound enticing, doesn’t it?”

      Logan wouldn’t answer such a stupid question, but her impish smile made him sick to his stomach. There was so much nasty intent behind it that he had difficulty looking at her and took a couple of steps back to put more distance between them. “I’m sincerely sorry about everything that happened to you and your family.”

      Lucretia frowned in a patronizing manner. “Me too.”

      “But you’re killing people!”

      “My conscience is clear. I haven’t killed anyone.”

      “You drove them to kill themselves. They had children, but your brothers didn’t. They—”

      “Didn’t get a choice to have children. I’m only here to make sure justice is served. Once your family line ends, I’ll leave this Earth for good.”

      “But you’re the reason my family killed themselves. Without the curse you placed on them, they wouldn’t be dead. Therefore, you’re to blame. You murdered them!”

      Lucretia turned to Jocelyn and shrugged. “It’s all semantics.” Then she returned her attention to Logan. “This conversation is going nowhere. You won’t be satisfied by the end.” Her eyes lit up with excitement. “But it will satisfy me.”

      “I won’t kill myself.”

      “And that’s why I put the curse in place. To give you a little push in the right direction.”

      Logan looked to Jocelyn for some assistance, perhaps a new perspective that he hadn’t already considered.

      She snarled but didn’t look his way, nor did she open her mouth. She looked confounded, mired in uncertainty.

      The living room door opened.

      “Is it okay to come in yet?” Ashleigh asked. “Are you done yet?”

      Lucretia’s eyes lit up. She hurried out of the kitchen and stood on the fringes of the living room. “Ashleigh! Yes, we’re done with Abner. He’s back in Hell where he belongs. But I could use some help with your brother.” She looked back at Logan with a devious smile.

      The delight in Lucretia’s eyes turned Logan’s stomach. He gasped for air, but he couldn’t move any closer to her, although he managed to contort his body enough to see his sister spin toward the front door and wave outside.

      “Come on, Ty. Eloise needs our help!” Then she stepped through the doorway, a proud smile on her face. “What did Logan do now?”

      The door closed but swung open again as Tyler entered the house. “What’s up?”

      Lucretia stepped forward, slipped an arm around Ashleigh’s left shoulder, and when Tyler walked up to her, she slung her other arm across his shoulder.

      Jocelyn darted away from the table and rushed over to Lucretia. “Get away from them!” But she made no effort to touch the witch or even get in her way.

      Logan couldn’t hurt Eloise, so there was no use charging her and acting like he was in control of the situation. He just stood there, utterly helpless.

      Lucretia spun Ashleigh and Tyler toward Logan. “I need to convince your brother to kill himself.” The witch clutched onto their shoulders, forcing them to shrink down. “Think you can you help me with that?”
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      “That’s not Eloise,” Logan told his siblings. “Lucretia’s inside her body.” He watched Ashleigh’s face crimp as she let out a squeaky whine. For his part, Tyler sank down from the pressure Lucretia applied, but he remained impassive, no doubt unwilling to let the witch feel like she got the better of him.

      “Let them go!” He hated seeing them in jeopardy and under the control of an imposter with bad motives. He just knew he needed to get his siblings away from her.

      Lucretia’s smile reflected immense amusement. “Do you have a gun?” she asked Ashleigh. “That might speed things up.”

      “Ow!” She whimpered as blood rushed into her face. Ashleigh bent her body in all directions to escape Lucretia’s grasp, but no matter how many times she lifted one foot or the other, her shoes continued to come down in the same spot as it had moments before. “Please…stop!”

      Lucretia turned to Logan’s brother. “How about you, Tyler? Is there a gun nearby?”

      “No!” Tyler yelled, unable to continue pretending the pain hadn’t affected him. “Leave him alone!”

      “Well,” Lucretia said, grimacing as she met Logan’s eye. “It seems you’ll need to start cutting. Good thing we’re in the kitchen. There’s bound to be many knives to choose from. I’m in no rush, so whenever we’re ready, we’ll get started.”

      Logan’s chest felt just as compressed as when he’d found Lucretia sitting on top of him and choking the life out of him. He tried to devise a plan, something that would get him out of this jam and spring his siblings from Lucretia’s grasp.

      “Eloise?” he asked, finally getting the nerve to step forward. “Can you hear me?”

      “She’s busy right now,” Lucretia said. “But you can speak with me.” Her smile returned. “Would you like me to select a knife for you? I’d be happy to help.”

      “Eloise,” Logan tried again, feeling courage enter his voice. “You’re stronger than her. Don’t let her do this.” His confidence emboldened him. It became easier to breathe and gave him enough strength to approach Lucretia.

      Jocelyn pivoted to face Lucretia. “Come on, Eloise. You can do it. You’re—”

      Aggravated, Lucretia tipped her head fall back a few inches. “Do you really think two people saying the same thing will help? Well, it won’t. Now, Logan? I’m getting impatient.”

      He wasn’t sure if he’d slipped some fortitude into Eloise’s subconscious and she’d begun fighting back, but he thought he’d continue to make sure. “She’s getting upset, Eloise. Keep at it.” He stopped a couple of feet from Lucretia, and although he could see his siblings still struggling in the witch’s grasp, he kept his gaze solely on Lucretia.

      “Eloise, fight her!” Jocelyn said.

      At that moment, Logan leapt forward, grabbed Ashleigh and Tyler by the wrists, and shoved them with all his might behind him and toward Jocelyn. He extended his arms on either sides of him to prevent Lucretia from attacking them.

      Lucretia, jerked forward from the force of having both kids ripped free from her clutches, continued in that direction and ran past everyone. She stopped at the counter, whipped open a drawer, and withdrew a pair of long, sharp steel carving knives. She whirled back to Logan. “This might be helpful.” She walked over to him and offered him one with a scowl. “Take it!”

      Logan obliged her. “Eloise, don’t let her—”

      The witch returned to the drawer and removed a jagged-edged meat cutting knife. “Get cutting!”

      Jocelyn pushed the kids toward the living room.

      Lucretia directed a knife at Jocelyn. “They stay! Or I’ll start cutting Logan like a turkey.”

      Logan wanted his siblings out of the house, so Lucretia couldn’t get at them. Right now, that was the most important thing. “Go!” he screamed at them.

      Lucretia sprang toward Logan, and that stopped his siblings from leaving the room. Ashleigh’s face was contorted in misery as she took heavy breaths. Tyler glared at Lucretia with a sneer.

      “Damnit!” Logan shouted. “Why won’t you just break the curse, huh? Why do you want us to die?”

      “The curse won’t be broken until the cycle ends. Either kill yourself, or I’ll do it for you.”

      But if Lucretia put the curse in motion, Logan wondered if she could break it if she chose to do so. It was worth a try, so he put all of his efforts toward that outcome. “Fine. I’ll do what you want.”

      “No!” Ashleigh squealed, attempting to reach him, but Jocelyn blocked her.

      Logan carefully placed the blade to his left forearm, making sure it rested on the skin but didn’t pierce it. The steel felt cold. Until now, he’d never been more aware of how tenuous life could be.

      “Good.” Lucretia smiled. “Now begin.”

      “It must have been something like this, right?” Logan asked.

      Lucretia furrowed her brow. “What?”

      “The night that insane murderer attempted to rape you. The night he killed your brothers. It must have been like this.”

      “I don’t know what you—”

      “You were scared. So were your brothers.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Look at Ashleigh and Tyler.”

      Lucretia, unsure if Logan planned to trick her, glanced at his siblings. “Ashleigh’s scared. Not Tyler.”

      “Oh, yeah? Look closer.”

      She risked another glance. “Nope. Not scared.”

      “Look,” Logan said, “at his hands.”

      Lucretia turned and did as requested. “I didn’t see them shaking until now.”

      “So yeah,” he continued. “They’re scared. Sort of like the night your family died.”

      “The only difference is,” the witch said, “they don’t have to die tonight. But you do.”

      “That’s true,” he admitted. “It gets me thinking…your brothers were in their twenties when that happened. They had parents until that accident a year earlier, right? Hmmm.” He nodded, thinking that over, as anger shot through his veins.

      “What?” Lucretia asked.

      “Well, my father died when I was nine. Ashleigh was four when he died. Tyler? Hell, that poor boy never even met his dad. And he hates him. You know why? Because he thought our dad killed himself because our mother got pregnant. Imagine that.” He shook his head. “Living your entire life believing that your dad hated you so much that he killed himself.”

      Lucretia stared at him, emotionless.

      “But hey, at least you and your brothers had parents. My dad was dead, so my mom worked all the time. She has worked sixty hours each week for the past ten years. You know where she’s at right now? On vacation. The first vacation away from us in ten years. But the sad thing is, she’s never around anyway. We pretty much raised ourselves.” Logan exaggerated in a major way, but Lucretia didn’t know that. He turned his gaze upon his siblings.

      Tyler hung his head.

      Tears streamed down Ashleigh’s face and she shook her head, rivulets slipping from her chin. “Why are you saying this?”

      “Don’t lie, Ashleigh,” he said, anger boosting his voice. “Not now. Not when I’m going to die. Let’s be honest, huh? Mom was never here. Sure, she may have paid for food, your clothes, and everything in this house, but we didn’t have parents. We fended for ourselves.”

      “You’re lying,” Tyler said more than grunted.

      “Am I?” Logan asked. An unfeeling smile hit his lips. “Really, Tyler?”

      Jocelyn’s eyes bulged as she mouthed the words, “What are you doing?”

      Logan lifted an eyebrow and placed a finger to his lips before pretending to scratch an itch in that exact spot. Then he looked at the witch again. “You did that, Lucretia. It’s your fault we didn’t have any parents.”

      “I’m not responsible for—”

      “Yes, you are.” He let that simmer between them. “And now, you want me to die to heap even more anger and sadness on my brother and sister. You set a curse in motion, and if you want to pretend that you haven’t killed my father and those before him, that’s fine. But before I slice into my arm, I want you to admit one thing to me…”

      “What’s that?” she asked, her tone no longer containing the same justifiable quality it held mere moments ago.

      “That you destroy families. Not just one, Lucretia. Over the course of one hundred years, you’ve destroyed three families.”

      It took her a moment to respond. “I did no such—”

      “You did! Be honest with yourself. Admit the truth, and I will cut into my fucking arm. Say it. Admit that you destroyed three families. And after I end my life, maybe another accident will happen, and Ashleigh or Tyler will need to commit suicide, and by then, maybe you’ll have destroyed a fourth family. But right now, I want you to admit the truth.”

      Lucretia broke eye contact with him. She looked down and off to the side. “I never…” She stopped speaking again.

      Even though Logan didn’t look at his siblings, he could feel their fear, their confusion. It weighed heavily on him, but it also gave him the strength to keep speaking from the animosity in his heart. “I’m waiting, Lucretia. Tell the truth.”

      “I didn’t,” she started, “that’s not what I—”

      “But that’s what you did. Not once. Not twice. But three times. Are you going to stand there with your smug attitude and look my brother and sister in the eye…Well, go on! Look at them. Not me. Them!”

      Her head slowly craned to the right as though a force greater than her own self-restraint compelled her to peer at his siblings. And that’s when Logan saw it, a glimmer of moisture in Lucretia’s eyes, the first sign of something other than just pain: remorse. Joy burst in him for the briefest moment, but he couldn’t let that emotion grip him. He’d come a long way, but he hadn’t reached his goal, so he shoved that feeling deep down.

      “Look at the fear in their eyes. At the pain. Are you going to tell me they look any different than the night that fucking piece of shit, Abner Pryce, killed your brothers? And don’t get me started on the age difference. As horrible as that was, and it’s downright sickening that they will never get the justice they deserve, your brothers had a chance to live with their parents and their sister for almost twenty years. Those children right there, the ones standing right in front of you, didn’t have nearly that long. Their mother was practically non-existent in their lives. And now you’re going to kill their brother!”

      Lucretia lowered her gaze, twin tears slipped down her cheeks, the movement seemingly forcing her head up again. She locked eyes on Logan. “No.” She gave a firm shake of the head.

      Rage rushed into Logan’s heart. He angled the knife so that the blade’s tip poked into his flesh. A rivulet of crimson appeared underneath the knife’s edge. “Go on, Lucretia. Just say the words, and I’ll give you what you want. You can continue to destroy this family. Admit the truth. Tell them what you do. Tell them what you are.”

      “You won’t make me feel…” A surge of moisture rushed into Lucretia’s eyes. Her uncompromising glare faltered, as if long-lost memories rose to the front of her mind. Her lips quivered, contorted. Tears shimmered. Her shoulders crimped inward. Her mouth opened. The long line of saliva that clung from her upper and lower teeth snapped, and a hoarse howl that could only be born of anguish and regret left her mouth. The knives fell from her hands.

      Lucretia’s body collapsed in on her as she weakly drifted to the ground until her knees smacked the ground with a thud. She hunched over, placing her forehead on the ground between her hands. A wail of pain exited her lips.

      And Logan finally got what he’d only now realized what Lucretia had long needed: an opportunity to see past her own hurt to acknowledge the suffering she’d brought unto others.

      She took in a long breath and sobbed upon exhaling. “I’m…sorry.” More sobs racked her, forcing her back to shudder and quake. “I didn’t…I couldn’t…I’m so sorry!”

      Logan, drowning out everything around him, removed the blade from his flesh and smeared the blood across his forearm. He stepped over to Lucretia, knelt down beside her, and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Do the right thing, Lucretia. End this. Break this curse.”

      She sniffled, inhaled, and nodded. A sob escaped her, but she cut it short. She opened her mouth and said, “Remove the suffering and end the pain. The curse on the Pryce Family shall not remain.”

      Hearing those words, Logan sucked in a full breath of air, looking from his siblings’ hopeful expressions to Jocelyn’s wide eyes.

      “Logan?” The voice came from the woman on the floor, but the tone sounded less like Lucretia and more like…

      “Eloise?” he asked urgently, grasping her hands and helping her sit upright.

      Tears streaked her face and a gentle, quivering smile hovered on her lips. “I’m back!”

      He threw his arms around her back and grasped her tightly. “I’m so sorry. I was so selfish. I shouldn’t have pushed you into this.”

      “It’s okay.”

      He wanted to trust her nonjudgmental tone, but he couldn’t forgive himself. “Lucretia could have…” He clenched his eyes shut. It hurt too much to even think about losing Eloise.

      “I was all right the entire time,” she said.

      “I can’t believe I even suggested that you—”

      “Hey,” Eloise said, pulling back to place her palms against Logan’s cheeks. “You know how a spirit’s emotions can affect those around them?”

      The intensity in her eyes silenced his doubts. “Yes.”

      “She was inside my body, so I decided to use my thoughts and feelings against her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I knew she wouldn’t leave my body without trying to kill you, so I made her think that I was powerless. When you began leaning on her sense or morality, I pushed my own thoughts and feelings onto Lucretia. It broke past all of her anger and made her think about what she’d done. Once that happened, she felt such a profound sense of remorse that she kind of broke inside.”

      While he still couldn’t look past his narrow-minded approach to the problem, Logan took some measure of consolation in knowing that he hadn’t put Eloise’s life in danger. But then he recalled that Eloise could say she had booted Lucretia from her body, but she couldn’t prove it. Feeling powerless to get the confirmation he needed, Logan looked up at Jocelyn, but she also wore an uncertain expression.

      “We need…” His voice cracked as he turned to Ashleigh. “…evidence that it worked.”

      His sister sniffled and cleared the tears from her face. Then she exhaled. “Kiss her.”

      “Huh?” Logan asked, confused, thinking she chose a poor time to crack jokes. “I don’t—”

      Ashleigh’s grin widened as she wrapped both arms across her chest. “Lucretia hates you, so she’d never kiss you. If you want to find out if the curse worked, you need to kiss her.”

      It was the simplest yet most obvious explanation in the world, and Logan’s world had been so shaken that it took him a moment to make sense of it. He looked back to Eloise.

      “Logan?” she asked, a cheerful smile making her lips part.

      He loved hearing her say his name. It felt ordinary yet extraordinary at the same time. Like only this woman had the right to pronounce his name on a daily basis for the rest of his life. That both stunned and pleased him.

      Logan stared into her eyes, praying that Eloise had indeed returned. He moved in. His gaze flickered to those luscious lips. Everything stilled around him. All that mattered was this moment and this woman. Logan pressed his lips to hers. Their eagerness and softness tore him up inside in the best possible way, and he took her mouth with reckless abandon, unable to keep himself from wanting another taste.

      “That’s enough,” Ashleigh said in an even tone.

      Eloise made a soft moan in the back of her throat.

      “Okay, guys.” Jocelyn started laughing. “Let’s keep it PG-13. There are kids here.”

      “Yeah,” Ashleigh said, “turn around, Ty.”

      Their intrusion broke through to Logan, and he separated from Eloise, but he couldn’t stop looking at that cute smile of hers.

      “It got cold for a moment,” Ashleigh said, “and the pressure in the room seemed off, but it’s back to normal again.”

      “That’s because Lucretia left,” Eloise said, biting the lower portion of her mouth, still staring at Logan.

      “I’m not convinced yet.” Logan stared at her lips. “We need to test it again. You know, just to be sure.”

      “What?” Tyler asked, exasperated. “Nothing happened. You’re good.”

      Eloise shook her head and appeared uncertain. “It’s best to double-check.”

      Logan drew closer, pressed his lips to hers, and deepened their kiss, their embrace taking him to places he’d never before experienced. When his phone vibrated in his pants pocket, he planned to ignore it, but it vibrated again. Annoyed, separated from Eloise, pulled it out, and discovered that his mother had texted. “It’s Mom,” he said, excitement hitting his pitch. He started reading and decided to paraphrase. “She just flew into O’Hare. She’ll be home in an hour.”

      “Woo-hoo!” Tyler hollered, which made Ashleigh and Jocelyn laugh.

      “You know what?” Logan said to Eloise. “Let’s pretend that we never got Mom’s message, and when she comes in, I can introduce you, and then we’ll kiss just to see what she—”

      “No way,” she said, looking into his eyes and tapping his lower lip with a fingertip.

      “Phew,” Ashleigh said, relieved. “You would have given her a heart attack.”

      “Instead,” Eloise countered with devilish glee, “when she opens the door, we’ll already be kissing.”

      “Yes!” Logan said with a mischievous grin. “I knew you were a keeper the moment I saw you.”
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