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    “This room needs some color,” Edward Meyer said. The old leak stains on the white drop ceiling and scuffs on the floor were the only signs of character. The simple plastic white chair Edward sat on resembled one you might find on an outdoor patio. This was in contrast to the stainless-steel table bolted to the floor and the large two-way mirror on the wall in front of him. 
 
    He mumbled with a chuckle, “Looks slightly institutional to me,” then remembered he needed to be careful. You never knew when someone might be watching. 
 
    Today was his eighteenth birthday and he sat alone in a green cotton shirt, drawstring pants, and slippers. This was no birthday celebration. He was there for an important discussion with his doctor. In truth, it was more of an evaluation; one he had high hopes for. 
 
    He thought about the first time he waited, alone, in this room. The table and chair were the same, but his attire and reason for being there was different. He wore jeans and an Iron Maiden t-shirt and sat there confused as to why he was there. He was only fourteen, and things had been rough with his foster parents. OK, “rough” might not be the best word. “Horrendous,” yeah, that’s the correct term. He wasn’t beaten or neglected. Food, care, clothes, etc... nothing was withheld. In fact, to those looking in from the outside, he’d had a great childhood with supportive foster parents that gave him all they could to make sure he had a wonderful loving home. 
 
    When he turned nine, they encouraged him to sign up for little league, which he jumped at. He loved baseball.  They traveled around to every practice and game, ensuring he always saw two parents supporting him. The same for every school event. To some extent, he felt they were trying to overcompensate for him having lost both parents in a horrible tragedy at age seven. 
 
    The door clicked and Edward saw the tall, slender forty-something frame of Doctor Law enter. His nose buried in papers as always. 
 
    “Good morning, Edward.” Doctor Law said. His name was always the source of a few jokes among Edward and the other patients. With a name like that, he should be a lawyer. But Edward’s favorite was, he was the “Law” around this place. He liked that one, because it was true, and it was his joke. 
 
    Doctor Law pulled a chair away from the table, and then stopped with a bewildered look on his face. He frantically studied the folder in his hands. Without looking up he said, “I will be right back. I have the wrong folder.” He walked back out the door, flipping through the pages with the look of confusion growing the whole time. 
 
    Edward always wondered if these types of mistakes were legitimate or some kind of experiment, with someone observing the subject’s reactions through the two-way portal in the wall. He played it cool, sat, and waited for the doctor to return. 
 
    The two-way mirror grabbed his attention during his first visit as well. They didn’t hide what it was, just who was behind it. He remembered sitting there, focusing as hard as he could to see through it; hoping his foster parents were on the other side and would be in soon to take him home. That was not the case. Instead, only Doctor Law entered the room. 
 
    They talked for hours about many topics. He asked about his relationship with his foster mom, and then about his foster father. To both questions, Edward gave glowing answers about how close he felt to them and how great his life was going. 
 
    The conversation moved to school and friends. He wanted to know if Edward was being bullied or harassed at school. He suggested that kids sometimes single out a child who has been in a foster home or has had a traumatic past. Well, the answer to that was most definitely not. Edward had lots of friends, both in and away from school. Other than the normal ribbing you give each other during a baseball game or in the schoolyard, he remembered nothing like bullying. He couldn’t think of any time he may have bullied anyone else, either. 
 
    Doctor Law asked him if any of his friends tried to get him to take or experiment with any kind of drugs. That answer was a very loud, “Absolutely not!” His foster parents asked him about drugs once before too. They even took him to the doctor for testing. Edward tried everything he could to convince them. Two days later, the results were in, and his foster parents were apologetic. They explained they heard rumors from other parents about drug use among his friends, and wanted to be sure. Doctor Law listened to his answer while consulting a file laid out on the table before him. He didn’t challenge Edward’s answer, or ask him any more questions about it. 
 
    Next, he asked about his real parents. Edward thought for a minute about how to answer, since he was still unsure why he was there. He could have said he never thought about them or what happened to them anymore, but that would have been a lie. He thought about it daily. Sometimes hourly. He told Doctor Law how he felt, and how bad he missed them. Edward then felt the need to explain. He loved his foster parents, but he missed his real parents. Doctor Law interrupted his explanation to tell him that was normal, and they understood that. Hearing that made Edward feel less guilty, though it was not really bothering him much. 
 
    Doctor Law asked delicately about the moment he found them. Edward shifted in his seat and explained, “Something woke me up. I laid there for a few moments and heard several loud crashes coming from the kitchen.  I called for my mom and she never answered.  I heard another crash, and she screamed. I walked downstairs and pushed open the door. That’s when… I saw both lying on the floor.” Edward sighed heavily. “Shortly after that a police officer came in and rushed me out of the house.” 
 
    This was a memory Edward wished he could lose. For months, he woke up screaming as the image of his dead parents invaded his sleep. His foster mother would storm in and hold him for hours, trying with all her might to protect him from the memory, but nothing drove it away. 
 
    Moments after Edward walked in, Officer Tillingsly grabbed and rushed him out to his patrol car. He left him there for the longest minute or two of his life. When he returned, he took Edward to the police station. The officer was a friend of Edward’s father, and was always around. He could tell Officer Tillingsly was in as much shock as Edward. He sat Edward in the chair behind his desk and gave him a soda to drink. Sitting in a chair beside him, they talked about anything and everything, including a fishing trip he’d taken with Edward and his father over the summer. 
 
    They’d been out there for hours with no bites, if you didn’t count the bugs. Officer Tillingsly thought he had a bite on his line once. He reeled it in close to the boat, but when he looked, he leaned over the side a little too far. Flapping his arms like a back-pedaling turkey, he hung there for a few seconds until gravity won and he entered the water with a splash. Edward remember hearing his father laughing while saying, ’Well, Lewis, if we weren’t going to catch anything before, we won’t now. You scared them all off.” 
 
    When they got home, Edward’s mother asked if they caught anything. Edward told her, “We caught Officer Tillingsly.” She looked at them like they had lost their minds. All three busted out in hysterical laughter. There was no laughter between them this time. His attempt to distract Edward—both of them really—failed. 
 
    The station itself was a hive of activity. Everyone moved around from one room to another in a blur. All talking, and all giving Edward the same heartbroken look as they walked past. Some even had tears in their eyes. Everyone, and I mean everyone, knew his family in this typical small town with only one elementary, junior, and senior high school. On top of that, his father was a local legend. He was a high school All-American Quarterback. Sportswriters and scouts came from all over to meet him during his senior year. He had the pick of prime offers from the best schools, and I do mean the best schools. Alabama, Penn State, and Notre Dame were at the top of a long list. Even with all those great offers, he bypassed college to stay and work the family farm. 
 
    After high school, he married his high school sweetheart. They were both active in the community, helping to run the fall festival each year, things at church, town council meetings, and the school board. With all of that, Edward’s house was always full of the sounds of laughter and conversation. Most memories were happy ones, but there were a few that were not so joyous. Once or twice a month, a group of men would show up late at night and talk to his father for a few minutes before leaving. Edward would hear a car door close when he came home the next morning just before sunrise. His parents never discussed what this was about in front of him; all he knew was that his father kept to himself and seemed different for the next couple of days. 
 
    A click from the door gave Edward the sense of déjà vu, as Doctor Law opened the door carrying a file like he did about ten minutes ago. He hoped it is the right file this time. He sat back in his chair and watched the doctor circle around to the only other chair in the room. Edward cleared his mind; it was now time for his Oscar-worthy performance. 
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    “Sorry about that Edward. I had the wrong file,” Doctor Law announced with an obvious lack of emotion while sitting down. His bedside manner always lacked warmth. “Happy birthday. Have you already put in your meal request?” he asked without looking at Edward. 
 
    The annual birthday meal was one of the few attempts to make you feel as normal as possible. In each of the previous years, Edward ordered the same thing, and this year was no different. “Thank you. Yes, I have. I am simple. No steak or lobster for me. I want three slices of deep dish six cheese pizza and a cola.” 
 
    “Let me talk to them and see if we can order you a real pizza. None of that stuff the cafeteria makes. You only turn eighteen once, right?” 
 
    What the doctor said was very true, you do turn eighteen only once, but the pizza was not what he was after. That gift, could be what he received if everything went well in this meeting. 
 
    “Shall we get started?” Doctor Law settled into his seat, opened the folder, and grabbed a pen from the chest pocket in his white coat. “How are things going for you lately? It has been what…three months since we last spoke?” 
 
    Has it been that long? Edward had lost track of the time since he and Doctor Law sat down and talked in a true evaluation setting. It was easy to do, since Doctor Law and the rest of the staff interacted with all of the patients daily to check on them and observe their conditions, but he played along. “Has it been that long? I am good. How are you?” 
 
    “That is great to hear. I am well. Thank you for asking,” Doctor Law said while still looking down at the folder. He examined each page before flipping to the next. “So, I see you are completely off of your medications. Feeling any side effects or relapses?” 
 
    Edward remembered when they started to wean him off of his various daily medications over a year ago. At first, he felt more screwed up in the head than he did on the pills, but the staff reassured him that was natural. His body chemistry needed to readjust to life without them. They were right! It took him several weeks to feel “normal,” which to his realization was better than he had ever felt since walking into this place. He always thought it was odd that you come to a place like this for “help,” but are immediately put into an unstable situation of shock and medication. He had no clue during his first meeting with Doctor Law that his foster parents had already left, not until a nursing administrator came in to help show him to his room. When he heard that phrase and realized his family had abandoned him, he fell into a dark and frenzied panic. He tried to run down the hallway toward the door he came in through, but there was no handle on his side of it. He was trapped. 
 
    After the administrator dragged him to his room, he entered a semi-catatonic depressive state. The next week was full of random explosions of emotions, followed by a dormant withdrawn state. The only reason it didn't last longer was the medication they forced him to take. After the first week, it started to take hold and altered his mental state to the point of not caring about anything anymore. He became what he overheard the staff call a “neutral.” Someone not happy nor sad, existing somewhere in the middle. After a few years, Edward determined the entire pattern of care depended on everyone being a neutral. Neutrals were easier to control; they accepted the treatment. Most had no idea they were ill and were so emotionally disconnected from the world they are not aware of anything going on around them. Edward was different from the others. 
 
    Unlike most of the patients in this facility, Edward was not mentally or emotionally ill. Nor was he disturbed or suffering from anything. In reality, he was very intelligent. Just misunderstood. This intelligence allowed him to see through the treatments even while on the medications. Medications that didn’t address any of the reasons he was there. The more he studied the treatment method they were using on him, the more he started understanding the game. A game he had to master to make them think he had recovered from whatever they thought was wrong with him. 
 
    “No, sir, no side effects in over a year. To be honest, Doctor Law, I have never felt better.” 
 
    “What about relapses? Last time we talked, you said it had been months since you had seen any images.” 
 
    It was time for Edward to submit his performance for a Best Actor nomination. In a very controlled, confident, yet casual tone, he said, “I can’t remember the last time I saw the image of someone that was not there.” 
 
    Edward made sure to not look up at the audience of five blue and white semi-translucent individuals gathered behind Doctor Law. They were in the room roaming around and exploring when Edward sat down. The two-way mirror was a spot of extreme fascination to all but one of them. That one stood in the corner, swaying from side to side. As they moved, they floated through each other, instead of bumping into one another. Their interaction, or lack thereof, made it appear as though they were unaware of each other or anyone else in the room. Some of the figures are familiar to Edward, he saw them often, but the one in the corner was a rare visitor. She only showed up for special occasions. 
 
    The first time he saw one of his “special friends” he was nine and scared shitless. It was late at night and he got out of bed to go to the bathroom. Before he even opened the bedroom door, he felt something. It was sitting at the end of the hallway, surrounded by a glowing fog. It had the form of an old man and was fading in and out, allowing Edward to see right through him at times. The sight caused Edward to freeze in his tracks as a cold prickly sweat broke out all over his body. His pulse quickened to the pace of a machine gun, which he could hear in his own ears. The feeling of an immense weight fell over him, dulling the remaining senses. A feeling he still felt every time to this day, sometimes it was stronger, but it did not paralyze him anymore. Over the years, he learned to control it.  
 
    Edward tried to scream, but nothing came out, like in a nightmare. But this was no nightmare. This was real. He felt a warm trickle of liquid drizzle down the inside of his thigh. He tried to scream again, and this time the sound came out full volume, summoning his foster parents, who ran into the hall to his side. Edward attempted to point out the man to them, but they could not see him. Thinking it was another one of his night-terrors, they took him to the bathroom to clean him up. He pulled against them and fought every step as they moved closer to the haunting vision. Once inside the Bathroom, Edward would not take his eyes off the door the whole time he was in there. He feared that the man would come in there after them, but he didn’t. 
 
    The next night, one floated over his bed as he laid down to sleep. He thought about screaming, but to what end? They would run in, but not believe him. Instead, he pulled his covers up as high as he could to hide from the image and fight the chill consuming his shaking body. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to force himself to fall asleep, which had the opposite effect. Eventually it vanished, leading to several apprehensive moments while Edward laid there waiting to see if it would return. 
 
    This continued each and every night. Sometimes it was one presence; other nights groups would encircle his bed. They never moved or made any sounds. They stood, or floated, there as if they were on guard duty, or just enjoyed watching him sleep. 
 
    It took a few years before the fear subsided. He noticed he felt their presence before they showed up, which cut down on the surprise. He tried to talk to them, but they never responded. He tried to walk toward them and around them, but they never acknowledged him. It was as if they had no awareness that Edward was even there. A fact that Edward began to enjoy. Over time, he noticed a few regulars, so he gave them names, and when no one was around he would greet them. “What’s up, Bob?” and “I like you, Bob. You never hide anything from me. You are completely transparent.” His all-time favorite joke that his twelve-year-old sense of humor loved was, “You look boo-tiful today.” 
 
    “And you understand now that what you were seeing was not real. They were not real people, or ‘ghosts’ as you once called them. It was all in your mind, caused by the traumatic loss of your parents, right?” Without lifting his head, Doctor Law studied Edward’s reaction over the edge of his wire-framed glasses. 
 
    “Oh, yes sir. Absolutely. I was a child at the time. When I walked in and saw them lying there on the floor like that, I was torn to pieces. It was this ‘emotional distress,’ as you call it, that caused me to see people who are not really there. As we discussed in our many conversations, the images I saw are because of my desire to see my parents again. Once I realized that, I stopped seeing them and knew how silly my outbursts were. I feel horrible for how I treated my foster parents.” Edward hoped he didn’t spread it on too thick. He spent years perfecting the art of the game. 
 
    “Very good. You have been very well adjusted for the last few years. It is so seldom we have such a successful breakthrough, but I am happy to see it.” Doctor Law made a few notes. “With today being your eighteenth birthday, and with the great progress you have made, I believe we might have some very good news for you.” 
 
    With a feigned surprised look: “Really? What is it?” In reality, Edward knew exactly what it was. He had been working toward this day for several years. 
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    A frustrated father pounded on the closed door of the hotel room bathroom containing his sixteen-year-old daughter. “Come on Sarah, let’s go.” They had been on the road for two days, make that two long days, cooped up together in the cab of a moving truck. They had only another three hours to drive to reach their destination. The original plan was to get an early start. That plan did not include her hour-long shower and two hours of make-up artistry. Edward and his seven-year-old son, Jacob, were packed and ready to leave over an hour ago. Instead, they waited and mindlessly flipped through the few  TV channels available. 
 
    After he left the facility on his eighteenth birthday, he reunited with his foster parents. Everything was great the second time around. They felt bad for leaving him there and worked hard to be the family he had needed for the last four years. He put in the effort too, and suppressed his “quirks” as much as he could. Four years later, he walked across the stage and received a Bachelor of Arts in Education with a minor in English. It still brings a smile to his face every time he thinks of how proud they were of him. 
 
    His foster father was surprised by the choice of English. Before he went away, Edward was obsessed with computers and technology. In the hospital, Edward found comfort in escaping into a good story as a buffer against what he was surrounded by day in and day out. During his years of institutionalization, he read a shocking three hundred and thirty-one books. His reading material covered every genre imaginable, but anytime he was able to get his hands on one of the American Masters like Melville or Hemingway, it was heaven on earth. He found a true appreciation for those works. Before that, the only reading he did was for school assignments, and even then, he waited until the last minute and tried to skim it to learn what he needed to take a test or write a report. A few times, he even just rented the movie version of the book to cram for a test. All he really crammed during those sessions was popcorn and soda. His grade on the test showed him how different the movies were from the actual books. 
 
    During the many nights he passed reading, he saw the story as a movie playing in his head, letting his imagination run wild and take him to a place far away from the clinical walls that surrounded him. 
 
    After college, he moved to Portland, Oregon to take a High School English teaching job. He had other offers that were more local, but his foster mother grew up in the Pacific Northwest and after all the years of hearing her talk about it and showing him pictures, he felt a  yearning inside him that he needed to explore. 
 
    It did not disappoint. The serenity of the various nature trails surrounding the area, combined with the small-town environment with big city luxuries, felt like the perfect fit. He never thought he could be happier, that was of course until in his third year of teaching. He saw Karen Lynwood, the new history teacher, walking down the hallway. She was a vision that took his breath away: long flowing raven hair, piercing blue eyes, a smile that would not just light up the room, but the entire skyline. Edward, never one to wait, was slightly forward, and during lunch of the first day of school he walked right up to her in the teacher's lounge and asked her out. Edward was not socially awkward. Quite the opposite. He was outgoing, and, in this instance, he had encouragement from his special friends. After she said yes, Edward asked her for her name, and then introduced himself. This became a joke they would share on every anniversary together, then at their wedding, and then every wedding anniversary after that. One their children would mock at each retelling. 
 
    A few years ago, his wife complained of feeling constantly exhausted. She was never one to slow down and take care of herself. Between all the children’s activities, her teaching, and the strict fitness regimen she had followed since college, Edward was convinced she had run herself ragged. He encouraged her day after day to take a break, but she resisted. Knowing there was only one way to help, Edward stepped in and took on many of Karen’s daily responsibilities with the hope she would use the time off to rest. 
 
    For the first few days, Karen resisted. She would find other ways to fill her newly freed time. Each time, Edward would intercede. It turned into a game between them that produced a laugh from time to time. But the humor soon died as the fatigue became too much for Karen to deal with. She found herself needing to stay in bed most weekends to regain her strength for the following week. 
 
    After a few weeks, she finally gave in and went to see the doctor. Edward thought the most horrific sight he would see in his life was the bodies of his dead parents, but he was wrong. Very wrong. That didn’t even come close to the sight of the look on Karen’s face when she told him she had aggressive breast cancer. She had just returned from the doctors, seated in the corner of the teacher’s lounge waiting for Edward, all the color gone from her face along with her sparkling blue eyes. In their place, lifeless dark orbs that resembled pieces of expressionless coal. To say it was unexpected would be an understatement. She was so young, every prior medical exam missed it. Her family had no history of cancer or any illness. Edward kept thinking about all the plans they had for the future, all the plans they would never be able to see come true. 
 
    The next eighteen months became the source of nightmares. Endless doctor visits, surgeries, treatments promising a fraction of a hope, and disappointment after disappointment. She declined quickly. It started out with fatigue, then she was bedridden. She eventually needed a specialized hospital bed and in-home care. Then hospice after just a matter of months. Everything in Edward and the kids' lives ceased to exist during that time. 
 
    The worse she got, the more effort Edward put into searching for a cure, but it was all for naught. On a sunny Wednesday morning, surrounded by her family and friends, the body that once contained Karen’s soul took its last breath. The soul had left weeks ago; the body was just a shell of who she used to be. Edward was not sure which was harder, walking out of that facility for the last time knowing he would never be back to visit her, or walking back into their home knowing she would never be there again. 
 
    He spent the next eight months teaching and doing anything he could to keep him and the kids out of the house. He found it unbearable to be there without her. He felt guilty just sitting there, always thinking he needed to do something to help her even though he knew she was gone. At night he would swear he could hear her voice whispering through the halls. Every time he jumped up and went running through the house in the hopes of catching a glimpse of her. Only twice he saw her walking down the hallway. It seemed very real. She was there, interacting with objects in the house, so real he thought he could reach out and touch her. She was always alone. He never saw any others at the same time as he saw her. He also never felt the normal cold shivers or tingling in the spine. She looked healthier than she had in months, exactly how he wanted to remember her. Every time he moved toward her, she would disappear before he could reach her. 
 
    When the school year ended, Edward knew he and the kids had to leave if they were ever going to feel normal again. He searched online for teaching jobs in neighboring cities, but found nothing. He widened his search nationally and came across one in his old hometown of Miller’s Crossing. He applied and heard back from Principal Rob Stephens in just a few days. The interview went so well he hired him right on the spot. Edward felt relieved and hopeful. This could not have worked out any better. He had a job, in his old hometown, and they even had a place to live. He would just have to face the demons he’d left that night in his family’s old farm. 
 
    They packed up their lives and memories, and with just a week before the new school year began, the three of them headed out on what Edward called “A New Adventure.” The drive took a few days. They took their time and saw some sights. While he tried to make the move as enjoyable as he could for his children, the anxiety inside him ramped up with every passing mile. He had not been back in his old house since the day he found his parents. Each time he tried to picture what it would look like, he only saw the image of his parents on the kitchen floor. 
 
    “OK, Dad, I’m ready.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Edward thought to himself thank god, Jacob expressed the sentiment out loud. His exclamation drew a look of disgust and a light slap to the back of the head from his sister as she walked by. Jacob followed her out and tried to get a revenge shot at her before they loaded up. Edward sat there for just a second before turning off the TV and letting out a little sigh before he followed them to begin the last three hours of their trip. 
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    After an uneventful three or so hours’ drive through the scenic mountainous countryside, they reached a sign indicating their cross-country trek was just about complete. 
 
    Now Entering Miller’s Crossing 
 
    Population 12,379 
 
    “Do they change the sign every time someone is born or dies?” sniped the teenager, still distraught about leaving the big-city life behind. 
 
    “Oh stop it, Sarah.” It is a good question that Edward had never considered. Did they reduce it by three when his parents died and he left? 
 
    As they drove into town, the woods and hills gave way to sporadic houses on large lots. All of the homes had no fences, which Sarah and Jacob had never seen. He explained that things are different out here. 
 
    The houses were all different styles; no subdivisions or sprawling apartment complexes, with their resort style pools and entertainment areas. Just house after house, unchanged for generations. The only thing they had in common was a mailbox out by the street with their family’s name on it. 
 
    Absent were the expansive galleria or malls, instead having just a few strips of locally owned stores in the center of the city. The closest thing to name brand stores were Walt’s Hardware and Lucy’s Bakery. 
 
    As they passed through the center of the town, the scene returned back to cozy homes nestled back in the woods. Sounding somewhat panicked, Sarah asked, “Dad, where is the Walmart?” 
 
    “Oh honey, there isn’t one here. I think there is one a few towns over.” 
 
    Sarah whipped her head around with a stunned expression. “What? There isn’t one? Is there a movie theater? An organic store? What about a Macy’s?” 
 
    Edward thought, There goes Sarah’s weekend mall-scapades. 
 
    While the culture shock set in on his daughter, Edward sensed a comfortable familiarity setting in. “When I grew up here, there was a movie theater out on Route 22 just before you got to Sterling, maybe a forty-minute drive away, but it only had two screens.” 
 
    Just the thought of only two screens left Sarah’s mouth agape. 
 
    Edward added a little more fuel onto the fire. “Oh, just wait until you see the high school. It’s coming up in just a few minutes down the road.” 
 
    The sight of the elementary school nearly brought a tear to Edward’s eye. It looked like it did when he was a student there. The playground in the front with the swings made of metal chains and rubber seats, the metal monkey bars, the slide. The flagpole with the American flag flying proudly out front. He doubted anyone in this town protested or asked to have it taken down; something that is common in the larger cities. The trees looked bigger. His mind drifted back to memories of running in through those doors trying to beat the bell, playing baseball on the simple clay diamond during the spring, and the school fall festival. 
 
    The screams of his daughter and hysterical laughter of his son interrupted his trip down memory lane. “DAD! What the hell is that? Is that Rydell High from Grease? This is not the fifties.” 
 
    Just like the elementary school, Miller’s Crossing High School looked like the school time forgot. The building was not modern, in any sense of the word. A large, long, two-story, red-brick, window-lined building with a simple roof over it. A large central staircase wound up the hill in the front to the main doors. The sign out front underneath its own flagpole proudly flying old glory announced the start of school in four days. Behind the parking lot on the side was a large football field with metal bleachers on either side and two small scoreboards at either end, with the Coca-Cola sign in the middle of it. Of course, his parents took him to every home game; everyone in town attended them. The homecoming games were special nights that were among his fondest memories. His father dressed Edward in his old jersey and his mom wore his dad’s old letter jacket. At halftime, the band formed an arch around midfield as they called out one by one the former players that were in attendance. One by one, they walked out to midfield amid the cheers of those in the stands and oh, how they cheered for his father. Edward and his mom clapped and screamed when they called his name. 
 
    “Sarah, it’s a great school. You’ll love it there. Plus, I’ll be teaching there.” 
 
    That thought hit her right between the eyes. “Ewww, you’re teaching at the same school? Why aren’t you at the other high school, like back home?” 
 
    “This is the only high school.” 
 
    Sarah’s sigh announced her disappointment at the appeal of attending the same school where her father would be teaching. That had never happened before. 
 
    A few roads past the high school, Edward took the familiar left down the grass driveway toward the old family farm. As many times as he thought about selling this place, he never could. He reached out to a local realtor once about selling, but changed his mind. The realtor put him in touch with someone who could help take care of the property until he finally made the decision. From how things looked, the thirty dollars every three months was money well spent. The mown yard and old farmland to either side of the driveway were a welcome surprise. 
 
    His anticipation grew as he maneuvered the van up over a modest hill and around the corner, giving him the first look in decades at his home. Oh yes, the caretaker’s services were well worth the price. The house looked great. The screen on the wraparound front porch was still intact, none of the bushes around it overgrown. The storm shutters were off and stored, probably in the shed, like he requested a few weeks back. 
 
    He pulled to a stop next to the front door, got out, and walked to the door. There was an envelope stuck in the door jamb. Edward pulled it out and opened it. 
 
    Welcome home, Edward. 
 
    - Jim Morris 
 
    That note was one of the little pleasures of living in a small town that Edward had missed so much. When they moved to the Portland area, the neighbors watched them through the window. None of them said anything for weeks. 
 
    Edward fished the front door key out of his pocket and looked up, pausing at the image of his mother standing at the door with her arms extended as if to hug him. He stood there and talked to himself. “Steady now. You didn’t see that. It’s just the stress of coming back here. Come on.” Her vision, now and at this place, was almost too much for Edward to handle. The encounter did not have the same eerie feeling he sometimes experienced. Instead, a warm and welcoming feeling overcame him. It invoked memories of her welcoming him home from school like she did so many days. He forced himself to hold it together, but couldn’t resist quietly saying, “Hi, Mom. I’m home.” 
 
    “Dad, are you OK?” Jacob asked as he walked up next to his father. 
 
    Edward steadied himself. “Yep, just thinking. Let’s go in.” With that, he pushed the key in and it opened right up. There was no evidence of the lock sticking like Jim Morris mentioned. He must have squirted some lubricant into it. 
 
    When he opened the door, only a hint of stale air escaped, which came as a relief to Edward. He walked in and looked around, half expecting to see boxes all over the place. Instead, it was just as he last remembered it: the sofa with the eighties floral print, books still left on the bookshelf, the console TV that he was sure his kids won’t know how to operate, the loop rug on the dark hardwood floor. All the things from his childhood were where he left them. But the one area that grabbed his attention most was the table full of family photos, all framed and sitting on display. How he wished someone had packed up even one of those and sent them with him when he left that night. He took nothing with him, just the clothes on his back. Something as simple as a family photo would have meant the world to him. 
 
    “Well, guys, this is where your dad lived when he was a little boy,” he announced. 
 
    Sarah and Jacob explored the family room, inspecting everything. While Edward couldn’t get over how everything was as he remembered it, his kids struggled to see past the layers and layers of dust that had built up over the years. Edward saw Sarah drawing a very distinct line in the layer while running her finger along one of the shelves. 
 
    “So, it needs a little cleaning. This will be great, guys. Some of my happiest memories happened right here on this farm.” Edward ignored the customary teenage rolling of the eyes. “Let me show you guys around.” 
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    It was a long day of cleaning and unloading the van for Edward and his children, but finally, it was done and time for everyone to settle down and relax before falling to sleep. Edward had a feeling the sleep part would come much faster than they expected. When they stopped to eat some dinner, Jacob nearly fell asleep at the table. Edward wanted to make sure the kids were all set before the end of the day. Something about living out of a box always felt unsettling him, and he didn’t want them to have to feel that way, even for a night. To his satisfaction, he achieved his goal. Sarah was set up in his father’s old office, which was larger than his old bedroom. Jacob jumped at the chance to take his dad’s old room. It had what he called a “neat window” in it. The neat window was a tiny alcove created by a dormer on the front side of the house. Edward always liked that spot too. As a kid he sat on that ledge and watched for his dad to come home from work. 
 
    Edward’s back felt the strain of unloading all the kids’ furniture and boxes. He rubbed it as he walked up the stairs to his room for some much-needed rest. It seemed simple enough, but entering his parents’ room proved more difficult than he expected. He had stacked a few boxes of his personal belongings in the hallway, but nothing had made it inside yet. He stood at the door for a few moments and tried to gather up the nerve to even open it, something he had not done yet. The room was their sanctuary. His mind struggled with accepting his role as head of the household in this home. With a mind too tired to battle psychological ghosts, he conceded there was always tomorrow and headed downstairs to the old comfy sofa in the family room. The same one he spent many a Saturday morning lounging on while watching cartoons. 
 
    He attempted to get comfortable but faced a realization: either the sofa has gotten smaller or he was bigger. He used to be able to lay the entire length of his body on the sofa with room to spare; now his feet hung off, unless he laid on his side in a partial fetal position. He grabbed the remote off the table next to the sofa and turned on the flat screen TV they’d placed on top of the old console model. He fiddled through the channels for a few moments. Unable to find anything, he finally just let it land on whatever channel it was on when he grew tired of changing it. It didn’t matter, though. He watched it for no more than a few moments before falling asleep like he did so many times as a child. Unlike when he was a child, three shimmering figures loomed over him. Edward was too tired to notice. He pulled the blanket up in response to the chill. 
 
    When he woke up, there was an infomercial grinding in the background. He reached blindly toward the floor searching for the remote, which he found, and clicked it off. He had every intention of falling back to sleep in the silence, but he didn’t find the silence he hoped for. At first, he thought the sound came from one of the kids’ televisions. He pulled the blanket up and rolled over, but after a few minutes he sat up and listened intently. His ears were hearing something real and close by. It was the unmistakable sound of a human voice, and not just one, but several of them, and they were outside. 
 
    He reached to the table beside him and disconnected his cell phone from the charger. A quick glance at the time revealed it was only two a.m. Now the sounds of people outside might be odd, but not unheard of in the city. But not here, and not on the old family farm out in the middle of nowhere. The thought of kids using their vacant lot for an innocent adolescent late-night hangout made some sense to Edward. The house had been vacant for so long and no one knew they have moved in. A simple warning and request that they move along should end the party. 
 
    He opened the door expecting to see a few pickups and cars on the property, but instead, he saw nothing. The voices sounded distant, but Edward couldn’t tell from which direction. He stepped off the porch and walked around the house and looked out at the empty pastures. It was a cool night, a touch of fog hanging above the ground. It felt rather refreshing compared to the oppressive heat of the summer day. A chill shot down the back of his neck, followed by the appearance of a few drops of cold sweat and tingly nerves. Edward recognized this feeling and thought, Not now please as he continued to search for the source of the sounds. 
 
    He searched for several minutes, but didn’t see anything, Edward was about to give up when he noticed a quick glint of light flash toward him from the southeast corner of his property. He walked toward that area, not taking his eyes off that spot the entire way. He thought about running in that direction to try and scare whoever it was away, but decided to be cautious until he saw who was there. 
 
    It took Edward several minutes to get close enough to see anything. With each flash of light he saw, Edward stopped to observe for a few seconds before he started creeping forward again. Soon, though, he saw the source of the light, as multiple forms holding flashlights came into view. It appeared to be several people in a line. They walked at a casual but determined pace with their lights focused on something straight in front of them. Edward froze dead in his tracks. About fifty feet in front of the line of people, he saw them. They were there but not at the same time. They had a human shape and form, but solid black, lifeless eyes. They never touched the ground. The scene was all too familiar to Edward. He crouched down among the tall grass and watched. 
 
    They stayed well in front of the line of people behind them. The line yelled at them like cowboys driving cattle on a ranch. Only a few of the pursuers yelled. Each exclamation put down the protests of the two ghastly floating creatures, who complied and moved forward toward the tree line at the edge of his property. 
 
    They faded in and out as they moved through the empty field. Both appeared to be male and dressed in pants and a shirt of some type. One appeared to be holding something. He occasionally brandished it like a weapon above his head. Each time he did, one from the line behind them stepped forward, held up something small in his hands, and admonished him. 
 
    The pace of the two glowing creatures slowed down. This allowed those following to close the gap, but from Edward’s vantage point this appeared to be intentional. They slowed and turned slightly, instead of heading straight forward, and eventually stopped altogether. They held their position, flickering in and out of visibility inside a very light patch of fog. The largest vision glared back over his shoulder at the individuals following them, and let out a protest that sent a chill through Edward’s essence. The sound was not a scream or a yell, more primal and otherworldly, and created a tremble of fear in Edward’s hands to go along with the chill. 
 
    The line of pursuers stopped, which appeared to only embolden both creatures. The second one turned around completely, pointed at them, and bellowed an inhuman scream. Edward’s pulse quickened as he felt a terror grow in him. A terror similar to what he felt that first time in the hallway so many years ago. 
 
    The man stepped forward again. This time in the moonlight, Edward saw he was an older man, dressed in all black. Edward leaned forward slightly in a feeble attempt to see what he held, but the distance was too great, and he didn’t dare to move any closer. The mysterious man in black spoke to the creatures in a voice that pierced the cool night air. “Let God arise and let His enemies be scattered, and let them that hate Him flee from before His Face!” 
 
    Both wailed wildly again, this time louder than before. The man in black was unfazed and continued to preach at them. “O’ Most Glorious Prince of the Heavenly Armies, St. Michael the Archangel, defend us in the battle and in our wrestling against principalities and powers against the rulers of the world of this darkness…” 
 
    They reacted as though a great force had pushed against them. Each held up their hands to shield themselves. They turned without a sound and continued toward the wood line, with the man in black following them, continuing his recitation. The line followed close behind as if to ensure they continued heading toward their destination, wherever that might be. 
 
    The duo and the glowing flashlights of those following them disappeared among the dense woods that surrounded Edward’s family farm, leaving him standing in the damp cool night, confused and terrified, with the sounds of crickets replacing the voices and wails that had filled the air. He stood there for a few moments more, listening and watching for any signs of them before he turned and took several terrifying steps back toward the house, looking back at the woods over his shoulder with every sound he heard. 
 
    Back in his house, Edward securely closed the front door and double checked each lock. He settled back onto the sofa and turned on the TV. Edward made no attempt to lay down, instead, he sat there thinking about what he saw over and over. The sounds of the night stayed firmly stuck in his head. There would be no sleeping for Edward for the rest of the night. 
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    The alarm on Edward’s phone went off at 6:30 the next morning, but he didn’t need it, he was awake. Of all times to deal with only a few hours of sleep, his first day at work was the worst possible day. Not feeling the caffeine of his second cup of coffee kicking in, Edward headed upstairs. He hoped a hot shower would help. 
 
    As Edward crested the top of the stairs, he heard the bathroom door close. One of the kids beat him to it. Now all the soap and shampoo in the house was behind a closed door. He was forced to stand there and wait. Following the sound of a flush, Sarah opened the door and sleepwalked past him. Edward was unsure if all the commotion outside woke her up at some point last night, or if this was the normal teenage state for this time of the morning, so he inquired, “Sarah, did you have any problems sleeping last night? Did you hear anything?” 
 
    She never even stopped, just yawned as she closed her door. He muttered to himself, “Teenagers.” 
 
    After his shower, he felt more human than he did before, but he still couldn’t shake the sights and sounds of the previous night. Edward mostly kept things to himself. He spent some time in college trying to research the meaning and cause of his visions, even going as far as talking to a parapsychologist once. He realized there were two schools of thought: those that didn’t believe in the ability to see spirits or visions of people like that, and those that did. Each person that believed in the ability had a different theory around why. None of the theories had anything scientific backing them. Several of them theorized that a person could see the spirit or afterimage of a person they had a connection with before their death. This is the one theory Edward could dismiss without question. Over the years, the only images he’d had a prior connection with were his parents and his wife, the other thousands were just random strangers. The remaining theories, the several dozen he read about, all differed from a connection to a location, to a spiritual time vortex—which Edward could never understand—to just a random combination of events, which to him seemed more likely. What Edward knew for sure was that what he saw last night was real and not some sort of a hallucination, and at least one other person saw them too. Now, what to do with that knowledge? 
 
    That would have to wait, though. He needed to focus on his first day at work. Ready to head out the door, he poked his head into Sarah’s room to give her some instructions for the day. “Are you awake?” 
 
    She did not respond, so he repeated the question, louder this time, “I am heading to work. Are you awake?” 
 
    There was a single groan from the direction of the mass of covers clumped on her bed. 
 
    “Remember to make sure Jacob eats breakfast and see if you guys can do more unpacking. I want to get these boxes out of here. I should be home just after three or so, OK?” He waited for a response, which finally came in the form of a single hand thrust out of the covers giving a thumbs up and then a quick wave goodbye. 
 
    He closed her door, knowing they would both be asleep until ten o’clock, and headed out. The drive to work brought back tons of memories, just like the drive in. Of course, the difference was now he was driving, and, in his memories, he was a passenger sitting next to one of his parents. Edward’s thoughts distracted him so much he nearly missed the turn into the high school, another place he had been many times before. For the first time though, he took a slight veer to the right into the faculty parking lot. Once parked, he sat there for a few moments in his quiet car before heading in. He needed to clear his mind. 
 
    Walking up the front walk, he realized he had never been inside the high school before. Plenty of trips to the football stadium with his parents, but never inside, so this really was a first for him. He followed the signs that directed him to the office, feeling a tad nervous about meeting with the principal, a something he found no one ever shook from their days as a student. 
 
    Edward walked into the office as two other teachers exited. They greeted him with a friendly good morning as they passed by him. To him, it felt rather welcoming, and it helped to calm his first-day nerves. So much so that he felt rather confident as he walked up to the counter that separated the office into the traditional two halves, student and faculty. He waited there for a few seconds before a woman on the other side of the counter acknowledged him. Picture frames of various sizes covered her desk. She turned and flashed him a big smile across her cherub face and, in the most welcoming and sweetest voice, asked, “Can I help you, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Edward never stopped addressing people with the polite ma’am, miss, missus, or mister no matter what his or their age. “I am Edward Meyer. I am here to see Principal Stephens.” 
 
    “Oh, the new English teacher. Welcome.” She grabbed a stack of folders and a brown envelope from her desk and brought them over to the counter. She told Edward what was inside each as she slid them across the countertop to him. “Here is your class schedule and rosters, and of course your key. Robert is yelling at the painters in the gym; they were supposed to have the gym floor completed before today. He will be back shortly. Just have a seat. Oh, and welcome.” She motioned toward a few chairs lined against the wall on his side of the counter. 
 
    Edward took a seat and looked through his schedule and class roster. He’d have five English classes each day, and it looked like each class would have just under thirty students, both a surprise and a relief. Where he taught in the past, the class sizes approached forty, and one year he had forty-three in one class. In his opinion, a class of that size hindered his abilities as a teacher and limited open class discussion and the learning of the students. 
 
    A single unfamiliar voice shot through the constant ringing of phones and chatter of people coming in and out. “Eddie?” 
 
    Edward scanned the room for the source of the voice. Having no idea what Principal Stephens looked like, and assuming no one would recognize him, he assumed that was who called him; even though he never called him Eddie during any of their prior conversations. As Edward stood up, he extended the hand toward the middle-aged man who stood before him with a big smile on his bearded face. “It is great to meet you, Principal Stephens.” 
 
    A full-bodied laugh met his introduction. Edward felt a lump form in his stomach. 
 
    “Now that is a good one. I am not Robert. You don’t recognize me?” 
 
    Edward studied his face. “I’m sorry, but not really.” 
 
    “I’m Mark Grier. We were in the same class from kindergarten until you left in the second grade. We were even on the same baseball team twice. I heard you were coming back to Miller’s Crossing. I wasn’t sure I could recognize you, but with how much you look like your dad, it was easy.” Mark looked at the woman behind the counter and asked, “Ms. Adams, you remember Eddie Meyer, don’t you?” 
 
    She looked up from her computer monitor and for a brief second looked like she had seen a ghost. It was a face that Edward had seen himself make in the mirror a few times. The color returned to her face as a smile grew. “Oh, wow. I didn’t even recognize you. I can’t believe you’re so grown up. I remember when you and Mark both came in and were registered for your first day of school. Welcome home, Eddie.” 
 
    Edward examined her closer and a brief memory crossed his eyes: the older woman now standing behind the counter was the same young woman that basically ran the elementary school while he was there. “Ms. Adams?” 
 
    “Yes, Eddie. It’s me.” 
 
    “I am so sorry. I didn’t recognize you either. When did you leave the elementary school?” 
 
    “It’s OK, Eddie. I guess I should call you Mr. Meyer now since you are a teacher. I came over here some twenty years ago when the position opened up. I needed a change of scenery, so I drove the three hundred feet down the road for that change.” She gave him a wry smile that matched the dry humor of her statement, one of the traits he remembered about her. 
 
    Mark asked, “So, Eddie, where is your classroom?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet.” Which was true, Edward still hasn’t opened the envelope with his key in it. 
 
    Ms. Adams remembered, though. “He is in 343, just down the hall from you, Mr. Grier.” She pushed her glasses down to the tip of her nose and looked at them with a sinister look. “This isn’t going to be a mistake, is it? I seem to remember you two getting into a lot of trouble together when you were younger.” 
 
    “Of course not. We have long outgrown putting a potato in your car’s tailpipe or a whoopie cushion in your chair. I will say toilet papering your rose bushes is still not out of the question though.” Mark gave Edward a light slap on the back. “Do you think Robert will mind if I take him up?” 
 
    “Not at all. I will send him up to see you as soon as he returns… and you two, stay away from my rose bushes.” Ms. Adams issued that warning with a rather humorous shaking of the fingers at the two nearly forty-year-olds like they were still the same mischievous kids they were back then. 
 
    “Let’s go. It is so good to see you Eddie…” and with that, Mark walked Edward out of the office and up to his classroom. The walk turned into a dizzying fast trip down memory lane, some of the memories just as if they were yesterday, others he didn’t remember at all. As Mark continued to recount their childhood, Edward took in the school and looked for any other friendly faces he might recognize. It has been thirty years since he saw any of his old friends, but there may be a chance he might recognize a few. Mark recognized him, even though he didn’t recognize Mark. When he accepted the job and decided to move back home, he knew running into his history would be something he would not be able to avoid. The thought both excited and terrified him. 
 
    “So where are you living?” 
 
    “Back at my parents’ old farm with my kids.” 
 
    Edward’s response caused Mark to pause for the first time since he greeted him in the office. The thought of someone moving back into the home where their parents were murdered may be disturbing, but Edward couldn’t see any other option. 
 
    Mark broke the awkward silence and asked, “Back home with your kids. Wow, you are all grown up. How old are they?” 
 
    “My daughter Sarah is sixteen and Jacob is seven.” 
 
    “Sixteen, huh? So, going to school here? My son Chase is seventeen, he’s the tight end on the football team, even has a few schools looking at him for a scholarship. Mostly just Division II schools, nothing like your dad, the legend, did back in his day. But hey, you can get a great education at those places and that’s what matters, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely… and yes, Sarah thinks she is going to die a million deaths going to the same school I’m teaching at. This would be the first time that has happened.” 
 
    A wide evil grin stretched across Mark’s face. “Oh, really? Then you, my old friend, are in for a treat. First, there is the seeing each other in the hallway and they turn and go the other way. Then there are the crazy looks at home followed by the random accusations of embarrassing them by doing absolutely nothing. But the best of all… you ready for this? The looks you get from your fellow teachers for something they did.” 
 
    “I see what I’ve been missing out on for all these years.” 
 
    Mark stopped at a door and turned toward Edward. Assuming this was his classroom, he looked up and saw the “343” on the sloppily painted around room number plate. He now saw why Principal Stephens might be yelling at the painters. Edward started to tear open the envelope with the key but stopped as Mark reached forward and opened the door. 
 
    “Too much time in the big city. We don’t lock anything around here.” 
 
    He was right, Edward had spent too much time away from the small-town environment. The thought of not locking everything up from the front door at home, his car, and even the door to his classroom was completely foreign and unnerving. “I guess there is a lot I have to get used to, Mark. I spent most of my life in places where they locked everything.” Edward decided not to elaborate on the last part of that statement. He was not sure how anyone would react to hearing he was locked away in a mental facility for a while. 
 
    Before he stepped into the classroom, a voice echoed from down the hallway. “Mr. Meyer, I see you found your classroom.” 
 
    A mid-fifties, balding man wearing a buttoned up white shirt, black slacks, and black rimmed glasses walked toward them. He extended his hand toward Edward, who returned the gesture. He had a firm grip, evident by the twitching muscles exposed below his rolled-up sleeves. 
 
    Going out on a limb, “Principal Stephens, it is great to meet you.” Inside, Edward hoped this time he was correct. 
 
    “Call me Robert. I insist.” 
 
    With confidence brimming from being right, he said, “Alright, then. You can call me Edward.” 
 
    “I will, except when students are around. I see Mark showed you to your classroom. So, what do you think? Not the same as what you are used to?” 
 
    With a sheepish tone to his voice, Edward confessed, “Well, actually, I haven’t been in yet.” 
 
    “Don’t let me stop you. Let’s have a look.” 
 
    Edward stepped inside and returned to a simpler time. The walls were painted cinderblocks, not drywall or paneling like he was used to. Lights hung from a dropped ceiling. A real blackboard with chalk hung on the front wall. No dry erase board here. The student desks were single unit metal seats with wooden backs and desk surfaces. One detail made Edward go wide-eyed. All along the back wall and continuing along the side of the classroom under the windows were bookshelves with what looked like complete classroom sets of the classics. Melville, Wells, Bradbury, Steinbeck, Bronte, and others. He hadn’t seen such a display since he was in school and even then, it was only a book or so. At his last school, a handout listing where to obtain the books at a discount was the closest he came to this. 
 
    Edward stood speechless a few feet away from his desk, next to his own overhead projector. He took it all in before uttering a single, simple word: “Perfect.” 
 
    He saw a sense of surprise at his remark on the faces of Robert and Mark, so he explained. “I’m serious. This is perfect. The newer schools with all their technology and perfect modern classrooms are rather… institutional.” Not really, Edward thought to himself, but he could not think of another word at the moment. “There are times you feel disconnected from the students in those environments. The simple experience of reading from a proper book and not some e-reader creates a more lasting memory and experience. The feel and smell of the old papers that have been flipped through by scores of students before you. And the desks, proper desks. Most of the classes I have been in had tables and chairs where many students would have their back to me. I would have to either remind them to turn around or walk around the class as I lectured and talk to make eye contact with them while losing the connection with others. This is perfect.” 
 
    Principal Stephens looked rather pleased with the explanation. “Great. We still do a lot of things here the older ways. We find they still work. I will let you get settled in. The first faculty meeting of the year is at ten in the auditorium. See you there.” 
 
    With the principal gone, Mark closed the door behind him. “Eddie, I need to show you one trick. Don’t let Robert’s nice guy act fool you too much. He has a few quirks.” Mark walked to the back of the room, where a clear box hung on the wall. “He wants all classrooms kept at seventy-two degrees, but on this side of the school the sun can make things warm in the afternoon.” 
 
    Mark fished a bent paperclip out of his pocket as Edward moved in for a closer view. Holding it up on display with one hand and pointing out the shape with the other. “If you bend it just right you can push it into one of these vents on top of the box and slide the lever slightly, kind of like that.” Edward heard a click followed by the sounds of the overhead air conditioner starting. A few seconds later, a slight breeze of cooler air moved around him. 
 
    Feeling there was an obvious question hanging in the air, Edward asked it. “Wait, there is a lock on the box. We don’t get a key?” 
 
    “Nope, not at all. Robert has one, each of the custodians have one so they can reset them each night, and that is it.” Mark held up the bent paperclip. “I have my special key. I will show you how to make one.” 
 
    “Appreciate it.” 
 
    Mark hung around and helped Edward set up his classroom, even though it was basically ready when he walked in. They moved the desks into neat rows. Edward’s desk was in the center of the room, but he preferred to stand there during lectures, so they pushed it toward the side of the room. Edward half expected to clean most of his first day, but he found himself astonished at the cleanliness of this classroom. 
 
    While they moved things around, Mark and Edward continued catching up. Edward told him about his wife, how they met, and how he lost her, which was the catalyst to moving back to Miller’s Crossing. Mark felt bad and gave Edward his heartfelt condolences. He married his high school sweetheart, someone Edward remembered as Skipping Sharon. She skipped everywhere. Down the hallway. Across the schoolyard, hell, he even remembered seeing Sharon skip across the classroom once when the teacher called her up to her desk. Skipping without a care in the world with her long brown pigtails bouncing behind her. Edward was tempted to ask Mark if she skipped through the house, but decided to leave the past in the past. Mark told Edward she sold real estate across the three towns that made up their county seat. To Edward, it sounded like Mark has a very happy and stable life with a good job, loving wife, great kid, the complete package. Lucky bastard. 
 
    Just before ten, they headed down to the faculty meeting. During the walk, Mark addressed Edward with a hint of cautiousness in his voice. “Eddie?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Been meaning to ask but wasn’t sure how. How are things back in the old home?” 
 
    “It has been good. I hired someone to keep up the maintenance on it while I was gone, and he did an excellent job. Need to do a little cleaning. Not too much. The kids will do more of it today, I hope. We should be able to finish the rest tonight.” 
 
    “That is not what I meant.” 
 
    Edward suspected that, but hoped he was wrong. He knew someone would eventually ask about this, considering the tragic circumstances that surround the last time he was in that house. “Oh, you mean….” 
 
    “Yeah, any ghosts from the past?” 
 
    Caught off guard by the choice of words, he hesitated before replying, “I won’t lie. It felt pretty weird the first time I walked in. A little flood of memories, both good and bad. Took me a bit to work up the nerve to walk into the kitchen. Part of me was afraid they would still be lying there, but having the kids there helps. We have been busy getting settled in.” Edward decided to leave it at that. No need to bring up what he saw the night before. No need to give anyone a reason to think he was odd, yet. 
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    Edward stood at his front door, arms full of books and notebooks, beads of sweat on his brow. The stifling heat of the summer afternoon hit him like a blast furnace when he exited his car and walked the twenty feet to the front door, but the sweat could also be from the stress he felt. He had just under two days to plan out the entire year and review with the head of the language department. He usually used the lesson plan from the previous year as a basis to start from. Now, teaching twelfth grade English at a new school, he had to start over from scratch. 
 
    He tried several times to balance the books in one arm and open the door, to no avail. While he considered putting the books down, he took a chance and used his foot to gently kick the door three times. He stood there hoping to hear the signs of someone coming to open the door, but there was just silence. He shifted his balance to his left side one more time so he could try to knock on the door with his foot once more as the door opened. 
 
    “Not even the first day of school and you already have homework,” Sarah cracked from inside. 
 
    “Let’s see if you think it’s funny when this is you next week. HA!” 
 
    With an unamused eye roll, Sarah walked back toward the kitchen while Edward unloaded the books on the dining room table. The table served as a makeshift office for him, much as it did for his father growing up. Edward only remembered his family using the table to eat for special occasions like Thanksgiving. The large kitchen eat-in nook served his family fine growing up. It would work fine for the three of them. 
 
    “Did you guys finish unpacking?” he asked. 
 
    “Yep, well, everything but your stuff. I even cleaned a bit more. How did you live here with all this dust?” 
 
    Hearing his daughter complain about the dust reminded him of her mother, Karen. She was a major clean freak. The sight of their first house together almost caused heart failure. When they moved in, a layer of dust covered everything. She cleaned for close to sixteen straight hours, refusing to sit down until everything was spotless. 
 
    “It wasn’t this dusty when I lived here. Remember, no one has lived here for over thirty years.” All in all, Edward was impressed with how well everything looked, a combination of how well Mr. Morris took care of it and Sarah’s cleaning. 
 
    “Go get cleaned up. We are going over to an old friend of mine’s for dinner tonight.” Sarah let out a frustrated sigh, another trait she got from her mother, and stormed upstairs. Edward followed her to the bottom of the staircase and, just as he imagined his parents must have several hundred times, he yelled upstairs, “Jacob, get ready. We are going to dinner. You guys have thirty minutes.” 
 
    A groan echoed down the stairs from Sarah. Edward realized he didn’t tell her how long she had to get ready before that moment. Oops. 
 
    Just after 7:00, they pulled into the driveway of Mark and Sharon’s house. Mark must have heard them drive up. He was outside to greet them. Mark waved welcomingly from the porch as Edward and his children got out of their car. 
 
    “Hey Mark, did you hear us driving up?” 
 
    “Nah, it’s a great time of night. We spend a lot of time out here on the front porch.” 
 
    He remembered back to all the time spent on the porch in his younger days on nights just like this, something he would never do in the city. Too much traffic noise, smog, and any other of a number of things that made the experience unpleasant. 
 
    Edward herded his children toward the porch and introduced them to Mark. “This is Sarah and Jacob. Guys, this is Mark, we are friends from way back, well… when I was your age, Jacob. And now we teach together at the high school.” 
 
    Mark flashed a smile. “It’s nice to meet both of you. Come on, come on in.” He opened the front door and invited them all inside. “Sharon, Chase, our guests are here.” 
 
    No more than a few seconds later a middle-aged woman in short pigtails skipped around the corner and through the dining room. The display produced a huge laugh from Mark, and a nervous one from Edward. 
 
    “Sorry, I couldn’t resist,” she said. She took the hair ties out of her hair and let braids fall free; then walked up to Edward and gave him a big old country style hug. “Hi, Edward, great to see you again. Mark was right. You really haven’t changed that much.” 
 
    “Hi, Sharon, you haven’t either.” Which was the truth. Edward was usually bad with faces, but he recognized her right off. 
 
    Sharon turned toward Edward’s children, extending a hand to each. “And you must be Sarah and Jacob. Sorry about that earlier. Your father gave me a nickname back in elementary school. I couldn’t resist.” 
 
    “Wait now.” Edward thought for a minute. He didn’t remember being the original source of that name. “I may have used that name, but I don’t think I created it.” 
 
    “Oh please, I remember. I was seven and tripped in front of everyone while skipping down the hallway…” Sharon paused as she noticed the smile forming on Edward’s face. 
 
    Sheepishly, he confessed. “Guilty. I remember. You tripped, and I yelled, DOWN GOES SKIPPING SHARON.” 
 
    “Yep, and I didn’t care. I got right up and kept skipping.” 
 
    The three adults in the room had a great laugh while Edward’s two kids stared at them like each of them had three heads. 
 
    “Ah, Chase. This is Edward Meyer and his daughter Sarah and son Jacob. Edward and I were friends when we were kids and he will be teaching twelfth grade English this year.” 
 
    A specimen of a young man extended a hand and greeted him with a firm handshake, “Hi, Mr. Meyer. So, you replaced Mrs. Henson this year.” 
 
    “Uh yeah, I guess so. Nice to meet you, Chase. I hear you are quite the football player.” 
 
    Chase modestly explained. “I play some ball, but nowhere near what your father was. We still see his name and records posted in the locker room and around the stadium.” 
 
    Chase turned his attention to Edward’s children “Hi. Welcome to Miller’s Crossing. Our um… little town.” 
 
    The normally not shy Sarah was wide eyed in his presence and shook his hand without saying a word. Edward had seen that expression on her face before. The father in him knew exactly what it was for. Oh boy, here we go again. 
 
    Sharon ushered everyone into the dining room where a great spread awaited them. Edward hadn’t seen a display of comfort food like this since his mother used to cook large lunches for all of their friends after church on Sundays. His mother and her friends took turns hosting these. The women would each cook a dish and the families would gather at someone’s house. After everyone ate to the point of being stuffed, the wives cleaned up and sat inside gossiping while the kids went outside to play a pickup game of baseball or football. The men were always out on a porch or in a barn of some type talking privately. When the kids ran through the house, the mothers kept on talking and acknowledged the kids as they passed through, but it was not the same with the men. If you came within earshot of the porch they were talking on or into the barn, they stopped talking and urged you to move along. They were always nice about it, but it was eerie how they watched you and didn’t start talking again until you were away from them. 
 
    After a great dinner, things proceeded much like those gatherings back in the day, but with a modern twist. While Sharon cleaned up, Mark and Ed were out back talking and Jacob was trying to play basketball with Chase; Sarah was just watching, well, watching Chase. Mark and Ed both tried to help Sharon clean up, but she insisted they go on outside. She even took a few dishes out of their hands. She said she had just a few things to put away and would be right out, which must have been the truth, as she joined their conversation just a few moments later. “Mark said you are living in your folks’ old place.” 
 
    “Yep. I never got rid of it, so it just seemed right.” 
 
    “Did you have to do a lot of work to get it ready?” 
 
    “Nah, I hired someone to act as a caretaker for it. He went by every few months and checked on it and made repairs as needed.” 
 
    Sharon was taken aback at the thought of someone taking care of it. Her voice quivered as she asked, “He didn’t mind?” 
 
    Edward replied reassuringly, “Not at all.” Mr. Morris never said anything to Edward that gave any indication he had any apprehensions about going to the house. Just like Mark’s response earlier, Edward doubted this would be the last person to react to the thought. “Mr. Morris never said anything or asked any questions. Not even sure he was completely aware of the circumstances around the house.” 
 
    “Jim Morris? Old Man Morris?” asked Sharon. 
 
    “Yes, he was recommended by a realtor in the area.” 
 
    “Oh, he knows all about what happens- I… I… mean what happened there.” 
 
    “She means the tragedy around your parents.” Mark shot his wife a look as he stepped in to save her from the uncomfortable conversation she wandered into. 
 
    “Mr. Morris just likes to fix things.” Mark’s expression changed into a youthful, devilish half smile. “Do you remember that time when we were six and playing summer ball? Tim Wischter overthrew you at first base by twenty feet and broke the window in the side of the school building.” 
 
    “Oh god, I remember that. I watched it go over my head and right into the glass. Shattered it into hundreds of pieces.” Edward tried to remember if Tim ever made the throw from shortstop to first that summer. 
 
    “Mr. Morris fixed that. Tim’s father offered to pay him, but Mr. Morris said he was just happy to see someone on the team had an arm on him.” 
 
    Edward spits out the sip of sweet tea he just took and said, “Oh come on, we weren’t that bad.” 
 
    “Ummm, we were. All year we played round robin against the other three teams and we had more ties than wins or losses. No one could hit anything.” It would appear Mark’s memory of their baseball days was not as rosy as Edward’s. Edward thought they were all future all-stars. 
 
    From across the way, a brief cheer erupted from the pickup game between Chase and Jacob. Jacob made his first bucket of the game. Of course, Edward believed the six-foot-three teen went easy on the seven-year-old and let him score, but to Jacob, it was still a victory. 
 
    The conversations and reminiscing moved to a lighter tone and turned into a game of “whatever happened to” with various people from Edward’s past. He was not that surprised to hear that most of his old friends and classmates still lived in town. Most of those that left for college came back to settle down. 
 
    As the evening moved along, the kids tired of the basketball game and sat on the deck and talked among themselves. Well, Chase talked about football. Jacob hung on every word. Sarah hadn’t stopped staring into his eyes. Edward doubted she heard anything Chase had said. A smile crept onto Edward’s face. For the first time since Karen’s passing, his kids looked happy and were just being kids. 
 
    Sharon leaned over, saying something to Mark, the expressions on each of their faces unpleasant. Sharon gave Edward a hug. “It’s late, and I have an early morning tomorrow. It was great seeing you. We will be seeing you around.” She then walked over to the kids and told them it was nice meeting them before heading back inside. Edward felt embarrassed and pulled out his phone to check the time. It was just after nine. In the city that is considered earlier, but this was a different world. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Mark. I didn’t realize how late it was.” 
 
    “Oh, it is fine. Not that late at all. You just don’t want to be on the road out toward your place any later than this. It isn’t safe.” Mark caught himself before he finished his statement. 
 
    Hearing the warning as more than just something related to overstaying one’s welcome, Edward inquired, “Why is that?” 
 
    “The roads are dark and pretty winding.” 
 
    While that was true, Edward’s car had headlights, and it wasn’t that dangerous of a drive. Not wanting to question his friend, he called to his kids to get ready and thanked Mark for the great night. They talked about doing it again and Mark agreed. “Absolutely.” 
 
    “See you at work tomorrow, Mark.” 
 
    “Yep. See you tomorrow. Drive straight home and be safe.” 
 
    Edward backed out of the driveway and onto the road. An uneasy feeling came over him. He was not sure if it was what Mark said to him, or how Mark watched them intently as they backed out and headed down the road.  
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    During the drive home, Edward had to admit, Mark was right, it was quite dark. Street lights created small islands of light at the intersections. The rest of the road was only illuminated by the moonlight glowing through the trees or his own headlights. Edward kept the high-beams on the entire time, having not passed a single car the whole way home. He did slow down as he passed the last intersection before his driveway; he didn’t want to drive right past the opening. 
 
    Edward pulled in and through the trees and within seconds they emerged into the open pasture of the farm which was fully lit by the moon. A slight layer of fog hovered above the ground as the cool night air settled in. 
 
    Edward pulled to a stop at the back of the house. He and his kids exited the car and headed toward the house. A few steps away from the back steps, something made him stop. A familiar cold and empty chill filled his lungs and radiated throughout his body.  Then something caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. A movement, not that far away from them in the fog. Edward paused for a moment to look in that direction and saw nothing at first, but then it was there again for only a second before it disappeared. It was not clear enough for him to make out what it was. He tried to convince his mind it was just a denser area of fog flowing in the air, but several aspects of that story fell flat on the logical side of his brain. First, there was no wind of any type. Second, there were no other areas in the fog that looked or behaved like that. But the most important factual detail was that there was a shape to it. With his past and what he saw the first night, he would be naïve to not consider other possibilities. 
 
    When Edward turned around to follow his kids inside, he nearly ran into Sarah standing there, fixated on the same area. “Sarah, honey. What is it?” 
 
    She did not break her gaze. 
 
    With no response, he took a step closer and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Sarah, are you OK?” 
 
    Sarah snapped out of the trance and looked at her father with a fearful expression. “Yes, daddy, I’m fine.” 
 
    Her tone of voice and a term she hasn’t used since she was nine alerted him to the possibility she saw the same object. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, just tired. I am going to go in and get ready for bed.” Her voice was more resolute this time, but still not convincing to her father. 
 
    Sarah headed inside and Edward followed her as far as the top of the stairs leading up to the porch. He stood there, looking back at the same spot for several minutes,  to convince himself he either saw a spirit or something else. Unconvinced either way, Edward headed inside disturbed, confused, and feeling helpless. As a father, Edward wanted to create a safe and happy environment here. With everything they’d been through over the last year or so, his children deserved that. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, he noticed Sarah’s door open. He looked inside, wanting to check on her to make sure she was OK, and found her in bed all covered up and fast asleep. Edward could be jumping to conclusions. Was it possible he misinterpreted her being tired for something else? 
 
    Maybe she saw him and turned to look too. He was not sure. He had been through a lot with his daughter and had seen that look before. That was the same expression he saw on her face the night Karen told them all enough was enough, that she wanted to stop trying. None of the four of them shed a tear at that moment. Each of them knew it was coming, even the kids who were mature beyond their years in such matters. He remembered the looks on everyone’s face and the feeling of being exhausted like it was yesterday. They had been through a war. Every day was a new battle through the raw emotions. It was as much physically draining as it was emotionally heartbreaking. 
 
    Edward looked in on his daughter one last time, then flipped off the light and pulled the door shut before walking down the hall to his room. 
 
    The sounds of laser fire emerged from Jacob’s room. Edward poked his head inside and found his son in an all too familiar position. Headphones on, controller in hand, and attention focused on the flashing screen of his video game. Edward thought about telling him it was bed time, but they have just a few more days of summer vacation and let it slide and closed the door. 
 
    Feeling rather tired himself, Edward knew there was one last ghost to confront tonight. One he had put off since returning home. He stood in the doorway of his parents old bedroom holding a box and knew there was no sense in avoiding it anymore and stepped inside. Much like the seven-year-old he used to be, he stood right inside the door for a few moments before taking another step. Back then the pause was to look for his parents. Now it was to absorb the memories. All the times his father sat in the chair in the corner lacing up his shoes. Seeing his mother sitting at her make-up table; the same table still covered with assorted cosmetics. The closet still full of their clothes. After one last look around, Edward took his second and then his third step into the room and placed the box on his father’s chair. 
 
    Edward stripped the bed and put on a new set of sheets and folded a corner back. Before he climbed in, he took one final look out the window. The fog had settled in thick, obscuring the pasture and the tree line from his view. There were no mysterious lights dancing in the fog tonight, No voices or haunting sounds. Just a cool night with the occasional cricket chirping its delight. The scene was peaceful. Edward cracked the window to allow in the cool night air and the rich fragrance from the wildflowers and lavender growing in the pasture. There was many a night in his youth he fell asleep just like this. Those were some of the best nights of sleep he ever had. Tonight, he could use one of those. 
 
    Edward climbed in and pulled up the covers and, as he had done every night since her passing, he thought of his wife until he fell asleep. The five clouds of vapor that circled him did not seem offended when he forgot to bid them a good night before falling asleep. 
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    Edward focused on adjusting his lesson plans for the first nine weeks. He sat down the day before with Madeline Smith, the head of the English department, and reviewed his plans. He entered rather confident, hoping to impress her with how he organized his classes. Much to Edward's surprise, the lesson plans were not what she desired. Instead of criticizing and destroying his confidence, she provided feedback and suggestions, feedback that Edward was more than enthusiastic to receive. 
 
    His lessons followed the same pattern he had used throughout the years in Oregon. Lecture about a specific period of literature, then read one to two pieces from the period. All reading occurred at home, with discussion and a few quizzes about what was read each day in class to gauge comprehension. Once the assigned reading was completed, there was a multiple-choice test. Edward never liked using multiple-choice to test the comprehension and knowledge of a piece of literature. He would much rather allow the students to write an essay; so he could hear their interpretation of what they read in a form that allowed them to express an opinion and defend it. Edward was not a teacher that subscribed to the “there is only one right interpretation” school of thought. How a person viewed a piece of literature was personal, it depended a lot on their past and viewpoints. No matter how strong his belief was in that, he was forced into the multiple-choice format due to the heavy reliance on standardized tests in the larger school districts. Every test given in every class had to mimic the standardized tests that were given several times each year to allow for plenty of opportunities to practice. 
 
    Hearing Mrs. Smith voice her concerns about the value of multiple-choice tests was music to Edward’s ears. She preferred the old methods of reading allowed in class and discussing as you go, followed up with essay at the end, allowing the student to voice their opinion. If her personality was friendlier, he would have run across to the other side of the table and given her a hug and a big kiss, but Edward restrained himself. 
 
    Edward opened up his lesson planner and began striking things out and writing in his adjustments. They will review his plans again today at 1:00 pm. No computer-based plans here, this was the old-fashioned lesson binder he remembered seeing teachers use when he was in school. He found the whole throwback nature of the school refreshing and energizing. 
 
    He was elbow deep in corrections for week three when there was a light knock on the door frame. Edward looked up, and after his eyes adjusted, he saw Mark leaning into his classroom door. “Hey, a group of us are heading to lunch at eleven You should join us.” 
 
    Edward quickly glanced at his cell phone and realized the time. It was 10:45. “Crap. I appreciate the offer, Mark, but I need to pass. I have to finish up these changes.” 
 
    Mark responded with an over exaggerated sad face. 
 
    Edward explained, “I’m way behind. I still thought it was nine something.” 
 
    Mark looked up at the old-fashioned clock hanging up above the chalkboard in the classroom, a feature Edward had yet to notice, and accepted his explanation with a quick reply of “Next time,” before disappearing down the hallway. 
 
    Edward called after him before he was out of earshot, “Mark, wait.” 
 
    Just seconds later, his head reappeared in the door. “Changed your mind?” 
 
    “Nah, I want to apologize about overstaying our welcome last night. Just like now, I didn’t realize how late it had gotten.” 
 
    Mark looked bewildered by Edward’s statement, so Edward tried to explain “The comments about how late it was last night.” 
 
    “Oh.” Mark’s expression changed from bewildered to one of apprehension. He shifted back and forth in the doorframe, looking for something to focus on that was not Edward. “You guys were fine. Sharon had an early morning and I was just worried about you guys driving back on the dark roads. Deer like to run out in front of cars in the dark and such.” 
 
    “Ah, good thinking.” Edward gave Mark a reluctant thumbs up, and off to lunch Mark went. 
 
    Mark just lied, and Edward knew it. During the years he spent in the hospital, he honed his human lie detector skills. After only a year, Edward could tell when a nurse, orderly, or doctor lied or withheld something. Whether it was the wandering eyes, awkward pauses, or fidgeting, the telltale signs are the same for everyone. This was a great skillset to have when teaching teenagers, and even better for being the parent of one. 
 
    He buried his nose back in his lesson plans and updated them based on the guidance he received yesterday. The next few hours sped by with a flurry of strikeouts and notes. Edward leaned back in his swivel chair, which let out a slight squeak. He folded his hands behind his head and smiled. The thirty minutes left until his meeting was just enough time to walk down and scrounge up some nourishment in the teacher’s lounge’s vending machines. He never liked to go into battle on an empty stomach, not that Edward expected a battle during his meeting. It was quite the opposite. He looked forward to it and to the first day with students tomorrow. His enthusiasm turned into a semi-strut as he walked out of his classroom in the direction of the vending machines. 
 
    “Edward?” echoed a voice from behind, stopping him mid-strut. 
 
    Edward turned. Upon seeing who it was he thought to himself, Only in small-town America. This would have never been allowed in Portland. He walked back toward the visitor and extended his hand. “Father. What brings you to the school today?” 
 
    Father Murray, dressed in full black with a white collar and a crucifix dangling around his neck, took Edward’s hand firmly. “Walking around before the madness starts.” Father Murray’s face lit up. “Nah. Actually, I just blessed the football team downstairs. I do it each year. You know… for the safety of the players. Plus, any divine guidance will help. Competition is stronger these days. Coach Holmes told me you had come home. Thought I would stop by to say hello and invite you and your family back to the church.” He looked warmly at Edward. “We would love to have you. Your mother and father were very active members of our congregation.” His voice dropped slightly to a more somber tone. “God rest their souls. We miss them terribly.” 
 
    Of everyone Edward had run into since returning, this was the one person he truly recognized and remembered. Of course, he was in his late thirties back then, but the eyes are the same kind eyes which provided him comfort when his parents were laid to rest. The voice sounded the same, maybe a few more years on it. Now in his seventies, he still tended to his flock in the very same community. 
 
    Edward and Karen struggled trying to find a church that felt inviting in Portland. Both of them were from small towns and in the big city, they found the churches had an antiseptic feeling. There was no sense of community. You came, prayed, listened to a sermon, and then everyone went home. They eventually found one, but did not find it to their liking. When Karen became sick their attendance waned. Between hospital stays and all the times Edward could not leave her alone, going to church took a backseat. Not to mention the period in which Edward frequently lashed out toward God. He could not understand why HE let this happen to Karen. He even cursed Him a few times. 
 
    Without hesitation, Edward agreed. “Absolutely Father, we’ll be there.” 
 
    Father Murray’s face lit up. “I look forward to meeting your wife and children as well, and bringing them into our extended family. Your family has been missing from our congregation for far too long.” 
 
    “Oh, Father, it will just be me and my kids. My wife, Karen, passed away earlier this year.” 
 
    Father Murray placed his hand on Edward’s shoulder and said, “Oh, Edward, I am so sorry to hear that. We know the Lord will call our name one day, we just never know when. It is always tragic when it is so young, but I am sure he has a greater purpose for her, even if we do not understand it. We are not really meant to.” 
 
    “Yes, Father, I agree. And thank you for the kind words.” Just hearing that was rather comforting, more so than what Edward experienced back in Portland. The priest that presided over her funeral told him he was sorry for his loss and then said a generic prayer with the family. After the service, Edward and the kids never heard from him again. 
 
    “My office is always open for you and your children anytime you need to talk. Welcome home. I look forward to you stepping into shoes vacated by your father’s tragic loss.” 
 
    Edward stood there for a few seconds, watching the familiar form of Father Murray disappear down the hall and around the corner. He wondered what he might have stepped into. His stomach rumbled sending him sprinting to the lounge. He had just a few moments left to down some junk food before his meeting. 
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    The school year started full of optimism. Of course, that described Edward, not his children. He had to wake Sarah up three separate times so they would not be late. Jacob was up on time, but took his ever-loving time to get ready. As Edward got ready himself, he found it necessary to walk up and down the hall like an old-fashioned barker every five minutes to shout encouragement and reminders of how much time they had left. Just as he expected, at the last minute, both of his pride and joys exited their rooms and headed downstairs. 
 
    The ride to school was completely silent. Jacob’s nose was stuck in a video game on his phone; Sarah’s was buried in her bookbag for a more moments of sleep. When they arrived at the elementary school, Edward veered right out of the drop off lane and into the parking lot. He parked his car in the first visitor spot next to the walkway. Jacob made sure to slam the door as he got out, and watched with delight as his sister jerked awake.  
 
    As Edward walked him in, Jacob seemed nervous at first about starting at a new school, but all that went away when one of his classmates walked up and introduced himself before they were even in the classroom. Edward took just a few minutes to talk to the teacher before heading off. With a final look at Jacob, a smile grew on his face as he saw his son already making new friends. Jacob took after his mother in that respect. She could walk into a room of strangers and have four or five new best friends in just a matter of moments. 
 
    When Edward opened the car door to finish the drive to the high school, Sarah greeted him with the largest over-exaggerated smile he had ever seen. It went from cute to eerie in moments. “What?” 
 
    “I was just thinking. It is such a WONDERFUL morning outside. How about you drop me off a little way before we get to the school and let me walk the rest of the way in?” 
 
    Knowing Sarah hated mornings more than anything else in existence instantly tipped her hat and he called her on it. “You just don’t want to be seen getting out of the car with me, dear old dad, a teacher. Huh?” 
 
    “Oh, Dad, that’s not it.” She tried to give him those big eyes that usually cause him to say yes to anything. 
 
    There are bigger battles to be had, so he gave in. “Alright. I will let you out just before we get there.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad, you’re the best.” She threw her arm around him and gave him a half hug. 
 
    He dropped Sarah off about a quarter mile from the school with instructions to walk straight there and text him when she got there. Edward pulled into the faculty parking lot and took a spot. He grabbed his brown satchel and headed inside among the crowd of rather cheerful teenagers all arriving for the first day of the new school year. Walking into a school that didn’t have metal detectors at the front, seeing students walk around being friendly and polite to the teachers and each other, and hearing the magical words “Mister” and “Missus” echo everywhere was a stark contrast to the “Yo, Teach” he had heard for the last several years. The refreshing and energizing environment engulfed Edward. He decided to stand outside his door to welcome in his first class instead of waiting at his desk, using it as a shield, as he usually did. 
 
    Students filed by him down the hallway with polite and cheerful “good morning’s. He checked  the time on his phone. Just a few moments left until the bell rang. Sarah walked down the hallway as close to the other wall as she could possibly get, doing everything to look straight ahead while cutting her eyes in his direction. Feeling the urge to be the annoying father, he considered yelling something across the hallway such as, “Have a great first day, sweetie.” But the disruption to the now peaceful home life wasn’t worth the bit of ill-timed humor it would bring him, and he let her pass peacefully. 
 
    The bell rang, a real bell sound, not some electronic tone signaling the start of class. The last time Edward heard a real school bell, he was a student in elementary school. A few students made a mad dash toward their classrooms as the doors closed. Back in Portland, half the students treated the bell as a couple minute warning, and it took an assigned member of the faculty to walk the halls and send the students to their classrooms. The hallway beyond Edward’s closing door resembled a ghost town. The inside of his classroom was a picture from Normal Rockwell himself. 
 
    Edward walked to the front of his class and leaned back on his desk. Every set of eyes in the classroom focused on him. He felt a quick shiver, followed a pressing feeling on every inch of his body. He did not expect to feel nervous about addressing his classes. 
 
    He dipped his head and took a deep breath to collect himself before he addressed the class. When he looked back out, he noticed a visitor walking toward the back along the chalkboard to his left. He appeared to be a cheery older gentleman just out for a stroll, wearing a tweed jacket and a Doctor Doolittle hat. 
 
    Not now, Edward thought to himself. There was never a good time for this to happen, but a moment like this was the worst. Edward watched as the man disappeared through the back wall and then returned his focus back to his class. As he did, he caught a few students turning around as well. Their expressions were normal, not showing any fear or surprise, maybe a hint of confusion. They were probably all wondering what the weird new teacher looked at. 
 
    “Good morning. I’m Mr. Meyer. Welcome to twelfth-grade literature.” Edward picked up a stack of papers and took a few shaky steps to the first row of desks, giving several pages to the student sitting in each desk. “This is the syllabus for the class. Please take one and pass the rest back. If there are any left over, please just put them on the table in the back. While we hand these out, let’s go around the room and introduce ourselves.” The papers disbursed backward, and he noticed students looking at them and reading them. 
 
    “Let’s start here.” Edward stood in front of the first desk on the left side of the room. The occupant of the desk, a curly-haired blonde wearing glasses and a simple t-shirt and jeans, laid her syllabus flat and sat up straight, and said with a tremble in her voice, “I’m Susan Parker.” 
 
    Edward looked back to the gentleman sitting behind her and without hesitation, said, “Robert Lewis, nice to meet you.” 
 
    The rest of the class picked up the pattern and each of the other twenty-four students took turns introducing themselves. 
 
    “I am usually pretty good with names, so there will be no need for any name cards or anything. I should remember each of your names after the next few days, but now let’s get to a more important topic. Why are we here?” Edward saw many students looking down at the syllabus, expecting a read-through or review of what was handed out. “It’s a more general topic than even what is on the syllabus, so you can put those down for the moment.” 
 
    Edward felt enthusiastic and a bit idealistic. “We are here to learn about literature. Now, that is a very broad topic. More specifically, we will talk about the types and styles of the American classics. We will read some of those classics and talk about the styles of each author and what they try to convey to the reader with their story. But there is something else...” 
 
    The English teacher in Edward forced a pause in his speech. 
 
    “Let me try that again, using proper English.” A few students in the class laughed. “We will be reading several of the American classics and talk about their style and content, BUT” he over emphasized that word on purpose, “I am after an even bigger goal. I hope to share and instill with you a love for reading like I have. So, before we begin, who reads for fun?” 
 
    Not a hand entered the air, to which Edward was not surprised. “Oh, come on, reading can be fun. Let’s try this again, ignoring what you have been forced… I mean, assigned to read for school, who has read something in the last year?” 
 
    This time, about half of the hands jumped in to the air. “Good. Umm... Lisa, what did you read?” Edward asked, pointing to a girl sitting in the back of the third row. 
 
    “Origins by Dan Brown.” 
 
    “Good, and have you read any of his other books?” 
 
    “Yes, all of them.” 
 
    “You enjoyed it, right?” 
 
    Lisa nodded yes, as a voice from the back commented, “Not like there is anything else we can do when the sun goes down around here.” 
 
    “Well Michael, thank you for volunteering to go next. I saw your hand up earlier, what was the last book you read and enjoyed.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Michael responded, “Relentless.” 
 
    Edward clarified, “The book by Tim Grover?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Excellent choice. I have read it myself. You enjoyed it, right?” 
 
    Michael’s eyes perked up when he heard his teacher had read the same book as well. He straightened up in his seat before responding, “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Why?” Edward asked, looking for him to clarify with more context. 
 
    “I like sports and have always been curious about that edge that some athletes have. How can someone who is equally as talented as someone else find that extra something to excel further? That book gave me a look into how their minds work.” 
 
    Feeling his point was made, Edward did quick summary before continuing with his plans for today’s class. “See, everyone? Lisa is reading what many think of as one of the best authors of our time, at least one of the most popular, and she enjoyed it. On the other side, Michael read a self-help book. A type of book that many think can be very boring, and he found enjoyment in the topic. There really is something for everyone. I hope you each find something enjoyable in what we read this year.” 
 
    Looking around the classroom, Edward felt he had the class fully engaged. “OK, so let’s look at your syllabus and see where we are going to start…” 
 
    Each of his remaining five classes followed suit the rest of the day. Introductions, a quick discussion about what he hoped they get out of the class, and then into the syllabus and preparing for the first selection of the year. Well, almost. By the third class, he started noticing a look. Not a look, perhaps, but a feeling coming from the students. Not one of disrespect, but like he was an animal on display at the zoo. The feeling grew from class to class until it finally came to the surface with his last class of the day. 
 
    During the introductions and open discussion, Edward asked the question, “Does anyone have any more questions?” A timid hand appeared from the middle of the room. A student who was outspoken during the open discussion now appeared hesitant about asking a question. 
 
    “Mr. Meyer?” 
 
    “Yes, Jeff?” 
 
    “Is it true you live in that eerie old house at the edge of town?” 
 
    Every town has that one house that everyone tells tales about. In this town, like it or not, it was Edward’s home. He had no doubt the story had grown to the level of town folklore. Probably at some point, some school-aged kids stood at the end of the driveway, just outside the tree line that separates the property from the road, daring each other to run up toward the house. The dare, of course, was accompanied with some fable about an old man that lives there that eats any child that comes close to the house. 
 
    “Well, if you mean my old family home. Yes. My family and I have moved back to it. Rest assured, none of the stories,” more exaggerated than before, “no matter what you have heard…” Edward pauses and leans his head forward slightly, and looks at his class humorously out of the top of his eyes under his furrowed brow, “it is not true. The house is the same as it was when I grew up there.” 
 
    There was an audible murmur circulating through the classroom as they realize their teacher was that little boy from the story they heard about. 
 
    “It isn’t haunted?” a voice inquired amongst the murmur. 
 
    Edward chuckled and with a straight face replied, “Well no, Robin, I can absolutely guarantee it is not haunted.” 
 
    When the school day ended, Edward packed up his things, locked his classroom, and headed out to the parking lot. His daughter, who was too cool for anyone to see her driving into school with “dear old dad,” now leaned against the car waiting for her ride home. 
 
    “So how was school?” he asked as he opened the driver’s side door. 
 
    “Not bad.” 
 
    Edward felt fortunate. He received a two-word answer instead of a half-hearted “fine” or something to that effect. “Well, glad you survived. How are your classes?” 
 
    “Not bad. Seems I am a bit of a celebrity.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I… am the girl that lives in the haunted house.” She looked at him with that satirical smile he saw when she was being a smartass. 
 
    “Yeah, I got a little of that, too. Let’s go pick up your brother.” 
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    Friday afternoon arrived, providing a quiet and normal end to the first few days back at school. Both Edward and his children settled into the rhythm of the school year, and even though they continued to complain about going to school, as all kids do, they both enjoyed it. Of course, they would never admit it. 
 
    As they pulled into the driveway, they headed inside for a quick change of clothes and then back to school for the Friday Night Football game. Edward missed this part of his life. His high school education came from teachers the state sent in to conduct classes in the hospital. Having experienced the games with his mother and father, he always felt a longing for it. Now as a father, he wanted to make sure his children did not miss out. 
 
    Sarah zipped down the hall toward the bathroom she shared with Jacob. In the breeze caused by her brisk movement he heard, “A few friends want to pick me up for the game.” 
 
    Sarah appeared to have forgotten how the whole parent and child thing worked. “Is that a question asking for permission?” 
 
    Doing her best impression of a whining teenager, “Dad! It’s just a few people I met at school. We’ll be at the same game.” 
 
    Edward knew it was safe and said, “OK, al…” 
 
    Sarah blurred past him in the hallway, interrupting his answer. The glimpse Edward caught caused a quick change of his answer. “… absolutely not.” 
 
    The answer stopped Sarah in her tracks at her bedroom door. “Why not?” 
 
    “You are not wearing that out. You still have to follow the school dress code.” Sarah stood in her bedroom door wearing a skirt that barely covered her butt and tube top that was missing its midriff. 
 
    Sarah slammed the door. “If I change, THEN can I go to the game with my friends?” 
 
    Settling for one victory, Edward conceded. “Sure, just text me when you get there and when you leave.” 
 
    Edward took a few moments to get himself ready. 
 
    The sound of someone running down the stairs was followed by a quick yell of, “Bye, Dad,” and punctuated by the slamming of the front door. Edward glanced at the clock and realized he and Jacob needed to get going, too. Unlike the games in Portland which started at 7:30 PM, the games here had always started at 5:00 PM. Even the away games. He remembered hearing someone ask his father about the start time once. “It was a tradition.” 
 
    Edward and Jacob headed out in the direction of the school and joined the parade of cars and trucks lined up to turn into the school’s football stadium parking. Surrounded by cars blasting music, pickup trucks loaded with people in the back waving pompoms, and scores of others walking past them, they inched their way toward the stadium. He rolled down the windows and the smell of hot dogs on the grill, popcorn, and the sound of two marching bands playing various tunes from their positions in the stands wafted in with a flood of memories that brought a smile to his face. 
 
    Once parked, Edward and Jacob walked toward the source of the sweet smells and growing sound. Neighboring Valley Ridge was that night’s opponent. Their fans created a sea of gold and crimson walking among the blue- and white-clad Miller’s fans. 
 
    They parked, bought tickets, and went inside. No large police presence or wanding here. 
 
    Knowing what was on Jacob’s mind, and his too, their first stop was the concession stand. There was a small line, but not too long. It gave them a moment to look at the simple menu board with the Coca-Cola red wave emblem on it as a sponsor. He felt a quick vibration in his pocket and pulled out his phone. There was a simple message from Sarah’s number that just said, “here.” He took a quick glance back toward the gate and saw his daughter walking in with a group of students, smiling and laughing. That image took away any doubt he had about coming back here to start fresh. He’d made the right decision. 
 
    He and Jacob placed their order, two hot dogs with extra mustard and relish, two Cokes, a popcorn, and a pack of M&Ms. The concession workers made a few trips to bring their food to the counter and Edward handed them a ten-dollar bill and donated the change back to the football boosters. With the food in hand and the popcorn pinned to Edward’s chest by the arm supporting his hotdog, they headed to the bleachers and found a seat. Both teams were out on the field warming up. 
 
      
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
      
 
    The game itself was great. Miller’s Crossing won 14-10, but what stuck out to Edward was how right Mark was about his son. Chase had five catches for 120 yards and was an absolute beast out there blocking. Edward tried to find Mark after the game to send Chase congratulations on such a great game, but something else drew his attention. Within minutes, the stands and parking lot were almost empty. Except for the Valley Ridge fans, it was a virtual ghost town. Thinking he might have more luck over at the gym, where the locker rooms were, he and Jacob headed that direction, but found more, or less, of the same. Less than fifteen minutes after the final whistle, the Miller’s Crossing players had left with their families. The only folks roaming around were the families of the opposing players, who waited to see their sons emerge from the locker room before they boarded the buses and headed home. He and Jacob gave up and headed back to the parking lot where they found a handful of cars left, all but his adorned with the yellow and crimson colors of Valley Ridge. 
 
    There was a quick vibration from his cell phone and he reached into his pocket to pull it out. Sarah had messaged him she was already home. Edward and Jacob headed home themselves. The drive was filled with the sounds of a father and son reliving the highlights of a great high school football game. 
 
    When they walked inside, Sarah was perched on the sofa watching television and mockingly scolded them for taking so long. 
 
    “Surprised you were home so soon.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. I thought there would be a party or something after the game like back home… but everyone said we had to get home.” 
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    “Daaddd!!! Do we have to go to church?” 
 
    “Yes, Jacob. We used to go all the time, and you liked it.” Edward leered at both of his children via the rearview mirror. “You both did.” The family was dressed in their Sunday best as they drove along beautiful country roads on the way to Miller’s Crossing Catholic Church. 
 
    “But that was when Mom was with us.” 
 
    Sarah was right, they had not been back to church since Karen became too sick to go, but Edward knew this would be great for them. “Come on. This will be great. This is the church I attended when I was little.” 
 
    “It’s the only church in town. Everyone goes here.” Sarah had a knack for pointing out the obvious. 
 
    “Yes, it is the only one,” Edward confessed with a somewhat irritated smile as they pull along the gravel-lined driveway leading up to the single-building country church. The white building had a high-pitched roof. The traditional steeple contained a century-old bell that Edward could hear ringing even with the windows rolled up. The rooster weather vane on top showed a slight breeze blowing out of the north. 
 
    The family walked together up the stairs and entered the traditionally-styled church, with high ceilings, exposed rafters, and stained-glass windows lining each wall. There was a large stained-glass scene behind a simple aged-wood alter. The sunlight coming through the windows created a myriad of dancing spots of color on every surface. Edward studied the scenes depicted in each of the windows. In all the churches he had been in before, the glass depicted a biblical scene. As he looked at each of these, he realized none of them represented a traditional Bible scene. None of the pictures depicted a child in a manger, wise men, or Moses leading the Jews. The imagery was more contemporary, showing faceless figures walking toward a cross with light emanating from it, pictures of what looked like a Catholic priest confronting a group of the same faceless figures. He didn’t remember this from his childhood. 
 
    Music from the pipe organ in the front interrupted his study. The procession filed down the aisle from the back. A minute into the intro of the song, Father Murray and the choir walked in. The congregation stood as the processional passed them and, once everyone was up front and in place, Father Murray lead a quick prayer. He then instructed his flock to be seated. The service had hymns, prayers, and two readings, one each from the Old and New Testaments. 
 
    After one more hymn, Father Murray walked over to the pulpit and climbed up the small set of stairs to his perch that overlooked the congregation. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    The congregation returned Father Murray’s greeting. “Good morning.” 
 
    “It is great to see everyone here this morning. It truly warms my heart. Today is a very special day, my friends. I was and am going to give you a sermon about helping others find their way, a topic we talk about often and exercise daily. Now, right here in our congregation, we have an example of someone finding their way back to where they belong. I would like to welcome Edward Meyer, son of Robert and Laura Meyer, and his children back to our flock. Your family has been missing from our house for far too long. It is great to see you back.” A brief applause followed the many heads that turned around and looked toward Edward and his children. Each face warm and welcoming. Edward felt Jacob squirm a little in the pew next to him. 
 
    Father Murray continued his sermon. “These are trying times, but I don’t have to tell you that. The world is full of pain and suffering and they don’t do enough to help ease the pain. We, the faithful, have taken it upon ourselves to help ease that pain. To help guide those that are misguided to find their way in the world, and it is not an easy task. It is a calling of pain and suffering that follows the example Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior, set for us. He suffered on the cross as a penance for the sins of man. We have suffered as our penance for our sins and the sins of all men. Like the great Benedictine monk Peter Damian, this is our path toward our own glorious salvation. Also like our Brother Damian, our pain and battle are not only one of the spirit, but one of the flesh, and it takes a toll on each of us. We should not let that toll cause us to become derelict in our duty. Any lapse, even the smallest lapse, can have life or death consequences. Consequences we have already witnessed and suffered.” 
 
    Father Murray paused for a second before continuing with a lower and more compassionate tone of voice. “Consequences we do not want to repeat. It is our solemn duty to help these poor souls, both good and bad, evil and innocent, contrite and hurtful, everyone without judgment. Help them down the path of their destination, no matter the cost. By doing this task, we will bask in the light of our Lord and Savior in the afterlife.” 
 
    Father Murray walked off the pulpit and stood before the congregation with his arms outstretched. “The sacrifice is yours as His was for us.” 
 
    Without prompt, the voices of the congregation echoed in the rafters. “We help others find their way as he helped us.” 
 
    A hymn started, and the congregation stood up and joined the choir in song. Edward looked down at the hymnal to find the right page and then looked at both Sarah and Jacob as he attempted to share the book with them. Each had a fearful look on their face, and neither tried to sing. 
 
    Following the hymn, there was a final prayer before Father Murray dismissed his flock. Even though they were seated toward the back, it took twenty minutes or more for them to reach the door. Scores of individuals stopped by to welcome each of them back to Miller’s Crossing and back to the church. Most talked of how they remembered Edward when he attended with his parents and how much he looked like his father. Several of the older women gushed over Jacob and how much he also resembled Edward’s father. Finally, a familiar arm draped over his shoulder and helped guide him through the crowd and out the door. 
 
    “Thanks, Mark.” 
 
    “Someone had to save you from the chat gaggle. Once they grab you, you’re stuck for hours.” 
 
    Based on his little exposure to them, Edward didn’t doubt Mark one bit. 
 
    “Glad to see you guys joining the church.” 
 
    “Yeah, Father Murray stopped by the school and invited me back the other day. I thought it would be good for the kids. We went often before Karen died.” Edward paused and thought for a second before making the next comment. He was concerned it may seem inappropriate, but that had never stopped him from speaking his mind before. “Mark, I need to ask you a question.” 
 
    “Sure bud, what is it?” 
 
    “What was up with that sermon?” 
 
    “Oh that. Kind of intense, huh? I think Father Murray is losing it a little in his old age. The last few years the sermons have taken a more ‘fire and brimstone’ approach. Maybe he sees his own mortality coming, not sure. All I know is he is comforting.” 
 
    No argument from Edward on that point. A honk in the distance prompted Mark to wave in its direction. “Well, Sharon is waiting in the car. We have a bunch of chores to do around the house today. I need to get going. See you at work tomorrow.” 
 
    “See ya tomorrow, Mark.” 
 
    Edward and his still-stunned kids found their car in the parking lot of the church and headed home. Edward was the first to break the uncomfortable and abnormal silence between the three. “So, what did you two think about church?” 
 
    Jacob said, “It’s not like the one back home with Pastor Mike. His sermons used comic strips and television shows to make his point.” 
 
    Sarah said, “Yeah, no Marmaduke in this one.” 
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    Another normal week of school, Edward and Jacob headed into the stadium for another Friday night football game. The opponents this week were the Arendtsville Hornets, the two-time defending state champions. It should be a stiff test for the hometown Lions. With their less-than-healthy food choices in tow, Jacob and his father settled in for a good game. Sarah, like the week before, came with a group of friends. 
 
    The game was as they expected, a real back-and-forth tussle between two evenly matched teams. It appeared the Hornets were just bigger and stronger, overpowering the Lions on both sides of the ball. After the first quarter, they were down by seven. Midway through the second quarter, they were down by fourteen and the groans in the crowd started as it appeared there was no answer to the power running attack of the Hornets. The other side was full of cheers, and the marching band played their fight song for any reason, not just scores. Edward even heard a few parents above him wonder aloud if they play the fight song when the starting quarterback goes to the bathroom. 
 
    Just before halftime, the coaches decided to stop lining up man on man and try a different tactic: speed. When the whistle blew ending the first half, the Lions were on the board with a field goal cutting the lead to eleven. The Hornets spent the second half trying to adjust to the Lions’ fast paced passing and outside running attack. Their size advantage worked against them and appeared to be a step behind the rest of the game. When the final gun sounded, the final score was Lions 24 and Hornets 21. 
 
    This would be considered a signature win for the Lions in most communities, prompting hours of celebration afterward, but not here. 
 
    Just like the week before, the stands and parking lot cleared out moments after the game. Edward received a quick but surprising text from Sarah. It simply stated, “Won’t be home right after the game. They want to show me something. Is it OK?” Edward agreed. A nagging second thought about being naïve, but he dismissed it. 
 
    The drive home was just like the one the prior week. Full of discussion recapping the highlights of the game and the strategy of how the Lions came back. Once home, not having had enough football for one night, Jacob and his father cooked microwave popcorn and settled in on the couch, switching back and forth between two professional preseason games on that night. 
 
    Around 10:30, Jacob fell asleep. He looked comfortable there, so Edward let him lay there until the game was over. Once it was over, he took him upstairs and tucked him into his bed. With Sarah still out, Edward wanted to stay up until she came home, so he settled down on the couch and looked for a movie to watch. With few enjoyable choices, he left it on the 8th edition of an action film he loved. He paid no attention to everyone else who joked they should have stopped after the first movie. 
 
    At 11:00 pm he texted Sarah but received no reply. 
 
    11:30 pm arrived, and still no reply. 
 
    At midnight, the text messages progressed to phone calls that were neither answered, nor went straight to voicemail. His level of worry jumped from nothing to concerned in an instant. Edward wanted to jump in the car and go look for her, but he had no idea where to start. Also, having no idea who she was out with gnawed at him, making him feel like a negligent parent. 
 
    Six more calls resulted in the same response, adding to his panic. Eventually he gave into his concern, grabbed his keys to head out and look for her, but a knock on the door stopped him before he even put his shoes on. He rushed to the door and slung it open. Edward’s heart skipped a beat when he saw Sarah standing there, tears running down her face, and a blanket draped around her shoulders. His mind jumped to the absolute worst as he pulled her inside. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him and buried her face into his chest. 
 
    “She’s fine, Eddie.” The voice of Sheriff Lewis Tillingsly startled him. The sheriff walked in through the door while taking off his black wide-brim hat. 
 
    “Relax. She isn’t in any trouble. None at all. I gave her a ride home, but I think we should talk privately.” 
 
    Edward felt beyond confused. His sixteen-year-old daughter was just brought home after midnight by the Sheriff, but she was not in any trouble. 
 
    “Sarah, why don’t you go on to your room? Your dad and I need to have a talk.” 
 
    Sarah headed upstairs to her room while her father stood there with his mouth gaping wide open. 
 
    “Why don’t we go into the kitchen and talk? I will try to explain everything.” The Sheriff knew his way around the house and walked through the living room and into the kitchen. When Edward pushed through the door, he found the Sheriff searching through the cabinets. “Where do you keep your coffee? Your ma kept it in this cabinet.” 
 
    He was right, she always kept it in the cabinet next to the refrigerator and above the coffee maker. Edward, however, had things organized a little different. “It’s in the pantry. There’s a box of k-cups.” 
 
    “I should have asked. You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    Feeling too much in a fog to even care, Edward said, “Not at all.” Then he had a seat at the breakfast table in the nook surrounded by windows. 
 
    The Sheriff walked over to the pantry and pulled out two k-cups. He then retrieved two coffee cups from the cabinet. Edward sat at the table holding his head in his hands, trying to process everything. The Sheriff made two cups of coffee and joined Edward at the table, sliding one cup over to him. “You’ll need this.” 
 
    There was a knock at the back door and Edward jumped, but the Sheriff put him at ease. “It’s okay. Let me get it. I called him.” The Sherriff opened the back door and Father Murray walked in, adding to Edward’s feeling of complete bewilderment. 
 
    “I’m not sure you remember, but your father and the two of us sat at this same table many times talking when you were younger.” Edward had not thought about that before now, but now that he mentioned it, it was one of the more common memories he had of his childhood. The three of them, and maybe a few others, sitting at the table drinking coffee, talking about many things from the town gossip, to sports, and politics. Edward also remembers other times they would be talking, and he would walk into the kitchen. They would all go silent and his father would ask him to move along, that they were talking about adult things. 
 
    “Father, would you like some coffee?” Sheriff Tillingsly offered. 
 
    “No thanks, Lewis. If I have any now, I’ll never get to sleep.” Father Murray turned his attention to Edward. He was quiet on the outside, but anything but on the inside. “Evening, Edward, how are you doing?” 
 
    Edward did not answer as Father Murray placed a comforting hand on his shoulder and took the old wooden seat next to him in the alcove, a chair he had occupied many times in the past. It gave a familiar by haunting squeak on the floor as he slid it back from the table. 
 
    With a high level of exacerbation in his voice, Edward demanded, “Will someone tell me what is going on?” 
 
    Father Murray was first to speak. “Eddie, how much did your father ever tell you about this place?” 
 
    “What do you mean? This house? This town?” 
 
    “The town. Miller’s Crossing.” 
 
    “He and my mother told me lots of stories about their childhood here and I heard a lot about his high school days…” 
 
    “No, not that,” interrupted Father Murray. 
 
    “Father, let me try a different question.” The Sheriff took his seat at the table again and looked across at Edward. “Do you remember when I came by to pick your father up late at night?” 
 
    “I remember that happening several times.” 
 
    “Did he ever talk to you about where he went and what we did?” 
 
    Edward remembered asking a few times. “He just said it was adult things.” 
 
    “Lewis, he was too young. Robert would have never talked to him about any of this.” 
 
    “Eddie, not to play twenty questions with you, but can you tell me if you see things?” 
 
    “Things?” 
 
    “Do you see ghosts? Spirits? Images of people and creatures you can’t explain?” 
 
    This question more than stunned Edward. It was a fact he had hidden from everyone for years. The last time he told anyone about the visions, they sent him for a mental evaluation. He wondered if they knew of his past, his stay in a mental hospital, and wanted to use it. Maybe Sarah got into some trouble and they are using this to show he was an unfit parent. 
 
    The mental argument going on within Edward was visible to both of his guests. “Eddie, you can tell us the truth. We both see them too. Most everyone in Miller’s Crossing does. It is a gift and a curse of sorts.” 
 
    Staring at the old priest with a blank gaze, Edward tried to make sense of what he had just heard. The Sheriff added, “Your father did as well. So did your mother.” 
 
    “This town is a very important place in the spiritual world. There is no natural explanation for why or how, but this town is surrounded by a very strong energy field that attracts spirits. There are other places all around the world like Miller’s Crossing. Some are more obvious once you know what they are, like Stonehenge and Peak Kailash in Tibet. Others are just towns, like here, and lakes, like Rila Lake in Bulgaria. Most of the other places are rather remote, with not many people around them. We are the lucky exception.” 
 
    He understood what Father Murray said. “So, this energy, some kind of electromagnetic field, makes you think you are seeing things? If so, I am familiar with that. I read about several studies that pointed to EM fields causing most paranormal experiences.” 
 
    “Well, not exactly Edward. You don’t think you see them. You really see them. They are really there. The energy attracts lost souls and, simply put, we have to help them find their way.” 
 
    Edward thought for a moment. Something Father Murry just said brought clarity to his confusion a week ago in church. He asked, “The sermon?” 
 
    “Yes, last week’s sermon was about this responsibility we have. Those that live here. We have that responsibility to the souls that are lost to help them move along and find their way. It is a responsibility we have not been as diligent about as we should. If we don’t help them, they will continue to search for all eternity at best and, at worst, terrorize us all. Not all spirits are kind and gentle. Those that are kind and gentle pass through our world and do no harm. Those that aren’t can be more dangerous than you can ever imagine.” 
 
    “Wait.” Edward shook head while he rubbed his eyes, remembering back to the first night back in his family’s home. “This isn’t just a prayer-type thing, right? This is really confronting the spirits and moving them?” 
 
    “Oh yes, this is a lot more than prayer.” 
 
    “Did you have to move any about two weeks ago out here?” 
 
    Father Murray looked over at Sheriff Tillingsly, who answered for the both of them. “Yes, we had two spirits that didn’t want to cooperate. I thought I saw a light turn on in the house when we were out in the field. We tried not to wake you.” 
 
    “So that is what I saw that night? You were helping lost souls?” 
 
    “We were there, along with others to make sure everyone in Miller’s Crossing was safe that night and to ensure these souls moved on. The group you saw that night is known as the town elders. Each sworn to take this responsibility, no matter the sacrifice. Your father was one. So was your grandfather. Even your great grandfather was one. Your family is one of our town’s founding members going back almost two hundred years.” 
 
    “That’s why my father left those nights.” 
 
    Sheriff Tillingsly finished taking a sip of coffee. “Yes, Edward. Each of those nights, your father was out helping us. Tonight, we were out following a group of the less kind, but not very evil type when we ran into a group of teenagers. Your daughter was with them. Her friends assumed, because of her age and who you were, that she knew our little secret. So, they took her out hunting spirits. She wasn’t ready for it. Not all female descendants are born with the gift.” 
 
    Edward was about to ask a question when the Sheriff stopped him. “I don’t know what or if she saw anything. It is possible she just freaked out sitting in the woods as all of her friends tried to tell her there were ghosts out there with them. I tried to talk to her a little on the ride back, but she didn’t say much.” 
 
    Father Murray said, “I can talk to her if you want.” 
 
    “No, Father, I can handle it. I need to be the one.” Edward sat back in his chair and mouthed the word “WOW.” 
 
    “It is a lot to take in, and I admit it may be hard for you to believe.” 
 
    “Actually, Sheriff, it is not as hard for me to believe as you think. I spent years thinking I was crazy.” 
 
    Father Murray patted Edward on the shoulder. “That is my fault, my son. The sheriff and others wanted to tell you, but I thought you were too young. In most children, the gift doesn’t show until the early teen years, and you were only seven. I am sorry. If I could go back and change the past, that is one of several things I would change from that night.” 
 
    “It’s late. I’m sure your daughter feels very confused right now. If you’d like, we can talk to her.” 
 
    Edward insisted. “No, let me. Even though I still need to understand things myself, I am her father. It should be from me.” 
 
    Father Murray stood up and slid past Edward while Tillingsly rinsed out his coffee cup in the sink. While grabbing his hat off the counter, Tillingsly remarked, “We should be going, so you can get to that conversation.” 
 
    Edward only nodded. He wanted to seem confident in his ability to speak to his daughter about this, but inside, the butterflies and self-doubt created a hurricane of nerves. 
 
    “One more thing. I would like for you to come out with us tomorrow night. Take your father’s place with us.” 
 
    “Lewis!!!” exclaimed Father Murray. 
 
    “No, it’s OK.” Edward was curious about all this and felt a strong need to understand. “I’m in.” 
 
    Edward bided the two of them a good night and closed the back door behind them before going upstairs to talk to Sarah. He noticed her bedroom door was closed, and it appeared her light was off. He cracked the door open and let out a little sigh of relief when he saw her sleeping. Feeling exhausted, he headed to his room and collapsed on the bed but did not sleep much. A few minutes here and there, but that was all. 
 
    Throughout the night, his mind raced between the hundreds of visions he had seen over his life. He saw his parents several times, both trying to comfort and assure him. As he fell to sleep, he heard Father Murray’s words from earlier mixed with his sermon from the previous Sunday. Words like “responsibility,” “duty,” and “salvation.” Edward woke, sitting straight up after a few hours of restlessness and stared at the clock on the table next to his bed. It was just 3:30 A.M. and still dark outside his window. He got up and walked downstairs for a quick drink of water to soothe his dry mouth. Feeling the cool water slide down the back of his throat was very pleasurable. The only feeling more pleasurable at that moment would be drifting into a deep slumber with a calm mind, which he knows won’t be possible tonight. He was so sure of that, he even uttered “yeah right” out loud. What he didn’t expect was the reply. 
 
    From behind him, he heard the stable and supportive voice of his mother say to him, “No need to panic, son. This is who you are.” Edward spun around. He expected to catch an image of the vision he had seen throughout the years, but he only caught a glimpse out of the corner of his eye as she disappeared. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Edward asked the empty room.  
 
    He knew asking the question was pointless. Through the years, he tried many times to talk to or communicate with them. Each time resulted in no response. No sign they heard him, or were even aware he was there. This was also not the first time a vision had spoken to him, but this time there was a warm emotion in her words. A feeling that stirred emotions Edward locked up years ago and now emerged as a single tear building in the corner of his left eye. 
 
    Edward stood there, focused on where her image was just a few moments ago, hoping she would reappear again. He did not say a word. For several moments, he didn’t move. With no reappearance, he crossed his arms and leaned back against the countertop, still not taking his eyes off that spot. After another ten minutes, the area was still void of any presence. Edward headed off to bed feeling a touch of heartbreak, now with something new to ponder. 
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    Edward awoke to the light of a new morning sneaking in around the outside edge of his window shade. Laying across his bed instead of tucked under the covers, he was unsure if he was just that tired or that restless in his sleep. He sat up on the edge of the bed to wake up. His mind raced through the events of the last twelve hours. The feeling one had when a dream lingered beyond the world of sleep consumed him. 
 
    When he pushed himself out of bed, the face of the clock showed 9:00. He opened his bedroom door, allowing in the sounds of his son and daughter talking and fixing breakfast down in the kitchen. Edward headed down to join them and, when he pushed through the door to the kitchen, he saw what appeared to be a normal morning. One look in Sarah’s eyes told him it was not. The play bickering between his two children was an act by Sarah. Even the way she greeted him was forced and unnatural. Jacob may not have picked up on it, but her father did. 
 
    “Morning, sleepy head. Did you stay up watching a late movie?” 
 
    Edward knew Sarah knew what kept him up so late. Her efforts to avoid any direct eye contact with him confirmed it. Edward went along with this for now. He would need to talk to his daughter alone at some point. 
 
    Edward fixed his coffee and headed upstairs to take a shower and attempted to wash the cobwebs out of his head. When he emerged from the steam-filled bathroom, his body felt more refreshed, but his mind was more occupied than ever. While in the shower, he thought about everything he needed to get done that day. That was when the agreement he made with Sheriff Tillingsly and Father Murray came running to the front of the list. Even though he had many encounters with sprits, he had no idea of what to expect. It frightened him a touch. 
 
    The rest of the morning took on the normal routine. Edward cleaned while his children watched television or engaged in other non-cleaning-related tasks around the house. Through the entire morning, he noticed that Sarah was rather clingy around her brother, and did not want to be alone. On a normal day, she would be in her room on her laptop with the door closed or out walking the field, on her phone. He continued to look for an opening to talk to her, but so far there hadn’t been one. 
 
    Around noon, Jacob headed upstairs, leaving Sarah downstairs watching the last few minutes of a movie alone. When Edward saw her sitting there alone, a lump developed in the back of his throat. Before he could open his mouth and talk, she sprung up from the sofa and headed for the stairs. 
 
    “Dad, a group of friends from school want to go walk around the town center today and look in the shops. They’ll be here in a few. Is it OK?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s fine. Do you have a minute?” 
 
    “Not really. I need to get ready.” She continued up another step on the stairs. 
 
    “Hold up for just a second,” Edward insisted with a tone of voice that caused Sarah to stop in her tracks. She did not turn around. “What happened last night?” 
 
    “It was nothing, really. I know it seemed like something because the sheriff drove me home, but it wasn’t. He said he was heading this way and offered to give me a ride.” 
 
    Edward had seen snowstorms in the past, but nothing like what his daughter just unloaded on him. He pulled out his mental shovel and tried to shovel through it. “You know I wasn’t born yesterday. Sheriff Tillingsly may have been heading this way, and he is an old family friend, but when you came home, something really upset you. What was it?” Edward needed to hear it from her. 
 
    Her shoulders dropped a little as she sighed. “You grew up around here. They have areas out in the woods that can be really spooky. That’s all.” She turned around, looking at her father from the fourth step. “I got a little scared and a few of the people, instead of stopping there, they kept going and I kind of freaked out and got embarrassed.” She stared into his eyes to convince him, but it did not work. “The Sheriff pulled up on us to make sure we weren’t up to any trouble and he saw me in tears. That’s it.” 
 
    Her eyes studied his face to see if he believed her. “Now can I go get ready?” 
 
    He did not believe her, not one bit, but didn’t want to push things. If she saw what Father Murray and the Sheriff said, she had to be confused. “Sure, but be home early. I have something to do tonight.” Before Edward could finish his request, Sarah sprinted upstairs to avoid any further questioning. 
 
    Edward tried to have as normal a Saturday as possible, not wanting to dwell on last night or the night ahead of him. He spent a few hours grading papers, which required complete mental focus, but a part of his mind drifted through what he had learned and events that now made sense. Later on, he and Jacob went outside to toss the pigskin out in their expansive pasture. In between throws, Edward caught himself looking over at the area where he’d seen the group weeks ago. Luckily for him, he looked back just in time to avoid being beamed in the nose like Marcia Brady. 
 
    Sarah’s friends dropped her off just before dinner. She appeared to be more relaxed and more herself now, but not entirely. Edward knew he still needed to sit her down and explain things. Of course, he needed to understand things himself first. He decided it would be best to wait until tomorrow when he understood more. 
 
    The kids were watching a movie when Father Murray arrived just before ten o’clock. Edward explained that Father Murray was hosting a poker game with his friends from the old days, and that he wouldn’t be back too late. At that moment, he flashed back to the times his father had made a similar excuse and walked out the door with Father Murray or then Officer Tillingsly. 
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    Edward did not ask where they were headed, but the path taken by Father Murray transported him back into the mind and body of a stunned seven-year-old. They pulled into the parking lot of the Miller’s Crossing police station. Edward got out and stood there for a minute, looking around. The building itself looked the same as it did the last time he was there. The sign was different, instead of an old blue painted piece of wood with white letters suspended between two four by four posts, there was a blue sheet of plastic with white illuminated letters: ‘POLICE’. 
 
    He followed Father Murray inside. The station was quiet and empty this time of night with the exception of a few men sitting on the couches in the waiting room. Each of them nodded toward or extended a greeting to their priest. 
 
    “Gentlemen, you remember Edward Meyer, Robert’s boy.” 
 
    An older white-haired man wearing denim overalls and a presence that matched his girth stood up and extended his hand. “Hey, Eddie. John Sawyer. I was a good friend of your pop’s.” 
 
    Edward looked at the man’s weathered face and suppressed his shock. He remembered John Sawyer, but the man in front of him did not resemble him. The John Sawyer he remembered was an in-shape, blonde, outgoing man who always acted like a big kid. 
 
    A second man stood up and welcomed Edward as Sheriff Tillingsly walked in announcing, “Mount up boys. That was Larry Mixon. He spotted a group causing a ruckus out around mile marker 23 on route 471.” 
 
    In mere moments, the room emptied, leaving Edward standing in the center. The Sheriff patted Edward on the shoulder as he walked out. “You can ride with me. You ready for this?” 
 
    Edward gave a single nod and followed him out to the patrol car. 
 
    The convoy of three workhorse pickup trucks, Father Murray’s old Caddy, and a patrol car snaked down the old dark road, surrounded on both sides by old growth oak and pine trees. Edward watched as the various mile markers passed by outside the passenger window of the patrol car. Moments after they passed mile marker 22, blinding red brake lights illuminated from the back of each of the cars and trucks in front. The vehicles pulled off the side of the road and parked. 
 
    Edward took a quick look into the woods on both sides and saw nothing. The rest of the men gathered around Father Murray and the sheriff. Standing on the roadside, Father Murray stared out into the woods. At that moment, Edward felt a familiar impulse to turn and look to his right, but when he did, he saw nothing. 
 
    “Where to, Father?” one man asked. 
 
    “This way,” Father Murray said as he headed in the direction that pulled at Edward seconds ago. 
 
    With Father Murray leading the way, the group that reminded Edward of an old-time posse you’d see in the Western movies followed, pushing through the deep and thick woods and underbrush. Edward felt that impulse again, stronger and colder now. To him, he felt it came from farther right of their path. Father Murray turned right as well, leading the group in that direction. What Edward felt differed from anything he had felt before. It usually felt familiar, like the arrival of an old friend. This time, there was a feeling of dread when it arrived, and the feeling grew the further in they walked. 
 
    Father Murray stopped, letting the rest of the posse close ranks behind him. Among the sounds of crickets and the occasional croak of a frog, in the distance there was something that resembled the same sound Edward heard out in his pasture that night. A sound that no animal he knew of could make. Father Murray prayed under his breath and the rest of the posse crossed themselves in unison. Edward did the same. As Father Murray took a step forward, he snatched Edward by the arm, pulling him up by his side. Above a whisper he said, “Stand by me the whole time, Eddie. Remember, this is your calling.” 
 
    A few steps forward and they finally came into view. There were four of them intermingled in the forest. Unlike their pursuers, these creatures moved with ease through the dense forest and underbrush. They were unaware the group of men until Father Murray recited Proverbs 28:9 out loud. 
 
    “Whoever turns his ear away from hearing the law, even his prayer is detestable.” 
 
    All four stopped and turned toward Father Murray. He reached under his robe, searching for something. When he found it, he pulled it out and handed the rosary to Edward. “This was your father’s. Hold on to it and repeat after me.” 
 
    Edward took the rosary in his left hand as Father Murray grabbed him by both shoulders. The old priest glared into his eyes from under his black wide-brimmed hat. “And Edward, you must repeat with conviction. Do not let your faith wane, or it will put us in a very dangerous situation.” 
 
    The old priest held up his own rosary and recited, “Glorious St. Michael, Prince of the heavenly hosts.” 
 
    Father Murray paused and looked at Edward who, with a quiver in his voice, repeated the line. “Glorious St. Michael, Prince of the heavenly hosts.” 
 
    “Be strong and repeat what I say, immediately after me,” ordered Father Murray. He continued, “who standest always ready to give assistance to the people of God.” 
 
    Edward repeated, staring straight ahead, “who standest always ready to give assistance to the people of God.” 
 
    “Who didst fight with the dragon, the old serpent, and didst cast him out of heaven.” 
 
    As Edward was about to repeat the line, the four visions disappeared and then reappeared inches from Father Murray. The old priest’s conviction and determination did not waver. “Edward! Repeat the line.” 
 
    Edward repeated, “who didst fight with the drag…” but stopped as one of them left Father Murray and appeared inches from his own face. The hollow eyes locked on him, as if Edward was his prey. Frozen with fear, Edward heard Father Murray command, “Edward! Do not give in!” 
 
    Edward started over, with fear dripping in his voice, “who didst fight with the dragon, the old serpent, and didst cast him out of heaven.” As soon as Edward uttered the last word, the creature thrust its hand into Edward’s chest, producing a cold and squeezing pain deep inside. The pain sent Edward to his knees. He grasped at his chest and fell over, the creature maintaining its grasp. 
 
    It climbed on top of Edward and glared while twisting its hand back and forth. Edward tried to grab its arm in defense, but his hands passed right through. With a primeval scream, it twisted its arm, increasing the pain to a level that caused Edward to grasp at his chest with both hands. The look on his face told of the agonizing pain. He looked straight up through the creature and saw visions of his parents looking down at him as his thoughts shifted to his kids. 
 
    “Thrust this up into its heart.” The voice of Father Murray cut through all the thoughts.  
 
    The priest stood over Edward with something in his hand and then dropped it. It passed straight through the vision and landed on Edward’s chest. Using both hands, he reached for the object and gripped the bottom arm of it. He felt an electric jolt run through his arms and into his body. The feelings of fear and despair disappeared. The agonizing pain was no more. He still sensed the four spirits, but the cold and dread he felt before became something different. He was not afraid. With both hands, he thrusted the object, a simple wooden cross, up into the heart of the spirit on top of him. The creature screamed in pain as it disappeared into a cloud of mist, only to reappear a few feet away. 
 
    Sheriff Tillingsly helped Father Murray pull Edward up. He held onto that cross with a death grip. Edward searched for answers in the men’s faces. 
 
    Father Murray again grabbed him by both shoulders and said, “Focus. This is what you were meant to do. The power is inside you. Here.” The old priest took his left hand off the cross and shoved a book in it.  The book was already opened to a page marked by a simple red rope. “Read from here.” 
 
    Edward’s eyes followed Father Murray’s finger to a spot on the page. He heard his voice once more. “Go on.” 
 
    Edward read, “and now valiantly defendest the Church of God that the gates of Hell may never prevail against her, I earnestly entreat thee to assist me also, in the painful and dangerous conflict which I have to sustain against the same formidable foe. Be with me, O mighty Prince! that I may courageously fight and wholly vanquish that proud spirit, whom thou hast by the Divine Power so gloriously overthrown, and whom our powerful King, Jesus Christ, has, in our nature, so completely overcome; to the end that having triumphed over the enemy of my salvation, I may with thee and the holy angels, praise the clemency of God who, having refused mercy to the rebellious angels after their fall, has granted repentance and forgiveness to fallen man. Amen.” 
 
    Edward’s reading of St. Michael’s prayer caused the creatures to scream and howl. Fixated and fearful of the cross in his right hand, they kept their distance. 
 
    Father Murray held his rosary up and walked toward the visions. “Come with me.” Edward followed the priest step by step. 
 
    “With the glory and love of Christ as my sword, I command you unclean spirits to leave this world and to be condemned to the fire of Hell for all eternity.” 
 
    The creatures were focused on the cross and moved backward as Edward brought it closer to them. 
 
    Father Murray spoke again. “I command you to leave this place. In the glory of God and Christ our savior, I command you. In the glory of God and Christ our savior, I command you.” 
 
    The creatures faded as Father Murray continued to recite the phrase repeatedly. A blue colored haze floated where the creatures were. It descended to the ground, disappearing among the fog and cool moist night air. 
 
    “Where did they go?” Edward asked. 
 
    “Where they should be. To Hell, I hope. They were pure evil.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    Father Murray explained rather calmly, “It’s pretty easy. It has nothing to do with how they react to us. Even the best spirits can act like that. It is the confusion they feel. It clouds their judgement. The evil ones, you feel without question. Don’t tell me you didn’t feel that when we first got out of the car.” 
 
    He was right. Edward felt dread the first time he sensed them. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here. The bugs are biting.” Father Murray turned and walked out of out of the woods, swatting at the swarm of mosquitoes around them. Edward didn’t notice the mosquitoes until now. He followed Father Murray and the rest of the men out of the woods. His body shook with each step. When the group emerged, they were about a hundred yards away from where they parked. 
 
    John Sawyer called back at the sheriff, “Any more reports?” 
 
    “A couple of friendlies, John, but it sounds like those are all handled.” 
 
    “If it’s all right with you and the Father, me and the boys are going home.” 
 
    Sheriff Tillingsly passed the question off to Father Murray. “Father?” 
 
    “That is fine with me, Lewis. Thank you much, John.” 
 
    “See you in church tomorrow.” 
 
    John and the others loaded up in their trucks and headed off. Edward quick stepped a few times catch up with the priest. “Here,” Edward said as he tried to return the cross and book to him. 
 
    The priest put his hands around Edward’s and the objects. “Keep them. They were your father’s, and we have a lot of training to do.” With a creak, Father Murray opened the door of his Caddy. “Lewis, see you tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “Good. Make sure Edward gets home safely. He has had a long night.” The old priest smirked. 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    Neither Edward nor Sheriff Tillingsly said much to each other on the entire ride home. Mostly just chit-chat like “the football team looks great this year” and such from the Sheriff. Edward gave simple one- and two-word answers. His mind was too occupied for normal conversation, but he did recognize what the Sheriff was doing. This was the second time in his life he had tried to distract him. 
 
    Edward got out of the car and walked toward the house as the Sheriff sped off behind him.  When he approached the door, a familiar chill and tingling started at the base of his neck. Instinctually he looked around.  The sight he saw took his breath away. It wasn’t one or two. Not even five to ten.  In the layer of fog that hung above the ground, a group of glowing individuals made of vapor and soulless eyes encircled his house.  There was no sound or movement. They just hovered there. 
 
    Edward thought to himself, well, this is new, before he headed inside. 
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    Edward sat in a church pew alone after the Sunday morning service.   He sent his children out to the car for a few minutes so he could talk to Father Murray alone.  The events of the past few days had rolled through his mind, leading to sleepless nights.  Safely tucked into his coat pocket were the book and the cross. He hadn’t allowed either to leave his possession since Father Murray handed them to him the night before.  He laid in his bed after returning home and studied each of them, but never felt the same confidence and power surging through his body as he did in the woods.  The cross was a simple wooden cross.  Nothing ornate about it.  The book was a simple brown leather-bound book of aged handwritten prayers and notes. There was nothing special about either item. Had he imagined the feeling? Edward dismissed that. What he felt was real, but how? Did Father Murray have anything to do with it? He needed to find answers. 
 
    “How are you doing, Eddie?” 
 
    “Oh, I am just hunky-dory, Father.  And you?” 
 
    Father Murray motioned with his hands for him to slide over and make room. “I am good.” 
 
    “Last night was kind of intense.” 
 
    Father Murray chuckled.  “Last night was nothing.  They were evil, but we were never in any danger. I knew it as soon as I felt them. That is why I had you take the lead with me. Most of what we encounter is way beyond that.” 
 
    Edward questioned, “Way beyond that? No danger?  That one tried to kill me.” 
 
    “He felt threatened and responded, but you were never in any danger. It felt that way because of how sensitive you are to them. Many we encounter, not only can, but want to harm you.” 
 
    Edward tried to wrap his head around that. The pain he felt was real to him, and he’d thought he was moments from death. 
 
    Father Murray could see the self-doubt and worry rush into Edward. He attempted to reassure him, “Don’t worry, we won’t take the training wheels off until you are ready. The power to do all this is inside you. You were born with it. We just have to show you how to use it. We have a lot of training to do.” 
 
    “Training?” Edward questioned.  An image of some mythical magical school popped into his mind. 
 
    “This ability is like a muscle.  You have to train to use it properly.   Last night was just… a push up.  Just meant to make you believe in your capability.  Before last night, how much of what Lewis and I told you did you believe?” 
 
    “Well…” Edward thought about it for just a moment, “… probably more than you will believe.  I have seen them since I was a kid. So, hearing that others do didn’t surprise me.  What you told me about Miller’s Crossing and what I saw last night,  I still need to make sense of.” 
 
    Edward leaned down and held his head in his hands. “So, my father and mother were like me?” 
 
    “You mean able to see spirits?” Father Murray asked. 
 
    Edward nodded. 
 
    “Yes.  They were just like you,” Father Murray answered. 
 
    At that moment, Edward realized how different his life could have been.   “I’m not sure you know this.  I don’t tell most people about it, and need you to keep this between us.” 
 
    “Of course.  I am a priest, you know.” 
 
    “I was put in a crazy home when I was fourteen because of what I could see.  My foster parents didn’t understand me and didn’t know how to deal with me.   I don’t fault them.   If my parents had been alive, they would have understood and could have helped me understand.” 
 
    “I know.  There are many things that would be better if your parents were still alive. I knew about what you were going through.” 
 
    “You knew?” Edward asked, surprised. 
 
    “Lewis and I kept tabs on you.  We tried to help, hon- “ 
 
    Edward interrupted. “You tried?  I spent years, drugged every day.  They treated me like I was crazy.  Hell, after enough of the medication I thought they were right.” 
 
    “We tried.”  Father Murray attempted to console Edward.   “Because of who you were, Lewis and I kept track of you.  Lewis attempted to talk to the doctors at your facility to help explain what you had been through, to see if that would give them some perspective.  We both tried to talk to your foster parents, but they sent us away and asked us to never attempt to contact you or them again.”  The old priest held up a hand to stop Edward. “… and, I don’t blame them.  They were trying to protect you.  We even talked to Tony Yates to see if there was some legal avenue we could use.  There was nothing.” 
 
    Edward sat speechless. 
 
    “You would have had been about sixteen when Lewis said he wanted to tell your doctors the truth.  Can you imagine what would have happened then?”   A wide grin stretched across Father Murray’s weathered face. 
 
    Edward thought about how Doctor Law would have responded. “It’s a good thing he didn’t.  I already had a roommate.  He would have been assigned to a different room.” 
 
    “Those without the gift can’t understand.  We tried.  We owed that to your parents.   When you turned eighteen, we lost track of you until about ten years ago.  Thank you, social media.”  Father Murray looked up to the heavens with his hands pressed together in prayer. 
 
    “Social media?” 
 
    “What?  You think because I’m old, I don’t know about such things?   I post, tweet, share pictures.  This church has its own page.   I may be old, but I’m not dead.”   Father Murray bumped Edward with his shoulder and joked, “or am I?  Would you know the difference?” 
 
    “Yep. You’re talking,”  Edward said through a slight laugh. 
 
    “Ah, well… I will teach you how you can talk to them, just like I am talking to you now.” 
 
    The surprised look on Edward’s face said it all. 
 
    “You just don’t know how yet.   It is on one of the many pages of your family’s book I gave you last night.  I think your great-grandfather added it. Your grandfather added a few pages, as did your father.  You will too, in time.” 
 
    The old priest groaned as his stood up and walked toward the front of the church.  His voice echoed in the empty sanctuary. “When we found you, I came out to Portland to see you.  I planned to give you the cross and book, but when I sat in my car outside your house you and your family came walking by.   You seemed so happy and adjusted.   I debated with myself for the next few days.   On one side, you needed to know.  On the other, you had been through so much.  To see you happy and with a family of your own. Do I risk interrupting that?   I decided then to let you live your life.  You were too young to understand how important your family is in this town.” 
 
    “I knew how respected my father was, but nothing else,” said Edward. 
 
    “Oh, your father was special. A great man, intellectually and spiritually.   Never one to turn down the opportunity to help someone, but you knew that.” 
 
    Father Murray was right.   Edward remembered many a weekend his father and he finished their chores on their property, only to head out to help someone on theirs. 
 
    “He was a brother to me, as was your grandfather.   How much do you remember of him?” 
 
    “Not too much.”   Edward was only seven when he passed away.   He had a few memories of his father and grandfather out working in the pasture together while he ran around helping with his plastic tools. 
 
    “For you to understand all this, you need to understand your history.  Are you ready to take that journey?” 
 
    His past was a mystery to Edward.  He knew more about his foster family than his real family. What memories he did have, were vanishing with time. 
 
    “Dad, can we go now?  It’s hot in the car,”  Sarah demanded from the church’s front door. 
 
    Walking back toward Edward, Father Murray said, “Go ahead.  Take them home.   Do me a favor though.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Think of your home as a museum.  We left everything just as you left it.  Look around.  Discover yourself.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Father Murray shook Edward’s hand. “I will be in touch soon.  Keep those items safe.  They are more powerful than you can imagine.” 
 
    Edward bowed and said, “Yes, master.” 
 
    “Oh, I am no master. You are.   You just don’t know it yet.” 
 
    That thought landed the weight of the world on Edward’s shoulders. 
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    When Edward and his children arrived home, Sarah and Jacob ran inside to avoid melting in the heat.   Edward took his time and looked at the thunderheads developing.  As a kid, he would ask his father, “How long do we have today?” Meaning, how long could he play outside before the storms would force him inside.   There was no such conversation with his kids.  They were inside turning down the air conditioning. 
 
    Edward walked in with the ancient Greek aphorism “Know Thyself” echoing in his mind.  The pile of photo albums and old books in the dining room bookcases called to him.  These were off limits when he was a child.   Any time his mother saw him close to them or looking at them she admonished him, “Sweetie, you can look at them, but don’t touch.  They are old.”   Those books and that one antique chair in the corner were off limits.   The devious seven-year-old inside him came up with an idea.  He should sit in that chair while he looked through the books. 
 
    First, Edward headed upstairs to change into something comfortable. Once changed, he found himself standing in front of the bookshelf.  “Where to start?” he wondered aloud.   The obvious answer was the top.  He pulled the first album off, a red covered, drugstore bought photo album loaded with instant pictures pressed between the pages.  Edward’s younger self was the main subject in most pictures.  Christmas morning, candid school shots, and him in a few Halloween costumes.  He didn’t remember ever dressing up as a dog.   That was one picture he’d never let his kids see.  
 
    He found one picture his eyes lingered on while emotions stirred inside.  It was one of a younger version of himself flanked by both his mom and dad, probably the best picture he’d seen of the three of them.  Carefully he removed it from the film covered page and put if off to the side. He was sure his mom would forgive him. 
 
    Edward returned that book and retrieved a larger dust covered book.  Carefully prying it open, he sensed the age of it.  The pictures weathered to shades of brown, grays, and hints of faded colors. They were of his father, grandfather and various other men.  Sides of the house and the old barn appeared in several of the images. One picture showed a fresh coat of red paint on the side of the barn.  His father was maybe eleven years old in that photo.   Someone probably wrote a date on the back, but he did not dare attempt to check. 
 
    Page by page he flipped through.  Several of the pictures showed a woman with his father. He assumed that was his grandmother.  He never had the opportunity to meet or even see a picture of her before.  The next picture caused a pause.   His father and grandfather were standing on either side of another older man.   The mystery man was holding the cross and the book, and both his father and grandfather had their hands on the objects.  He studied the men in the photo.  His father was only a teen and his grandfather was maybe in his early forties.   The other man could’ve been in his sixties or seventies.   Even with the discrepancy in age, there was something familiar in all of them.   They shared the same eyes.   He had to be Edward’s great grandfather. 
 
    He tried to pry it from its page, but the aged adhesive maintained its hold.   To avoid damaging it, he used a nearby piece of junk mail as a makeshift bookmark.  A few pages deeper there he was again, with his father and a large group of men sitting on hay bales the barn.  This scene mimicked one Edward walked in on several times when he was younger, before his father would usher him out. 
 
    Edward picked up the next album. The photos were more of the same, but they took on a whole new meaning.  Picture after picture of men gathered together in some sort of commune.  The cross and book only appeared in a few pictures each with his father, grandfather, and who he assumed was his great grandfather. 
 
    He stacked this album off to his side on top of the others.   The stack in the bookshelf appeared to be more of the same, except one book.  The book on the bottom had a brown leather cover and was much thicker, about the size of four albums.  He pried it from its home of the last several decades and blew off the layer of dust covering it. The cover was cracked brown leather, with a single gold leaf cross on it.  He remembered this book: the family bible.  When he was five, his mother sat him in her lap and showed him their family tree inside it.   He opened it, and sitting folded in the inside cover just like he remembered was the family tree. 
 
    The last entry at the bottom of the tree was his name, Edward Meyer, with his birthdate July 27th, 1974.  Above that appeared his father’s name, Robert Carl Meyer, and his birth date, February 11th, 1951 with his mother’s name written next to and the date they married.  The next one was his grandfather, Carl Edward Meyer, born August 13th, 1924, with his grandmother’s name written next to it.  Edward continued working up the family tree.  It was a single tree, with each generation only having one child, which he thought was odd until he ran into something even more peculiar.  There was a line drawn across the tree two-thirds of the way up.  Just below the line written on the left edge of the page was “Miller’s Crossing–1719”.  Above the line on the same side was the text “Saint Margaret’s Hope, Scotland–1719”.  That must be where we settled from, Edward thought to himself.   The mystery around the line only lasted a second. The next name up replaced it with even more questions.  William Miller, born December 21, 1694. 
 
    Edward let the paper fall to his lap.  His family’s real name was Miller, like the town.  Looking back up the tree, he confirmed the name below the line was Jacob Allen Meyer. They changed their name when they moved here, but why? 
 
    “Dad, are you ok?” Sarah asked while looking at him perplexed. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” Edward said from his position on the floor. 
 
    “Well you’re sitting in the floor, surround by old books, and looking out into nowhere, looking all weird.” 
 
    “Just looking through some old family things.” 
 
    “Okay,”  she said with a hint of a question, and then headed toward the kitchen. 
 
    Edward called after her, “Hey Sarah, wait up.”  Now was as good a time as any to have that conversation. 
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    Edward followed Sarah into the kitchen.  She grabbed a soda from the fridge and started back toward the door. 
 
    “Come have a seat with me for a second?”  Edward said and sat down at the table. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and offered the mild protest, “Why?” 
 
    “Because I want to talk to you.” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped as she dragged her presence over to the table and fell into the chair across from him.   Edward knew if he asked her what happened Friday night, she’d give him some other excuse besides the truth.  There was one way to do this, and Edward decided to lay his cards on the table, even if it meant she might think he’d lost his mind. 
 
    “How long have you been seeing…” he took a moment to choose his word, "things?” 
 
    Sarah stopped taking a drink from the bottle of soda mid-sip.  Her eyes exploded wide open and she stared at him over the bottle pressed to her lips. 
 
    He tried to reassure his daughter. “It’s OK.  It doesn’t mean you’re crazy.   Quite the opposite.” 
 
    Her glare had not moved, and neither had the bottle. 
 
    “You saw something Friday night, didn’t you?” 
 
    The bottle dropped, and she gave a silent yet defiant, “No.” 
 
    “You have nothing to hide.   The Sheriff told me what happened.”  Edward then threw her a life preserver. “I see things.  I have since I was ten.” 
 
    “You see things?  What do you see?” 
 
    “Well, I see spirits.”  Edward searched her eyes and expression for any reaction. Her body language relaxed. The bottle lowered to the table and she leaned forward.   Her eyes blinked for the first time in moments. 
 
    “You see spirits.  What do they look like when you see them?” 
 
    “It is hard to describe.  They look like people, but people who are there and at the same time are not there.  Does that make sense?” 
 
    “The ones you see flash?” 
 
    “The ones?   So, you did see something?” 
 
    She leaned back in the chair, looking around the kitchen.  “I didn’t say that.  I don’t know what I saw.   Whatever it was didn’t flash.” 
 
    “They disappear and reappear in a different spot… but you can see through them.” 
 
    “Like they’re made up of light?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly. Some of them have a blue hue, some white. I have even seen a few that were reddish.” 
 
    “Oh god, I thought they spiked my coke with something at the game or maybe used a projector to play a cruel joke on me.  When the sheriff showed up, he yelled at a few of my friends for a while before he offered to take me home.  I thought we were in trouble, and that was why he wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    “He wanted to explain what happened and to help me understand. It took him a while to help me believe it myself.   I used to think I was the only one that could see them. You have inherited something of a family trait that is tied to this town.   My father had it and his father had it.  I don’t know how far back it goes.  I was looking through our old pictures and family tree when you saw me earlier.” 
 
    “Are you sure this isn’t a trick or something?” 
 
    “Trust me.  I wish it was.   When it first happened to me, no one believed it.   They thought it was the emotional stress from losing my parents.  To say I had a rough time of it would be saying it lightly.”    
 
    He motioned for her bottle of soda, which she slid across the table to him.  He took a quick swig and continued.   “Hell, I didn’t understand things until the last few days.  I still don’t, but I know more now than I did before.  Back then I learned to accept it.” 
 
    “That has to be hard to just accept,” Sarah replied with a sigh. 
 
    “You ain’t kidding, but it was what I had to do to stop it from creeping me out and running my life.” 
 
    “So, we are the ghost whispering family.   Now what?” 
 
    “Not sure.   Sheriff Tillingsly and Father Murray are trying to help me figure that out.” 
 
    “Figures that old creepy priest would be invol…” 
 
    Edward cut her off. “Hey, wait, he’s a nice man and a long-time family friend.   Yes, his sermon and ways are a little… off… but the more I learn about this, the more it makes sense.” 
 
    “So, they see spirits too?” 
 
    “Yes.” Edward answered.  
 
    Surprised by her father‘s answer, Sarah asked, “Who else?  Does the whole town?” 
 
    “Some do. I’m not sure who else. What I understand is much of the town sees them, but we have something beyond just seeing. We can interact with them.”   
 
    Edward slid the soda bottle back to Sarah. Her eyes were wide open and mouth hung agape. The soda bottle came to rest next to her hand, which did not try to catch it. “What do you mean interact? Can we talk with them?” 
 
    Sarah‘s question was one Edward had given a lot of thought. “Well, Father Murray said we can. I don’t know yet? I’m still learning. There is also a chance your abilities may stop at just being able to see them. Father Murray said something about it only passing to male members of the family. So, I am not sure yet, but we can find out together.” 
 
    “Good god, I was joking earlier. WE ARE the ghost whispering family,” Sarah said with a half-hearted laugh. “What about Jacob?  He is probably scared shitless... I mean scared to death.” 
 
    Edward gave her a look at her choice of phrase, but let it slide. “He would be scared shitless, I agree with that, but no he doesn’t.  At least not that I know of. Father Murray said the ability doesn’t develop in anyone that young.”  Edward realized he was making himself sound like an expert on the subject, when at that moment he was anything but.  He had learned to live with it, yes, but was still learning what IT was.   “When did you first see something? Was it Friday night?” 
 
    “That is something I have thought about a lot.”   She took a sip from the bottle and slid it to her dad as an offer, but it stopped half way.  “For a while I have had what I would call ‘eerie feelings.’  I would feel cold and tingly, but saw nothing.   A few nights after we moved here, I felt it again and thought I saw something when I was outside.  Since then I have felt it off and on.” 
 
    “A cold sweat followed by pin pricks from the top of your neck down your spine and the feeling of something heavy pushing down on you?” 
 
    “Exactly.”  She was stunned that he described it so aptly. 
 
    “I know it well.   I feel it every time one or more of them appear.   You get used to it.  I have.  It doesn’t faze me one bit anymore.   Neither does the group of them that circle my bed when I sleep.” 
 
    “No way!  You’re just messing with me now.” 
 
    “I wish I was.   Every night since I the first time I saw one when I was ten.” 
 
    “Did Mom know?” 
 
    “Nope. I never told her.” 
 
    “That is creepy.  A group of them standing there watching you two sleep.” 
 
    “Yep, and they watched you and Jacob too.” 
 
    “What?  You saw them around our beds?” 
 
    “Oh no. I mean the times you guys slept with us.  They were there then.” 
 
    She shivered at the thought, and then stopped. “Can they harm us?” 
 
    “So I’ve been told.  Father Murray will teach me how to protect everyone.” 
 
    “He’s getting you a proton pack and traps?” 
 
    “No. Wait here.”   Edward went back to the dining room to retrieve two important objects.   He returned to the kitchen and said, “with these” as he displayed the cross and book to Sarah. “They told me these have been in my family for years.  They ward off these spirits, and send them where they are supposed to go. That is all I know at the moment.”   
 
    He left the kitchen again and returned carrying the photo album.   Sarah was flipping through the pages of the small book he’d left on the kitchen table.  Edward laid the photo album down and opened it to the page marked by the junk mail.   “Look at this picture.  That is my father, and I believe this is my grandfather.  The man seated must be my great-grandfather.  Look at what he’s holding.” He pointed to the object in his hands, the object that all three men were touching. 
 
    Sarah’s eyes grew wide when she recognized it.   She reached over and picked up the cross.  She studied it as if comparing it to the photograph and uttered, “What the…” 
 
    “I don’t know.  It all seems unbelievable.  Father Murray said he knows the story behind all this and will help me understand.   This is a part of our family’s past I know nothing about.” 
 
    A loud rumble of thunder rolled across the pasture and rain pelted the tin roof.   Sarah got up from the table. “I need to go close my window.”  She headed toward the kitchen door and stopped short. “I guess we’re that one family every town has that is considered weird.” 
 
    “I guess we are, kiddo.” 
 
    “Damn, and I was just hoping to inherit something like a fortune, not a freaky ability.  Just don’t go changing our phone number and buying a white hearse with flashing lights Dad.” 
 
    He gave her a smirk. “I’m not making any promises.” 
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    “Cream and sugar?” Edward asked Father Murray. 
 
    “Just black, thank you,” he answered from the kitchen table. 
 
    “Here you go. This should take the chill out of your bones.”   Edward put a cup of black coffee down in front of Father Murray.  The rain was still falling outside, along with the temperatures. 
 
    “Say goodbye to summer, my friend.  It won’t be long until there is snow on the ground.” 
 
    Edward remembered a few heavy storms growing up that created snowdrifts out around the barn that he could get lost in.  He and several friends shoveled all day to create a snow fort.  It took a week until the temperatures warmed up enough to melt it.   When he moved to Portland, there was just a slight dusting of snow there once.   Everyone acted like it was such a big deal, but he brushed it off and went on about his business.  That was until he received the fine notice in the mail for not shoveling his walk.  He had never heard of such a thing, plus the snow melted by the next day anyway. 
 
    “I talked to Sarah.” 
 
    “Oh, and how did that go?” 
 
    “She admitted she saw them.” 
 
    “Good.  I would hate for her to keep it to herself and stay confused.  Nothing good can come from that.” 
 
    “She was scared when the Sheriff showed up.  Said he gave her friends a good tongue lashing.  She thought they were in trouble for slipping her some kind of drug or something that caused her to hallucinate.” 
 
    Father Murray let out phlegm-filled chuckle.   “That would be an easier explanation, now wouldn’t it?” he said. “Her friends are good kids, no reason to worry when she is with them.   Lewis was getting on to them for taking her out there with no warning.”  He sipped at his coffee.  “Tony McDaniel, you remember his dad, Robbie, don’t you?” 
 
    Edward sure did.   His father ran the local hardware store, and every time Edward and his father went Robbie and Edward ran around, to borrow his father’s term, like two chickens with their heads cut off. 
 
    “Tony assumed because of your family, she already knew.” 
 
    “That brings up an interesting question that Sarah asked.  How many people are like us?” 
 
    “Well, nobody else is like you.  Not even close.”  Father Murray took another sip.  “But most everyone here can see or sense the spirits passing through.   Let me be more specific.   The original families can.  Outsiders that have moved here can’t.  We keep things our little secret around them.”  Father Murray held a single finger up to his mouth.  “That is why Lewis was so upset with Tony on Friday night. He thought he was showing things to an outsider.  Luckily for Tony he only took her out there because he knew who you guys were. Once Lewis realized who she was, he let them off easy and brought her home.” 
 
    “They knew who we are?” Edward asked. It seemed everyone knew more about his family than he did. 
 
    “Your family is one of the founding members of this town. Back in the day, when town elders saw to the day-to-day business of the town, your family had a large seat at that table.   Everyone knows who you are and what you can do.” 
 
    Father Murray’s answer reminded him of the family tree and photographs he saw earlier.   “I want to show you something.” Edward sprinted from the kitchen to retrieve both books from the other room. He returned just as quick and placed them on the table. 
 
    “You heeded my words, I see,” Father Murray said with a look of approval. 
 
    Edward pulled out the family tree and opened it up.   “You say my family is one of the original families. Is it possible we were the founding family?”  Pointing at the line drawn across the tree, “We changed our name when we moved here.  Our last name was Miller, but when we moved here, we became Meyer.”  Edward searched Father Murray’s face for answers.  Answers he was more than happy to provide. 
 
    “It’s true.  They named this town after your family.” 
 
    “OK.  Why did we change our name then?  Why not just keep it Miller?” 
 
    “To protect your family’s identity.” 
 
    “Whoa, wait.”  Edward sat back in his chair.  He broke the silence. “What identity?” 
 
    Father Murray grabbed the family Bible and turned it toward him.  He flipped in two pages and turned it back toward Edward.   “I guess you didn’t find the inscription in the Bible yet.” 
 
    Edward stared at the page Father Murray was showing him.  There was in fact an inscription written in deep dark ink.  He imagined someone wrote it with a quill and old-fashioned ink well. 
 
    This sacred Bible has been blessed and given as a gift to the family assigned to the holiest of duties.   May God Bless and guide your family in its duty.   
 
    –Pope Clement XI 
 
    1718 
 
    “This Bible was a gift from the Pope?” Edward asked. 
 
    “I presume.  I may be old, but not that old.   That is not what I wanted you to see, though.   Read it again and pay attention to the words.” 
 
    Edward read it again silently and then paused on one particular word. He looked up from the book and said, “Assigned?” 
 
    “Yes.  The Vatican assigned your family to this location.  Assigned to do a job. Do you remember what I said about this being a sacred site?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “When the early settlers arrived in the New World, they identified this site.   The Vatican picked, trained, and then assigned your family as guardians over it.  Each of the other sites have a similar family. Your assigned responsibility is to protect the living while serving the dead. At the time, the United Kingdom and the Vatican were not on speaking terms. So, they changed your name to avoid any chance the Crown or the local British Army regiments could discover who you are.” 
 
    “Why would the British have cared?” 
 
    “I am guessing they never taught you American history in that place did they, old boy?” Father Murray said as he stood up, stretching his old bones made tighter by the cool wet weather.  He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a tin flask.  He said, “I hope you don’t mind,” while pouring liquid warmth into his coffee.    
 
    Edward not only did not mind, but he pushed his own toward Father Murray, who obliged. 
 
    “Protestants searching for religious freedom established the colonies.  They were Puritans, Quakers, Calvinists, and Presbyterians.   Not a lot Catholics or love for the Vatican.   The thought the Pope was handpicking settlers and governors of those settlements would not be looked upon kindly.   It could be seen as interference, and with the wrong tempers involved, it could have started the next chapter in the many wars England had with the Vatican, along with the other countries that supported it.” 
 
    He took a sip of his reinforced coffee before continuing. “Luckily, the church has sympathizers everywhere. When word got around about this place, a few of them were smart enough to get word back to the Vatican through safer channels.  Mind you, back then it was not as simple as emailing under a different name or anything.  They had to know who to trust.  If they chose wrong, their life could be at risk.  When word got back, the Pope prepared the artifacts you would need and sent a dispatch for your family.” 
 
    Edward’s stunned look stopped the priest mid-thought.  
 
     “Yes, the Vatican knew about your family.  How? I am not sure, but I assume their local priest learned of their abilities and reported to his arch diocese, and they reported up and so on and so on… Anyways, where was I?  Oh yes, they sent for William and trained him on the use of the artifacts, but also how to adapt and expand them.   The story your grandfather told me is the original book only had five prayers in it.  Over the last however many generations, pages have been added as new prayers were created. The skills, ‘the how’s and what’s’, were passed down from generation to generation through extensive training that begins as soon as a child shows the ability to ‘see’, or what your grandfather called ‘ascension’.” 
 
    Father Murray took his seat across from the wide-eyed Edward. “Since your father never had the chance to pass this on to you, I will have to fill in in that regard. I will not claim to replace how he would have taught you, but upon his passing I had to take up the cause, and I think I know enough to help point you in the right direction. Now if you can fix us both another cup of coffee, I can fortify it a little and we can get started.” 
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    Edward prepared another cup of coffee for Father Murray and himself.   The cool rain outside and the events of the last several days created an air of discomfort.   The warmth of the coffee helped Edward feel a little better. 
 
    Appreciative of the second cup, Father Murray added a little of his special sauce to both and asked, “Have you read any in the book?” 
 
    “A little.  It looks like a book of random prayers.” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t wrong.  They are prayers. and they are in there in a random order,” said Father Murray.  “Added to for over 300 years.  Tell me.  Is there one tool I can give you that will do everything you need no matter what it is you have to fix?” 
 
    Edward looked back at him with a quizzical expression. 
 
    “Humor me. I have a point.” 
 
    Edward considered the question.  His humorous side wanted to say, “Yes, a hammer.  You can bang anything into shape or destroy it to the point no one cares,” but he knew what Father Murray was getting at. “No. For most jobs you need a few.” 
 
    He nodded in agreement and said, “And others you need specialized tools.  Now consider this: are there problems that exist today the tools of a long time ago cannot solve?” 
 
    The answer was obvious to Edward, but he lets his smart-ass answer escape.  “Well, I wanted to answer the first question with… a hammer.  You can use a hammer to bang anything into shape and if that doesn’t work you can destroy what you are trying to fix to where you don’t care anymore.   Same answer could apply now.  If a piece of modern technology gives you a problem, you could use a hammer to destroy it and not worry about it anymore.” 
 
    Father Murray showed an amused smile.  The same smile he would make at a child asking if Santa Claus visited Jesus during the Christmas Day Mass.  “Well yes, I guess you could, but that isn’t fixing things, is it?   But I assume you got my point.   Things change, and you need new solutions or… eh… new tools to solve these new problems.  Just like that book.   Think of that book as your tool box.  It has a prayer in there for every unique problem you face.  Those before you have created new prayers and added to it when they faced problems the old ones did not handle.” 
 
    Edward flipped through the book.  When he looked through it on Saturday, he saw page after page of prayers in various handwritings, not one labeled with the author or purpose.  This begged the question. “How do I know what prayer to use for what?” 
 
    “That’s what you have me for. I think first we need to go over some rules.  And these are extremely important.”  The stern look on the normally cheerful man drove the seriousness of the message home. 
 
    “First, never let either the cross or the book out of your sight. 
 
    “Second, never damage either of them, especially the cross. I am not sure which object is the source of most power, but I can tell you they do not work without the other. With the story of the origin of the cross, I believe it holds most of the power.”  Father Murray paused when he realized he omitted a detail.  “I haven’t told you about that yet, have I?” 
 
    “Told me what?” asked Edward. 
 
    “Where the cross came from.” 
 
    “No.”  Edward looked at the cross while taking a guess.  “Let me guess. It’s made from the cross Christ was crucified on?” 
 
    Father Murray replied, “That is what they say.” 
 
    Edward’s body language became nervous as he placed the cross on the table with great care. 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s true or not. There have been rumors around for centuries that they found the cross during one of the many Crusades and the church acquired it. What your grandfather told me is they created twelve identical crosses from the wood of the crucifix and sent one to each spiritual site. 
 
    “Third, when you read from the book you must do so with purpose.  Believe in what you are doing and read with conviction.  That is what I was trying to force you to do last night. Just reading the words will do nothing. You must believe with your heart and spirit. 
 
    “The last rule is the most important.  Edward. I cannot emphasis this enough. Not every prayer in the book worked. Some completely backfired.”  Father Murray opened the book and then turned it around. With the conviction of God himself Father Murray looked up at Edward and said, “Never read it turned like this.” 
 
    Edward looked down at the book and realized it was upside down to him, but there was text on the opposing page right side up.  He asked, “What are these prayers father?” 
 
    “These are dangerous.  Not only did they not work, they had dangerous outcomes. We logged them in here this way, so we know what not to do.”  Before Edward could say anything, Father Murray said, “And yes. I made a mistake once with horrible consequences.  I logged it, so I would never repeat it.” 
 
    Father Murray saw Edward’s eyes scanning across the lines of the prayer facing him and slammed the book shut with a slap.  He reissued his warning, “You can’t even read them to yourself. They are not to be messed with.  Understand?” 
 
    Edward wanted to ask why again, but he saw the serious expression on Father Murray’s face and answered with a simple, “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “Good. Are you ready for homework?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    21 
 
    “All right.  All right, everyone. Let’s settle down.  Who did the reading last night?” Edward scanned the class and saw many attentive faces. 
 
    “Good.  Who has questions?”  A few hands sprung up throughout the class.   Edward picked one. “Laura.” 
 
    “Is it me or is everyone insane?” Laura Robinson asked from the middle of the room. 
 
    “I hope you are talking about the book and not your classmates. Care to expand on that observation for the rest of us?” 
 
    A smattering of laughter filled the room. 
 
    “Ahab, Pip, Gabriel. Ishmael describes them as being insane,” Laura explained. 
 
    “Oh, that.”  Edward pondered how to explain this without spoiling the entire book. Melville was not the most complicated read, but can confuse someone if they only read the words. 
 
    “Let me give a simple answer. The true answer will explain itself when you read more, but I will remind you of one thing. When you read a book told through the eyes of a single person, a narrator, you are seeing their perception. As the reader, take that into account with everything else you read as you form your opinion.” Edward walked towards his desk, but turned back to the class to add, “… and no, they are not all crazy. Some are brilliant. Any more questions?” 
 
    Silence filled the classroom. No hands raised or inquisitive looks adorning the scholarly faces. Edward pulled a stack of papers from his brown cracked leather satchel and announced, “Good, then you won’t mind taking this quiz, now will you?” 
 
    The hush turned into a collective groan as Edward handed the front row copies of the dreaded quiz. As many things that are different in this school, the groans were a familiar sound. He resisted the smile which tried to sprout upon his face. “You know the drill.  Take one and pass the rest back. Put any extras on the back table.” 
 
    Edward watched the students consider the questions his quiz posed to them. Each student was quietly focused on their own paper. No sneaky attempts to look at another student’s paper.  Through his career he had seen many attempts. They ranged from the covert quick glance to the obvious swapping of tests. Edward remembered one creative try that took rather sophisticated planning. Someone paid the smartest kid in class to tap his foot in code for each question. One tap for A, two for B, and so on. Another reason he hated standardized multiple-choice tests. After the fourth question he noticed the tapping, but listened for a little longer.  When he noticed the pattern, he put a stop to it and collected the test. The class had an old-fashioned fill-in-the-blanks style test the next day. What always struck him about that attempt was, if they put the effort it took to come up with this into studying, they would have been able to pass the test on their own. 
 
    Several students completed their tests and place them face down on the desk. The image invoked a curious thought about the conversation he’d had with Father Murray the prior day. I wonder if he will give me a test? Before he’d left, Father Murray retrieved three books from his car and instructed Edward to study them. 
 
    The first book was Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola. Father Murray said this would give him the spiritual conviction to do God’s will. 
 
    The second was The Catholic Treasury and Prayers.  Father Murray said this would be the most difficult to study.  Edward was not to memorize the prayers. Instead he was to learn their meaning and understand the why and how of the prayer. The mechanics. This would teach him the proper way to develop his own when the time came. 
 
    The third was the most surprising. Instead of an official church-endorsed text, it was just the common Encyclopedia of Saints that you could find in any storefront or online bookstore. Edward asked Father Murray about it, but he explained that they declared new saints all the time. He needed to keep an updated guide. Father Murray told him every saint had a purpose. He needed Edward to understand and believe in that purpose. 
 
    Edward promised Father Murray he would study every night. The intensity of his voice during the request matched the glare of his eyes. This was no ordinary or casual request. When Edward agreed, Father Murray reiterated one last time, “This is a responsibility you cannot take lightly. Too much depends on it. More than you can understand at this point.” 
 
    The last student turned over their quiz. Edward walked through the rows collecting the papers. To him, quizzes were both a way to measure how much his students were retaining, but also a teaching aid. “How does everyone think they did?” 
 
    A small groan, smaller than the one that accompanied the announcement of the quiz itself, radiated around the room. He stacked them on his desk for grading later at home. “Let’s see how you did,” he said, and began to quiz the class. The reactions he saw from some students identified questions they believe they missed, while an air of confidence grew around others realizing questions they answered correctly. 
 
    They did a quick reading of a section he picked out to reinforce the topic he planned to cover for the next few days. The whole class took part. The first few days, there were a few quiet students in each class. Eventually everyone became acclimated to his interactive approach. This was a goal of Edward’s. He found everyone learned better when asking questions and talking about the topic than just listening. He hated the thought of anyone afraid to ask questions, but could honestly say that did not exist here. 
 
    He assigned that night’s reading just in time for the bell to ring. The students packed up with haste and headed to their next class. Well, most of the students did. A small group of three meandered in the back. Once most of the students had left, they made their way forward with a question. “Mr. Meyer?” 
 
    “Yes, Daniel. What is it?” 
 
    “Can we ask you a question?” 
 
    “You just did.” Edward’s try at humor only received a half smile. “But of course. What is it?” 
 
    “We heard about the other night. So, you are the guy?” 
 
    Edward expected a question on something discussed in class or the reading. It only took him a second or two to recognize Daniel’s last name, Ruten. Martin Ruten was one of the group that went out with Sheriff Tillingsly that night. Daniel must be his son. 
 
    The three boys stared at him with an idolizing gaze that made Edward uncomfortable. “Look guys. I am not sure what you heard. I’m just your teacher. That’s it.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Mr. Meyer. We heard how you took care of those creatures.” 
 
    A small town was a breeding ground for gossip that can build up legends or tear them down. Edward knew this, and tried to temper any aggrandizing of the events. “I was there, that is all. Father Murray told me what to do. It was really all him.” 
 
    Students for his next class started to come in, causing the three to take a panicked glance at the clock. They hurried for the door, but not before Christopher said, “Embrace it Mr. Meyer. Your family is famous around here.” 
 
    Famous is not something Edward wanted. He wanted to be normal. 
 
    Once home, Edward fixed his famous hotdog surprise for dinner. It was nothing fancy, just hotdogs in oversized buns. The surprise part was just the name Sarah gave it when she was eight years old. Edward was rushing to get home one night and stopped at the store for hotdog buns. In a hurry and not paying attention, he grabbed hoagie rows. He didn’t notice until Karen announced she’d lost the hot dog in the bun when she fixed one for Sarah. They had a good laugh. Sarah said, “Surprised there is a hot dog in there,” and it stuck from that point forward. 
 
    After dinner he took a moment to clean the kitchen and then settled down at his makeshift office desk. To his right, the stack of quizzes that needed to be graded. To his left, the books he promised and an old friend he would learn. He picked the quizzes and worked through the repetitive task of reading the answers to the same five questions over and over. 
 
    Occasionally he heard the words of Father Murray echoing through his head as he read an answer. He forced his way through the stack. He felt both a sense of accomplishment and heavy fatigue when he checked the clock.  It read just after one in the morning. He should head upstairs for bed, but he’d made a promise. He reached over and grabbed Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola and opened to the page he’d left off reading. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    22 
 
    The ringing of Edward’s phone startled him, and he jerked awake, grasping at the book falling from his lap, grabbing it before it reached the floor. He slapped around on the desk for his phone and pulled it to his ear. His groggy voice answered, “H…ello?” 
 
    An agitated Father Murray responded from the other side of the call. “Edward, thank god I got you. I need you to come with me.” 
 
    “What?  What are you talking about Father?  It’s…” Edward looked at his phone. “Father, it is 2:13 in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. It is an emergency. I will be there in a few minutes.” The call ended before Edward could respond. 
 
    Edward got up and headed out the porch to wait on Father Murray to see what this was all about. The damp chill of the night cut straight through to his bones. He turned to go inside for a jacket when Father Murray pulled up behind him. 
 
    “Get in quick!” Father Murray called through the open passenger window. 
 
    Edward jogged down the steps toward the side of the car. His children were upstairs sleeping, and he didn’t want to yell back-and-forth and chance waking them. 
 
    “What is going on? 
 
    “Come, come quick. We need to get to the Kirkland farm.” Father Murray reached over and pushed the passenger door open. 
 
    “Wait, Father. Please explain what is going on,” Edward insisted. The old priest was moving and talking rapidly. He ignored each plea Edward made for an explanation. 
 
    “Get in,” Father Murray said while leaning across the seat of his road yacht Cadillac. He looked up at Edward and asked, “Do you have the cross and book?” 
 
    Edward answered, “No.” 
 
    “Never let them out of sight! Go fetch them, right now.” 
 
    He did as he was ordered and sprinted up the steps and back inside. He grabbed both objects from the dining room table where they sat next to the books he was studying when he fell asleep. 
 
    The trip into the house gave him the moment he needed. If Father Murray was here at this hour asking about the cross and book, it must be one of those kinds of emergencies. He pulled the door closed behind and locked it, then hopped into the passenger side of the Caddy. Without a word, Father Murray accelerated down the dirt drive. 
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    Either the old suspension or Father Murray’s ability behind the wheel caused the oversized car to wander from side to side, maybe it was both.  Edward hoped his driving would improve once they reached the paved road, but that hope faded when it became more of a swerve at higher speeds. 
 
    “This will be difficult. You need to follow my lead.”  Father Murray’s cell phone rang and interrupted him. 
 
    “Yes… yes… We are on our way. Should be there in just a few minutes. Try to stay calm.”  Father Murray slammed his old flip phone closed and dropped it on the seat beside him. 
 
    “The Kirklands are scared shitless. Pardon my language.” 
 
    “What are we walking into?” 
 
    “Remember the other night? I said some spirits are more dangerous and malicious than others. The one we are going to fight is absolutely more dangerous. It’s not lost. Oh no. This one is a type who is here to just cause trouble. Evil’s little helpers is what your grandfather called them. It is ok to feel afraid when you see them for the first time. The first time your grandfather took me to go deal with one my knees almost buckled on me.” 
 
    The level of concern in Edward spiked to an all-time high. Other than the first few times he saw a spirit, he had experienced nothing that struck fear into him. 
 
    “Father…” Edward started a question, but was cut off with more information. 
 
    “You cannot let the fear weaken your convictions tonight. These creatures will test you, but hold fast.” 
 
    Edward pondered what he meant by “test” as they pulled into the driveway of the farm just four roads from his own. There was a group gathered outside, along with Sheriff Tillingsly. 
 
    Father Murray slid his Caddy to stop and appeared to be out the door before it even stopped moving. He instantly took control of the scene. 
 
    “Lewis, where are they?” he asked the sheriff. 
 
    In a tone showing wear from both is age and the late hour of the evening, he answered. “It’s still inside.” 
 
    “Just one?” 
 
    “Yes, Father. Last we saw it was in the hall. Had their youngest, Kevin, trapped in his bedroom. We tried to open his window, but… Father… it interfered.” The sheriff showed great disappointment at failing to secure the child. 
 
    “It is ok, Lewis.” 
 
    Father Murray made a beeline over toward the sobbing mother and father doing their best to keep their other two children calm.  “Calm” at this point was just lower than hysterical crying. He was saying something to them, but Edward was too far away to hear it. They all crossed themselves and he led them in a prayer before giving a final embrace to the parents. 
 
    He started toward the front door with conviction. The town elders gathered outside took a few steps, but he stopped them. “Y’all stay out here. We need to handle this alone. It is too dangerous for everyone.” He motioned toward Edward and called, “Come on. We need to hurry.” Father Murray did not wait, and rushed up the steps and in through the front door. Edward followed reluctantly. 
 
    Edward stepped through the door and almost ran into the back of Father Murray, who had stopped at a table just inside the doorway. The priest removed his coat and silently blessed a red stole before putting it around his neck. He crossed Edward and then himself. He placed his right hand on Edward’s shoulder and said, “In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, Amen. Let God arise and let His enemies be scattered: and let them that hate Him flee from before His Face! As smoke vanisheth, so let them vanish away: as wax melteth before the fire, so let the wicked perish at the presence of God.” He released Edward and turned toward the hallway that ran through the center of the house. 
 
    “Get the book and cross out.  We will need them for this battle.” 
 
    Father Murray stepped through the doorway that separated the front room from the hall. When his first foot hit the worn wood floor of the hall, the entire house gave a mighty shake that knocked Edward against the wall. In his attempt to regain his balance, he looked down to see large white particles of dust dancing across the floor. A glance forward revealed the source. There was a line of salt on the floor in the doorway. 
 
    The duo proceeded further down the hallway.  Rumblings of the floor accompanied every step. Edward felt his heartbeat in his throat, and even though he was not claustrophobic, the walls appeared to be closing in on him as his breathing became shallow. A heavy darkness settled on him. 
 
    A growl emerged from behind the closed door at the end of the hallway. 
 
    Father Murray yelled at the door, “Kevin, we are coming.  Just try to stay calm.” 
 
    The panicking voice of a child emerged from behind the door: “Ok.” 
 
    Edward asked, “Was the growl him?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. That was the creature in there with him.” 
 
    As they got closer, the growling and scratching of a great beast continued. Father Murray reached for the door handle and quickly withdrew his hand. He retrieved a large vial of water from his robe and poured it over the door handle. The water sizzled on contact, producing steam. “Holy water is good for many things. Even cooling off a hot door handle.” He covered his hand with his robe and gripped the door handle. A grimace of pain exploded on his face. The heat from the door handle was still hot enough to sear his hand through its covering, but he fought through the pain and turned the handle, opening the door. 
 
    At first glance, Edward only saw a crying child sitting on his bed, holding up a sheet as protection. 
 
    “Where is it?” Father Murray asked the child. Kevin pointed up above the door. 
 
    “Edward, push the cross in through the door. That should force it to move back.” 
 
    Edward adjusted his grip on the crucifix and extended his arm. Before it crossed the threshold of the door, a voice entered his head. You are not a priest. You don’t belong here. 
 
    Edward stopped and Father Murray noticed. “Ignore whatever it is. Push the cross through the doorway.” 
 
    Edward heard what he said, but no longer saw a doorway. In front of him was the pasture that ran alongside his home. It was a nice spring day. He felt the warmth of the sun on his face and the smell of wildflowers wafted in the breeze. The sound of his children’s laughter approached him from behind. A dog chased a butterfly among the tall grass. Edward did not remember ever getting a dog, especially with Jacob’s allergies to pet dander. The dog almost caught the butterfly that time. He felt a hand grab his, but before he could look down to see which of his children was holding it, the image, the smell of wildflowers, the warmth of the sun, and the dog disappeared. Father Murray gripped his hand, forcing the cross into the bedroom. 
 
    The still calm that was the bedroom became a swirling tempest of wind and debris. The child was screaming, but the sound did not escape the room. 
 
    With no sign of fear, Father Murray entered, scanning each of the corners. His hand urgently waved for Edward to join him. With the cross still firmly extended at the end of his outstretched arm he stepped in.  Edward scanned the surroundings and froze in place when he saw the mass of glowing red steam hovering just above the floor. 
 
    “Open the book.” Without even looking at it, Edward opened the book, and the priest flipped through the pages. When he found the one he was looking for, he pointed to the page, like he did that night in the woods, and ordered him to read. Edward looked down at the page and recited: “O most glorious Prince of the Heavenly Armies, St. Michael the Archangel, defend us in the battle and in our wrestling against the principalities and powers, against the rulers of the world of this darkness, against the spirits of wickedness in the high places.” 
 
    “You don’t believe this shit, do you little Eddie?” the voice in his head asked. The voice felt personal and strange all at the same time. 
 
    Edward ignored the voice and continued. “Come to the aid of men, whom God created incorruptible, and to the image of His own Likeness He made them, and from the tyranny of the devil He bought them at a great price.” 
 
    “Come now Eddie. You have always been one of my favorites. Why are you doing this? I kept you company all of those nights God and his many disciples ignored you while they locked you away.” 
 
    Edward shook his head to clear the voice out. Father Murray took notice. “Are you ok?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Edward snapped back at the Priest. A memory stirred inside him of a recurring dream he had as a teen, but he pushed it to the back of his mind and continued reading. “Fight the battles of the Lord today with the Army of the Blessed Angels.” 
 
    “Angels are just a viewpoint. They are eternal good to some and demons to others. To some I am an angel. Why resist me?” At that moment his mother appeared before him. Not the spirit of his mother that he had seen many times throughout his life. The full living breathing version of his mother. She hugged him warmly. “Oh Eddie,” she said in the voice he remembered as a child. “This is too much for you. Why don’t you go outside with the others and relax? You look so tired.” 
 
    For a moment he felt very comforted, but the distant voice of Father Murray reminded him of where he was. Edward pushed her back and exclaimed, “You are not my mother.” The figure morphed into a mass of red steam again. Edward looked closer and saw a humanlike form inside the mass of steam.  The cold voice echoed in his head. “No, I am not your mother.  But I knew her very well. I was there the day she died. I remember when you came running into the kitchen to find them.” 
 
    Edward gasped. A flood of emotions sent him alternating between now and the seven-year-old who found his parents. “You were not there. Stop talking about my parents,” he screamed. 
 
    “I was. Kevin reminds me of you that day. A wide-eyed child full of fear. You left too soon for me to introduce myself.” 
 
    Father Murray rushed over and yanked the book out of Edward’s hands. Edward could see Father Murray talking to him, but could barely hear him. He sounded like he was yelling at him from miles away. The only voice he heard clearly was the cold one in his mind. 
 
    Muffled in the background, Edward heard the Priest read, “As once thou didst fight against Lucifer, the first in pride, and his apostate angels; and they prevailed not: neither was their place found anymore in Heaven.  But that great dragon was cast out, the old serpent, who is called the devil and Satan, who seduces the whole world. And he was cast unto the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him.” 
 
    Edward felt stuck between the here and now and the past. His mind’s eye only saw darkness. A dark void that the voice echoed from. 
 
    “Behold, the ancient enemy and murderer strongly raises his head! Transformed into an angel of light, with the entire horde of wicked spirits he goes about everywhere and takes possession of the earth, so that therein he may blot out the Name of God and of His Christ and steal away, afflict and ruin unto everlasting destruction the souls destined for a crown of eternal glory. 
 
    “On men depraved in mind…” 
 
    “Speaking of depraved in mind. Ever wonder what a child looks like burned from the inside out?” 
 
     The dark void Edward was entrapped in was replaced by a ball of fire. “Leave him alone,” he commanded. 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t you? Why harm the child?” 
 
    “It is simple.” The presence circled around his body like a great snake wrapping around a prey. “I have to remind you of your place and me of my place in this world. It ensures balance and fights off chaos. You wouldn’t want to put the world into chaos, would you?” 
 
    In a strange way this made sense to Edward. 
 
    He felt two hands on his back give him a great shove forward, breaking him from the trance, returning him to the bedroom where he now lied face down on the floor. The push forced the cross in Edward’s hand through the spirit, sending it retreating to the corner of the room. Edward forced himself to his feet as papers and toys flew into everyone in the room. 
 
    He looked at the child on the bed and saw a translucent fire engulfing him. 
 
    “Father! The boy!” he screamed. 
 
    “He is fine. I need you here with me.” 
 
    Edward exclaimed, “The flames!” 
 
    “What flames?” 
 
    Through the wind, Father Murray struggled to take the two steps needed to bring him alongside Edward. He held the book in front of him. “Follow me.” 
 
    “Behold the Cross of the Lord, flee away ye hostile forces,” Father Murray declared in the room. 
 
    Edward followed. “The Lion of the tribe of Judah, the root of David hath conquered.” 
 
    “May Thy mercy, O Lord, be upon us,” 
 
    Edward responded, “Because we have hoped in Thee.” 
 
    “O Lord, hear my prayer.” 
 
    “And let my cry come unto Thee.” 
 
    “The Lord be with you,” 
 
    “And with thy spirit.” 
 
    “You need to chase it into that corner and shove the cross right in its heart.” 
 
    Edward felt a surge from within and moved toward the corner. 
 
    The voice appeared again. “Do you really want to do this? Do you really want to follow the directions of the person who released me and let me kill your parents?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Now Edward! Don’t stop--” A huge explosion sent Father Murray flying backwards. Edward felt himself impacting the cold wet dirt outside the house. He looked over to see terrified parents running toward their child covered in flames. 
 
    Edward felt paralyzed on the ground until a few of the elders came over to help him up. Sheriff Tillingsly helped the Kirklands tend to Kevin while they waited for the ambulance to arrive. He suffered burns on his hands, feet, and face. The only wounds Edward suffered were mental and emotional. 
 
    Father Murray emerged from the wreckage that was once the child’s bedroom. He talked to Lewis and the Kirklands first, then he approached Edward, who sat on the ground where he landed. 
 
    “You lost focus. This is serious. We are lucky that the worst that happened are the burns. People could have lost their lives tonight. This is one of those spirits I told you about. An evil demon.” He threw his hands up. “You cannot lose focus while we are doing this. It is a war. And no, I am not using that word lightly. It is a war.” 
 
    He walked back over to the Kirklands as the ambulance pulled up. Kevin was quickly loaded up, and it headed off with full lights and sirens, with Sheriff Tillingsly’s car following behind it. The silence around Edward was a stark contrast to the debris field radiating from the shattered house. 
 
    Edward had not moved since they helped him up. He sat there pondering what the creature meant by preventing Chaos, and helping the person who killed his parents. It reminded him of the question he pondered for years: why God let something so horrible happen to his parents, people who were so good. 
 
    He stood up and walked toward Father Murray, who was leaning next to his Caddy.  “I’m sorry Father. I failed.” 
 
    “It’s all right. We all fail. I lost count how many times I have in this life. Kevin will be fine. The burns have already started to fade. They are something the creature did to scare us, but they are not real, and will be gone in the next day or so.” Father Murray pointed to the house. “Now this on the other hand. Insurance companies won’t understand an explosion caused by a failed spiritual saving. Lewis will help document a gas explosion to get the house repaired. For now, they will stay with me, which is fine. I need to counsel them on what they have gone through anyway.” 
 
    He opened the car door. “Come on. Let’s go home. We have a lot of work to do, and you need your rest.” 
 
    Edward pondered the many questions on the ride home. The mental, physical, and emotional exhaustion took a toll. He just needed sleep. 
 
    When Father Murray dropped him off, Edward walked through the spirits that encircled his home.  There appeared to be more this time, and they were standing closer, all facing his house as if it were a religious shrine. He passed through them on the way inside, feeling the cool chill and the familiar tingle of their presence, but paying no bother. He was too tired to and discouraged to even care. 
 
    Once inside, he locked the door and threw everything in his hands on the dining room table.  Cell phone, book, cross and all. 
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    Edward‘s walk into the school this morning resembled the trek of a zombie. He was both physically and mentally exhausted. To say the night before took it out of him would be an understatement. His path was strangely solitary. The normal greetings he heard from students and faculty were now replaced by glares, as people move to either side of the hall, clearing his path. 
 
    His talkative classes were silent and slightly clinical. They answered the questions Edward asked during class. A few asked questions on their own, but the warmth and idle conversation he had enjoyed was gone. Instead, the students looked at him as though he had a large hairy growth on the side of his face. 
 
    Lunch in the teacher’s lounge was even worse. Edward was one of the first in the lounge for that lunch period. He set up at the same table he had for the last few weeks. As others came in, they barely acknowledged him. They gathered at other tables or stood at the counter at the back. Edward could hear the murmurs of their conversations, but couldn’t make out any specific words. 
 
    “Is this seat taken?” 
 
    “Sorry Mark, they’re all taken,” Edward responded, dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    Mark pulled out a chair at Edward’s table and set out his lunch. 
 
    “Are you expecting others for lunch?” Edward eyed the multiple wrappers and containers Mark pulled out of his bag. 
 
    “Sharon hosted a bridge party for her friends last night. Tons of leftovers. Hell, I don’t even know what’s in some of these.” Mark opened one container to reveal wings, another with potato salad, and then unwrapped an aluminum foil log with ham in it. Mark pulled out a paper plate and an extra fork and handed it to his table mate. “Dig in.” 
 
    Edward looked at the spread, and then back at his sandwich. The decision was not a hard one. His sandwich found its way back into the bag it came in. He took the fork and stabbed a piece of the honeyed ham and then dolloped out a lump of potato salad. 
 
    “Thanks. You sure you want to be sitting here with me?” Edward said with a mouth half full of ham. 
 
    “The back counter is full. Nowhere else for me to sit with all this food.” Mark needled his friend with his elbow. “Relax. It will pass in a few days.” 
 
    “How did everyone find out so fast?” 
 
    “Simple. Small town. Just don’t fart during the moment of silence anymore.” Mark dug in on the wings, leaving Edward to wonder what that meant, and then it hit him. 
 
    “Oh stop. I was six.” That event was a perfect example of the speed of news in a small town. He farted rather loudly during the moment of silence once in the first grade. There was a mild embarrassment at the moment caused by the half-muffled giggles, by midday nobody remembered it. When his mom picked him up that afternoon, she welcomed him with, “Hey there big guy. Heard you had a rough day.” He always wondered how she found out so fast. 
 
    “To some of these people you were a superhero the minute you stepped back into town. You took a little hit last night. You will recover.” 
 
    “All this still seems so strange to me.” 
 
    “I bet. You haven’t lived through it for over thirty years like the rest of us.” Mark shoveled potato salad in his mouth. “… W… When I saw my first ghost, I was afraid to tell my parents, but it was at home and they saw it too, so they knew. The explanation they gave seemed like something out of a corny horror film. I didn’t believe them at first. A few of my friends thought the town elders were putting something in the water to make us hallucinate. It took years of sighting and experiences before I started to get it.” 
 
    Edward thought how lucky Mark was to have parents that understood. “Took me a few years in a mental institution to understand what I was seeing.” 
 
    Mark stopped chewing on the piece of ham and gawked at Edward. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Absolutely. My foster parents thought I was nuts.” 
 
    “I could see that. How was the looney bin?” 
 
    “Crazy.” 
 
    “I bet. Seriously, how was it?” 
 
    “I spent a while trying to convince everyone I was not crazy. Then I spent time convincing myself I wasn’t crazy. Eventually I learned how to play the game to make them think I was all better, so I could get out. At that point I didn’t care who was crazy or not.” 
 
    “Maybe we are crazy. Maybe this whole town is crazy, or something is in the water making us all see things. Could be a big government conspiracy.” 
 
    “Explains why the water is a little green.” 
 
    “Yes, it would.” Mark chuckled. “Know you aren’t crazy, and others can see them too. Don’t let the weight of your family’s role in this wear on you. It took me long enough to accept what my eyes saw. I never had to deal with what you are. By the way, how should I address you?  My Savior?  Should I bow?” Mark gave a mini bow with both hands over his head. 
 
    “You can call me a failure,” Edward said, looking down at his plate. 
 
    Mark patted him on the shoulder to reassure him. “Just be Edward, and take things one day at a time. You have a great support system here. Father Murray, Lewis, and others like me and Sharon.” 
 
    “I feel like I failed big time last night.” The image of the hysterical family circled around the child screaming in agony hadn’t left Edward’s mind. He wondered if he should have talked to them, instead of just sitting there on the ground. He can’t help feeling responsible for what happened to their son and home, but he didn’t understand what he could have done differently. 
 
    “Think of it as more of a stumble. I hear the boy is fine now and enjoying all the attention in the hospital. Larry and his family will stay with Father Murray until they repair the house. Should only take a few weeks. There is a crew out there now.” 
 
    Edward was unsure if Mark was just trying to make him feel better or telling him the truth. The bell for the end of the lunch period sounded and Edward helped Mark snap the covers back on the containers scattered across the table. They filed out with the mass of other teachers out of the lounge and down the hallway to their classrooms. 
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    Edward tried to keep his yawn quiet, but failed. The sound echoed through the cavernous church. Luckily it was empty at the time. 
 
    “Keeping you up?” asked Father Murray. He had entered through a door on the left of the transept. “It’s alright. I still feel last night a bit too.” He motioned for Edward to join him up at the front of the church. 
 
    He’d taken a pew in the back of the church. His mood and performance made him feel unworthy of sitting any closer to the alter. He only moved because his friend insisted. 
 
    “Kevin just came back from the hospital. He is fine. They all are.” 
 
    “They are? But his burns?” 
 
    “They are over in the house watching TV, waiting on pizza to arrive. His burns were not real.” Father Murray walked around the front of the church, picking up some bulletins discarded on the floor by the prayer service that just left. “They were more for our benefit, or should I say yours. The creature was trying to scare you, not harm the boy.” 
 
    If that’s the case, it succeeded, thought Edward. Just the thought of the images he saw struck fear in him. 
 
    “Did you hear voices?” asked Father Murray. 
 
    “Yes, I heard voices. The creature spoke to me.” 
 
    “He was playing a psychological game with you.” 
 
    Edward thought back to the images and places the creature took him. They seemed very real, not just a psychological trick. He explained, “It was more than voices. He took me to another place. I was not in the bedroom at times. I was in a field with my kids with a warm freeze breeze blowing around us.” 
 
    “Trust me. You were there standing next to me the whole time. Theses beings are crafty.” In a tone that echoed his sermons, Father Murray explained, “Like the Devil himself, these creatures will whisper rose colored promises and produce images of deception to bend our will in their direction.  We, everyone, not just you and I, must be strong in our conviction and trust in the Lord. If we give in just once, that is the door that pure evil will walk through. Look at the root of all evil in this world and you will find someone that has accepted one of those promises.” 
 
    The words Father Murray said struck a chord inside Edward. It was a sermon he heard him give when he was a child. It was also a sermon he heard repeated in every church he and Karen attended in Portland. His mind struggled with the literal thought of a creature like they encountered being behind all the evil in the world. It could be an example of the eternal battle of good versus evil. It could also just be a philosophical statement, that true evil comes from acceptance of a promise that is unearned or undeserved. Like a bank robber looking for the promise of riches without working for them. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Edward looked around for the Father and saw him standing in the back of the Church, heading out the door. 
 
    “Yes, ummm. Where are we going? Edward asked, following him down the aisle. 
 
    “More training. You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Father Murray didn’t buy that response. He knew he didn’t. 
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    After an uncomfortable day of isolation at school, Edward found himself yet again in the passenger seat of Father Murray’s Caddy, driving to an unknown location. This trip was more relaxed than others. Father Murray even turned on the radio which was pre-tuned to an oldies station. He hummed along to the Animals singing about “The House of the Rising Sun”. 
 
    They drove through the center of town, which was still rather active despite darkness setting in. 
 
    “If you want a great apple pie you have to go to Ruthie’s right there,” Father Murray pointed out. “Have you checked Dan’s newsstand? He has several shelves in the back where he keeps paperbacks of the new best sellers.  That is the closest you will find to a bookstore here. The next is one of those huge things a couple of towns over. If there is a book you really want, Dan can order it for you.” 
 
    Edward confessed, “I haven’t had much of a chance to explore downtown yet.  I’ve shopped a few times in the corner store for groceries and a few dinners at Len’s.  I remembered his fried chicken from when I was a kid.” 
 
    “Doc said I have to watch that stuff for my cholesterol and my gall bladder.” A mischievous look spread across his face. “Don’t tell him I visit or get take-out from Len’s a couple times a week.” 
 
    Edward smiled. “Your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    The lights of town disappeared behind them as they continued to drive for a few more minutes, then pull into a driveway of an old farmhouse. There was a single light on over the front door. A man emerged when the Caddy creaked to a stop just even with the front porch. 
 
    “Evening, Paul.” 
 
    “Evening, Father.” 
 
    “Is it still here?” 
 
    “Yep, o’er yonder. Just past the pump house.” 
 
    “All right, go on inside. We will take care of it. Tell Molly I said hello.” 
 
    “Will do. Night,” the man said, and disappeared back in the house without acknowledging Edward. 
 
    Father Murray started down the driveway toward the barn at the back of the property with Edward in tow.  “Paul is a good man. His wife is from a neighboring town. She doesn’t see the spirits, but the thought of them being anywhere near her scares her to death. I still am not sure why they haven’t moved yet.” 
 
    Edward asked, “If she can’t see them, how does she know they are there?” 
 
    “Paul tells her when they are around.” 
 
    The two rounded the barn and Edward saw their destination: a small shed about fifty feet away. “Remember how people treated you when you told them what you saw? Imagine the reverse. You see nothing but are living in a town where everyone else does. It took a while before she accepted this was not a huge joke we were all playing on her. When she did, her fear set in. I think the fear comes from not being able to see and understand like the rest of us can.” 
 
    A cold shiver traveled down Edward’s neck and through his back. “Father…” 
 
    “I feel it too. That’s why we’re here, and I want you to take the lead.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Show me what you got.” 
 
    Father Murray stopped short and to the side of the shed.  Edward felt timid as he walked around the shed and came face to face with a single spirit, a man, standing there. He fumbled through his pocket for the book and cross. He found them, but while pulling the cross out he dropped it in the high grass at his feet. The spirit continued to look at the back wall of the pump shed. 
 
    Edward reached down and searched for a few moments in the damp grass until he found the cross. He held it out with his right hand toward the creature and opened the book with his left. Both objects shook from his nerves. 
 
    “Relax and breathe,” Father Murray coached from the side. 
 
    Edward tried to take a deep breath, but his hands continued to shake. His voice quivered as much as the cross. He recited the prayer on the page. “Holy Michael, the Archangel, defend us in…” 
 
    Father Murray cut him off. “You can’t use the same prayer every time. Feel your way through this and pick the right one.” 
 
    Edward stood there, dumbfounded and unsure. 
 
    “What do you feel?” 
 
    “I feel the same cold shiver I always do.” 
 
    “Go deeper.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Father Murray asked, “Do you feel fear, Edward?” 
 
    “I am afraid to fail.” 
 
    “Not that. Do you fear the spirit? Do you feel any malevolent intent from this spirit.?” 
 
    Edward took a moment. “No, not like last night.” 
 
    “Reach out with your feelings and tell me.” 
 
    Edward closed his eyes and searched through his thoughts and sensations. He sensed the spirit. Its presence combined with an overwhelming feeling of being lost. At first Edward thought that feeling was associated with his own lack of confidence, but he soon realized it was different. “I feel unsure of what I’m doing, but I also feel something else. Someone is lost.” 
 
    “That feels foreign to you, like what you feel when you become attached to a character in a movie or book, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. Exactly.” 
 
    “That is the spirit in front of you. He is lost, not a threat. St. Michael’s prayer is used when we go to battle. There is no reason to take hostilities against a peaceful spirit that needs help. Now look through the book. Find the right prayer.” 
 
    Edward flipped through the pages and searched.  All the while, he hoped Father Murray would come point out the right page to him. With his hands no longer shaking, Edward found a prayer on the sixth page that he believed to be the correct one. “I think I found one.” He turned to show him. “Is this the right one?” 
 
    Father Murray held up a hand to stop him. “That is for you to decide. Go ahead and read it.” 
 
    “O God, the bestower of forgiveness and the lover of human salvation, we beseech Thee, of Thy tender love, to grant that the brethren of our congregation, with their relatives and benefactors, who have passed out of this life, may, by the intercession of Blessed Mary, ever Virgin, and all thy saints, come to the fellowship of eternal bliss.  Through Christ our Lord. Amen.” 
 
    The spirit disappeared in front of their eyes. 
 
    Father Murray gave a light applause. “Good. This spirit was just lost. You gave him the rites needed to pass on. Come now. Let’s get out of here, it’s getting cold.” 
 
    Curious about the scenario Father Murray just described, Edward asked, “Is that a guess?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” Father Murray pulled his coat collar up to shield from the cold. “Call it experience.” Father Murray turned. “Over the years I have felt many spirits and tried many prayers. Over time you hone your sense to what you feel. With the non-violent spirits you can try multiple prayers until you find the right one. With violent ones, mistakes empower them, so you must be careful. I cannot emphasize that enough.” His words and expression landed on Edward with a fright. “So, what caused you to pick that prayer?” 
 
    Edward told him, “I read through the words and recognized a few terms and phrases in what you have me studying.  They are ones used for redemption and reunification. It seemed like one that could reunite one with their loved ones.” 
 
    “Perfect. Good use of information and judgement. Come now. Let’s get out of here before we catch death and become spirits ourselves.” 
 
    The normally quiet drive back was filled with story after story by Father Murray. Some involved Edward’s grandfather or father. Others didn’t. Each talked about what Father Murray sensed going into each scenario. All knowledge he was trying to impart on his new student. 
 
    He asked if it was the same feeling for everyone. 
 
    “I asked your grandfather that when I first arrived, and he explained that it is. Based on my experience, it is the same mostly. I felt everything like he described it, more or less. There are slight differences, but the sensations were close enough that I knew. It just takes time to learn and recognize it.” Father Murray explained only stopping to laugh. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Father Murray pointed ahead of them. “Look up yonder.” 
 
    Edward looked up the crushed stone driveway of the church. A group of spirits circled both the church and his own car. “The cross draws lost souls. They can sense where it is, and where it has been.” 
 
    “That would be why they circle the farmhouse now.” 
 
    “They mean no harm. Kind of like a moth to a flame.” 
 
    “Why don’t they follow me when I carry it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Suppose they take a while to sense it. Maybe if you stand in once place long enough with it, they will.” 
 
    The thought of being the pied piper for spirits tickled Edward’s sense of humor. “As if any of this could get any odder”. 
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    Edward walked through the door and into a parallel universe.  Jacob sat at the dining room table doing his homework. Sarah stood over his shoulder, helping. She wore an apron he hadn’t seen in years. The sound of the front door closing caused both kids to turn around and look at him. 
 
    Sarah put her hands on her hips and attempted to tap her foot while asking, “Where have you been, mister?” 
 
    “I had a school meeting. Remember? We talked about it this morning and you agreed to start dinner.” Edward did not make a habit of lying to his children, but this one time he felt he needed to. 
 
    “Yes, and dinner is in there covered in foil. Jacob is almost done with his homework.” Sarah took off the apron. She handed it to her father. 
 
    “Nice apron.” He noticed her very non-school-dress-code-compliant-outfit and asked, “Going somewhere?” 
 
    “I found it hung on a nail on the backside of the pantry door. I didn’t want to mess up my outfit. And yes, Charlotte will be by to pick me up soon. She wanted me to come over to watch a movie together and... before your ask, I won’t be out late. I know it’s a school night.” 
 
    Sarah gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and a “Thanks Dad” on her way up stairs. 
 
    Edward took over her position behind Jacob, looking at his homework. She was right. He was almost done. With a quick glance it appeared Jacob had answered them correctly. No modern math here, everything just as he learned it years ago. 
 
    “Is it good?” Jacob asked while looking up at him. 
 
    Edward picked up the page. “Yep, everything looks right.  Exceptionally good.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Mom was always better at math.” 
 
    “I am sure.” Edward then pulled out the chair next to him and had a seat. “You miss her, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sometimes more than others.” 
 
    “Like now?” 
 
    “She always helped me with my homework.  
 
    “I know. I miss her too. Just know she is looking down on us.” 
 
    “Like an angel?” asked the precocious seven-year-old. 
 
    “Exactly. She watches over us.” 
 
    “Even here? Does she know we moved?” 
 
    “Especially here. She came with us. We take her everywhere we go in our heart.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    He handed the page back to Jacob, who put it in his math folder and slid it into his backpack. “Thanks,” Jacob said and then headed upstairs. Edward knew he was off to declare war on a mythical world in the digital universe. The rule in the house was homework first and then video games. 
 
    That was more Karen’s rule, and one he helped Jacob break a few times.  His video game habit was actually Edward’s fault. During college, Edward got his first exposure to video games, and he was hooked. When he and Karen started living together, she gave him a little grief about his childish hobby. When she walked in and found Jacob sitting in Edward’s lap being taught how to play, she rolled her eyes and walked out. Edward still enjoyed them with his son from time to time. Some fathers and son pay catch, some build things, not Edward and Jacob. They bond while hunting people down in a digital playground. The aromatic smell coming from the kitchen reminded Edward he was hungry.  
 
    Edward yelled up the stairs, “Hey Jacob, let me eat something and I will be up.” 
 
    “You will just die a lot.” 
 
    Edward conceded, “That’s fine.” Inside though he had other plans. 
 
    He placed his bag on the dining room table, along with the book and cross, and made his way to the kitchen. Sarah had a plate on the table in his spot covered with foil. He was impressed. She cleaned up afterwards too. 
 
    Edward looked at the balled-up apron in his hand. His mother wore this apron every time they cooked cookies together. Briefly he held it to his nose with the hope of detecting a familiar smell. To his surprise, even after all the years, a hint of it still existed. Edward un-balled the apron and straightened it out. Feeling like the seven-year-old he was the last time he opened the pantry door, he neatly hung it back on its nail. 
 
    The front door slammed. Edward sat down to enjoy his dinner. A smile and warm feeling came over him. Despite everything that had happened to him and his family, moments like that one made him realize: life was good. 
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    “H… ello?” Edward said. He was not sure if he was awake or dreaming. His body had acted on instinct, reaching for his phone when he heard it ring, like Pavlov’s dog. There was no answer coming from the phone, so Edward said, “Hello, Father?” The entire room was still and silent. There was no vibration from the old boiler fan.  The wind blowing outside when he went to bed was now calm. 
 
    “Hi, Edward,” the creature responded, not from the phone, but from the foot of his bed. Edward sat up in bed confronted by the same red steam he saw in Kevin Kirklands’ bedroom. The steam slowly morphed into a form that was both human and not human. There were arms and legs and a head, but the proportions were off. Its legs were too long, and its arms were too short. They ended with hands made up of fingers that appeared to be three times too long. Its head was round, with two dark orbs where eyes should be, and no mouth. 
 
    “I like what you have done with this place.” 
 
    Edward glanced quickly at his night table, but remembered the cross and book were sitting on the dining room table downstairs. 
 
    “They are not there. It is just us. Let’s have a talk.” 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    “You have been watching too many movies. Oh no. I tell you my name and disappear. Like the wicked witch when Dorothy threw water on her.” The creature appeared to grow larger on its perch as the dark soulless eyes showed a hint of flames. “It doesn’t work that way. Father Murray should have told you that. There is much he should tell you.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Edward asked. 
 
    The creature leaned back, appearing almost relaxed. “I want to be your friend. I am not the enemy here. Not by a long shot.” 
 
    “I have read about your type. You make promises to convert people.” 
 
    “More propaganda from a guy that walks around wearing a robe and a white hat. I know, I am supposed to promise you love, success, knowledge of the future, money… all that jazz. Or, you could listen to your favorite song backwards and hear my best hits. Let me ask you this question.” 
 
    Edward tried to get out of bed, but his covers pulled against and restrained him. “Sit still. We will be done soon. I have no promises to make you. No fortunes to throw your way. What I can offer you is the truth.” 
 
    “I don’t want your version of the truth,” Edward yelled at the creature. 
 
    “Now, now. There is no reason to raise your voice at me. I know that they have brainwashed you, and I will not battle that. I offer you a more personal type of truth. One that Father Murray is hiding from you. One you need to know.” 
 
    The creature, glowing with a reddish hue, got up and strolled toward the bedroom door. “You should ask Father Murray to tell you the truth about him, about you, and about me. We go way back.” As it faded into nothing, Edward heard the haunting voice come from above his bed: “He is still on the phone for you…” 
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    “Are you there?” Father Murray’s voice screamed through Edward‘s cell phone. The creature that was there a moment ago was nowhere to be seen.  His covers released him. A stiff breeze blew at his window and the heater vent chattered as air passed through it. 
 
    Edward answered, his voice shaking. “Yes, Father. What is it?” 
 
    “I am on the way to get you. We must hurry.” Father Murray, irritated, mumbled, “Lewis should have come straight away to get you and not wait for me in this case. There is no time to waste. No matter…” His voice trailed off as he hung up.  Edward believed the last bit was a rant Father Murray was making out loud, and not meant for him to hear. 
 
    Edward got out of bed and looked around the room for any sign of his visitor before moving about. There was nothing. The bed covers didn’t even show signs of anyone sitting on them. 
 
    He threw on some clothes and, recalling how cool it was outside earlier, he grabbed his coat before heading into the hall.  A quick check on both Sarah and Jacob, who were both sound asleep, put his mind at ease before he headed downstairs. 
 
    He stepped off the stairs as the lights of Father Murray’s car flashed through the windows. Edward fetched his wallet and keys, expecting the cross and book to be right there. He placed them together on the table earlier. A quick search located them on the other side of the table, by his books. A fleeting thought of the creature moving them ran through his head as he hurried out to Father Murray’s car. 
 
    Father Murray was on the phone when Edward got in. He sped off, steering with one hand when Edward closed the door. Without a seatbelt on yet to secure him, Edward was tossed around as they speed down the dirt and rock driveway. 
 
    Father Murray yelled, “No Lewis! Don’t go in yet. We will be there in five minutes at the most.” He hung up the phone, dropping it to the seat beside him. It bounced to the floorboard. 
 
    “We are heading to the Reynold’s farm on the other side of town. This is bad.” 
 
    “You told the Sheriff we would be there in five minutes at the most.” 
 
    “I lied. Sue me. I had to keep him from going in,” Father Murray said, annoyed. 
 
    He drove his oversized car with reckless abandon down the deserted country roads.  His speed was only matched by the fire engine and two ambulances that passed them just before the edge of town. Edward noticed red lights flashing on top of the light poles as they darted through town. The original thought was these were to alert aircraft to the poles. The realization that no aircraft would be that low caused him to search for another purpose. 
 
    “Father, what are those flashing red lights?” 
 
    “What lights?” 
 
    Edward pointed one out as they sped by. Father Murray uttered, “Oh my god” and rolled down the windows on both the driver and passenger doors. The nerve shattering sound of a klaxon horn flooded into the car with the cold evening air. 
 
    Edward had heard that sound in the movies and asked, “Is that what I think it is?  A tornado warning?” 
 
    “In most towns, yes. Here it’s for something different. Those sirens have only sounded a few times since you were born.” Father Murray reached around blindly on the seat beside him. 
 
    “It bounced into the floorboard.” 
 
    The level of annoyance in Father Murray’s face increased. “Agh… we will be there soon enough.” 
 
    He was right. In just a few minutes they pulled into a scene more chaotic than the other night. It appeared every police car in town was there blocking the roads. Lights from the fire trucks and ambulances created blinding flashes. The doors of the ambulances were open. Several people sat on their tailgates, being tended to by the paramedics. 
 
    John Sawyer ran up to the Caddy as it slid to a stop. “Father, you need to come quick. Lewis took the boys in back.” 
 
    “Damn it. I told him to wait,” Father Murray exclaimed as he got out. 
 
    “A couple of the boys have come back. They are being tended to. Nothing serious.” 
 
    “I heard the sirens coming through town. Is it what I think it is?” 
 
    Edward joined Father Murray on the driver’s side of the car and saw the fear in John Sawyer’s eyes as he said, “Yes. It is the worst I have ever seen.” 
 
    Father Murray turned to Edward. “Did you read anything from the book tonight?” 
 
    “No. Not since we were together earlier,” Edward replied. 
 
    “Are you absolutely sure? Not even just to yourself.” 
 
    Edward confirmed. “Yes. I am sure.” 
 
    Father Murray’s stared sternly at Edward and then asked, “John, which way did they head?” 
 
    “Back around the house.” 
 
    Father Murray took off running into the darkness and summoned Edward to follow. 
 
    They rounded the house and entered a dark empty field. The lights and sound of the hectic scene were replaced by the sounds of crickets and frogs and their own movements through tall grass. As they walked further into the darkness, an eerie silence replaced the crickets and frogs. A silence that was only pierced by men yelling and something howling and screeching. 
 
    Three forms, backlit by the creatures they were trying to hold at bey, came into view. Father Murray chastised the Sheriff. “Lewis, I told you to wait.” 
 
    “Sorry, no can-do, Father. People were getting hurt.” 
 
    “You’re not equipped to handle this. Where is it?” 
 
    The Sheriff looked confused at the question. There were any number of spectral beings right in front of them, but at his request, he gave him a situation report, “Three out over there to the right. They have been quiet. Another four or five over to the left over here. They are the troublesome group. I think the one that bit the girl is in that group.” 
 
    “No. Where is it?” Father Murray demanded while peering into the darkness. 
 
    “That depends on which IT you mean. I haven’t seen your old friend, but I suspect he is out here. If you are talking about the other, you are right. There is one open. Follow me. I will get you as close as we can get.” 
 
    The sheriff moved deliberately through the tall grass, watching every step. 
 
    “Edward, get up there with the sheriff and hold out the cross. That should keep the path clear.” 
 
    Edward moved up next to the sheriff and held the cross out at the end of his stiff right arm. He took timid steps in the darkness, unsure where they were heading and what was out there. 
 
    Sheriff Tillingsly asked him, “You don’t believe that piece of wood will protect us, do you?” 
 
    Edward answered without hesitation, “Yes.” 
 
    “Good, I wouldn’t want you out here unless you believed it. Too dangerous for all of us if you don’t.” 
 
    “Lewis wasn’t much of a believer when he was…” Father Murray struggled with a memory of yesteryear. “How old were you the first time you went out with Carl?” 
 
    “Twenty-two.” 
 
    “That is right… still wet behind the ears. Ronald was tending to a crash out on Maple Crook Road, I think. You responded to what they called in as a trespassing.” 
 
    “Yeah, the old days where we used code words over the radio to avoid scaring anyone listening in.” 
 
    “When Carl and I got there, Keith Lloyd told us you wouldn’t wait and headed on back. We got back there, and you were frozen stiff…” 
 
    “Is this the best time for a story?” Sheriff Tillingsly said, sounding both annoyed and embarrassed. 
 
    “I don’t know what he was trying to do. She was just a lost little girl. Carl took out the cross and Lewis kind of scoffed at it. I think he said something like, ‘what is a piece of wood going to do?’ He saw what it did. The girl settled down and let Carl kneel next to her. I still remember your eyes when you watched him whisper the prayer into her ear and she disappeared.” 
 
    Still sounding embarrassed, “It’s not much farther.” 
 
    Edward felt the familiar chill and tingles, then the repressive weight settled in. His ears filled with a vibration that resembled static. It grew louder with each step, disorienting at first, and then painful. 
 
    “Brace yourself,” Father Murray said from behind. 
 
    Then it came into view. A spinning black void, darker than the night sky. The cyclonic motion created a ring of distortion around the edge. 
 
    Edward asked, “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “You used a proper word there. It is a portal.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    Father Murray took a few steps closer to the void. “Now that is the good question. They say to hell, but we don’t know for sure. What I know is nothing good has ever come through one of those things.” 
 
    “Now Father, that is not nice,” echoed a voice Edward was all too familiar with. All three men tensed up and become alert. Each searched the darkness for the creature. Edward spun around, pointing the Cross in all directions. 
 
    Father Murray demanded, “Show yourself, vile creature.” 
 
    “Is that anyway to speak to an old friend? Hi, Edward. I see you have your little cross now.” 
 
    “Face us,” Father Murray demanded again. 
 
    “I wasn’t born yesterday,” replied the creature. Its voice boomed among the static and vibrations, everywhere and nowhere all at once. 
 
    “Behind you,” said Sheriff Tillingsly. Father Murray turned around in time to avoid a demonic creature charging at him. It caught his long peacoat in its jaw as it ran by, ripping it off. 
 
    Father Murray pulled a vial of holy water from a chain that hung around his neck. He prepared for another charge, but the creature just stood there. 
 
    Sheriff Tillingsly let out a painful shriek. Edward spun in his direction and saw a ghastly arm extending through the front of Lewis’s chest. Agony on his face as he struggled to breathe. Instinctually, Edward pulled the book out of his pocket and searched through the pages. A sudden silence appeared in his head. There was no static, no vibration, just emptiness. Or so he thought. He sensed there was someone there in the silence with him. A presence he felt and could almost sense its thoughts. Not wanting to wait, Edward seized control. 
 
    “I know you are there. You can’t hide from me,” Edward yelled. 
 
    “You are right. I can’t hide from you, but then again, why would I want to?” 
 
    “You’re scared of me. You know…” 
 
    A maniacal laughter echoed in Edward’s head. “Scared of you? I am here to help you. You keep placing your trust in the wrong people.” 
 
    “You are pure evil,” Edward retorted. 
 
    “Am I? I am truth. Face it. I am the only one who will tell you the truth. Father Murray is lying to you. The honorable Lewis Tillingsly is lying to you. You don’t want to accept that.” 
 
    “What truth are you talking about?” 
 
    “Oh Edward, Edward, Edward. It is right in front of you. You were handed a piece of wood and an old book and told to go save the world. They sent you out into the world ill-prepared, and to be honest, dangerous.” 
 
    “I am not dangerous. I am not the one out here hurting people. That would be you.” 
 
    “Are you so sure? Do you know what page to flip open to make me go away? I think not. You have no idea how dangerous it is for you to pretend you know what you are doing. You are messing with a power you can’t understand, and you aren’t the first, and won’t be the last. You need to stop before someone else gets hurt.” 
 
    "You are just trying to trick me into stopping,” Edward challenged. 
 
    “Stop yes, but not by tricking you. I am trying to help you realize you are not prepared for this. One mistake can have horrible results. It happened tonight, and it happened about forty years ago.” 
 
    Edward asked, “What happened tonight?” 
 
    “Oh, come now. The portal was opened. Something I cannot do. Only someone reading the wrong page from the book. Maybe a child experimenting with friends, as they might with a Ouija board.” 
 
    A hazy image of a kitchen, his kitchen, replaced the darkness. Edward was floating in the air above the scene, as a small boy walked in and screamed. Edward looked at what the child saw, and there was his mother lying in a pool of her own blood. Multiple stab wounds covered her body. Each appeared to have come from the inside. His father’s body was on the other side of the island lying in a similar pool. His head separated from his body. 
 
    “Wait…” Edward exclaimed as a realization hit him like lightning. “You said a something about a child experimenting. I didn’t read from the book. I didn’t even know about the book. You are wrong there.” 
 
    “I said a child was behind tonight. Look closer,” the voice said. Edward didn’t want to be in this scene anymore, but he had no choice. This scene was in his mind. It now rotated below him as a young Lewis Tillingsly burst through the door and quickly scooped Edward up. It paused for just a second and zoomed in on his face. Before he left with Edward, Lewis stopped and glared at something or someone that was outside of Edward’s view. Edward tried to turn to see more, but the scene did not respond to his movement. The creature controlled the scene. Now it rotated below him, bringing in to view a figure dressed in black, weeping on his knees, with a familiar cross and book on the floor in front of him. Edward’s mind couldn’t believe what it was seeing. He whispered, “Father Murray.” 
 
    “Yes. Your trusted family priest.” 
 
    Edward didn’t remember him being there that night, but he also didn’t remember looking anywhere but at his parents. Edward asked, “What is he doing there?” 
 
    “Search for the truth, and be careful who you trust,” the voice said, now sounding distant. 
 
    The scene faded, and the vibration returned to Edward’s ears. The chill he felt from panic was replaced by the coolness of the evening air. His eyes cleared and a new scene appeared before him. Sheriff Tillingsly was lying face down on the ground. Father Murray was on his side in the grass. The dark void was closing, and in the distance behind it Edward saw a dozen or more figures disappear into the darkness of the night.  As the final glimpse of the void disappeared Edward heard the familiar voice: “Be careful who you trust.” 
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    Father Murray rolled up to his knees. Edward rushed over and helped him to his feet. Without saying a word, they both ran to Sheriff Tillingsly’s side. He was unresponsive, and Edward could only find a weak pulse. The two men picked him up and carried him back in the direction of the house, screaming for help the whole way. It took several minutes before anyone heard them, and a few more before two paramedics and another deputy reached them. 
 
    Edward stood there helpless over his lifeless body as the paramedics administered aid. He heard one of them mention it appeared he suffered a severe cardiac event before one of them began CPR. The other took off and returned with a gurney. Edward helped them load him on the gurney and then rush to the ambulance. 
 
    The sirens wailed as Sheriff Tillingsly was rushed to the hospital. The last remaining paramedic crew was tending to the many people injured. They attempted to check Father Murray several times, but he brushed them off each time. 
 
    Edward stood in the middle of the chaotic scene of light and sounds as people rushed around. He felt numb to all of it though, like he was watching it all from the outside. 
 
    Father Murray brushed off another try to tend to several scratches across his face. He approached Edward very agitated. “You can’t just freeze like that. Lewis could have died. We both could have.” His tone of voice snapped Edward back to the here and now. A heavy disdain for himself settled on his shoulders. It was fueled by the disappointment he felt in himself and that coming from everyone else that passed him. He was supposed to know how to handle these situations. Or was he? Edward tried to explain. “I had no control over it. That thing took me someplace else. It took me back to the day someone killed my parents.” 
 
    “Took you some place? What the hell are you talking about?” He turned and walked away from him. 
 
    “I couldn’t see you or the sheriff. I was some place dark and silent. It was just me and it.” 
 
    “I told you this the first day. You have to be strong in your convictions. It detected weakness in you and took advantage of it. That is why he went after you and not Lewis or me. You were the weak link he could exploit, and he did.” He walked away again, shaking his head. “This is my fault. You are not ready for this.” 
 
    “That is what it said, too,” Edward said. 
 
    “See, that is what I am talking about. It knows.” 
 
    Following a few feet behind the Father, Edward said, “It was more than that. Something about trying to tell me the truth.” Edward struggled to remember the details. Like a dream he woke up in the middle of, he remembered a few feelings and words, but specific details dissipated from his mind. 
 
    “What truth can that thing possibly offer you? Think about it. The Devil and his minions are creatures of lies and promises. Scripture teaches us that. I don’t want to hear anything else about it. WE have a disaster to clean up.” 
 
    Edward remembered one vague detail he felt compelled to share. “It said something about a child opening something.” 
 
    At first Father Murray ignored what Edward said, but hesitated for a second and asked, “What did it say about a child?” 
 
    Edward tried to remember more details, but he could only come up with disjointed phrases. “Something about an opening and a child playing with something like a Ouija board.” 
 
    Father Murray looked around at the people leaning against cars and sitting on the ground. His attention focused on Charlotte Reynolds, sitting on the back step of the remaining ambulance. The medics were tending to what looked like a bite wound on her face. Father Murray walked toward her, quicker than before. He approached Carol Reynolds, her mother, who was standing beside her, and placed his reassuring hand on her shoulder. “How is everyone doing over here?” he asked. 
 
    Carol turned toward the Father and Edward, tears streaming down her face. “We are ok. Once they are done here, we will head to the hospital, so they can stitch her up.” 
 
    “How are you holding up Carol?” Father Murray asked. 
 
    “I am a mess. What happened here? I have never seen so many, and they were aggressive. They chased us down.” At that moment, Edward ignored the fearful look in her eyes and caught sight of the claw marks on her arms. These were all real injuries, not like the flames that engulfed Kevin Kirkland. There was real pain and damage here. 
 
    “I am not sure Carol, but trust in me. We will protect you,” Father Murray said in that consoling tone of voice he had used many times to comfort people in times of need for the last several decades. Edward thought there must be magic in that tone. They did not protect anyone tonight, but Carol ignored all the pain her and her family had suffered and accepted his promise. “Thank you, Father.” 
 
    “Before you take Charlotte, I need to talk to her for a few minutes, if that is ok?” 
 
    Carol did not question why and agreed. “Of course.” 
 
    Father Murray took off his large black brimmed hat and settled on the step next to Charlotte. “I thought you would have given it a good upper cut before it got you.” 
 
    A smirk showed on the young girls face as she replied, “I got a few good blows in.” 
 
    “That’s my girl. Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “I was asleep when they appeared.  These are not like the ones we usually see. Those pay no attention to us. These were here, in our world… and they ran after us, yelling and growling the whole time.” 
 
    Not finding any helpful details, Father Murray probed further. “What about before you went to sleep? Did you notice anything, or did something happen?” 
 
    The girl’s body language changed, and she stared at a spot on the ground in front of her. 
 
    “Come on, Charlotte.  Can you tell us anything that might help us?” Father Murray said as he looked at Edward. 
 
    “We just watched a movie. She went home, and I went to bed.” 
 
    Father Murray had the look of a man who knew he was just lied to. Before he could try another question, Edward jumped in. “Sarah, my daughter. Is that who you were watching a movie with?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Meyer. We were just watching a movie. We didn’t mean to cause any problems,” Charlotte said with a quiver in her voice. 
 
    “What did you do?” her mother asked. 
 
    “Sarah showed me a book. She said it was THE book. We didn’t read anything out loud.” 
 
    Father Murray mouthed “the book” in Edward’s direction. “It is important that you answer me very truthfully. Did you read anything at all? Even just to yourself?” 
 
    “No. I just looked at the outside and flipped through it.” 
 
    Father Murray looked up at her mother as he said, “Thank you. Everything is going to be ok.” 
 
    He got up and put his hat back on. 
 
     “Come, Edward. We need to go talk to your daughter.” Father Murray sprinted toward his Caddy. 
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    Father Murray sped down the dark country roads with reckless abandon.  Edward’s mind raced just as fast, searching for answers. Sarah had never had the book or the cross. Even if she did, how would she even know what to do? Then he remembered. When he rushed out to meet Father Murray, the book and cross were not where he left them. Had she taken them when she went to Charlotte’s? That was the only explanation. 
 
    “Edward, what is it?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “What’s wrong? You yelled ‘Jesus’.” 
 
    Edward was unaware of the utterance. It must have been a subconscious reaction to the realization. “Sarah must have grabbed the book before heading to Charlotte’s. I noticed when I came to meet you it was not where I left it.” Edward was not sure if he could let his priest down any more than he already did, but he had now proven that wrong. “I am sorry. I know I shouldn’t have let it out of my sight.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. You were at home. How could you have known?” His words were meant to reassure Edward, but his tone told a different story. “The important thing now is to find out which page she read from.” Edward then heard Father Murray say under his breath, “I think I already know.” 
 
    As they sped through town, the streets were vacant. The siren wailed and the red lights flashed. Edward struggled with his thoughts, trying to piece together what he was shown and what he saw. The line separating both was rather fuzzy. The word “portal” repeated in his head several times. 
 
    “It said someone opened a portal. A portal to where?” Edward asked. 
 
    “Where? I don’t know. No one does. Here is a way to think of it… or how I think of it. The common thought in the church about possession is you have to invite and accept the demonic spirit. The portal is a doorway opened to accept or invite them in. Whether it is a doorway to some spiritual place…” Father Murray yanked the wheel to the left and then back again. The tires squealed in response, trying to maintain traction on the road surface. “Damn deer, the spirits must be spooking them.  Anyways… we are not sure if it’s specific to some realm or just a general doorway to all spirits. What I know is every time one is opened, nothing good comes through, and we need to close it.” 
 
    “There is a page for that?” Edward asked. He hoped for a simple “yes”. 
 
    “More than one page. We will have to try many things and we may need help. Until then we will have our hands full.” 
 
    “Wait, help? Help from who?” Edward asked. 
 
    “The Church has people I can call who specialize in this kind of thing. But I am hoping we can act quickly enough that won’t be necessary. We have to close the portal, and fast. That will limit how many creatures come through. GOD knows, we will have our hands full dealing with what already has.” 
 
    Edward’s mind pictured the swirling disk of black with creatures coming through it. “Why don’t we force them back through or open another portal to push them back through?” 
 
    Father Murray glared at Edward and said, “No! Clear that thought out of your mind.” 
 
    Father Murray swerved his Caddy onto Edward’s driveway. In just moments it came to a stop in front of the door. Both men exited and raced through the spirits encircling the farmhouse. Edward noticed a few red entities in the grouping, but continued in without a word to Father Murray. He continued up the stairs to wake Sarah, while Father Murray stayed in the living room. Edward returned moments later with a sleepy teenager following behind him asking, “Dad, why did you wake me?” 
 
    Father Murray spoke before Edward could answer his daughter. “Sarah darling, we need to talk to you, and you need to be very truthful. You are not in any trouble. Tonight, when you were with Charlotte, what did you guys do?” 
 
    The look of someone wide awake and trapped replaced the sleepy look in Sarah’s eyes. “We watched a movie, why?” she said. 
 
    “Sarah, you need to tell us the truth,” Edward pleaded. Father Murray waved his hand in Edward’s direction. Edward gave him a curt node. 
 
    “Sarah, a demonic portal opened behind Charlotte’s house tonight. Several creatures came through. One bit her on the face. Others attacked her mother. I need you to tell me what page you read from tonight when you were there.” 
 
    Sarah dropped and sat on the bottom step of the stairs. She buried her head in her knees and sobbed. 
 
    Father Murray stepped forward and very sternly, as if giving a sermon, said, “Everyone will be ok, and you aren’t in any trouble. You had no way of knowing what could happen, but I need to know what page you read from so your father and I can stop it before someone else is hurt.” 
 
    “I am sorry. I had no idea. Everyone at school knows who I am, and they have all heard the legend of the cross and book. I get asked everyday if I have ever seen it. I didn’t mean any harm. Just wanted to show it off.” 
 
    “That is fine, but the page. I need to know the page.” 
 
    Father Murray extended his hand toward Edward. Edward pulled the book out of his pocket and gave it to Father Murray.  He knelt in front of Sarah and presented the book. “The page, Sarah.  Please?” 
 
    She took the book and flipped through several pages. About two thirds through the book she spun it around and pointed to a page. 
 
    Father Murray glanced the page and dipped his head.  Without moving he said, “Thank you. You can go back upstairs. Your father and I will handle this.” 
 
    Sarah stood up, tears streaming down her cheeks.  Guilt filled her eyes. In between sobs, she said “Daddy, I am sorry. I am really sorry.” 
 
    Edward said, “It’s ok. Go on back to bed.” Edward was not sure if everything was ok. He was trying to shield his daughter from what this was. From the body language of Father Murray, he sensed things were a long way from being ok. 
 
    After a few moments of silence between them, Father Murray stood up and walked toward the kitchen. “I will need some coffee,” he said while pulling a familiar flask out of his pocket. “I suggest you have some too.” 
 
    Edward followed him into the kitchen. He took his familiar seat at the table while Edward prepared the base for their liquid courage. Edward delivered the steaming hot cups of caffeine to the table and Father Murray opened the flask and poured a generous amount into his coffee. Father Murray extended it over Edward’s cup and paused for Edward to nod permission. 
 
    “So now what?” Edward asked. 
 
    “It is not Sarah’s fault. What she read was in Latin. I am sure it sounded fancy and impressive to her, but she didn’t know what the words meant.” 
 
    “What did they mean?” 
 
    “She asked Satan to grant her the power to open a doorway for his army of darkness.” 
 
    Edward had just picked up his coffee cup when Father Murray explained the prayer. He dropped it the inch back to the table. It landed with a thud. Coffee sloshed over the edge and onto the table. “Why would a prayer like that be in the book?”  he asked. 
 
    Father Murray sighed and sat back. “Well, do you want to complex or simple answer?” 
 
    “Just an answer.” 
 
    “In all conflicts, there are two sides. The dark and the light. Good and Evil. At some point someone on the side of the light always considers trying to harness the powers of the dark to aid them. There are several prayers or readings in the book that attempt to do that. They were enticed by the power they perceived to exist.” 
 
    Edward bluntly asked, “My relatives were Devil worshipers?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. Your family is one of the most prestigious and religious families in the world. They tried to use these dark passages to aid them in their duties. How can I explain it? It is like someone who is against violence and guns, resorting to violence to further their cause.” Father Murray thought about it for a second and then said, “That didn’t help clear it up, did it? Just understand your family is an honorable family. They understand the responsibility of their duty and the power that exists on both sides. Along the way, they made a few bad decisions about how to use those powers to fulfill their duties.” 
 
    “So, what do we do? I assume there is a page that counters this spell.” 
 
    “Not exactly. I need to call someone. This is above both you and me. I tried once before and failed. I won’t take that chance again.” 
 
    Father Murray’s final word crossed into Edward’s ears as a loud vibration built inside. The room around him faded to black. There was no chill or tingling forewarning him of the presence, but in just moments he was back in a familiar vacant place, and he was not alone. That same presence was in there with him. 
 
    A voice boomed through the blackness. “Remember what I showed you.” 
 
    The black void gave way to the scene of his parents lying on the floor in the kitchen. Their arms were moving, pointing toward the table, pointing toward Father Murray. He was on his knees weeping. 
 
    “Search for the truth, Edward. Search for the truth.” 
 
    “Edward. Edward, can you hear me?”  The image of his kitchen cleared, and he was once again sitting at the table across from Father Murray. 
 
    Edward responded, “Yes, Father. I can now. It was here again.” 
 
    “You must block him out of your mind. Strengthen the conviction of your faith. I will help you learn to battle it.” 
 
    As Father Murray explained, Edward’s mind pondered what it was just shown. The phrase still echoing deep in his thoughts forced a question to the surface. Edward exploded, interrupting Father Murray. “Why were you here the night my parents were killed?” 
 
    Father Murray was taken aback by the question. Edward considered the possibility he wasn’t there, and the creature was showing him a false story. The expression in the eyes of the person sitting across from him said something different. 
 
    “That was the worst day of my life, in so many ways.” He took a tentative sip of coffee, his hands shaking the entire time. “I didn’t know you saw me.” 
 
    “Why were you here?” 
 
    “We were trying to save you and your mother, but were too late. Your father… your father rushed in before I got there.” 
 
    Father Murray’s words contradicted the story he’d been told.  They told him it was a break in, and the cops believed his parents heard a sound and went downstairs to check it out. When they walked into the kitchen, they startled the burglar and he killed them before they had a chance. There was obviously more to the story, and Edward wanted to know it all.  He demanded, “Tell me what happened. Not the story you all told me about a burglar. Tell me the truth.” 
 
    Father Murray swallowed and took a deep breath. “You should know the truth, but let me say I am so sorry. I didn’t understand as much as I do now. We were in the middle of an extremely bad and violent period of spiritual activities. Your father and I were trying everything we could to keep things under control and some days we did, and others were not so good. We were desperate and tried something. Just once. We thought we could keep it controlled, but it got away from us.” 
 
    “What did?” 
 
    “We were out in the pasture just on the edge of your property. One of the creatures took off toward the house. Remember I told you they’re drawn by the energy of the book and cross. Your father left the cross inside, and this one was going for it. I heard your mother scream before your father reached the porch. Then I heard your father screaming prayers and commands. I entered the backdoor just as your father fell to the floor. The book and cross both crashed on the floor and slid toward me.” 
 
    “What did Father?” Edward questioned, louder this time, insisting on an answer. 
 
    “Before I could do anything it was gone. Your parents were dead, and you were standing in the kitchen doorway. We called Lewis earlier when we headed out into the pasture to deal with it.” 
 
    Edward slammed his fist on the table, causing coffee to spill from both cups. “Father, you said something got away from you. What did?” 
 
    “You have to understand. We were running out of options.” 
 
    “Tell me. Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “Your father and I discussed it over and over and we agreed.” The expression and body language of the old priest became defeated by a great weight he had carried for decades. Edward felt his temper growing inside and opened his mouth to unleash on his friend. 
 
    Before Edward could utter a sound, Father Murray confessed. “We… or I, tried to use a dark prayer to battle the demons.” He looked straight at Edward and tried to explain. “It was something we discussed over and over. Things were out of control, and people were getting hurt. We thought if we could gain control of it, we could send them back to where they belong. I even consulted a fellow priest on the matter. We both agreed under the circumstances. I made a mistake. I used one I didn’t fully understand. The same one Sarah read tonight. A portal opened outside, letting in several creatures. We had it controlled. Your father tried to force one back through the portal, but a creature emerged. The creature you have encountered several times. It took control and turned everything against us.” 
 
    Edward’s temper had control of his senses. His mind stopped hearing the words coming out of Father Murray’s mouth after he admitted to using a dark prayer to battle the demons. He leapt to the next logical conclusion. A conclusion that had shattered his confidence in the man sitting before him and brought the tragedy from so many years ago back front and center. He stood up and walked away from the table, Father Murray still pleading at table the behind him. 
 
    In a moment of anger and clarity, Edward turned and walked back to the table. Father Murray was still talking, but Edward did not hear him. Instead he slammed both the cross and book on the table in front of the old priest. He jumped in shock. “Father, your actions killed my parents. You destroyed my life in so many ways… and you hid the truth from me. You created this problem. YOU released these monsters. This is your problem. I came here with my family for a fresh start, not to continue a tragedy. I will protect my family, but as for this great responsibility you speak of. It is yours to deal with.” 
 
    “But Edward…” pleaded Father Murray. 
 
    “There is no ‘but’ anything. I am done. You created this. You have done fine without me for so long. Now take those things and get out of my home.” 
 
    Edward walked over and opened the backdoor. “You will be leaving now, and will not return.” 
 
    Father Murray reluctantly stood up and paused for a second, searching for the words to say, but nothing came to him. He walked to the door and left. 
 
    Neither man said a word to each other as Edward closed the door. Edward took a seat back at the table and had a few more sips of his coffee. His mind and heart bled at the realization of what really happened to his parents. There was no robbery or aggressor. It was a careless mistake by someone his father trusted, the cruelest crime of all. 
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    Edward did not sleep much the rest of the night. There were no disturbances or interruptions. At least not outside of his own mind. The scene of his parents in the kitchen played over and over in his head, much like it did when he was younger. There was just one difference now. He had filled in the missing pieces. The more he saw, the more his anger developed toward Father Murray. He wondered who else was involved. Was the sheriff? Was his father aware of the danger? He responded to each question with the same answer. His focus was his family and kids and that was it. The others were all on their own. 
 
    He turned over in the bed, trying to get comfortable and clear his mind. He needed to get some rest. Instead he spied the time on the alarm clock on the bedside table. One minute before his alarm was scheduled to go off, the cruelest trick of all. 
 
    Edward forced his tired body and exhausted mind out of the bed and toward the shower. He was hoping the hot water would wake him up. It only took a few minutes for him to realize that hope was full of hot air. He dressed and finished getting ready before he started down the hallway to make sure his children were up and getting ready for school. There was a brief consideration of letting Sarah stay home from school, but he heard her up and heading into the bathroom to get ready. 
 
    Jacob met his father downstairs sitting at the table, already showered and dressed for school. This looked like it would be one of the easy mornings, and Edward was thankful for that. “What’ll you have for breakfast, champ?” he asked his son. 
 
    “Cereal.” 
 
    With a choice of four varieties in the pantry, Edward gave his son a look that asked for clarification. Jacob’s reply was also non-verbal, as he pointed in the air, directing his father’s hand until it hovered in front of the right box. Edward pulled down the box of sugar covered morsels and poured Jacob a bowl and then covered it with milk. 
 
    Edward leaned back against the countertop while he downed a cup of coffee. He wanted to get two in him before he went to work. Sarah emerged through the door and walked over and gave her father a hug. She whispered “Sorry” in his ear and then fixed herself a cup of coffee. He wanted to let some of his anger loose on her and tell her “sorry” didn’t come close to even covering it, but he stopped. She did not understand what she was doing or even how bad things were. Edward wanted to keep it that way and protect his family. 
 
    He started on his second cup and wondered if there would be any reaction at work today to what happened last night. He remembered how surprised he was at how fast things got around after the first time. It was almost a guarantee people would know. The last drop of his second cup hit his lips and he checked the time on his watch. They should have left five minutes ago, but he was too tired to panic. He said, “Let’s go. We’re late.” Neither kid resisted nor hesitated. They grabbed their things and headed straight for the door. 
 
    Jacob hopped out of the car at his school and shut the door. Edward pulled off and headed toward the high school. His drive was mostly on auto pilot. He sat there looking straight forward. Sarah was too. She broke the silence. “Charlotte texted me earlier. She is all stitched up and feeling much better, but won’t be back to school for a few days.” 
 
    “That is understandable. How is her mom doing?” 
 
    Sarah said nothing. Instead she looked down at her phone and typed feverishly. About a minute later there was a ding. “Her mom is doing fine. Father Murray is with them now.” 
 
    Edward wanted to say, “Tell them not to trust that old goat. He is more dangerous than helpful,” but he held it to himself. Instead he said, “Ok, good.” 
 
    Sarah said nothing and appeared to be waiting for her Father to start a lecture about what happened last night, but he didn’t. He left the tension sitting there above them both and pulled into the parking lot at the school. He parked and turned off the car. She sat there, still waiting for the lecture of a lifetime. Edward opened his door, exited, closed the door, and walked into the school, leaving his daughter sitting there bewildered. 
 
    Edward felt the looks and glares of others as he walked down the hallway. This was like the first time, but also different. The level of disappointment hanging in the air was heavier this time. He half wanted to respond, but also half didn’t care what anyone else thought. Luckily for everyone, the second half won. 
 
    He walked into his classroom, which was half full of his students. It was quieter than normal. No pre-start of class chatting going on. Each student was sitting at their desk, staring at him. 
 
    These kids are too young to understand, thought Edward. Instead of saying anything, he returned the same cold welcome back to them and unpacked his bag to prepare for the day. 
 
    Each class took a few minutes to warm up, but eventually the discussion on the lessons picked up to close to the normal level. This was all Edward could ask for. He didn’t know what people thought of him or his actions, and he didn’t want it to affect his effectiveness as a teacher. The discussion also helped him stay awake through the first few classes. 
 
    After the end of his fourth class, he packed up a few things and prepared to pull out his lunch. He did not feel he would be welcomed in the teacher’s lounge today. A voice from the door called him. “Mr. Meyer.” He turned, expecting to see a student with a question, but saw a young man in a deputy uniform standing in his doorway with his hat in his hands. Tillingsly introduced him once, but Edward was currently drawing a blank trying to remember his name. He thinks it is Mike, but he is not sure of his last name. 
 
    “Mike?” 
 
    “No. Marcus, Marcus Thompson,” the deputy said. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. We met at the Kirklands’ farm last week. I am so sorry.” 
 
    “Yes sir, we did. It is ok. We only met once. Do you have a moment?” he asked. 
 
    Edward motioned for him to come in. “The sheriff asked me to check in on you and make sure you are all right.” 
 
    “I am just fine, Deputy Thompson. How is the sheriff? He is the one I am worried about.” 
 
    “Well, he is not doing too well. The doctors said he had a pretty serious heart attack. He will be out for a few weeks.” 
 
    Edward’s remorse hit him tenfold. As much as he tried to convince himself he was not totally responsible for what happened, it didn’t work. “Next time you see him, tell him I am sorry. Will you do that for me?” Edward asked. He wanted to go see him, but felt now was the wrong time. 
 
    “He said you would say that, and asked me to tell you not to worry about it. None of this was your fault. He also gave me a list of things to tell you. If you know the sheriff, you know he may be out of service for a while, but he will still run the department from the hospital bed.  There was this one time he stepped in a hole out possum hunting with old man Rickers out on route 142. He snapped his ankle in two, but that didn’t stop him, oh no…”  The deputy looked at Edward and cut his story off. Either the mood in the room or the look on Edward’s face told him this was the wrong time for a story. “Anyways, the sheriff asked me to tell you to not be too hard on Father Murray. You three need each other. He also said to tell you that I am at your disposal while he is out.” 
 
    It seemed the deputy was correct. Sheriff Tillingsly was still trying to control and manage things right from the hospital bed, and had named someone to be his eyes and ears. That made Edward wonder something, so he asked, “Deputy Thompson, do you know what that last bit means?” 
 
    The deputy looked around and fidgeted. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Edward asked while walking toward the deputy. “You are ready to go to war with the supernatural. To fight against an evil as old as the world itself. One we cannot physically fight against, but can only use mystical blessed relics and words. Are you really ready for that?” 
 
    “I am ready to do what you need me to do.” 
 
    Edward was less than convinced by the deputy’s tone, so he asked, “Have you seen a spirit before?” 
 
    “Not up close, but a few out in a field or across the road,” he said. 
 
    “Have you heard the sound they make when you fight them?” 
 
    He did not respond. Edward pressed again, “Have you felt their cold touch as they reach in and squeeze your heart? Or how about when they enter your mind and play with your thoughts?” 
 
    The visibly shaken deputy swallowed deep and answered, “Mr. Meyer, I am here to do whatever you and Father Murray need me to do.” 
 
    The deputy’s reaction confirmed Edward’s assumption. He was not ready for this. “Let’s be honest, Marcus. You aren’t. None of us are. We can say we are ready for this, but we aren’t. I know the sheriff trusts you, or he wouldn’t have sent you here to see me. If I need anything, I will call you. You are the sheriff now.” 
 
    “No sir, he is the Sheriff. Only an election can change that. I am just standing in for now.” 
 
    “My mistake. I thank you for stopping by. Please give the sheriff my best.” 
 
    “I will, and you take care. Call me if you need anything.” The deputy donned his hat on his way out of the door. 
 
    Edward had no intention of taking him up on his offer. Deputy Thompson had no clue what they asked him to step into. It was bad enough with neither Father Murray nor himself knowing what they were doing. Taking him out with them would only put him in danger. 
 
    No matter. Edward was out of all this anyways. His children were his only focus. A glance at the clock changed that focus for just a second. He was starved, and only had a few minutes before students would file in for his next class. 
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    Edward settled in at his dining table turned desk. Exhausted but determined to grade at least two classes’ worth of essays, he pulled the stack from his bag and started to read. The quiet calm of the house wasn’t helping his fight against exhaustion. Thinking some background music might do the trick, he reached for his phone to start up the music app. The phone vibrated and danced across the table before he could grab it. The display listed the familiar number of Father Murray. 
 
    He checked the clock on his phone; it was just after eleven at night. This was not a social call, not at this hour. Not that he would have answered a social call from that man at the moment. He must need help. Out of both fear and anger, he used his thumb and swiped left to reject the call. 
 
    The display changed to his screen saver and Edward unlocked the phone and opened his music app. He selected his favorite 80’s playlist and dove back into the essays. Thirty seconds into the first song a ding interrupted the music. Edward had no intention of stopping to listen to the message. At least not yet. The music started again, and Edward found where he left off in the essay. 
 
    Two essays in and the music stopped, again alerting Edward to a new text message. At this hour it could be only one person. His hand reached for the phone in reaction to the tone, but he stopped it halfway. There was a small voice in his head telling him to read the text. At this moment the hurt and anger yelled that voice down. 
 
    He graded another five essays before the phone rang again. Edward threw his hands up and let out a frustrated sigh. He gave up and stacked the papers back in his desk, declined the call, and headed upstairs to bed. 
 
    The next day Edward encountered the same looks and avoidance as he walked into school, but he didn’t care. There was a slight feeling of being an outcast, but his subconscious combated every look or glare with the thought, you don’t understand anything. His students were still standoffish, but not as much as yesterday. They engaged during classwork-related discussions. There were no such casual talks or students coming in early or after class to say “hi”. 
 
    At lunch he ventured into the lounge to get a drink from the vending machine. As he walked through the door, conversations stopped, and everyone looked at him. Their eyes watched him as he crossed the room toward the machine. As he turned his back to them to make his choice, he felt their gaze burning a hole through him. He wanted to turn around and yell something like, “go ahead and hate me, not like I care.” But he didn’t care enough to cause a career limiting scene. This was where he worked. He needed to work past this. 
 
    He made the perp walk back across the lounge and out the door. Mark got up and followed him out. Edward heard footsteps following him, but did not stop. He continued to his classroom. 
 
    “Edward,“ Mark called when he walked through the door of  his classroom. 
 
    “Hi, Mark. Aren’t you worried what the others will think if they saw you talking to me?” 
 
    “Not really. See, they elected me to talk to you,” Mark responded with a wry smile. 
 
    Edward was not in the mood to take the humorous bait. “That so?” 
 
    “Yea, it is. Most of us know about what happened. We don’t know all the details, just pieces of what is going around. What happened in that field that night would have shaken anyone up. To be honest, I don’t know how you do it. I still get scared when I see them. It must be something in your DNA. You have to know what happened to Lewis is not your fault, and none of this is your daughter’s fault either. She didn’t know. Neither did Charlotte. Hell, that creature has been running around for years.” 
 
    Edward sat there at his desk, listening to his friend’s impassioned plea. 
 
    Mark changed his approach. 
 
    “What I am trying to say is, you can’t give up. We, everyone, need you and what your family does. Times have been rough here for a long time. Many of our old friends left because of it. I can’t blame them. I thought about it myself a few times. We need you. Don’t lose confidence.” 
 
    Mark stopped and looked at his friend for a reply. Edward sat in silence for several moments, calculating his response. His mind stewed on how out of touch everyone was. He was not sure how much to say, but the built-up frustration got the better of his judgement and he unloaded. “Confidence? Is that what you guys think this is about? I lost confidence?” 
 
    “Well maybe not confidence. What happened would have shaken anyone.” 
 
    “Stop right there.” He stood up and walked to the end of his desk and leaned against it. “That is not it. There is so much more to it. Did you know the great Father Murray is only guessing at what to do? There is no science to this stuff.” 
 
    Mark looked at Edward with a confused look. 
 
    “Oh yea. You didn’t know THAT, did you? The magic book is just a bunch of prayers with no explanation of when or how to use them. You have to,” Edward made air quotes, “‘feel your way through things.’ You can just as easily make a mistake than make the right choice. Oh, and these mistakes can kill. I should know. Father Murray made a mistake years ago that killed my parents. You didn’t know THAT either, did you?” 
 
    A look of unspeakable shock crossed Mark’s face. Edward had just exposed one of Mark’s heroes as a fraud. 
 
    “His guesswork, his mistake, killed my parents. He wasn’t even man enough to own up to it. He only admitted it after I asked. That… that thing roaming around out there… that thing he released, told me. I will protect my family, but I am not doing it anymore Mark. I am not going out there with him and making another mistake that will cost someone else their life. Nope. That will not happen.” 
 
    Mark remained standing there stunned, looking at his friend. 
 
    “You can hate me, but I have my reasons. I am a father first. This stuff cost me my parents. I won’t risk my kids or let them go through what I did. I don’t care if anyone understands.” 
 
    “That makes sense. I understand, and I might do the same in your shoes. Not sure how many others will. Things have been rough here for a while. You were a sign of hope.” 
 
    The last statement Mark said rubbed Edward the wrong way, but he stayed silent. He was no sign of hope. Everyone was on their own. 
 
    “You and the kids should come over to dinner again,” Mark offered. 
 
    Edward’s first reaction was to decline, but he realized Mark may be the only person in town that didn’t hate him, so he answered in a non-committal fashion. “We’ll see. Right now, I want to stay at home.” 
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    The next few days at school were the same. Edward felt isolated, like a leper, but the urge to respond or make a scene had been diminishing.  The interaction in his classes was mostly back to normal. It was not as social as they had been before, but it was a good learning environment. 
 
    That day was exam day, so the classes were silent. He’d spend the weekend grading each exam in the five rubber banded stacks, one stack for each class. In fact, he’d start tonight. He was skipping the football game. No reason to expose himself to the ire of the entire town. 
 
    As he gathered up the stacks of exams, his phone rang from inside his bag. His first instinct was to dismiss it, like he had most calls recently. Those calls had been at night, and he knew who they were from. It was just after three in the afternoon, and odd time for Father Murray to call him.  Edward retrieved the phone to check.  The number was not one he recognized. He answered. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hey Edward, hope I caught you at a good time,” Sheriff Tillingsly said. 
 
    “Sheriff, how are you feeling?” 
 
    “Not too bad. The doctors are still poking around on me. They are trying to tell me I need to cut back on the greasy food, red meat, and alcohol. I just say yes sir every time they read me a list of things I can’t have anymore. I also need to exercise more, they say. I think I will take up walking. You can walk with me, since you put me here.” 
 
    The sheriff laughed loudly, but Edward did not feel the humor. “Sheriff, I feel just horrible.” 
 
    The sheriff cut Edward off before he could continue apologizing. “You stop that. I was joking. I intend those walks to be times to catch up while I smoke a big cigar, something else I am not supposed to have anymore. This is not your fault. This could have happened whether you were there or not.” 
 
    Edward was not sure how to respond, creating an awkward silence on the call. 
 
    “The Father told me what happened between you and him.” 
 
    “I am in not in the mood for a lecture. I feel everyone’s disappointment in me, so you can save that talk,” Edward said. 
 
    “Oh, you misunderstand me. I am not calling to give you a lecture. That is all between you and him, but I have to think about what is best for the rest of Miller’s Crossing. If you don’t want to put yourself and your family at any risk, not that they aren’t already, that is your choice. I won’t try to convince you otherwise, but… I do need to ask you a favor. There is a gentleman heading over to your home with Father Murray. I need you to meet with him.” 
 
    “This is not a good night. I have exams to grade, and I am not in the mood to talk to anyone else that will try to sway or convince me to change my mind.” 
 
    “This is not that. This is someone from the Vatican that will try to help Father Murray close the portal and try to restore order to things here. He wants to interview you about your encounters. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Edward begrudgingly agreed. He might as well get it over with. 
 
    “I thank you. I will be in touch about those walks, though. Would like to catch up with you.” 
 
    The call disconnected before Edward could convey the same sentiment.  Edward still had much to learn about his family.  The sheriff could help fill in the gaps for him. 
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    When Sarah, Jacob, and Edward arrived home, they found Father Murray’s Cadillac parked in front.  Next to the car stood two men, Father Murray and another, both dressed all in black. Both men watched as Edward drove up and parked. 
 
    “Who is that?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “That is a friend of Father Murray’s that I need to talk to for a few minutes.” 
 
    Sarah looked concerned and asked, “Is it about Charlotte?” 
 
    Not wanting to lie to his daughter, Edward said, “Sort of. He wants me to talk to him about what I saw there so he can help Father Murray with it. Why don’t you two go on inside? See if your brother needs help with his homework while I talk to them.” 
 
    Sarah ran past the two men, only pausing to say, “Good afternoon, Father.”  
 
    Father Murray returned the pleasantry. “Afternoon, Sarah.” 
 
    Jacob just smiled as he bounced up the front steps. 
 
    Edward walked over to the two men and politely nodded and greeted Father Murray. 
 
    Father Murray nodded back. 
 
    Edward extended his hand to the stranger, who was wearing a black overcoat over his black pants, black shirt, and white collar. The man looked at him from under the brim of his black hat and greeted him while firmly taking his hand. “Mr. Meyer. I am Father Lucian. It is a pleasure to meet you.” Father Lucian spoke with a very strong Italian accent, catching Edward off guard. 
 
    “Thanks for agreeing to meet with us,” Father Murray said. 
 
    Edward snapped back, “I wasn’t given much of a choice. I was told you were heading here before I was even told you were coming.” 
 
    “Um… yea… sorry about that. Time is of the essence. Father Lucian has come a long way to speak with you. Can we go inside?” 
 
    “You know the way,” Edward said, and all three headed toward his front steps.  Father Murray walked through the spirits that still encircled Edward’s house, but as Father Lucian approached them, they parted and allowed him through. Edward watched as they closed ranks behind him again before walking through himself. 
 
    Once inside, Father Murray continued on into the kitchen. Edward resisted asking him how it felt to return to the scene of the crime. Father Murray took his familiar seat at the table and Edward leaned back against the counter next to the sink. Father Lucian remained standing, holding his hat in his hands before him. His posture was upright and proper. He turned and spoke directly to Edward. “Mr. Meyer, they sent here me to assist Father Murray with the situation.” 
 
    Edward was quick to interrupt, and looked straight at Father Murray. “So, you brought another priest in to convince me to help you again.” Father Murray shook his hands in denial the whole time. 
 
    “No, Mr. Meyer. That is not why I am here. Father Murray has explained the issue between him and yourself. That is not of my concern. I want to know about the creature. Father Murray said you had direct contact with it.” 
 
    Feeling foolish about his earlier outburst, Edward responded to the visitor, “Yes, a few times.” 
 
    “Can you tell me about them?” 
 
    “Well, the first time would be at the Kirklands’. It took me out of the room, showed me images of this room from when I was a child and the dead bodies of my parents, and said he was trying to show me the truth. That is pretty much all I remember." 
 
    “He took you from the room? Where did he take you?” Father Lucian asked. 
 
    “First it was someplace empty, dark. It was just him and I, but I couldn’t see him. I could only hear his voice.” Edward suddenly remembered a field with his children and mumbled, “Then a field with warm sunlight.” He paused for a minute, trying to remember more before continuing. “I am sorry. A lot of the details escape me, like a dream after you wake up. It seemed we kept alternating between the dark space to other places he wanted to show me, like the field, and my kitchen.” 
 
    “You keep saying ‘he’, but you said you never saw it.” 
 
    “His voice was masculine, plus I saw it once. Not that night, another time.” 
 
    Father Murray asked, “How many times have you encountered it?” 
 
    “Three. At the Kirklands’, and the other night at the Reynolds’. Both times were similar. The black empty space and showing me this kitchen. The whole time he offered to tell me the truth, which he showed me.” Edward glared past his visitor at Father Murray. “Then, just before you called me to help at the Reynolds’, he appeared in my bedroom.” 
 
    Father Murray and Father Lucian both appeared shocked at the revelation that the creature appeared to Edward. “Can you be more specific?” asked Father Lucian. 
 
    “The phone rang. I thought it was Father Murray. When I tried to answer it, he or it was sitting there at the foot of my bed.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” 
 
    Edward described the creature for the two men. They exchange a few interested looks while Edward gave his description. 
 
    “You say it kept talking of truth. Did it tell you what truth?” 
 
    Edward looked past Father Lucian and straight at Father Murray seated behind him. “No, he never told it to me directly. He kept telling me Father Murray was lying or hiding things from me. Told me I was putting my trust in the wrong person. But every image it showed me led me back here to the part Father Murray played in the death of my parents.” Edward looked Father Lucian in the eyes. “I am sure your friend told you about that.” 
 
    “He did. Was there anything else? Did he try to get you to harm anyone or join him?” 
 
    “No, he said he was trying to help me find the truth and avoid committing similar mistakes.” 
 
    Father Lucian turned to Father Murray. “Abaddon? Did you release him?” 
 
    “I don’t know who I released, but it sounds like him. It would explain his more leadership type of actions. He tries to manipulate us and sends other spirits to do his work.” 
 
    “Will someone tell me what you are talking about?” Edward demanded, feeling more than a little confused. 
 
    “You hadn’t taught him yet?” Father Lucian asked Father Murray. 
 
    “We were starting on prayers and their meaning first. I thought I might have more time before he needed to know demonology.” 
 
    Father Lucian appeared to disapprove of his fellow priest’s method. “The sower of discord. The angle of the abyss, or as Revelation 9:11 says, ‘whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon, The Angel of Death’. In other religions they call him ‘The Destroyer’. It would appear he is building an army. What better place to do it than one of the most spiritually sensitive sites in the world?” 
 
    He turned his attention back to Father Murray. “You should have called sooner. Not waited a day, a month, and definitely not decades. You have put everyone at risk.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. An army?” Edward asked. The explanation provided by Father Lucian both confused and frightened him. 
 
    “Mr. Meyer, take a walk with me please.” 
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    The two men strolled together, one next to the other, out into the pasture beside the main house. Father Lucian looked around and took in the fresh cool air and the lasting orange glow of the setting sun. Edward watched two geese flying to the south. This was the peacefulness he sought when he returned home. So far it came only in fleeting moments. 
 
    Father Lucian said, “Beautiful home you have.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “It is not uncommon for nature to use true beauty to hide significant dangers.” 
 
    “I don’t catch your meaning.” 
 
    “Nature often disguises the dangerous creatures and places. To the uneducated eye, no one would ever guess what really goes on here.” 
 
    “If you tried to explain it to a true outsider, they would think you’re nuts.” 
 
    “Ah, true. There are many non-believers out there. Truly faithful believers would know they are being told the truth.” 
 
    Edward’s common sense disagreed on the surface, but considered there maybe deeper meaning to his statement. 
 
    “I didn’t come here to talk to you about this…” Father Lucian said as he gestured toward the horizon line. “Mr. Meyer, can I speak completely freely… honestly to you?” 
 
    “Of course, Father.” 
 
    “Father Murray means well, but he is not able to deal with what goes on here. His training does not cover this. The Vatican hand selects, trains, and assigns the priests for these sites. None, and I mean none, of the training involves how to handle the demons or spirits. We look for priests with a certain level of faith and personality. They are to be trusted allies and confidants to the Primaries assigned. To help sure up and deal with their spiritual and mental health. He has had none of the training your family has.” 
 
    “Is the training you are talking about knowledge handed down through our family?” asked Edward. 
 
    “Yes and no. That is part, but once a child in the Primary family ascends, they undergo formal training at the Vatican.” 
 
    Edward looked at Father Lucian with a quizzical expression. “Ascend?” 
 
    “Oh yes, you were probably too young to have heard that term. Think of it as a coming of age, when a child first shows an ability. You lost your parents and disappeared from our view before you ascended. Your father was seventeen when he ascended, and like all before him, he came to the Vatican for one year for training.” Father Lucian’s stoic expression now showed a hint of a smile. “He was an inquisitive one.” 
 
    “You knew my father?” Edward asked. 
 
    “Yes, very much so. His training was my responsibility.” 
 
    “So, you taught him which prayers to use and when.” 
 
    “We talked about the prayers a little, but I left that to his father. He was more familiar with the book than I. Actually, until Father Murray showed it to me earlier today, I had never seen it. My training was more around an ability. Do you know why the church selected your family as the Primary for this location?” 
 
    Edward answered with confidence. “Because we can see the spirits.” 
 
    “Wrong. Most every family here can see spirits. Father Murray can see them. I can see them. Not that unique of an ability. Most can, they just need to accept it. There is something more to your family. You were too young for anyone to tell you about it, but you have felt it. You felt the surge flowing through you before, haven’t you?” 
 
    Edward remembered the conversations he and Father Murray had about the importance of his faith and conviction. This must be what Father Lucian was talking about, so Edward guessed, “The surge? You mean a feeling of faith?” 
 
    Father Lucian shook his head. “No, my son. Not everything I speak of is about faith. It is a power flowing through you. A strength from within you.” 
 
    “Wait!” Edward exclaimed wide-eyed. 
 
    “So, you have?” Father Lucian asked. 
 
    “I think once. The first time Father Murray took me out. A spirit was on top of me and he had me thrust the cross up into it while reciting a prayer.” 
 
    “What did you feel?” 
 
    “It is hard to explain.” 
 
    “Try.” 
 
    “Power. Confidence. Strength.” 
 
    “You felt it coming from within you and projecting out, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Have you felt it before?” 
 
    “No. It is not something I nor Father Murray would ever experience. It is something deep inside you, your family, and the few families like yours around the world.” 
 
    That left Edward speechless. 
 
    “If that is surprising, what I will am about to tell you will be… well, the relic is just a prop.” 
 
    Edward tried to ask a question, but Father Lucian continued before he had the chance. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. It works through the Cross of Christ’s crucifixion, but that is not where the power comes from. The prayer book is just a book passed down from generation to generation. The power…” Father Lucian stopped walking and turned toward Edward. With his right hand he made a cross in the air and then touched the center of Edward’s chest. “It is within you. It is that power, that ability that is your weapon in this war. It is that which can drive these creatures back from where they came. I can help you learn to control it, in time. But first I need your help to deal with this. Things are far worse than you know. This creature has been running loose for almost thirty years. Father Murray tells me it has killed seventeen and terrorized hundreds. I need your help to end it.” 
 
    Remorse overtook Edward. He had failed to deal with this creature twice. Maybe he didn‘t have the true capability, or not in the way his father and the others did. “Father Lucian, I would love to help, but I don’t know how. Whatever you think I can do, maybe it skipped a generation or something. I have failed now twice.” 
 
    “Mr. Meyer, you do. You need help to find it and use it. What you felt that day with Father Murray was just a fraction of what you are capable of. I know you have had bad experiences and doubt things now, but that was not your fault.” 
 
    “Father Lucian!!! Come quick,” Father Murray yelled while running toward the two men. “It showed up at the high school and has attacked two people. We must go.” 
 
    “Mr. Meyer, you must come with us. We need your help,” Father Lucian pleaded. 
 
    Still full of self-doubt, Edward said, “I can’t help you. I am not who or what you think I am. I am sorry.” 
 
    Father Lucian passionately pleaded again, “You are. Let me show you.” 
 
    Father Murray exclaimed, “Father Lucian, we must go!” 
 
    Edward once again tried to explain. “I am sorry Father. I would only put more in danger.” 
 
    Father Murray exclaimed again as he reached them, “Father!” 
 
    Father Lucian looked dismayed and disheartened at Edward’s refusal to help. Without further delay, he hurried with Father Murray toward his car and they both sped away. 
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    Edward sat in the living room for a few moments to gather his thoughts before trying to have a normal Friday night. The thought that a special power ran through his family should’ve been strangely humorous to him, but living in a world of ghosts and demons opened a world of possibilities. He knew he was no superhero, and other than that one time, he had felt nothing. That moment could have been adrenaline kicking in from the stress, and the pure fear of the moment. That had to be it. “Well superhero, time to grade exams,” he said to himself. 
 
    A blood-curdling scream echoed down the stairs from Sarah’s room. Edward leapt off the sofa and sprinted up the stairs, taking two at a time. He knocked through the door without even turning the door handle. Standing on her bed was the creature, holding Sarah above its head. She appeared to be unconscious. 
 
    “Hello, Edward,” it said to him. 
 
    Edward commanded, “Put her down.” 
 
    Defiantly, it shook its head, and then spun it all the way around. “Not going to happen. Seems she has inherited the same ability you have. Can’t let this continue.” 
 
    The creature forced Sarah’s back into an unnatural arch above its head. The sight of his daughter being broken in half caused something to snap inside of Edward. Fear, anger, or something deeper surfaced and his voice boomed through the house, “Put her down!” 
 
    The creature took notice and stopped. “I didn’t think you had it in you. You don’t know what to do with it, though.” It bent Sarah again. 
 
    Edward felt a warmth flowing through his body. He lunged for the creature. It jumped away, dropping Sarah down on her bed. When she hit the mattress, she woke up and screamed. She clawed her way to the headboard of her bed, as far away from the creature as she could get.  Edward had it trapped in the corner. 
 
    Edward wished he had the book in his hands. With no option at all, he attempted to create his own prayer. “Foul creature, you have invaded my home and my realm. I condemn you back to the depths of hell you came from. In the name of God Almighty, the protector of heaven, earth, and all that is just, I command you out.” At that moment, Edward made a cross with his right hand in front of the creature. While finishing the cross, a fingertip contacted its torso, creating a burning singe they both felt. The contact created a mark on the creature. It fell to the floor writhing in pain, making the most inhuman sound Edward had ever heard, like a thousand souls screaming all at once. 
 
    “Out with you, Abaddon.  Back to the bowels of hell with you.” Edward pressed his right hand on the creature. Its skin felt like worn leather. In appearance it looked hot, but it felt freezing cold at first and then sizzled under his palm. The smell of burnt flesh permeated from the corner of the room and a cloud of steam developed around it. Edward continued to press while he repeated, “I command you to leave this world. I command you to leave this world.” 
 
    The cloud of steam grew large and dense, obscuring the creature for a second. When it cleared, the creature was gone. Deep down Edward knew it was not gone from this world. Just gone from his daughter’s room. This was not over. 
 
    Edward turned his attention to his daughter sitting at the head of her bed, still screaming hysterically. He embraced her warmly and told her she was ok. She stopped screaming, but he did not let go. He sat there holding her, rocking back and forth for several moments, telling her it was ok. Then he stopped and whispered, “I need to go. You will be safe now.”  She said nothing. She let go and watched him walk out of the room. 
 
    Edward pulled out his cellphone and dialed. “Father Murray, where are you?” 
 
    Over the sounds of screams and howls, Father Murray screamed, “At the high school, hurry,” and the call disconnected. 
 
    Close to the school, Edward passed groups frightened people running away. They had abandoned their cars in the road, making it unpassable. He drove as close as he could get and then stopped and ran toward the school, weaving his way through the masses. 
 
    Edward fought through the crowds and finally reached the gate of the football field. He ran through and emerged out on the field. From there he could survey the scene. There were people injured and bloodied laying on various spots of the field and surrounding track. There was a circle of red spirits and demons about thirty feet away. Father Lucian was on the ground in the center. Father Murray stood over him holding the cross. They had not noticed Edward yet. 
 
    He crossed himself quickly and silently prayed, “GOD as my protector, guide me tonight in the protection of others.” He felt what he felt in Sarah’s bedroom, but this time it was stronger, much stronger. There was a pulsating glow around his hands. 
 
    Edward walked toward the circle and yelled, “Leave them alone.” His voice appeared to echo as if it came from above. The creatures all stopped and looked at him. 
 
    Father Murray finally saw him and pleaded for Edward to stop. “You are not ready!” 
 
    Edward ran toward the group of spirits. He felt a strength building within him. Something unlike anything he had felt before. The power surged through every fiber of his body, while inside he had doubts about how to use it. The bodies littering the ground were all he needed to convince him he had to try. Which one should he go for first? The time to think was at an end. The time to act was now. They were on top of him. 
 
    Edward ran through the horde, throwing his hands at as many as he could. Each one he contacted staggered backward. He felt a slash on his shoulder and a quick stabbing blow to his lower back. The adrenaline of the moment blocked the pain. The cold touch of a spirit trying to grab his neck caused him to leap out of the way. A demon wildly swung at Edward’s head. Its claw grazed his left temple, sending a trickle of blood across his vision and down his face. 
 
    “O Father…” he started a prayer, but stopped to dodge another attack. The demon’s claw ripped across his right thigh, digging into the tissue, sending Edward down to one knee. As the creature passed him, Edward hit him with his right hand, causing it to howl in pain while it retreated to the circle that had formed around him. 
 
    “Edward, here!” Father Murray yelled with both the book and cross in hand. Edward held up his hand to tell him to wait, but Father Murray threw them anyway. Edward reached to catch them, but a creature covered in scars jumped up and used its body to knock them away. It fell to the ground, limp, with a thud following the contact. 
 
    The circle closed in on Edward. Outnumbered and injured, he was running out of options. But as hopeless as he felt, the confidence and strength inside him built to a level of that made Edward want to scream and jump out of his own skin. He held up a hand and prayed, but couldn’t get a word out before a small four-legged creature ripped into his forearm with a claw. Edward yanked his injured arm back and held it close to his chest. When he looked down at it, he took notice of his other hand, now on the ground supporting him. The glowing he saw coming from his hands was now radiating out along the ground. Father Lucian told him the power to deal with all of this was inside of him. Maybe he was right. 
 
    Out of options, and now a wounded prey being circled by predators, Edward placed both hands firmly on the ground. The ground below his feet and knees shook. He began, “O Divine Eternal Father, I, your humble warrior, beg your strength to cast out the forces of your greatest enemy. Send them to the darkest depths of hell, where they will be imprisoned for all eternity. Use my body as your weapon against them.” 
 
    The glowing circle on the ground shot out away from him across the field. The creatures and spirits reacted violently as they come into contact with it and then froze, unable to move. Edward pushed through the pain in his right thigh and stood up. He walked through the frozen beings and touched each, one at a time, repeating “In the name of God and Christ Almighty, I condemn you to hell, foul creature.” One by one they disappeared in a puff of fog. 
 
    Edward left one for last, one he knew intimately. First, he retrieved the cross from off the ground. Then he walked over to the frozen creature. Its soulless eyes watched him the whole time. Edward pressed the cross against its cold leathery flesh. Flames emerged at contact. “Abaddon, in the name of the son, the father, and the holy spirit, I condemn you to the darkest depths of hell for all eternity.” 
 
    The creature did not howl or make any sounds of pain as it disappeared. From the darkness its voice made one last proclamation. “I always return. The seed has been sown.” 
 
    Edward limped over to Father Murray, who was helping Father Lucian to his feet. 
 
    “Everyone ok?” he asked. 
 
    Father Lucian picked up his black wide-brimmed hat and put it back on. “I am ok.” 
 
    Edward and Father Murray looked around the ground. Paramedics rushed in to help many of the injured. Others were being covered in sheets, as they had succumbed to their injuries. Father Murray lamented, “Not everyone was so lucky.” 
 
    A great sadness and feeling of guilt came over Edward. He looked at both Father Murray and Father Lucian. “I am sorry. I could have prevented all this.” 
 
    “No you couldn’t. This started long ago. You stopped it from getting worse,” Father Murray said. “There is hope now that this darkness that has shrouded our community is coming to an end. We have you to thank for that.” 
 
    Father Lucian cautioned, “Father Murray, don’t be lulled into believing this. This is not over. It never is. Abaddon gave up too easy. This may be just the beginning.”  
 
  
 
  
   
    
    What Did You Think of THe GHOSTS of MILLER’S CROSSING? 
 
    First of all, thank you for purchasing The Ghosts of Miller’s Crossing. I know you could have picked any number of books to read, but you picked this book and for that I am extremely grateful. 
 
    I hope that it provided you a few moments of enjoyment. If so, it would be really nice if you could share this book with your friends and family by posting to Facebook and Twitter. 
 
    If you enjoyed this book and found some benefit in reading this, I’d like to hear from you and hope that you could take some time to post a review on Amazon. Your feedback and support will help this author to greatly improve his writing craft for future projects and make this book even better. 
 
    You can follow this link to The Ghosts of Miller's Crossing now. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Coming Soon 
 
    Miller’s Crossing : Origins – Follow the Miller’s adventures as they travel from Scotland to the Vatican for training and depart for a whole new life in the New World. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    About the Author 
 
    David Clark is an author of multiple self-published thriller novellas and horror anthologies (amazon genre top 100) and can be found in 3 published horror anthologies. His writing focuses on the thriller and suspense genre with shades toward horror and science fiction. His writing style takes a story based on reality, develops characters the reader can connect with and pull for, and then sends the reader on a roller-coaster journey the best fortune teller could not predict. He feels his job is done if the reader either gasps, makes a verbal reaction out loud, throws the book across the room, or hopefully all three. 
 
      
 
    Stay up to date on all news and new releases from David Clark by joining his Reader’s Club. Subscribers will receive free books, special offers for upcoming releases, and exposure to other indie authors in David’s monthly indie author review  - https://mailchi.mp/8d8c7323151e/davidclarkhorror 
 
      
 
    You can also follow him on social media.  
 
    Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/DavidClarkHorror 
 
    Twitter - @davidclark6208 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Other Works 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, be sure to check out his other works.  Feedback and reviews are always welcome. 
 
      
 
    Series 
 
    Game Master – An escape room themed horror series.   - https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07T3HQJ97 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anthologies and Short Stories 
 
    Dark Water Syndicates – Postcards from the Void - https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07G8YBY9Q 
 
      
 
    Hellbound Books’ – The Big Book of Bootleg Horror 4 - https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07C2N9ZL 
 
      
 
    Hellbound Books’ -Shopping List 2 - https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0776LFHJM 
 
      
 
    Highway 666 And Other Tales to Speed your Descent into the Abyss -https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07F64HP4X 
 
      
 
    The Splurge – A collection of Horror Inspired Holiday Parody -https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07JMSPMRY 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
DAVID CLARK

THE HSil; OF
MILLER'S
CROSSING





