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    Chapter One 
 
    Nice to Meet You 
 
   He pushed himself up off the sand. 
 
    —at least it felt like sand. 
 
    The sea waves roared and crashed around him. 
 
    —at least it sounded like waves, and smelled like the sea. 
 
    He held himself up on his hands and knees, breathed the cool air, squeezed the sand under him. He was naked… 
 
    He blinked his eyes, repeatedly, and saw nothing. 
 
    He turned his head both ways, eyes peeled wide as a deer in headlights, and nothing but black touched them. Nothing but black. 
 
    He got to his feet. He moved his arms, pressed his hands before him, to the side, behind him. He turned toward the sound of the ocean. A breeze wafted from it, over his damp skin. He stepped toward the waves, toes careful through the smooth sand, hands outstretched, fingers feeling for anything to meet them. One step. Two steps. Three steps. Cold ocean mist sprinkled his eyes and nose. Four steps. Five steps. A wave broke on the shore and swallowed him ankle deep, retreated down the sand again. His mouth gaped, trembled. 
 
    He crouched and put his hands into the muddy shore, splashed them in the water there, held the water to his face, wriggled his fingers before his eyes. 
 
    Nothing but black. 
 
    “Hello?” he called out, jumping to his feet again. “Hello?” 
 
    He started up the shore away from the ocean. He put his wet fingers to his eyes, felt them, touched the slippery surface of his own eyeball and winced. He lifted his head skyward. 
 
    “Oh my god. Oh my god.” 
 
    He stumbled up the shore. He stepped on a splintery wooden plank, curved like a boomerang, and staggered away from it, from any others there might be, the bent rusted nails he imagined sticking out of them. There were dead weeds in the sand—he caught them between his toes, bent to rip them off. He lifted his foot to clear them away and lost his balance. He fell, caught himself with both hands. He sat down and pulled the soggy weeds from his foot and hurled them away into the black. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    He continued up the sandy slope until it levelled out a bit, followed it farther still. 
 
    Nothing but black. 
 
    Nothing but black. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    The sand slowly gave way to patches of grass and prickly weeds. He stumbled through them, tiptoed over them, stepped directly on them, cursed. Never did he stop his exaggerated blinking. It was a dream. A kind of dream he’d never had before. A visionless dream. Only black. Everything else was heightened. The smell of the beach, the grit of the sand between his toes, the salty taste of the air. He’d never dreamed anything like it, but that’s what it was—a dream. Though, it felt nothing at all like a dream… 
 
    “Hey!!!” he screamed, and felt himself begin to shake. “Someone!!!” 
 
    He turned in a complete circle. He couldn’t help the blinking. One of these times, he thought, he’d shut his eyes, squeeze them shut so tight his head would ache, and then open them to a cool, beautiful evening on the beach. 
 
    Except… why was he on the beach? How did he ever… 
 
    “HELLO!!!” 
 
    He continued deeper through the grass, growing taller around his ankles until he felt it tickling beneath his knees. He swished his arms ahead of him, crossed and spread, crossed and spread, determined not to run headfirst into anything standing in the dark. It was a good thing, too, because it wasn’t much later that he found something blocking his path. 
 
    He whacked his flailing hand against it. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    He held his throbbing hand to his chest. He reached out with the other, ran his palm over the rough, slender shape. Tree bark. He put both hands to it, then. He leaned against it and shut his eyes. 
 
    This isn’t a dream. Something’s happened. I’m blind. 
 
    Was it day or night? He couldn’t tell. 
 
    He sat beside the tree for a long while. 
 
    Where am I? How did I get here? 
 
    The waves lapped against the shore, farther away now than before, of course. The fact he could hear waves at all was troubling. The beach was miles and miles from home, almost a two-hour drive. 
 
    His ears perked up at a strange sound. Low and drawn out. It came from somewhere behind him, beyond the trees. He paused to hear it and then it stopped. Maybe nothing… 
 
    Think. Think. Where was I last? Was I sleeping? Could I still be dreaming? No. No, I don’t think so. 
 
    It was dreamlike, however real it may have been—the suddenness of it, the confusion of it, the dreadfulness of it, something unexplainably bizarre, overwhelming, suffocating. But his senses were too sharp. His mind was alert, aware—not muddy or slippery. It was just… 
 
    Impossible. 
 
    Nothing he thought of reminded him of anything which could have led him here. 
 
    I think it was night, last I remember. Was I at home? I think I may have been… or maybe I’d been going somewhere… 
 
    That low sound came again, a grumbling, louder than before but distant. A tree leaning toward collapse, perhaps. He looked over his shoulder toward it, as though he could spot the source, narrowed his eyes to pick something out of the nothing, anything. Then it stopped again. It was quiet. Just the waves. 
 
    He considered calling out again. That feeling of mounting dread grew stronger, so that his shoulders started to hunch toward his ears. He hugged the tree a bit tighter. 
 
    There’s someone out there. In the trees. Suddenly I don’t want them to know I’m here. 
 
    Using the tree to brace himself he climbed to his feet. He stepped away, got as far as he could until he could no longer touch it with the tips of his fingers behind him. Then he continued on. He swished his arms before him, should there be other trees. He found a few others. He touched them, clung to them, and then left them for the next, using them to follow the edge of the beach. Eventually he would find something, he thought. He would find a road, or a house, or maybe even a person to help him. 
 
    There’s no one to help me. 
 
    An odd thought. He wasn’t sure where he got it. Surely someone would come along. Barring that he wasn’t completely wrong about the time, that it wasn’t the middle of the night, surely someone would happen upon him wandering along the trees like a drunkard. 
 
    But something else told him differently. He was alone. 
 
    Not truly… 
 
    The time of day was irrelevant, because no matter day or night, no one would find him. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. He hadn’t yet made sense of it, but he could feel it. It wasn’t a dream, it wasn’t an accident, it wasn’t— 
 
    Blindness. 
 
    It was all wrong. 
 
    He paused his tree-hopping and leaned against the latest. He touched his face again, ran his hands over his cheeks. He clapped his hands before his eyes. They made the sound, but the black around them was impenetrable. 
 
    He whimpered when the sound returned. Despite the distance he’d made, it was even closer than before. A low rumble. He faced the thick of the trees. It continued. He listened. Closer, clearer. It wasn’t a groaning tree, or anything mechanical. It was a voice. And it was moving toward him. 
 
    Heart and stomach aflutter, he pressed on, moved from the tree he leaned against and quickly found the next, and the next after that. Once he paused and listened, and the growling had stopped again. Just the waves. He kept moving. 
 
    Searching the dark with his left hand, right hand behind him on the last tree, he felt nothing. He took a couple steps, hands swishing. He bumped into something at waist level. He bent over it, used it to steady himself. It was wooden. A flat, vertical plank. He felt the rising nub of the post behind it to which it was nailed. A wooden sign. If only he had the vision to read it… 
 
    He played his bare feet along the ground (which had turned from grass and sand to a hard-packed dirt) and found it smooth and clear. He backtracked a bit, found the last tree he’d touched. Then he crossed again until he found the sign. He took a couple steps beyond the sign and found another tree, and another. He returned to the sign. Seemingly, there was a large gap in the trees where this sign was posted. 
 
    It’s a cleared path. 
 
    To test his theory, he took several steps into the gap, carefully feeling the dark. It was clear. He followed it a short ways. He crossed from one side of the path to the other as he went, touched the trees on either side and confirmed a consistent width. Maybe twenty paces into the path he stopped. He listened. The waves were there, but quieter. The trees were silent. The air smelled of damp wood, with a sharp hint of the beach underneath. The low growl was gone, though he worried the mere thought of it would conjure it back. He hurried on. 
 
    The path bent a smidge, serpentine, back and forth, and he followed the best he could. A couple times he found himself wandering into the woods away from the path, slipping through gaps in the trees just wide enough to miss them. It was easy enough finding his way back. The dirt on the path was harder, emptier. He followed it for what felt like ten minutes or more. 
 
    Then the sound returned. 
 
    He held his breath. It was distant. But it was following. 
 
    He quickened his pace. He knocked his shoulder against a tree growing out from the otherwise consistent line he followed and gasped, mistaking it for something else—anything else, besides a tree. He paused very briefly, listened, continued on. Shuffle, shuffle, shuffle. He looked over his shoulder toward the sound, still growling, even though there was nothing to see. There would never be anything to see. 
 
    He stopped one last time, taut as a pulled rubber band. The growl was louder than ever. It was close, on the path. It was looking at him, he thought. 
 
    Whatever it was, it barked—not quite like a dog, but a deep, phlegmy thing—and the hairs on his arms stood on end, rippled up from his wrists. 
 
    After a brief hesitation… he ran. 
 
    His swollen feet slapped the hard path. He held his hand out, hitting the trees to guide himself as his legs pumped. The thing behind him slapped its feet on the dirt in pursuit. 
 
    A rhythm of two. Two feet. Two legs. It isn’t a dog. Something else. 
 
    “Help!” he screamed. “Someone help!” 
 
    It gained too quickly. He looked over his shoulder, felt its aura against the back of his neck, its smothering hunger. Just as he did, it tackled him. Wet and gooey. It splashed on him. He fell on his side. It dropped on top of him, wet arms and hands on his naked body. He kicked and pedaled himself away, pedaled himself into a tree, knocked the side of his head against it. The thing clambered over his legs, snarling, sneezing, gooey wet something all over his skin. 
 
    “Gahh-haaa!” 
 
    A mouth took hold of his inner thigh. The teeth released, rapid fire, and bit him again higher up, again and again. He covered his genitals and the jagged mouth clamped over the back of his hand. He jerked away. The mouth held fast, shook his hand back and forth like a dog with a rope. He screamed. 
 
    Then a second mouth sank its teeth into his side. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    With a gust of sudden strength and effort, he kicked the creature off himself, onto the dirt beside him. He rolled once, twice, scrambled forward on his hands and knees. Trees brushed his body on all sides. He put his hand on one and climbed to his feet. 
 
    The creature slapped its wide, sludgy hands on his back and he stumbled forward. He caught himself on another tree. The hands moved over him, around him. He felt something, another hand perhaps, slide around his throat. He clutched at it. He squeezed it in both hands, a thick tendril of sorts, and pulled. It only tightened. He wheezed. He was tugged down onto his knees, tugged again onto his back. The hands wrapped him in a backwards embrace there on the ground in the dirt and leaves. They rocked on the ground together, a struggle of panting and fruitless grasping. Then, softly in his ear, the rope around his neck made a sound. A hiss. 
 
    It opened, a zipper of teeth, and with a fierce chainsaw buzz it decapitated him. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Screaming into the dark, shielding himself from a threat that was no longer there, he jerked upright as though from a terrible dream. He shuddered. 
 
    Oh god. I’m okay. I’m all right. 
 
    He sat, panting, covered in cold sweat. He touched his hands to his throat where a sliver of sensation remained, a tingly pinpricking, and rubbed dried sand from his skin… 
 
    The sea waves roared and crashed around him. 
 
    He tensed. He touched the floor beside him where he sat, sank his fingers into the cool, damp sand… 
 
    Terror creeped over him like an insect. He opened his eyes wide, blinked them. Nothing. 
 
    “What…” 
 
    He heard his voice, though he didn’t mean to speak. He couldn’t help it. 
 
    “What the hell…” 
 
    He jumped to his feet. He spun around, eyes pried like a lunatic, and saw only the same black he’d awoken from. He felt his throat again, just to be sure, and found everything intact. He touched his side, where the teeth had been, and felt only his own smooth skin. He felt lower, over his naked privates, to the places on his thighs where the biting had started, and found nothing. 
 
    No. No, this isn’t real. I’m still dreaming… 
 
    He stumbled dumbly down the shore into the water again, felt the mild waves lap at his shins. Horrified, he hurried up the shore, a blind man marching, and nearly tripped over a plank of wood. He dropped to the ground and picked it up, passed his hands over it desperately. L-shaped. Like a boomerang. Broken on the ends. 
 
    “Holy shit, this can’t be real.” 
 
    He dropped the wooden plank and got back to his feet. 
 
    What the hell is happening to me? 
 
    He ventured beyond the wooden plank farther up the shore until his hands found the trees. He paused and listened at the tree line and heard only the waves at his back. The growling hadn’t come yet. Would it come at all? Would everything he’d just experienced repeat itself? 
 
    What is this place? 
 
    Not waiting to find out, he turned to the right and headed in the opposite direction as his last attempt. He walked faster this time, slapped the trees beside him to stay on a consistent route. Maybe he’d find another path into the trees this way, a different one. And maybe he wouldn’t follow it. 
 
    It can’t have been real. That thing… 
 
    It wasn’t anything he’d ever seen before. Of course, he hadn’t actually seen it. But he thought if he had, it might have driven him mad. Something out of this world… 
 
    What world am I really in? 
 
    He touched his neck again as he hurried along, and remembered the pain there, the teeth through his flesh. He could still feel them, a faint shadow of them. It had happened. He was sure of it. It was too intense to be anything else—a dream, hallucination, whatever. Something horrible and grotesque was in the woods. It… it… 
 
    Perhaps I’m not even blind… 
 
    He followed the trees for what felt like twenty minutes or more. His feet touched sand, then grass, then sand again. There were odd gaps in the trees, but nothing intended. No paths. He never closed his eyes except to blink, though keeping them open offered nothing. 
 
    The ground started to incline, a sandy slope, and he followed it up. The trees fell away beside him but he paid them no mind. It was a change, something different, when he thought he might follow the edge of the forest endlessly. The slope became so steep that he crawled on all fours, digging his way upward through the loose sand. Then there were rocks. Big boulders. He scrambled between them, over them, until finally he pulled himself up on a small grassy ledge. There, he rolled onto his back and caught his breath. 
 
    Where am I going? What do I expect to find? 
 
    The ground was flat here. He got to his feet. The waves lapped at the shore below him. He took a few steps forward and stopped. Was he on a hill? A cliff? He’d climbed to higher ground, but it was hard to know for how long it would remain ‘higher ground’. One step too many and he could fall down the other side of it, back to the beach. 
 
    Very carefully, he shuffled his feet through the grass, never lifting them completely. He did this for maybe thirty feet before something in the distance caught his eye. 
 
    In the distance. 
 
    Caught his eye. 
 
    He was woozy at the sight of it. 
 
    The sight of it. 
 
    He blinked several times, wiped and massaged his fretful eyes. Still it remained. It floated in the darkness like a lightning bug, flickering and warm—a tiny square of light. A lit window. It sat below his direct line of sight, which told him somewhere ahead the ground would drop or slope to the shore again. So he moved quickly but carefully, shuffled his feet in long, sweeping paces. It wasn’t long at all before he found it. His foot slipped out over open air. He brought it back. He toed the edge of the drop. He sank to his knees and crawled to the ledge. Dropping his leg over, he found this side of the hill much like the other. Only a couple feet below the ledge his foot found the sand again. He lowered himself. From there, on his butt, he scooted himself down. 
 
    Sand in my ass for days. 
 
    At the bottom, on his two feet again, he walked steadily toward the light, watched the window grow larger the closer he came. It was just the one. Its light wasn’t strong enough to illuminate much else around it. Just a lone beach house, he thought. At least one other soul… 
 
    Please help me. 
 
    Still a fair distance away, a dark shape moved across the window, from one side to the other. Then they returned, passed in a quick blur, and were out of sight once more. 
 
    Heart beating wildly, he went faster. He reached his hand out, covered the window for a moment, dropped it again. 
 
    Hysterically, he shouted, “Hey! Hey!” 
 
    He ran toward the window, waved his arms as though anyone could see him in the dark, kicking up sand in his hurry. 
 
    “Hello! Someone! Somebody! I’m here!” 
 
    The figure returned to the window. They stopped dead center, looking out. Of course they wouldn’t see him. But they heard him. 
 
    “Please help me! Please!” 
 
    All at once a familiar sound returned: a heavy, mucky wheeze. He glanced back, its feet searching the sand behind him, and very quickly the hope swelling his heart turned to a sick fear in the back of his throat. 
 
    “No. No. No! No!” 
 
    A horrid grunt, and the two-legged pursuer was airborne. He braced himself for it, turned toward it, even tried to sidestep it. But it could see him somehow, in the dark. Maybe it smelled him. No matter the case, it fell upon him with all its thrashing weight. He shrieked and fell onto his back. 
 
    As it opened him up, fed on his slippery innards, he craned his neck to see the house in the distance, the orange-red light through the window. The figure looked out, framed by darkness, probably heard the sounds of teeth ripping through meat. They only watched. 
 
    Please help me. 
 
    He couldn’t speak. The pain was too much. He looked down his body, saw nothing but the black. He was grateful for that at least—not being forced to watch his unspeakable companion devour him alive. Damn you, he thought. 
 
    “Come to me!” a voice called. He turned his head in the sand once more to see the window, the figure inside it. Their outline had changed some, possibly with their hands cupped around their mouth to shout. “When you wash up again! Come to me and we’ll talk!” 
 
    The window faded. The darkness squeezed it out like a smothered flame. All that was left were the sounds of a feast, and the pinching and nipping and tweezing that came with it. He uttered one last breath before he heard nothing at all… 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Except for the waves. They receded down his legs, his toes. He picked himself up once more. He paused, listened. 
 
    Just the waves. 
 
    He’d been given a direction. Whether he should trust it or not was his first concern, but almost immediately he realized he had no other choice. 
 
    He called to me. He couldn’t see me, but he heard. He knows something. 
 
    How it was possible that he’d been eaten twice by the same creature and somehow lived to wash up on the same shore shortly after didn’t make any sense to him, didn’t seem real. Each time following his death he awoke on the shore. He reset. He wondered what effect, if any at all, his death had on the rest of this place. Did it all reset? Somehow he didn’t think so. Just him. 
 
    The man in the window. He’ll know. He’s waiting for me. 
 
    The creature stalking him in the dark would be waiting for him, he thought. It knew, too. It’d come right for him. Since it first found him, that first time in the woods… it came right back for him. It followed him in the other direction and got him a second time. 
 
    It’s coming again right now. To fill its belly a third time on the same meal. 
 
    He skated his feet across the sand until he stumbled upon an L-shaped plank of wood. He picked it up. He ran his hand along its edge, pressed its sharp-toothed splintered end to his palm. It would have to do. There was nothing else. 
 
    He found the tree line and followed it as he had the last time, to the right, in the direction of the silhouetted man. Along the way, he paused briefly to listen, to hear the sounds of footsteps or the familiar growl. If the creature came back for him, devoured him again so close to the shore, it would only be that much closer the next time he woke up. 
 
    If it eats me just as I wash up on the sand, could it continue to do so forever? An endlessly replenished entrée… 
 
    He paused and heard a sound, a snapping of branches in the woods. He listened. Nothing else. Not a breath or snort or step. He continued on. He stopped more frequently thereafter, paranoid. Still nothing. Always nothing. 
 
    Eventually he reached the incline. He scrambled up the sand, around the boulders and rocks. He kept the plank of wood held tight. Twice he splintered himself with it, the frayed edges unapologetic and unsympathetic to his plight. 
 
    He arrived at the ledge. He set the wooden plank on the grass above him, and then pulled himself up with both hands. As he hoisted himself, just his legs dangling behind him, a hot breath of air blew against his face. He gasped. 
 
    The creature barked. 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” 
 
    It moved against him, placed its open mouth to his forehead, slimy and hot, and without further consideration he let go of the ledge and dropped back to the sand below. He hit the slope and rolled, over his head, onto his back again, end over end until a jutting boulder interrupted his fall. He cried out. Something ahead of him followed, leaped down from the ledge. Its feet kicked through the sand on its way down. He patted his naked lap in search of his weapon, but he didn’t have it. It of course sat uselessly in the grass above them. 
 
    Another bark. The creature fell onto him, jaws snapping like a rabid dog’s. He pushed it away, found its throat and held it there. Its mouth bit the air hungrily somewhere near his face. With his other hand he searched, spread the sand beside him as though he intended a half sand angel. Something thick and wormy touched his face. A tongue, perhaps? 
 
    He found something, a clump of gritty earth. He seized it. The creature writhed against him. An arm or a tentacle or a tail beat wildly between his legs, slapped him as the rest of its body twisted over his, slippery and agitated. He brought the rock over them both. Its throat still clamped, he pushed it away, arm trembling, and struck the rock against its biting head. There was a whimper. He struck it again, then again. The force of its frenzy lessened, and its weight relaxed on top of him. He rolled over, thrust the creature into the sand under his straddling legs, and clobbered it a third time. Then a fourth. A fifth. The tail or tentacle or whatever had been whipping the ground in the creature’s initial excitement now beat against his back as he sat on top of it. A sixth strike. A gooey warmth oozed over the rock between his fingers. He struck it twice more and it became still. 
 
    It’s done! It’s done! 
 
    He dropped the rock in the sand and reeled himself to his feet, stumbled away up the slope. He feared touching the nightmarish shapes of its body any longer would disturb him too greatly. 
 
    He returned to the ledge. He climbed up, shaking through all his limbs. He found the plank of wood he’d abandoned and took it up again, just in case, and repeated his careful shuffling until he again saw the lit window below him in the distance. He lowered himself down the opposite ledge. Then, at the bottom of the sandy hill, he started his tentative jog toward the window with the flickering light inside, toward the form of another man—please be friendly!—waiting therein. 
 
    On the way, he stepped on something in the sand—oily and soft. His belly filled with horror as he staggered around it, and he knew it was his corpse there before him, half-eaten. He put it out of his mind as quickly as he could, and resumed his journey to the window a bit more eagerly. 
 
    He stopped short when another portal of light revealed itself next to the window. A doorway. The shadow of a man stood in its open frame. 
 
    Heart drumming, fist clenched around the wooden plank, he went to meet him. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “It’s me!” he called. “I’m back!” 
 
    The silhouette stood aside, gestured to welcome him in. Still several paces away, he knew he was invisible to this man. And somehow, even in the light, the man was invisible to him, shaded like a shadow puppet. But all the same, he let his feet carry him to the open door, where the man’s face was barely visible—wrinkled and pale, a smile full of hospitality. The old man’s eyes lit up at the sight of him. 
 
    “Oh my…” he said. He looked him over very quickly, from head to toe. “So young… Come in! Come in!” 
 
    The old man shut the door behind them as he entered. 
 
    “Sit down! Sit down!” 
 
    Though stiff and hunched, the old man moved swiftly across the cottage, feet scurrying, and he pulled a chair out from under the tiny table in the home’s center. He patted the seat of the chair. 
 
    “Thank you for letting me in… I… I just don’t…” 
 
    The old man, dressed in a tattered white shirt and mildewed shorts, sat opposite him, where he took up a small mug and sipped from it. 
 
    “I would offer you some, but it’s very strong,” he said, eyes alight. “Too strong, I’d say.” 
 
    Around them the cottage was mostly empty. There was a cot in the corner, and a dresser beside it, with an assortment of junk piled on top. The source of light was a fireplace across from them, casting a cozy glow over the single room. The walls were unadorned and in bad shape—splintered and faded, laced with cobwebs. The window was open and the sounds of the sea floated in softly. 
 
    “So young… so young…” He repeated this with his mug to his chin, a look of sad amusement. “What’s your name?” 
 
    Looking around the cottage, it took him a moment to hear the question. 
 
    “Lewis…” 
 
    The old man nodded. “Hmm. You look like a Lewis.” 
 
    Lewis, after wrangling his attention back from the dark corners of the old man’s home, leaned forward toward the old man, brows heavy with worry. 
 
    “What’s happening to me?” 
 
    The old man set his mug down. He sat back in his chair, arms folded. His pursed lips told a tale of disappointment. 
 
    “My name is William, not that you should care…” He sniffed, apparently offended by the one-sided introduction. Lewis noticed this, only briefly, but cared very little. He shrugged the old man’s poutiness off in a heartbeat, more concerned with his question. When he failed to acknowledge the old man’s introduction, the old man sighed and continued. “What’s happening to you, you say?” 
 
    “I woke up on the beach. I thought I was blind until I saw the light through your window… What is this place? How did I get here?” 
 
    “The same as the rest of us, I figure.” The old man took up his mug again and sipped. “The same as the rest of us.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” Lewis watched the old man, waited for him to give a better answer. The old man didn’t appear too eager to give him one. He stared absently into his mug. Then all at once Lewis realized his mistake, or what he thought might have been his mistake, and quickly sought to address it. “Thank you for letting me in, by the way. I… I appreciate it.” 
 
    The old man smiled, finally. A genuine smile. He straightened and took another sip of his drink. 
 
    “What is this place?” Lewis asked. 
 
    “Where do you think you are?” 
 
    “I haven’t the faintest idea. I woke up on the beach, like I said. Naked. I couldn’t see a thing, it’s so dark out there. Where is the sky? The moon? The sun? It’s pitch black!” 
 
    “Indeed it is. Indeed it is.” 
 
    “What’s happening to me?” Lewis blurted, hands on the table. A sudden rumbling moved through his guts and he held himself. “I’m starving…” 
 
    “You and the rest of us. All starving. Nothing to eat.” 
 
    The old man seemed pleased with his cryptic responses, that twinkle in his eyes especially bright. He enjoyed leaving him in suspense, Lewis could tell. 
 
    The old man took a final gulp from his drink and then slammed his mug on the table, wiped his mouth with a satisfied exhalation. He leaned back in his chair once more, head tilted back, and he watched Lewis through narrow, amused slits. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “This place doesn’t have a name. Nothing official, anyhow. I’ve heard some call it The Abyss. The Dark. The Sinner’s Land. The Hole in the Ground. Others, the religious types, are torn between calling it Hell or Limbo. Call it whatever you like. The darkness never takes offense.” 
 
    Lewis didn’t know what to make of that, but he found it hard to question any of it. He only felt more confused. 
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    The old man considered. “I don’t know how it may have happened for you. The reasons are different for so many. And you’re so young…” He watched him through those scrutinizing slits for a long minute. “Plenty, like you, don’t know exactly what brought them here. But others, like me, who do, can tell you a likely story.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Well, quite simply—” 
 
    He paused mid-sentence. His narrowed eyes swelled wide as boiled eggs. 
 
    “Are you… are you all right?” Lewis asked. 
 
    The old man lifted an open hand, fingers like claws. His other hand found his throat. Slowly, he tipped sideways onto the floor, a heavy thud, and a plume of dust lifted around him. Lewis left his seat and crouched next to him in a panic. 
 
    “What’s happening? Are you okay? What do I do?” 
 
    Still clasping his throat, the old man raised a single finger to Lewis’s face. 
 
    “Just… give me a minute…” he choked. 
 
    Lewis waited expectantly, eyes dancing over his purpling face. Then very suddenly the old man went limp, eyes rolled back, and was dead. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Lewis jumped up, hands on his head. He hurried from one corner of the cottage to the other in search of nothing in particular. The old man (what was his name?) was clearly dead—nothing could be done for him. 
 
    He went to the window and peered out into the darkness. Where there should have been a sky above, there was only impenetrable black, indistinguishable from the rest. No land, no sky, no horizon. Just black. 
 
    He searched the cottage a second time, more slowly than the first, to see if he could find anything of use to himself, at least. Some clothes would be nice, he thought. He looked at the dead man’s body beside the table and it crossed his mind to remove his clothes for himself. They were little more than tattered rags, but he thought having anything to cover himself would be a welcome addition. Being in the dark with no direction was stressful enough. The vulnerability of having no clothes made it that much worse. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he said, lips pulled back from his teeth in hesitant disgust as he prepared to strip the old man. He crouched down and took the man’s shirt by the hem and began removing it. As he lifted it over his navel there was a sound at the front door. He startled. 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    The door swung open. An old, naked man shuffled inside, shivering and wet. He shut the door behind him, and rubbed the dripping water from his hair away from his eyes. 
 
    “I’m back!” he said. “How long was I?” 
 
    Lewis was still crouched over the body, but he’d snatched his hands away from the dead man’s clothes. He straightened. He stared at the old man with absolute bewilderment. 
 
    “I… I…” 
 
    “Excuse me a moment,” the old man interrupted. He gently directed Lewis aside and bent over his body on the floor. Lewis looked between the two of them in horror, mind blank. The dead man on the floor and the very much alive one standing over him were one and the same. “Let me just… get dressed here right quick…” 
 
    Lewis watched as the old man removed the clothes from the body on the floor and dressed himself. When that was done, he said: 
 
    “Wait here…” He took the body’s legs under both his arms. “Actually, grab the door for me, will you? Grab the door?” 
 
    Lewis opened the door and moved away as the old man dragged his dead, naked body across the dusty floor of the cottage and into the dark outside, somewhere along the beach. He returned a couple minutes later. 
 
    Speaking mostly to himself, the old man mumbled, “…should keep them fed and out of my hair a little while…” 
 
    “Keep what fed?” Lewis asked. 
 
    The old man perked up as though he’d forgotten Lewis was there to hear him. 
 
    “Oh! Oh, just the passersby. Usually they don’t cause any trouble—the light of the fire frightens them most times—but having something there to fill their bellies on affords me some assurance they won’t bother me at all. They’re lucky that way… that they can satisfy their hunger…” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Come, sit!” 
 
    The old man sat where he’d been before. This time he did not drink from his mug, as it was empty. 
 
    “It’s poison,” the old man said, cupping his hands to the mug. “It’s just coffee, but it’s poison.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Lewis said again. It was all he could say. Nothing in this place made sense to him. He feared nothing ever would. 
 
    “This is a strange place we find ourselves.” The old man stared wide-eyed into his empty mug, as though mesmerized by some hidden power or meaning. “It thrives on our misery, Lewis. As it was intended to do.” 
 
    Lewis shook his head. “I… I still don’t—” 
 
    “You still don’t understand, I know. Even after I’ve explained it to you, it’ll take a while longer before you do. You’ll need to experience some of it yourself to really understand it.” 
 
    “Explain it to me, then. What is this place? And why am I here?” 
 
    “Young man, you’ve been cursed.” He looked upon Lewis with a slight smile, though his eyes remained cold and grave. “Someone, or quite possibly something, has placed you here for reasons only of their knowing.” 
 
    “Cursed? What?” 
 
    “Maybe you slighted the wrong person. Although, you look like a nice enough fellow, so maybe not. Never know. Maybe someone was jealous. I’ve heard tales of others being placed here for much less. You have any ex-lovers with ties to witchcraft?” 
 
    Lewis, stiff as rigor mortis, could hardly process a single word coming from the old man’s mouth beyond the most bizarre and crucial to him: cursed. 
 
    The old man shrugged. “Either way, you’re here now.” 
 
    “Is this really happening?” Lewis said aloud, though he meant it for himself. 
 
    “Yep, it’s really happening. Sure is, sure is.” The old man peered into his empty mug and a look of amusement showed in his eyes. He slid the mug across the table toward Lewis. “See, what did I tell you… a land of misery.” 
 
    The mug wasn’t empty. It was in fact full, nearly to the brim. Dark and rich, the aroma caused Lewis’s hungry stomach to share its outrage with the room. There were so many other thoughts swarming his mind, however, that he couldn’t focus too closely on the mug or what it meant. That word—cursed—still captivated him. 
 
    “You seem like a nice enough kid,” the old man said. “I really can’t think of why anyone should interest themselves in someone like you. Not by looking at you, anyway.” He thought a minute. “I mean, sure, I’ve only known you for a few minutes at most, but… hell, I’ve been wrong before. You hurt anybody? Murder anybody? You’re not… well, you know… one of those creeps who, eh…” 
 
    A question struck Lewis then, bright and flashing in neon lights, and he uttered it the moment it entered his head. 
 
    “How did you end up here?” 
 
    The old man sat back, rubbed his cheek in thought, pulled the wrinkles smooth over his face as he did. 
 
    “Nothing too interesting. Married the wrong woman. Well, she might have been the right woman… though she had the wrong connections. Really it was my fault… shouldn’t have slept with her sister. Turns out the lot of them, the whole family, were into the witchcraft, or whatever you might call it. Not their word, just mine. Made a mistake, and I’m paying for it dearly. For eternity, actually…” 
 
    “Someone actually put a curse on me? Someone—wait, eternity? Is that what you said?” 
 
    “Yep, yep. Eternity. At least I figure. I’ve been here awhile, met plenty others who’ve been here longer. This curse goes far back, apparently. It’s like a club, in a way. The “Oops, I’m fucked” club.” 
 
    “How long have you been here for?” 
 
    The old man took the mug back, stared into it again for a long time. 
 
    “Well, there’s no real way to tell, to tell you the truth. Hard to say how many days or weeks or months or years it’s been without there even being a day to start from. I figure a long time, though. Hours, at least. Or maybe years. Just a few.” 
 
    Lewis stood from the table and paced the room. 
 
    “This can’t be real.” 
 
    “It’s real all right.” 
 
    “I have to be dreaming.” 
 
    “Nope. No dream.” 
 
    He bent over the table, hands on its surface, looked the old man square in the eye with hopelessness. 
 
    “What happens now? What do I do?” 
 
    The old man darkened. The sorrow on his face deepened his wrinkles until they were black trenches across his forehead and around his eyes. 
 
    “I really hate to be the bearer of bad news.” 
 
    “There has to be something.” 
 
    “Well… I mean, it wouldn’t be such a great curse if there was just “something you could do”, you know…” He laughed nervously. “And, chances are, if you’re here… then… well, out there, in the world you’re used to… you’re likely dead.” 
 
    “What? Dead?” 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    “Then how…” 
 
    “Your mind. Not just that, but… your consciousness, I’d call it. It’s trapped here. Whatever happens to your earthly body, well… that’s a mystery to us all.” 
 
    Lewis sat dumbfounded, wrestling with the idea. Clearly he wasn’t dead, though. He was here! He existed at this very moment! He was talking to another living, breathing… 
 
    “So you’ve never heard of anything? From all the people you’ve met here? You said that, didn’t you? That you’ve met others who’ve been here even longer than you?” 
 
    “I’d say their being here longer is just an indication they’ve failed more than I in finding the answer you’re looking for. There are poor souls who have been here for lifetimes. With facts like that, what are the chances, do you think, of us still being alive outside this place, hmmm?” 
 
    Lewis moaned and sank back onto the chair opposite the old man. He cradled his defeated head in his hands. 
 
    “So young… so young…” The old man whispered. 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Lewis said through his fingers. He leaned back in his chair and stared into the fire. “So what am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    “The same as every other unfortunate soul who finds themselves in this land of misery.” The old man took up his mug of coffee and sipped long and slow. Then he set the mug back down and sighed, satisfied. 
 
    “Be miserable.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Lewis expressed a desire to lie down for a while, and the old man offered his cot. So he sprawled out on it, covered his eyes with his arm, and thought very hard about his predicament. Mostly his mind just ran in circles, fed itself through the same loops of hopelessness and dread. 
 
    He became so lost in these thoughts that he never noticed the old man die a second time. The front door to the cottage swung open and he jolted upright. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, watching the naked, shriveled up man tip toe across the room toward the corpse facedown at the table. “It’s you.” 
 
    The old man just gave a sheepish smile, stole back his ragged clothes, and heaved the body outside as he’d done before. When he returned, he shut the door and leaned against it with an exhausted sigh. 
 
    “You’d think I’d learn better, but I tell you I never will.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to have any extra clothes for me, would you?” Lewis asked. 
 
    The old man sat at the table. 
 
    “Afraid not. It’s hard to come by anything useful out here. Luckily, in the time I’ve been cursed, I’ve collected a fair few things to enjoy.” 
 
    There was a wooden scraping sound as he dragged his mug back to himself over the table. He looked inside it and smiled. He lifted it to his lips. Feeling restless, frustrated, and above all terrified, Lewis jumped to his feet and rushed the old man. He took the mug from his weak hands. Its boiling-hot contents sloshed over the rim, over the back of his hand. He winced. He took the mug to the window and tossed the liquid out. 
 
    “Hey!” the old man protested. 
 
    “Why do you keep drinking this stuff if it only kills you?” 
 
    “It can kill me as much as it likes, I’m not going anywhere.” The old man folded his arms. “I’ll take the momentary enjoyment I get from drinking it over the constant hunger in my belly. Yes, I’ll die, but it’s only a short walk back.” 
 
    “So this is how you’ll spend the rest of eternity? You’ll just sit in here and poison yourself time and time again. Don’t you get bored?” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely. Less now than I used to, I suppose, but yes. You see, after so long you begin losing the will to care anymore. I don’t know that I even know what boredom is, it’s been so long since I’ve felt genuine excitement. Although it did spark some healthy curiosity when I heard you out there in the dark. It’s been some time since I’ve had any company…” 
 
    “There must be more to this place,” Lewis said, and took a seat at the table again. “Where are all the others? The people you say you’ve met.” 
 
    “Oh, here and there. They wander, most of them. Some of them settle someplace, as I have. And there are those who enjoy a sense of community, although because of the type of people who generally find themselves in a cursed place like this, those communities aren’t always the easiest to settle into. You might be surprised to know not many people here are as welcoming as I.” 
 
    The old man took back his mug, which had already refilled itself. 
 
    Not knowing what else to say, Lewis asked, “What happens if you destroy that mug?” 
 
    The old man laughed. “I figure I’d find another like it in no time. It’s a vice of mine, you see. And the darkness knows that.” 
 
    Lewis scooted his chair closer to the table. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The darkness out there, it’s not just an absence of light. It’s a living, breathing presence. It’s aware. I’ve felt it many a time, I know. It feeds on our misery. On our suffering. Each death is a tiny morsel, I think. Sustaining it. It grows deeper and darker still, though we can no longer perceive it. I imagine some time ago, perhaps at the curse’s conception, it wasn’t so dark before. But that’s just a feeling I have. Just a feeling. I don’t know where it comes from. I can just feel it.” 
 
    “That mug of coffee,” Lewis said, eyeing it warily. “Where does it come from? How does it… do that?” 
 
    “This? I just… found it one day! Or night. Some time. Out on the beach. I didn’t know it then, but I know it now—it was meant for me. A gift, of sorts. Only not a gift at all. I guess I’d gotten too comfortable here in my little shack, with my ever-burning wood to keep the rest of the darkness’s tools at bay. So—” 
 
    “Ever-burning wood?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes, that there.” He motioned to the flames seated in his rudimentary fireplace built of stones and sloppy slabs of rock. Lewis wondered how an old man such as himself managed to get some of those slabs in place to build it. Or had he built it? “That chunk of wood there, just the one…” It was only as he pointed it out that Lewis noticed. The flames, dancing and burning so consistently, enveloped a single log, which didn’t quite seem to be burning. Not a crackle or a pop. Not a single crisp of ash to be seen underneath. “Just don’t get it wet or smother it, and it’ll hold a flame as long as you like. Very handy in a place like this.” 
 
    “Where did it come from?” 
 
    The old man scratched his head. “Someone gave it to me. Seen ‘em before, but never one of my own. Did someone a favor and received it as a thanks.” The odd twinkle in his eye, the curling at the corner of his lips, caused Lewis some doubt. “Anyway, as I was saying. With my fire to protect me and keep me safe and warm, the darkness gave me something I couldn’t keep at bay. A vice. I stumbled over it in the sand, washed up from the waves. I didn’t think much of it, until one time I suddenly caught a whiff of this delicious smell. Coffee! Oh, how I’d missed it! I didn’t question how it came to be in the mug. There’s little else to be excited about here, you know, and after you’ve seen a thing or two you stop questioning what else the darkness might have in store. But then… well, it killed me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The darkness found its way to collect my dues, that’s all. And I’m fine with it this way, so long as I don’t have to worry about the rest of it. I’ll take a little poison over being eaten limb from limb out there in the woods like so many others. It took ages to get where I am here, with my little shack built next to my wash-up spot on the shore. Take it from me, you might consider doing the same near yours. Or, you know… you’re always welcome to keep me company here at mine, should you find yourself washed up again.” 
 
    The old man burst into a fit of gravelly laughter. 
 
    For a few minutes, Lewis only thought. He bore his concentrated eyes into the splintery wooden tabletop while the old man took sip after sip of his deadly drink. 
 
    “You’ve been here a long time, then,” he said to the old man finally. “To have built this shack and everything. Are there others who have been here much longer?” 
 
    “Oh, yes! God, yes! Much, much longer, yes. There are those who have been in the dark so long their minds have completely escaped them. If not for my fire, and my coffee, I fear it might happen to me some day. Still might. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Do you think there are people who know more about this place than you do?” 
 
    The old man scowled, shook his head disapprovingly. 
 
    “I never claimed to know everything, did I? I suppose there are probably things I don’t know. I haven’t exactly devoted myself to studying our dilemma. I just know what I’ve seen. I’m sure there’s plenty more…” 
 
    “Could you tell me where I might find someone who knows more?” 
 
    The old man scoffed. He kept silent for a long moment. When he spoke again, it was more like a mutter. “What, you think you’ll be the first in all these eternities to find a way out… You think you’re the first to want a way out?” His voice rose. “You think I just sat down and gave up!? Is that it?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that!” 
 
    “The arrogance.” The old man gulped the rest of his coffee down. Lewis watched his Adam’s apple—hidden under the rough texture of his turkey neck—bob up and down as he drained it. He slammed the mug down. “You may have been young and full of ideas in the world you came from, but those mean nothing where you are now. Let me tell you. I’ve tried as hard as any other. I’ve hiked entire mountain ranges, I’ve climbed into the deepest bowels of this place. I built my own worthless boat with my own worthless, old hands, to try and sail away. There isn’t a way out. I didn’t give up. I accepted… I accepted the reality of it.” 
 
    His sudden aggression caught Lewis off guard. “I was only… I was just asking…” 
 
    “Just asking, my rear! You think I’m a dumb old man, I know. I couldn’t know much, could I? Discard me and move on, to whoever else will serve your purpose next. Glad to see the younger generations haven’t changed much since I croaked… Arrogant little prick…” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry if I’m not exactly thrilled with the idea of spending the rest of infinity sat next to a toothless old man one second and his stinking corpse the next!” 
 
    The old man’s jaw dropped. He cocked his head back. Then his eyes narrowed. He leaned forward with a sinister weight on his brow. 
 
    “Now when you say toothless… you mean I’ve got no teeth? Or no spine?” 
 
    “The latter.” 
 
    His narrowed eyes lit bright with fury. “I am not!” 
 
    He sprang to his feet—legs wobbly with age or outrage, Lewis couldn’t tell—and threw the front door wide open. 
 
    “You’re not welcome here anymore!” he shouted. “I demand you leave!” 
 
    Lewis looked to the open door, the solid wall of black beyond it, and felt the blood run from his face. 
 
    “I didn’t… I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “I’ve got all the time in the world, but I don’t have time for brats like you,” the old man said through gritted teeth. “Get. Don’t make me fight you, because I will!” 
 
    “Please,” Lewis said. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to know—” 
 
    “I said get!” 
 
    Lewis stood from the table, still naked as a newborn, and shuffled to the front door. He met the old man’s eyes on the way, and swore he saw steam rising from his flared nostrils like an old, sagging dragon. When his feet touched the cold sand outside, the door slammed behind him without hesitation. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder as he left, at the fire-lit window, but the old man didn’t peer out after him. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    He sat in the sand not too far off from the old man’s shack. He didn’t want to venture too far from it. It was the only light he’d discovered, and to leave it behind felt like casting himself back into the ocean, not knowing what was out there or where the darkness would take him. 
 
    He thought it over relentlessly, the talk they’d had. It hadn’t been much, but it was enough to start putting pieces together. He had some possible reasons for his predicament, if what the old man said was true. He didn’t much like thinking about those reasons, though. It was dark enough without them. 
 
    He wished he hadn’t said or done whatever it was he’d said or done to turn the old man against him. Every now and then he looked back at the lit window and saw the silhouette had returned to peer out. 
 
    Peer out at what? Lewis thought. Dumbass. 
 
    He thought it all very strange—the story of the mug, the eternal starvation, the inability to satisfy it. It made him wonder why a place such as this was ever created, and how it was created, and who might’ve ever wanted to create it in the first place. Someone terrible, he thought. Someone evil. Sadistic. Bitter. It wasn’t just a land of misery. It was a land of spite. 
 
    Fuck you, whoever did this to me, he thought. 
 
    Soon enough he became tired of all the thinking and decided to pace the beach. He kept alert while he did. Sometimes he thought he heard noises behind the ocean waves, and he paused to listen. Always nothing. He told himself he shouldn’t be afraid of the dark, knowing it could always do its worst and he’d still keep coming back for more—albeit involuntarily. But he was afraid, even still. The dying wasn’t so much what scared him, but the pain of it. It lingered. His body was new and whole now, but he still felt the tiniest tingling in his flesh at the places he’d been bitten and torn. Or maybe he didn’t really feel it, but remembered it so vividly that he may as well have. 
 
    He kicked the wet sand with his toes, looked over his shoulder at the shack. Most of it disappeared into the dark, but there was a faint orange haze hovering where he knew the window was located around the corner. And if he squinted hard enough he could make out fine lines of light coming through the planks it was built from. 
 
    I need his fire. 
 
    Wherever he went, he wouldn’t get far in the dark. There would be other things out there—things with teeth and claws and possibly worse, things he couldn’t imagine. The fire kept them at bay, the old man had said. 
 
    He had to have it. 
 
    Standing beside the shack, he found he could peek between the planks. He couldn’t make out much, but a constantly-moving shadow signaled the old man’s position well enough. He watched for a minute or two. 
 
    Only a matter of time. 
 
    He wouldn’t take all the wood if he didn’t have to, he figured. Only a small piece. Something to show him his way in the dark. 
 
    Just as he expected, the figure within crumpled to the floor. Not wasting any time, he hurried to the door, where he found it locked, probably latched on the inside. No big deal, however, he thought. He simply climbed through the window. 
 
    The old man’s corpse lay sprawled under the table. Lewis ignored him and crouched next to the fireplace. The single log burned soundlessly, without smoke, appearing smooth and pristine within the lapping flames. It didn’t burn. He hoped it wasn’t bulletproof, too. He searched the shack again very quickly, as there wasn’t much to rummage through. He searched the dresser, which he now noticed upon closer inspection was also poorly hand-built. There were rough, uneven gaps between the drawers, and when he pulled one open he nearly pulled the entire dresser over. Inside was an assortment of random objects: a roll of twine, scraps of cloth, a broken pair of scissors, scattered buttons of odd sizes and shapes, tiny blue eyedropper bottles. He pulled open the other three drawers and found more of the same. Just junk. However, on top of the dresser, hidden behind small piles of other junk, partially covered by a stray cut of fabric, he found something useful to him. An empty jar with a wire handle around its neck. It wasn’t quite a lantern, but it would serve that purpose close enough, he thought. 
 
    He dug back through the drawers and removed one half of the broken scissors. He returned to the fire, crouched next to it, scissor blade in hand. He would only need a small splinter of it… 
 
    “You!” 
 
    Lewis jerked around. At the open window, the old man peered in with sick, tired fury in his red, baggy eyes. 
 
    “Get the hell out of my house!” 
 
    Lewis jumped to his feet. Grumbling, the naked old man began climbing through the window. Lewis stood fixed to the spot, clutching the scissor blade in his fist. The old man lifted his second leg through and stumbled inside. When he had his balance, he turned his attention back to Lewis, looked him over with a grave stare. 
 
    “You going to murder me in my own house?” he asked. 
 
    Lewis looked down at the blade in his hand, then back up to the old man. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it, no. I just… I need some of your fire. Please.” 
 
    “You can’t have it.” 
 
    “I only need a tiny piece. Enough to get me to one of these settlements you spoke of. Please help me. I won’t disturb you any longer. I just…” 
 
    “I told you to get out and I meant it. I still mean it. Get the hell out of my house, you brat.” 
 
    “You’ve got me all wrong. I’m not… I didn’t mean anything—” 
 
    The old man crossed to his cot in the corner. He bent down, reached for something underneath. What he took out shined brilliantly in the light of the fire, a lace of golden orange along its edge—a sword. He held it in both fists before him like a warning. He looked altogether ridiculous with it in his nakedness. But Lewis didn’t laugh or smile. His heart raced. He looked again at the scissor blade in his own hand. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight you,” he said. 
 
    “No shit you don’t!” the old man cried. 
 
    “I just need some of your firewood. Please…” 
 
    “You’re not getting anything from me, I said!” 
 
    The old man took a step around the table toward him. His withered, pursed lips sucked each other inside his mouth, rolling and wet with menace. 
 
    “I’m giving you one last chance,” the old man said, taking small baby steps closer. “You climb right out that window where you came from… or I’ll cut your feckin’ head off. Up to you.” 
 
    Thinking quickly, Lewis reached forward for one of the chairs, dragged it toward himself. Never dropping the blade in his hand, he lifted the chair with both hands, shook it threateningly, nervously, at the old man. 
 
    “Stay away from me,” Lewis said. “Just stay—” 
 
    The old man gave a shrill warrior cry, gravelly and womanish, and rushed Lewis with the sword above his head. Trembling, Lewis thrust the chair toward him, acting more as a barrier between the sword and himself than a true weapon. The old man sliced his sword at the chair, knocked it with a thunk. Lewis held on tight, jabbed the chair back. 
 
    “Please!” he cried. “What are you doing? Just…” 
 
    The old man swung again. The sword chopped, stuck in place. Lewis held on tight still as the old man tugged the sword out from the seat. 
 
    “I don’t even know what I did wrong!” 
 
    The old man swung one last time, and Lewis shrieked. He dropped the chair to the floor. Somewhere down there with it, the tip of his finger rolled away, a tiny ribbon of blood trailing after. 
 
    “Oh my god!” Lewis yelled. “What the fuck!?” 
 
    The old man charged him again, sword held high. Lewis ducked under its arc, sidestepped him clumsily. The sword cut through the empty air. Lewis fell against the wall of the shack. He pushed himself away, spun to face the old man again, blade held out pathetically. 
 
    “Stop! You cut off my finger!” 
 
    “I aim to cut off more than that!” 
 
    The old man charged again. Lewis kicked the overturned chair, sent it sliding over the bumpy floor right under the old man’s feet. The old man tripped over it, lowered the sword as he tried to keep from falling flat. He braced himself against the table. Then, very quickly, he got both hands back around the sword handle and came again. Only… 
 
    Lewis stepped into him, threw an arm over his bare shoulder, and pulled him against his own naked body, trembling and out of breath. The old man gasped. The sword fell to the ground. He pushed himself away from Lewis, away from the scissor blade lodged in his guts. It slipped out seamlessly. Lewis held it limply, eyes terror-struck as he watched the old man sink backward onto his ass beside the table, holding himself where the blood let in thick streams. 
 
    The old man met Lewis’s eyes, dropped them to the floor. A devil’s grin spread over his paling face. He reached for something. He cupped it in his hand and held it up for Lewis to see. 
 
    “You dropped something,” he said, and could hardly hold back his laughter even as he said it—never mind the gushes of blood through his hand. He cackled so loudly, Lewis wished to escape out onto the beach away from the terrible noise. 
 
    Lewis’s fingertip sat in the old man’s palm. He plucked it from him, held it up to see it better, felt the blood run from his face, his shoulders, down to his feet. The old man’s cackling seemed to never end. 
 
    Lewis set his severed finger on the table and, his horror swelling into something more akin to malice, took up the old man’s mug instead. He held it out just above the old man’s reach. 
 
    “So did you.” 
 
    He hurled the mug at the old man’s feet. It broke apart, as did the old man’s laughter. 
 
    “You little shit!” He crawled on his hands and knees. The blood from his guts stippled the dusty floor beneath him as he picked up several shards. “Y-you fecking bastard!” 
 
    Ignoring him, Lewis stepped over the old man, scooped up his sword. He knelt next to the fire again. With the sword, he pulled the log toward himself, and then carefully chopped and sawed at one of its edges until he worked a sizeable chunk off. He balanced the chunk of fiery wood on the end of the sword and tipped it into the glass jar. It burned perfectly, the flame not too high or too hot for him to hold the wire handle over the jar’s opening. 
 
    With that, he stepped over the old man’s dying body again, then loomed over the already dead one. 
 
    “You won’t make it far,” the old man promised, cradling his broken mug in his lap. “You don’t know where you’re going. That fire won’t keep you safe from everything!” 
 
    Lewis ignored him. He bent over the old man’s poisoned corpse and began removing his tattered clothes. 
 
    “Wha… Hey!” The pieces of mug slid from his naked thigh as he crawled toward Lewis. “You can’t take a man’s clothes! You can’t! You’ve gotta leave me that!” 
 
    Lewis slipped the shorts onto himself, cinched the waistband around his narrow waist and tied it off. Then he pulled the billowy, ravaged white shirt over his head. With the sword in his hand, he looked like an almost-debonair pirate. 
 
    “You can’t take an old man’s clothes!” he repeated, almost begging. 
 
    He reached up, gently pulled on the hem of the shirt Lewis now wore. Lewis touched the edge of the sword to the old man’s wrist, pushed away his grasping fingers. 
 
    “You’re right,” Lewis said. He picked up his jar lantern and made his way to the front door. “Your fire doesn’t keep you safe from everything.” 
 
    And with that, he left the old man to bleed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Two 
 
    Catherine’s Secret 
 
   Catherine Blake pulled her sunglasses down over her eyes as she exited the liquor store, the sky blindingly blue and bright. She hated bright days like these. Her eyes were so sensitive. She had to squint without her sunglasses, and squinting was an awful habit. Squinting caused you wrinkles. Wrinkles meant you were getting old, and she wasn’t getting old. Not yet. It would happen inevitably, she understood. Old happens. Nothing resists old. Not forever. 
 
    She sighed tiredly as she neared her car. 
 
    It’s already getting too darn hot. 
 
    She opened her car door and was about to step inside when someone across the parking lot caught her eye. Another woman. She paused, watched her discreetly over the top of her open door. This woman, tall and dark and beautiful—also nearing the age of sunglasses being a necessity, Catherine thought—was startlingly familiar. She locked her car behind her with a remote, gliding over the tarry parking lot with an authoritative confidence about her. She turned her head as she walked, turned her shades into giant gold beacons in the sun’s reflection. Catherine twitched, thought about getting into her car as quickly as possible. Did she see her? It was impossible to tell where a person really looked when they wore sunglasses. The woman’s mouth did something, a quick deliberate movement as she turned away. Did she smile? Catherine’s heart beat rapidly. She wasn’t sure. 
 
    Then the woman was gone. 
 
    Catherine got in, sat for a moment, staring into the cars around her wide-eyed, thoughts gone somewhere distant. When she collected herself, she pulled her phone out of her purse and made a call. It rang and rang and nobody answered. She stuffed her phone back into her purse. She sighed. 
 
    She started the car and made to leave. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She parked at the curb and shut off the engine. She looked around the tree-shaded street, at the other parked cars and some pedestrians walking home or to the store or wherever it was the people in this neighborhood went. They were all so young. All of them. Backpacks slung over their shoulders, earbuds in their ears, without a care in the world about the people they passed on their way. In their own heads—a constant state. She looked at them and felt pity, knowing how troubled most of them likely were. They were so nonchalant on the outside. But she knew. They were secretive. The gears in their minds were busy, busier than anyone’s gears had any right to be. She wished there was a way to slow them, to calm them, to get them to see themselves in the moments they were in instead of being in such an endless worry about the future. 
 
    She took the wine bottle from the passenger seat next to her and got out. She slammed the door, smoothed her blouse, checked her hair in the reflection of her window. She rounded her car and made her way up the walk toward the tiny white house, with its tiny unkempt lawn. A wooden wind chime made a dainty knocking from the corner of the porch’s awning and she smiled at the sound. A single car was parked in the cracking, uneven driveway—a little rusting red commuter. 
 
    She knocked on the door and waited. Nothing. She knocked again, louder this time, more like a pounding. This time there were footsteps. They stopped at the door, and suddenly she felt shrunken there—felt the eyes watching her through the peephole. Already, in the pause from the other side, she felt their irritation at her presence. The door opened. 
 
    “Hello!” Catherine exclaimed, and held the bottle up, an offering to ease the sting of her visit. “Happy birthday!” 
 
    The young woman appeared reluctant to open the door fully to her, but with a faint crack of a smile—it almost wasn’t recognizable as such, more like a defeated grimace—she stood aside and let Catherine in. 
 
    “Well, don’t look so happy to see me,” Catherine said. She stood in the foyer—also the living room—with the bottle in her hands while the young woman shut the door and turned to face her with folded arms. “Smile a little. Your face is looking too smooth for a twenty-two-year-old.” 
 
    “That’s a funny joke coming from you,” the young woman said. “I’m sure in a few years you’ll be recommending me plastic surgeons, or maybe a discount coupon for botox for my next birthday?” 
 
    Catherine grinned, choosing to outwardly accept her daughter’s remark as a friendly tease than for what it really was. Her daughter saw through it, though, she could tell. 
 
    “I’m sorry, that was rude.” 
 
    Catherine’s shoulders sagged, still holding the bottle of wine to her chest. 
 
    “I just wanted to stop by and give you this.” 
 
    She handed it over. Her daughter took it without really looking at it and set it on the small table against the wall behind her. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to be like that. It’s just… you know I hate it when you just pop in. Not just you, I mean… but, when—” 
 
    “I called but you didn’t answer. I wanted to make sure I gave it to you today, that’s all. I would have left it with a note if you hadn’t been home.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    They stood awkwardly for a minute. Catherine looked around at her daughter’s living space—rented with two other women, she believed. All the blinds were shut and the house was very dim. 
 
    “Are you doing anything fun tonight?” 
 
    “I’m going out with some friends.” 
 
    “Oh! Well I’m glad. With Patrice?” 
 
    “It’s Denise, and no. Couple other friends. You’ve never met them.” 
 
    Catherine nodded. “Well, that should be fun. I’m glad you’re doing something fun on your birthday.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    After another moment: “Have you heard from your father?” 
 
    “He called earlier today. We talked for a bit.” 
 
    “Good. Good… How’s he doing?” 
 
    “He’s fine.” 
 
    “Good…” 
 
    There was music playing in the house, very faint. It was coming from her daughter’s bedroom. 
 
    “Are you still writing music?” Catherine asked. 
 
    Her daughter sighed. She turned and picked up the bottle of wine. 
 
    “I actually have to start getting ready. I’m supposed to have lunch with someone in an hour. I…” 
 
    “Oh! So busy! That’s perfectly fine. I’m just glad I got to see you for a minute and give you that.” 
 
    Catherine opened her arms, and her daughter leaned in and hugged her for a brief second. She wanted to clutch her, to pull her in and squeeze her harder than anyone might like to be squeezed. But she didn’t. She barely got her arms around her before she pulled away. 
 
    They said their goodbyes and their thank yous, and her daughter escorted her back onto the porch where Catherine told her she’d call her sometime, to which her daughter said that would be nice. She didn’t mean it. 
 
    Catherine returned to her car. She sat a while longer, watched the young people go, go, go. 
 
    Then her mind drifted. She was thinking about that woman, the beautiful one with the dark, sleek hair. She hadn’t just been a familiar face, and Catherine knew it even at the time, had recognized her the moment she saw her. Of course she recognized her. It hadn’t been that long ago… 
 
    She fished her phone out one last time. She placed a call and waited. 
 
    “Hi!” she said as the other end answered. “I’m just out and about right now and was wondering if you’re free. Maybe lunch?” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    There was a small diner they liked to frequent. A slow, cozy kind of place. They sat in a booth, Catherine with just her cup of coffee. However, Beth, her friend, had an array of breakfast items before her—a plate of pancakes smothered in syrup and butter, a plate of sausage and eggs, and a third plate of sliced fruit and fluffy crepes topped with cream. 
 
    “How can you eat all that?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “It’s the only reason I go running every day,” Beth answered, with a fork full of pancakes to her lips. “I’m not even kidding.” 
 
    As they ate, Beth looked surprised and pointed to Catherine’s arm. 
 
    “What did you do to your arm?” 
 
    Catherine observed herself. “Oh, this? I cut it by accident. Cooking.” 
 
    “The back of your arm?” 
 
    Catherine just nodded and, hoping they could talk about something else, pointed to Beth’s plate and said, “As much as it is, that all looks so good.” 
 
    They ate and talked about menial things for a good while. It wasn’t until Beth was nearly finished with her final plate that she asked Catherine the question she’d been hoping she wouldn’t ask. 
 
    “Before I forget, did you ever get around to scheduling with that woman I told you about? Did you keep the card I gave you?” 
 
    “Woman?” Catherine asked. She knew exactly what she meant. 
 
    “Yeah, for a reading. With the woman I referred you to.” 
 
    “Oh! Yes, actually I did.” 
 
    “You did! Did you have it already? How was it?” 
 
    Catherine paused. Without meeting Beth’s eyes, she lifted her mug to her mouth, as though ready to take a sip, and said very quickly, “It was fine.” 
 
    Beth laughed, loudly—a real guffaw. Catherine shrank into her seat at the sound, fearing anyone might suddenly pay them any attention and overhear their conversation. 
 
    “That is such a you thing to say. ‘It was fine’, my god. You poor thing, you probably had no idea what to expect. Did I scar you forever?” 
 
    “You suggested I go for a reason, Beth. It’s a sensitive subject.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. I know.” She looked at Catherine with apologetic yet doting eyes. “So tell me about it.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It was interesting. Honestly, I didn’t get much out of the reading. It felt… forced? It just wasn’t my thing, I think.” 
 
    “You have to be open to it,” Beth said. “Otherwise you won’t feel anything.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure you must have known I’m not someone who’s normally open to that kind of… thing. You set me up for failure!” 
 
    They grinned. Beth took her final bite and then pushed her syrup-smeared plate away. 
 
    “I’m done. For the day, I think. No more food.” 
 
    “I actually saw her randomly today,” Catherine blurted. “At the liquor store.” 
 
    “Saw who? At the liquor store? What were you doing there?” 
 
    “The woman. The psychic, Beth. Are you paying attention?” 
 
    “Oh! Right. What were you doing at the liquor store?” 
 
    “Getting a bottle of something for my daughter. It’s her birthday.” 
 
    “Oh, tell her I said happy birthday!” 
 
    Yeah right, Catherine thought. “Sure.” 
 
    Beth shut her eyes as she remembered what they’d actually been talking about. 
 
    “You said you saw Rosaline at the liquor store?” 
 
    “I did. As I was leaving. Funny thing. I couldn’t tell for sure, but I thought she saw me and smiled…” She trailed off, staring into the greasy swirls on Beth’s finished plates, like hypnosis devices. “She’s very beautiful.” 
 
    Beth said in a low voice as though sharing a secret, “I know, right? I’d kill for her hair.” She shook her head, smiling reminiscently. “Sometimes she finishes my compliments for me when she greets me at her door, and I have to quickly think to myself ‘is she that good, or have I just said it too many times?’” 
 
    Catherine wasn’t sure why she brought it up or mentioned it, but she was glad for Beth’s easy distractibility, to have the topic already behind them. She quickly moved on. 
 
    “I should get going,” she said, and began collecting her things on the booth beside her. “I have a few other errands I should run before I head home.” 
 
    Outside the diner, they hugged and parted ways to their vehicles. Catherine got into her car and took a breather before putting her key in the ignition. There she stopped, key in hand, and a thought crossed her mind that sent shivers down her shoulders. 
 
    I can’t tell a single soul. 
 
    As Beth pulled out behind her, they waved. Then she started her own car, and—contradictory to what she’d said—headed straight home. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She’d needed to get out of the house for a little while. Being home alone stressed her out too much… or, at least the last few days it did. But now, as she returned from her errands—shorter lived than she’d expected, what with her daughter not being too keen on spending any time together—she felt that being gone had only given her more to worry about. 
 
    What if I come home to find the front door wide open? What if I come home and find the flashing red and blue already waiting? 
 
    She turned down her street—a lovely place to live, she often remarked, tidy and quiet and mostly free of children—and tightened her grip on the steering wheel as she neared home. 
 
    To her relief, the front door was not wide open. Nothing looked out of place at all. She stopped in the driveway as she waited for the garage door to rattle open, and she peered up at the windows while she waited and expected to see something—something to cause a skip in the beat of her heart. But there was nothing. 
 
    With the car parked and the garage door shut behind her, she made to go inside and found her hands trembling as she sorted through her keys. She unlocked the door. She twisted the knob. She pushed it open a crack. She listened. For a brief moment, she considered poking her head inside and calling out ‘hello?’ but felt too silly for it. 
 
    She set her things on the kitchen counter, washed her hands at the sink. Through the window, her backyard lay sunshiny and empty, freshly mowed and not a blade of grass out of place. A wooden wind chime hung outside the window, and it just barely sounded in a breeze. 
 
    I hope she likes hers just as much. 
 
    The wind chime gave her a second of peace of mind, but only that. She dried her hands, retrieved her keys from the counter, and walked through her home, from the kitchen to the entry, and from there to the basement door. It was shut and locked, as she’d left it. 
 
    She sorted through her keys, plugged the one she needed into the lock. She opened the door slowly, leaned back from its gloom. On the other side, the stairs descended until she couldn’t see their end in the dark. She flipped the light on the wall and lit the room below. She took one step down. Two steps. 
 
    “Hello?” she asked aloud. “Is anyone there?” 
 
    No, she told herself. There wouldn’t be anyone waiting for her down there. The dark corners would be empty, the shelves and boxes undisturbed. There was nothing to fear. 
 
    That’s not entirely true. 
 
    And she was mostly right. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, stepped into the room and swept it quickly with her eyes, ears alert like a spooked cat… she proved her own reassurances. The corners were empty, the shelves and boxes were undisturbed. No one waited to pounce upon her, to claw her, to bludgeon her, to scramble past her to the open doorway at the top of the stairs. 
 
    The only person who waited was the man lying in the middle of the floor, bound and gagged and unconscious just as she’d left him earlier that morning. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She sat in the front room with the curtains pulled wide to let the sun in behind her. She sipped a mug of tea. Across the room the basement door was shut and locked once more. She eyed it daringly with her mug to her lips. 
 
    Forget about him. It’ll be over soon. Don’t think about it. 
 
    She stood from the couch. Against the far wall of the front room was an upright piano, glossy and black. The keyboard was covered. On top of the piano was an arrangement of photo frames. She looked at each of them while she sipped her tea. She took one in her hand and studied it a great deal, eyes narrowed above her mug. She replaced the frame. 
 
    Is this what I want? 
 
    She returned to the locked basement door, took a deep breath. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She descended the basement steps very carefully, balancing a small tray in her arms. There were raw carrots, broccoli, peapods, chunks of grilled chicken, a slice of wheat bread, and a glass of water on the tray. She paused when she reached the bottom. The man still lay as he did before, on his side. She would have to remember to reposition him before she returned upstairs… 
 
    She set the tray on the floor off to the side. She bent over him in the middle of the basement, looked him over from head to toe. On her hands and knees, she put her ear to his mouth and heard him breathe, felt it against her cheek. 
 
    “Okay, here goes…” 
 
    She grabbed under his arms and heaved. She dragged him toward the wall next to where she left the tray and propped him up. His head lolled forward. She lifted his face. 
 
    “Can you eat?” 
 
    When she let go, his head dropped again. 
 
    He can’t hear you. 
 
    She knelt in front of him, dragged the tray closer. She took a baby carrot in one hand, lifted his head with the other. She pried his mouth apart with her thumb and index, felt his wet mouth on her fingertips. She pushed the carrot in, left it sitting on his tongue, closed his mouth, and let him go. His head fell forward, his mouth opened, and the carrot fell into his lap. 
 
    “Oh, bullshit…” 
 
    She tried it again. She tried it again, with the broccoli. She took the chunks of chicken and waved them under his nose. Nothing seemed to have any effect. She placed some chicken in the back of his mouth, lined it carefully on his teeth, and attempted opening and closing his jaws with it there, to help him chew. It worked. He chewed it. But nothing she did could get him to swallow or do any of it on his own. He was entirely gone. 
 
    She tried the glass of water. She tilted his head back, opened his mouth, and put the rim of the glass to his lips and poured. His mouth filled. It filled until it spilled down his chin. She continued pouring it, slowly, watched his face closely as she did, looking for a reaction of any kind. 
 
    “Come on,” she muttered. “You need it. You know you do…” 
 
    She tipped the glass a little higher. All at once the water exploded back at her as the man coughed it out, and she screamed. She dropped the glass in his lap as she flinched away. Water dripped from both their faces. 
 
    “Oh, bullshit!” 
 
    She snatched the glass from his lap. She headed upstairs. A minute later she returned with a freshly filled glass and a large kitchen towel. She dried him off as best she could. She violently patted at his lap where the glass had spilled, mumbling to herself as she did. Finally, she gave up and picked up the refilled glass. 
 
    “You have to drink this.” 
 
    She poured it in again like she’d done the last time. She waited until it brimmed his lower lips. Then she set the glass down, shut his jaws together, and leaned him gently back, moving the water to the back of his mouth, to his throat. He coughed. 
 
    “No, no…” she whispered. “Keep it. Swallow it down…” 
 
    He coughed again. Water dribbled out of his mouth. Catherine’s heart beat painfully in her chest. Then, just when she thought she was about to get another mouthful of water to her face, the small lump of his Adam’s apple bobbed and the water gurgled down. His mouth fell open, empty this time. 
 
    An idea occurred to her—one she planned to refine later on. But for now, she thought it worth trying just to see. She put more chicken in his mouth, forced him to chew it up as soft as she could get it. 
 
    I’m not mother-birding this bastard any time soon… 
 
    Then she took the glass of water back in her hand. She tilted his head, put the glass to his lips. 
 
    There was a sound upstairs and Catherine nearly choked on her own tongue. She bolted upright, glass in hand. The water sloshed out over her wrist. She stood facing the bottom of the stairs, listening. She set the glass down and moved to the stairs, peered at the open door at the top. 
 
    “Hello?” she called. 
 
    The noise came again. She realized what it was, but her heart didn’t beat any slower, nor did her hands shake any less. Someone was knocking on the door. She looked over her shoulder at the man leaned against the wall, the tray of food next to him, water splashed all around his legs as though he’d had an accident. The knocking came again and she headed up. 
 
    She closed the basement door behind her. 
 
    Who could it be? On a Saturday afternoon… 
 
    She answered the front door and suddenly everything flooded back to her. She felt a moment of sick dread when it did—not just due to the secret beneath her feet, but that her secret caused such a rift in her memory, so that she’d almost forgotten something so routine… 
 
    A small girl stood on her porch with a backpack slung over her shoulder. Down the walkway, at the curb, a white sedan was parked. A young mother at the wheel peered through the passenger window at them. She waved, and Catherine waved back, smiling. She invited the small girl inside. 
 
    “How are you today, Kellie?” Catherine asked. 
 
    The little girl took off her backpack on the couch and unzipped it. She pulled a loosely bound ream of paper out, flipped through it. 
 
    “I’m okay…” she answered, unconcerned. “Except I don’t remember the name of the song we started last time…” 
 
    Catherine watched her, not really hearing her. She nervously looked behind them, checking to make sure she’d closed the basement door. Not that it would matter, she thought. He wasn’t going anywhere… 
 
    “I think it was this one?” She handed Catherine the sheet music. Catherine looked at it, didn’t read it at first. Her eyes wouldn’t focus. She looked at the small girl, Kellie, over the pages of her sheet music, and felt a pang of guilt—a pang of terror somewhere deeper, too. Then she finally read the title of the page the booklet was turned to and nodded. 
 
    “Yes… I think this was it. Ode to Joy.” She gave Kellie a warm smile and handed back her booklet. “Something fun and simple to start.” 
 
    They moved to the piano, where Kellie seated herself and uncovered the keyboard. Catherine stood next to her, looked between her and the basement door. It felt as though she were dreaming—that she could be standing there with Kellie now, while only moments ago she was… 
 
    She shook her head, tried to put it out of her mind. 
 
    “Show me what you remember.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    By the time Kellie’s lesson was nearly over, Catherine was on the verge of tears. Several times as Kellie practiced, looked to Catherine for approval or criticism, she caught glimpses of the battle taking place behind Catherine’s eyes, and Catherine did her best to hide it away. 
 
    “Are you okay, Miss Blake?” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” Catherine shook her head. “Let’s try it again.” 
 
    Toward the end of Kellie’s hour, Catherine caught herself watching the clock obsessively. She tiptoed away a couple times to check out the window to see if Kellie’s mother had arrived early to pick her up. But no. Kellie’s mother arrived just on time. 
 
    Catherine opened the door and let Kellie out. She stood by her mother, who placed an affectionate hand atop her head. 
 
    “How was it?” she asked her daughter. 
 
    “Good.” Kellie answered—an automatic response. 
 
    Her mother thanked Catherine and then they left, much to Catherine’s relief. When she shut the door and locked it, watched them retreat to the car at the curb through the door’s eyehole, Catherine shook with sobs she couldn’t hold back any longer. She hurried to the box of Kleenex on the small table beside the couch and dabbed one at her eyes, doing her best to rest her face and not break down completely. 
 
    Crying is horrible for your face. Pulls all your muscles in the wrong ways, scrunches up your eyes. Terrible for skin. Ages you… 
 
    She sat for a minute and composed herself. Their car pulled away outside, faded down the street. 
 
    After a moment, she went to the piano and straightened the bench. She lowered the fallboard. She looked again at her row of photographs on top. There were four in all. 
 
    Feeling hungry, having not eaten all day, she opened her refrigerator in the kitchen and saw nothing appetizing. Her stomach rumbled, but her mouth, her taste buds, couldn’t have cared less. She closed the fridge. 
 
    A fasting day. That’s what today is. 
 
    She stood at the kitchen window for a while, watched as the sky slowly started to dim on its way toward nightfall. No matter how hard she tried to think of anything else, her thoughts returned to Kellie. Before she knew where she was headed, her feet led her back to her foyer, toward the piano with the four photographs on top. She stopped herself halfway there in front of the basement door. A suffocating emotion began to grow in the pit of her stomach. Hot, intense, overwhelming. 
 
    She opened the basement door instead. The light was still on at the bottom. She hurried down the steps, fists clenched at her sides. The man was leaned against the wall. The glass of water was half empty next to him. The tray of food was mostly untouched. She towered over him, brushed the hair from her hardened face. 
 
    “You don’t deserve any of this.” She bent with trembling knees to take the glass of water. She stood straight again. Her breath shuddered from her flared nostrils. She dashed the water across the man’s sleeping face. Dripping, he remained unaffected, unreactive. “Wherever you are, I hope it’s the worst hell you’ve ever known. You’re going to stay there.” 
 
    She set the empty glass on the tray of food and carried it with her back up the stairs. At the top, she shut the door and locked it. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Catherine woke from a nightmare. She stared into the dark, unblinking, collecting her wits, her whereabouts. Then in an instant, she cracked. She turned onto her side and pulled her pillow against her face to sob into. 
 
    In the middle of this, a frightening thought occurred to her. She sat up, frantically searched her bedside table, felt her hand along her lamp, switched it on. She grabbed her phone and streamed through her numbers and dialed. It rang, and rang, and rang. Just when she thought no one would answer, the other end picked up. A young woman’s voice, tired and dry. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Lara? Are you all right?” 
 
    “Um… yes, I’m fine. I’m… I’m sleeping. Do you know what time it is?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Catherine said. “It’s just, I had this awful dream. I had to call and make sure… I had to call and make sure everything was okay.” 
 
    There was a long, heavy silence on the other end, and for a moment Catherine wondered if her daughter had hung up. She wouldn’t have been surprised. 
 
    “Hello?” she asked. 
 
    There was a tired sigh—or maybe an exasperated one. “I’m here.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” Catherine looked around herself in her dim bedroom. She looked at the clock on the nightstand and saw it was nearly midnight. She hadn’t even checked the time before, but now that she had—now that her sleep-foggy mind had gathered itself and she realized suddenly how silly it all must seem—she thought quickly for an excuse. “I just… I woke up and saw the time and thought maybe you might still be out having fun. I thought maybe you’d be doing something with Rob tonight.” 
 
    “No. I’m not doing anything with Rob tonight. I’m at home, sleeping.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m glad.” Catherine gave a sigh of relief, and then began to laugh, a quiet, polite kind of laugh. A laugh that asks forgiveness. “This was very silly of me, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Lara didn’t answer. Almost immediately, Catherine’s mind grew suspicious that she’d hung up on her for sure. Her heart, which had slowed since waking, began to beat harder again. 
 
    “You should go back to bed, mom.” 
 
    Catherine nodded to herself. “Yes. You’re right.” She paused. “I suppose, if everything’s okay, I at least wanted to wish you a happy birthday one last time before it’s too late…” She looked at the clock again. “Fourteen more minutes. Ha!” 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” Catherine heard rustling around, sheets being moved. 
 
    “Is everything all right, though? Otherwise? Did you have a nice birthday?” 
 
    “Mm-hmm. I did.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” She listened to her daughter breathe into the phone. “So why aren’t you doing anything with Rob tonight? How is he? Did you see him today?” 
 
    “Mom, I’m really tired. I have to work tomorrow.” 
 
    “On a Sunday?” 
 
    “Yes, on Sunday.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. Ah, well.” She wanted something else to say, anything else to keep her daughter on the line. She racked her brain for it, but couldn’t think of anything. It saddened her, truthfully. How little she knew… 
 
    “Mom…” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I know. I’ll let—” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Her mouth hung open. She opened it more, as if to say something, but no words came. 
 
    “Uh… well, yeah. I’m okay.” 
 
    “Okay.” Lara took a deep breath. When she exhaled, it sounded whispery and sandy through the phone speaker. Quite lovely, Catherine thought. “You should get to bed too. Get some sleep. It’s what I’ll be doing. Don’t worry about me so much.” 
 
    “It’s easy for you to say,” Catherine said, so low her daughter might not have even heard it. “I will. I just… needed to call, I guess.” 
 
    “Goodnight, mom.” 
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    Lara hung up. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The next morning, following a wholesome breakfast consisting of an entire orange, Catherine stood before the basement door with something which felt like clarity in her mind. Was it clarity? She couldn’t be sure. But it felt much less foggy than what she remembered of the previous day. The tray of food, trying to feed him, the piano lesson with Kellie, the hopelessness she felt, the anger, the terror of her nightmare—it all seemed so unlike her, now that she thought back on it. A strange day. But then again, there was still an unconscious man tied up in her basement, which she would have said was unlike her on any given day. 
 
    What am I doing? 
 
    She went downstairs to see him. She stood over him, studied him. She wished nothing but death upon him. She wanted him to suffer, to lose everything. 
 
    It’s what he deserves. 
 
    She also saw the youth about his sickly face. He was someone’s child. He had a mother and father, somewhere. 
 
    Doesn’t everyone? 
 
    Perhaps they were delinquents the same as him. Perhaps she would be doing the world a favor by ending his bloodline here and now. 
 
    She thought about Lara, though, and that really turned her stomach. What would she think? To know her mother was capable of this? 
 
    No one would believe it. 
 
    That was also part of what made it so perfect. No one would ever suspect such a thing. She was too proper. Even she realized at times what a joke she was, how over-the-top her need to be flawless could be. Her daughter thought she was vain, self-centered, a phony. Sometimes she agreed with her. 
 
    I wonder what people think sometimes. How do they think I spend my time alone? Not like this, I’m sure. 
 
    The young man on the floor never uttered a sound or so much as twitched in his coma. He looked like a fresh corpse, whose blood had yet to cool. Soon it would, though, she thought. He would probably die of thirst soonest. 
 
    And if not for yesterday, he’d be that much closer. 
 
    She bent down, placed a finger on his eyelid, pulled it up to see his eye underneath. It was wet. Bright, but far gone. It didn’t see her the way she saw it. He was in another place. 
 
    There was a chill. Catherine rubbed her arms. She stood thinking for a moment. Before long, she was shivering, and something about the sleeping man on the floor made her skin crawl. 
 
    I don’t know. I… just don’t know… 
 
    She headed upstairs, locked the basement door behind her. She got dressed, put on a light jacket—it was overcast out this morning, a likelihood of rain, her weather app told her—and headed out the door. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    There was a giant tree—one Catherine didn’t know the name of, just that it was ugly as hell—marking the yard of the house she wanted. She pulled over at the curb, under the tree’s shade. It loomed up into the stormy sky, thick branches reaching out from the trunk like fingers from the palm of a hand, with large knotty knuckles, too many of them. A spider impaled upside down on a needle. It marred what Catherine would have otherwise considered a lovely street. 
 
    She made her way up the walk to the front door and rang the bell. A little boy answered, and the smell of something delicious wafted out, like spicy stew, herbs. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” Catherine said. She peered through the small gap beyond the boy but saw mostly darkness. “Is your mother home? Or… your grandmother?” She wasn’t quite sure the woman’s age. She had that ageless beauty about her—that she might just as likely be thirty as fifty. “Rosaline? Is she here?” 
 
    The boy didn’t say a word, and instead turned away into the house. She heard voices. Moments later a man came to the door wearing a ratty white tank-top and sweatpants. His eyes were dark and revealed nothing. He opened the door wide. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m looking for Rosaline. I’ve met with her before. Not that long ago, actually…” 
 
    “She’s not here.” 
 
    “Oh!” Her eyes wandered beyond the man, and she spotted the little boy watching them from the kitchen. “Do you know when she’ll be home? Or… or any other way I can contact her? I need to speak to her about something quite urgent.” 
 
    “I don’t know when she’ll be back. She’s at the bar. Could be hours.” 
 
    “Oh…” She felt her face burning. The man grinned. 
 
    “You could stop by and see her. She’s always good for a customer.” 
 
    She hesitated. “Well, I don’t want to bother her.” 
 
    “Oh, no bother!” His grin widened, his eyes shrank. “Like I say, she’s always good for a customer. Always has time.” He laughed softly, taking her in, positively amused. “One of her customers, right? A client?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” Then, wanting to get away as soon as possible she said, “Where can I find this bar, then?” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    It wasn’t far. The Four Wasps, it was called. Not like any bar Catherine had ever heard of, or seen for that matter. It was just a dingy little thing, with barely a sign out front to know what it was. There was a group of young boys outside sitting along the wall under the tinted windows. They smirked as Catherine walked by, like a joke was being played she didn’t know about. Or maybe they thought she looked funny. She was a little dressed up for the neighborhood, she thought. They probably hadn’t ever seen designer clothes before… 
 
    She smiled at them despite their snickering as she opened the door and headed inside. 
 
    Inside the bar was dim and warm, a faint smell of smoke and something woody. It was calming in a way. A few people were seated at one of the booths who eyed her curiously as she walked in but quickly lost interest. 
 
    She approached a woman behind the bar, who was not the woman she was looking for, and asked, “Is Rosaline here?” 
 
    “Hey! Rosa!” The woman barked. Catherine gasped audibly when she did. “One of your ladies is here!” 
 
    The woman who came out from the back office was most definitely the woman Catherine sought. Even in the dim light she glowed, a beauty so enviable it was almost wicked in its own secret way. 
 
    “Yes?” she said, eyebrows raised. She approached Catherine, leaned against the bar with a smile Catherine couldn’t decipher as friendly or crooked. 
 
    “Do you remember me? We met not that long ago… I was referred to you by a friend of mine… Beth?” 
 
    Rosaline nodded, carefully, grinning from the corner of her mouth as she seemed to remember. 
 
    “Come, come,” she said. “We can talk in the office.” 
 
    The office was brightly lit compared to the bar, with sickly white fluorescents above a small desk and computer. Rosaline sat behind this desk and gestured for Catherine to do the same. 
 
    “I don’t mean to take up too much of your time,” she said, insisting on standing. “I just wanted to ask something fairly straightforward.” 
 
    The smile melted from the woman’s face, though her eyebrows never lowered. 
 
    “Spit it out, then.” 
 
    “Ha, yes…” She cleared her throat. “You gave me something when we met, something to use on someone…” 
 
    “Be more specific. You are in a hurry, yes? So am I.” 
 
    “All right. I used it. I’m wondering…” She paused, feeling a red, hot, volcanic wave of embarrassment rising, bubbling up. To use something so drastic, and then to come back like this… she knew Rosaline would look upon her as the weak, spineless thing she was. “I’m wondering, just out of curiosity…” Ha! she thought. Who was she fooling there? “I’m wondering, if I should need it in an emergency…” 
 
    “You hope there is a way to reverse this, yes?” The smile crawled back to her lips. “To take it back?” 
 
    Catherine sighed, shaky and heavy. “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    “You paid a great deal of money for this curse, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, I certainly did.” 
 
    “Reverse costs even more. More than you can pay. Out of your budget.” 
 
    The feeling in her legs abandoned her, and she almost thought she might take the seat offered to her after all. But she remained standing, a quick flutter-flutter-flutter through her stomach. 
 
    “H-how much more?” 
 
    “More than you can pay.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    “You are desperate, then? You think you made a mistake?” 
 
    She isn’t stupid. Just be honest. Quickest way out of here. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. I just wanted to ask. Just in case.” 
 
    “Well, when you are totally sure…” Her eyes narrowed as she said this. “You come back, and we will see how desperate you really are.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    Rosaline stood, hands upon the desk. Her hair covered half her face, but she didn’t bother pulling it back. 
 
    “When you are certain of your mistake, then you ask for the price. Then we will talk.” 
 
    “I don’t know what kind of business you’re trying to run here, but—” 
 
    “These are not toys I am selling,” she interrupted. “I do not sell a flavor of the month in my line of work. I told you what you were buying. Maybe you should think more first in the future? You play with people’s lives this way. It is expensive.” 
 
    Not knowing quite what to say, Catherine stood dumbly, taking in the woman’s judgement in all its dark power. She knew a thing or two, Catherine imagined—things that would chill the flesh off your bones if you knew better, which she didn’t. 
 
    “Leave now,” Rosaline said, and swept her hand toward the door. “I have more than one business to run, and you are getting in the way of both.” 
 
    Catherine tried to look offended when she turned and left—or fled, rather—but she knew all Rosaline saw was fear. 
 
    And that’s all there really was to see, anyway. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She barely got the front door shut before she withered into herself, collapsed into a sobbing heap. 
 
    What have I done!? What have I DONE!? 
 
    She climbed the stairs, clumsy in a blur of tears, up to her bedroom where she lay down in bed and cried herself to sleep. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She woke up a few hours later, after dark. When she did, her cheeks and her pillow were dry. She sat up and turned odn the light. After a moment, thinking, she climbed out of bed with a pillow in hand. She grabbed her keys from her nightstand. On her way to the hallway, she tore the comforter from her bed and dragged it with her as well. She pulled it all the way downstairs, to the basement door. She unlocked it. Then she dragged the blanket all the way down those stairs, into the cold concrete room lit by a single dangling bulb. 
 
    The man lay just as she left him. With her bare toes, she kicked him over onto his side, then onto his stomach, face against the floor. She placed the pillow under his head, turned his head just comfortably enough to the side. Then she draped the comforter over his back, tucked it beneath him, rolled him up. 
 
    Once he looked well enough, she ascended the stairs, turned off the light, and returned to bed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Three 
 
    Rest for the Wicked 
 
   The beach played its crashing cymbals and a breeze carried weak, periodic waves of sand against his face. His finger stub ached and bled. One side of his jar lantern was stippled with it. With the fire therein, at least, he could see the ground at his feet. 
 
    He happened upon his corpse as he left the old man’s shack, torn apart by the creature which he took revenge against somewhere farther along. He hoped he wouldn’t happen upon that corpse. Feeling it, and hearing it, were frightening enough. He didn’t want its form engraved in his memory, too. 
 
    He backtracked over the hill, down the rocky slope on the other side—careful to avoid the area he thought he might find the dead beast—and to the tree line near his “wash-up” spot, as the old man had called it. Everything felt a little different with the light of his fire. He saw the trees he followed beside him. He saw the empty spaces between them, as well. 
 
    The trees eventually stopped, only briefly. A few feet beyond that, where they started again, Lewis found the sign he remembered touching before. Just a tall stake in the ground with a wooden plank nailed to its top. There were letters carved on its face. 
 
    The black grooves read: “This way to The Historic Inn” 
 
    Feeling substantially more confident with his light source, and the old man’s sword, Lewis followed the path once more. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    More surefooted, the path unwound much quicker than before. He hurried along, eyes darting with simmering fear, the forest dead and reaching out like the arms of prisoners through cell bars. The longer he traveled, the more he felt the distance creeping back up on him, as though the world only existed around his light—the darkness rolling itself up like a carpet at his heels. 
 
    He heard something once. A scuff in the dirt. He turned, held his jar toward it, gripped the sword in his fist. He worried the old man might follow, might try to take back the clothes he stole. He knew these paths much better. He’d probably walked them countless times by now. 
 
    Other sounds—rustling, twig-snapping, the brief noises which sounded to Lewis like someone sniffling—haunted him all the way, and he feared he might go insane with paranoia should he not reach the end of the path soon. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    A different noise, tucked away in the woods not far off. A hungry noise. Growling. Not too foreign anymore, sadly. A hideous dog that wears its empty stomach on the outside for all to hear. That’s what he imagined. 
 
    His sore feet slapped the dirt a little faster. 
 
    Then there were footsteps, rushing up behind. He spun around. 
 
    “Go!” His voice wavered. “Stop following me!” 
 
    He squinted past the fire in his jar. 
 
    Whatever waited in the woods, watching—attracted to his light but intelligent enough to stay out of its reach—let out a low, blood-chilling bark. A dog indeed. 
 
    Or something. 
 
    He moved away one steady step at a time. His jaw was clenched, and his sword-wielding hand felt weak and shivery. If it came down to it, he knew… 
 
    It barked again, louder and fuller, and Lewis ran. He kept close to one side of the path, followed the edge of the trees as they whizzed by. His company joined him, feet and nails scratching. They were on him—just at his heels, he knew. But they didn’t pounce. Not like last time. Something, maybe his fire, kept them off. But they followed all the same, and he feared if he stopped running they might take their chances… 
 
    “Gah!” he screamed. He turned on them, slashed his jar through the air like a holy wand, and its light earned him a glimpse. His heart leapt into his narrowing throat. 
 
    Sinewy, slippery, low to the ground, all jaws and eyes. It retreated from his dome of light quick as a spider. He shook in place, face pulled open in a silent scream. 
 
    “Fuck off!” 
 
    It barked again, now somewhere off to his left, as though it were circling him. 
 
    “Fuck off, I said!” 
 
    He lunged at it, dared it. Its feet—or its paws, or its hooves, he didn’t get a good look—skittered back. Feeling brave, exhausted, he lunged at it again, sword raised. Then again. It retreated farther and farther away, only enough to stay out of the light. He roared then—the sound someone might make when jumping out at their child in a playful game of hide and seek. He lunged once, then again right after, and before he realized he even had it in him he was chasing the creature, running for it with his lantern as a shield, and its feet whispered over the dirt farther and farther down the path in front of him. He ran harder, roared louder, bellowed until his throat hurt from it. When he stopped, he heard the feet continue off, scrape through the trees and back into the woods until he couldn’t hear them any longer. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    He walked for hours. The path weaved and rippled and choked and swelled, but it never ended, and it never led anywhere but farther ahead. 
 
    The old man had spoken of the dark, and how it could manipulate you. For all Lewis knew, the path really didn’t go anywhere. Maybe it altered itself, a living thing, and now he wandered in an infinite loop, followed by the constant fear of death waiting just around the next bend, or even trailing him around the last… 
 
    Lewis was grateful to be startled by yet another sound—anything to distract him from his obsessive dread. Back home, this sound would have barely fazed him. But in this place, given the lack of such ambience so far, it tensed every muscle in his body. A bird. It cawed overhead, guttural, flying over the path from one tree to another. The branches rubbed as it landed, settled its weight. It cawed again. Caw. Caw. In the complete dark he wondered if what sounded like a bird actually looked anything like a bird as he knew them. 
 
    Nothing in this world was as he knew it. 
 
    The branches scraped like knives as the bird took flight and left him. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    His follower was back. It returned quieter this time, without the growling or the snorting. Perhaps it was a different follower altogether, something less animal than the first. But they were there, close to stepping on his heels in the dark. He shouted at them to leave again, but they wouldn’t. He chased them, but couldn’t hear the sounds of their steps retreating. They just weren’t there. 
 
    He felt foolish. He spun wildly, lantern swinging by its tiny wire handle. The lantern cast its light before him, but suddenly the rustling was behind him again, so he spun a second time, and a third, this way and that, like trying to catch his own shadow. 
 
    The dark was playing tricks… 
 
    Was it only him? he wondered. 
 
    “Who are you? What are you?” 
 
    The shuffling was behind him now. He lashed his lantern at it, spinning on his heel, and found more of the same. Then again. He spun. Then again. And he spun. 
 
    “Stop this!” he said. “Please!” 
 
    He listened, wide-eyed, and the darkness grew silent around him. He took a deep breath to calm himself. 
 
    He wandered up the path a ways and stopped. He turned around. He wandered back. A thought occurred to him and his heart nearly broke. He paced down the path and paced back once more. 
 
    He wasn’t sure which direction he was headed. 
 
    The frustration gathered in his throat, choked him there, and he thought he might start whimpering like a helpless toddler. 
 
    For eternity, he thought. This will go on for all eternity, and there’s nothing I can do… 
 
    He wouldn’t let himself think that way. He picked a direction and started off again, regardless of whether or not it was right. Perhaps it wasn’t. Perhaps he’d find himself back at the beach. No worries, he told himself. He’d just turn around and try again… 
 
    The floodgates burned, bulged, behind his steadfast eyes. It was hard to breathe. He tried to keep his mind empty, focused on nothing but following the path, but like pesky wasps several thoughts slipped through and bit deep. 
 
    …never getting anywhere… 
 
    …trapped in here forever… 
 
    …even if you do get somewhere, it will only be more misery… 
 
    …not even death will end it… 
 
    …cursed for eternity… 
 
    …no matter how far you make it, one wrong move restarts everything… 
 
    …why even try… 
 
    He heard something. Sniffling. It was him. The floodgates were breaking. One last thought occurred to him before they did, an odd wondering. 
 
    Will my tears also turn to poison in my mouth? 
 
    “Hey…” 
 
    A new voice stopped him in his tracks. It came ahead this time, very close. Its cadence sent thick waves of goosebumps over his body. 
 
    A child’s voice. 
 
    “H-hello?” he said. 
 
    He moved toward it, deliberate, curious, and strangely hopeful. He hadn’t imagined it. Someone was there. Someone, he thought, who shouldn’t be. 
 
    A light appeared in the distance, and the trees and branches shown black between the light and himself. The path bent, circled toward it. His hurried feet barely touched the dirt as he floated desperately onward. 
 
    Someone there, something there! 
 
    In the clearing at the path’s end, a two-story cabin waited, barely visible, with dim firelight in the window by the door. Over the door was a sign with a closed bowl of fire beneath it to give it light. 
 
    It read: The Historic Inn. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Relieved as he was to find something through all the trees at the end of the winding path, he approached the front door with heavy feet. Something which seemed refreshing could all too likely be something else entirely, he thought. 
 
    The darkness could be… 
 
    Ah, he thought. He knew nothing about it. He only knew what the old man told him. Would he fear everything based on the words of someone who hadn’t ventured farther than twenty feet in the last… however long he’d been there? 
 
    The door to the inn wasn’t shut completely. A gentle push opened it a few inches. He peeked inside. It was dim—as any place here would be—and silent. Trying to be equally silent, alert for anything in the shadows, Lewis stepped inside and shut the door behind him until it latched. 
 
    Not including Lewis’s lantern, the room was lit only by a small cage of fire on the counter, which he would soon notice was nailed down. He stood at the counter and waited, saw no one on the other side. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said. No one answered. He leaned over the counter, peered at the ground on the other side. He extended his lantern, revealing not much else. It appeared he was alone. 
 
    But where had that voice come from? He hadn’t forgotten. 
 
    He looked at the entrance and considered. He needed a break, he thought. To continue on outside, through the perilous dark, sounded far too exhausting at the moment. So instead, he passed the counter where his light revealed a waiting stairway. He followed it up. 
 
    Each stair gave a squeal, low and hidden. The banister he followed up with his hand was sheathed in dust. At the top of the stairs was a hallway. He moved, slow like a phantom, down its length and saw several shut doors along the way. When he reached the end, he discovered there was nothing else to see. Only the shut doors. Except for a painting hung on the wall there at the end. The frame was gold and decorative, and the painting itself was abstract. There were colors—red, black, possibly green—and lines which made shapes similar to arms and legs all interwoven. 
 
    He startled at the sound of a door opening down the hall from where he’d come. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    There wasn’t a response. Slowly, even slower than before, with his sword held at his side, he tiptoed along the hall, silent as the layers of dust under his bare feet. So much dust. The light of his fire revealed the same shut doors all the way down, until he reached the very last—or the first, near the head of the stairs. This door was open now. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    He paused just inside the doorway. The feeling of being watched, or being followed, wound him up like thread on a spool, until he couldn’t hold himself still any longer and he shut the bedroom door behind him and turned the lock. 
 
    Because it was a bedroom. There was a desk, mostly bare save an open booklet, its pages blank. A bed rested in one corner, with a nightstand beside it. There was a lamp on the nightstand, whose switch lent him nothing but an empty click. A window, glass cold as winter, lay hidden in the dark next to the nightstand. It provided him with a perfect view of the blackness outside. A tall dresser was pushed against the wall opposite the bed. He opened the drawers of the dresser and found them all empty. The nightstand, too. He wished his flame was brighter, for it reached just short of being able to light all four corners of the room at once. As it was, setting it on the nightstand put the far wall and the bedroom door mostly in shadow. 
 
    The bed, he found, was incredibly soft, albeit smelling strongly of mothballs. He set the sword on the nightstand next to his jar lantern and lay back on the bed without pulling down the covers and suddenly found himself aching for sleep. 
 
    He lay that way for what felt like hours and sleep never came. Well, of course not, he thought. Sleep would be an escape. The darkness couldn’t allow that. And if it did, he figured he probably wouldn’t enjoy it much anyway. It would be plagued by nightmares, no doubt. The worst kind, more terrible than anything he could imagine. 
 
    So he lay very still on the bed, the lantern burning smoothly next to his head on the nightstand, and he stared at the ceiling with no evidence of thought in his eyes. No sleep, but a moment of peace at the very least… 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    His blank eyes swelled. He opened his mouth and couldn’t find his voice. The one which spoke to him, somewhere in the room, continued. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you,” the voice said. It was a man’s voice, soft-spoken. Polite. Not the same voice he’d heard outside at all. “I’m having an argument with my friend here. I was wondering if you could help us settle it.” 
 
    Lewis sat up. “Where are you?” 
 
    “That’s not important,” said another voice. Also male, a little deeper than the first. There was something else about it. Sarcastic, almost pleased with himself. “We were just wondering something.” 
 
    The voices came from the middle of the room, but Lewis already knew there was nothing there. Or was it the middle of the room? They seemed to come from everywhere, or nowhere. Out of the walls, out of thin air. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “That’s not important either,” said the sly one. “Just answer a question for us, would you?” 
 
    “Be nice about it,” the other one said. 
 
    “I am being nice about it.” 
 
    Lewis stood from the bed, grabbed his lantern from the nightstand. He paced to the other side of the room, sweeping its corners with the light. The room was empty and he was alone far as he could tell. 
 
    “My friend and I were wondering how you ended up here. You’re the youngest we’ve seen in a while.” 
 
    “I’m still figuring that out myself.” 
 
    The voices whispered to each other. He couldn’t make out what they said. 
 
    “Don’t ask him that…” said the polite one. 
 
    “Ask me what?” 
 
    The room became silent. Lewis returned to the bed and took a seat. He felt no threat from the voices. He set the lantern on the night stand, scooted across the bed until his back was against the wall. 
 
    “Did your parents send you here because you’re in trouble?” 
 
    Lewis felt silly for listening, and sillier for answering. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Are you a bad boy?” asked the sly one, and sniggered. “Was your daddy mad at you?” 
 
    “Quit it,” said the polite one. “You’ll make him want to leave.” 
 
    “I think he already wants to leave.” 
 
    “What do you think my dad would be mad about?” he asked. 
 
    The voices were quiet. And then they started their murmuring again, back and forth. Although he couldn’t understand them, it sounded heated. 
 
    “Don’t say that. You shouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “Why not? He knows what he did.” 
 
    Lewis leaned forward. “Did what? What did I do?” 
 
    “That’s rude.” 
 
    “You worry too much.” 
 
    “What is it? What do you want to say?” 
 
    “Your daddy’s mad because you did something very bad.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? And what was that?” 
 
    After a savored pause, the sly one sang, “You kiiiiiilled her.” 
 
    There had been a smile forming on Lewis’s lips. It faded. Suddenly he felt the need to catch his breath as though it had escaped him. 
 
    “Don’t,” pleaded the kind one. “I’m sorry, my friend—” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. We’re just talking.” 
 
    “Killed who?” Lewis asked. Then before they could elaborate, “How do you know anything about me?” 
 
    “Oh, he sounds upset.” 
 
    “Of course he is. You shouldn’t have said anything…” 
 
    “Who are you, really?” He waited, unsatisfied. Soon he became impatient. “Either way, I barely knew my father, so you’re wrong about that.” 
 
    Silence. Lewis, feeling agitated, stood again from the bed. 
 
    “Never mind. I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Running away? Isn’t that what got you into this mess?” 
 
    “Stop it already. Leave him alone…” 
 
    “It’s fine. We’re just having fun.” 
 
    Lewis started for the door. “Have your fun then. I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    “It says right here you killed her. Then you ran. Is that right?” 
 
    He stopped with his hand on the doorknob. “I don’t know what you’re talking about…” 
 
    “Right here, in the pages of this book.” 
 
    Something shuffled nearby in the bedroom. Lewis flashed his eyes around, saw nothing. It shuffled again. Quiet. Shuffled again. Something fell from the desk and plopped onto the floor. He bent and picked it up—the empty booklet. Its dust coated his hand. He held it near the lantern, saw its pages weren’t empty anymore after all. On the page it was currently turned to, he read: 
 
    …and as he read its pages, he realized it detailed his whole life, from the beginning all the way to the moment of that realization. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked, appeared on the page. 
 
    “What is this? How are you doing this?” 
 
    “It isn’t us,” said the polite voice. 
 
    “The Historic Inn,” added the other. “Full of histories.” 
 
    Lewis looked again to the unfolding story, saw the words appear one after the other in an endless stream. 
 
    He read its pages, angry and confused, until he was distracted by the sound of footsteps outside his door. 
 
    He paused, disbelieving. Sure enough, he listened as those old stairs groaned under someone’s weight, footsteps climbing to the upstairs hall outside his door. He tossed the booklet on the desk, then went to the nightstand and retrieved the sword. 
 
    “You should leave, Lewis,” the polite voice advised. “Quickly.” 
 
    The sly voice, full of menace: “The innkeeper is coming.” 
 
    Lewis did a quick search of the room, and just as he expected, his only exits were either the door or the window. Upon further observation, he saw the window contained no mechanism to open. Just a pane of glass. 
 
    A knock on the door. 
 
    “Before you leave,” the polite voice said, full of urgency. “Take us with you!” 
 
    Lewis hesitated. “What do—” 
 
    “Here,” said the sly voice. “In the desk drawer.” 
 
    It was true, he hadn’t checked the desk drawer when he first arrived. Only the dresser and the nightstand. He hurried to the desk, listened as the doorknob rattled in the dark. He pulled open the top drawer and what he saw sent his mind reeling. 
 
    A tiny pair of sneakers, pale under a film of dust, sat abandoned inside. Simplistic faces were drawn on the toes of each shoe in what looked like black marker. Two eyes and lines for mouths. One sneaker frowned, the other grinned. Lewis stared into the drawer, lost in the strangest sensation of déjà vu. 
 
    What was first a knock turned into pounding. Whoever stood on the other side of the bedroom door desperately wanted in. Lewis left the open drawer, left the sneakers inside. He never heard their voices again. He went to the window, checked one last time that he had everything—he’d only come with the lantern and the sword, both in his hands. He shoved the sword through the glass, shattered it. He chopped around the window frame, freeing the last shards. He could see nothing outside, not the ground beneath or whatever else might wait below, but he had no choice. He straddled the windowsill. His foot touched only open air on the other side. As he considered the fall, the bedroom door burst open. Through the darkness, something bore down on him, moved through the room like a gust of wind. Without any more help than that, he tumbled out of the window, succumbed to the abyss outside it. 
 
    “Guh!” was the sound he made upon landing on his shoulder in the dirt. His jar lantern rolled from him. He let it. He turned onto his back, wheezing. 
 
    The air was still and calm. 
 
    He wanted to lay there a while longer. Possibly forever. Somewhere nearby another bird cawed, possibly the same one. He crawled onto his knees, carried the lantern up by its wire handle, staggered to his feet, and limped deeper into the unknown ahead. 
 
    Eventually the dirt ended and he waded into a field of knee-high grass. Still better than trees, he thought. Better than the woods. 
 
    Curiously, a little hurriedly—the fear that the innkeeper could still be in pursuit—he changed course and cut through the field in a different direction. He cast fervid glances behind him every chance he got, a habit he might never break. After long enough, he accepted it was unlikely he was still being followed. Whatever had been inside the inn, he’d left it there. He was alone again. 
 
    Soon, cutting through the grass he discovered a dirt path. He decided to follow it, to have something, at least, to guide him somewhere. Anywhere. Who knew where he was going… 
 
    The fields rustled in a gentle breeze. 
 
    Something touched his hand in the dark. 
 
    He gasped. He spun around. The lantern showed him a face, pale and glowing, child-soft. It smiled, with more innocence than this world could ever possibly permit. 
 
    With a familiar voice he’d heard not so long before, they said, “Hey.” 
 
    Lewis screamed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Four 
 
    Complications 
 
   Nice progress today, Kellie. Keep up with practice and you’ll have it down in no time.” 
 
    Catherine smiled and waved at the small girl, whose back was turned so as to make it a mostly useless gesture, as her mother led her down the sidewalk to their car. 
 
    Catherine shut the door and took a seat on the couch. She threw her head back, mouth open to emphasize her mental exhaustion. 
 
    Twenty minutes later she was in the kitchen. She pulled out several bags of frozen fruits and vegetables. She loaded them into her blender. When she was finished, she poured half of it into a tall glass. She took a sip, grimaced. 
 
    She took the smoothie down into the basement. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Sunday night the television cast a pale blue light over her and everything else. She watched the news in bed, wide-eyed, listening to story after story of tragedy and all the sensational fluff in between. Maybe the tragedies were sensational fluff, too. It was hard to tell anymore, she thought. 
 
    There was a story, an ongoing investigation. A kidnapping. Police were looking for a young girl, the news anchor said. She’d been missing a week so far, no signs of her or her abductor anywhere. Witnesses described the abductor as a white male in his early to mid-forties. The girl was twelve. 
 
    Catherine shuddered in bed. She eyed the remote next to her as the story unfolded. They replayed old witness recordings, two women outside near where it happened, telling the camera they’d seen the man force the young girl into his car. It happened so quickly, they said. Catherine’s eyes flitted to the remote time and time again, and sometimes they drifted over her bed to the floor, through the floor, through the downstairs to the basement underneath. 
 
    Not the same, she thought. Not the same. 
 
    Whether she thought it in defense of herself or the man in her basement… 
 
    Things were foggy. 
 
    Finally she took the remote and shut off the television. She went to bed. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Catherine poured herself some coffee in the teacher’s lounge. School hadn’t started yet. She had an entire period to herself in the mornings, anyway. She liked to use that time to ready her classroom and get things in order before her first class arrived. 
 
    The students were already arriving. Through the door she could hear them chatter. Sneakers squealed and scuffed the floor. Lockers slammed. Obnoxious, high-pitched guffawing. 
 
    She couldn’t stand their voices. The young girls. The boys weren’t much better, either. But at least most of them hollered rather than screeched. And the cackling… 
 
    Thank God I was never their age, Catherine thought amusedly. 
 
    She was snapped out of her thoughts when the door opened and a tall, thin man entered. He looked pleased to see her. 
 
    “Good morning!” he said. 
 
    “Good morning, Andrew,” she answered. 
 
    He poured himself a cup of coffee and leaned back against the countertop with one hand, his coffee in the other. His shirt was too baggy for his pencil-thin body, Catherine thought. And yet the neck was too tight. His flesh there looked red and sore. 
 
    “How was your weekend?” he asked. 
 
    She took a sip of coffee and said, “Like any other weekend, I suppose.” 
 
    Andrew laughed, though she didn’t mean it to be funny. She didn’t mean anything she said to be any certain way. It annoyed her when she felt this way. Blah. And it annoyed her worse when other people—people like Andrew—tried to force their good moods down her throat. What did he have to be so damn happy about? 
 
    “I hear you. Every Monday is the same. Luckily there’s only one a week.” 
 
    He gave her a smile and a wink and then left. She was glad. 
 
    Imagine, she thought, if she were to have told him the truth. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    One afternoon, Catherine made what she would later view as a ridiculous mistake. More than that, actually. A lapse in sanity. 
 
    School let out. She tidied up her classroom until she could no longer hear the students filing out of the halls, outside into the near-summer heat. She collected her things. The janitor smiled as she left, told her to have a great day. She ignored him. 
 
    She shielded her face through the parking lot. When she was in her car, she took her phone out from her purse and checked to see that she had no missed calls. Rarely did she have any missed calls. And those she did have were usually telemarketers. Sometimes, though, she hoped she’d check her phone and discover a call from her daughter. It would never happen, she knew, but she always eagerly hoped. 
 
    She decided to make a quick stop on her way home to pick up a few things. Paper towels, some more frozen smoothie mixings. She was in line to pay when someone behind her said her name. She turned to see them, wide-eyed, and saw it was Beth. 
 
    “The look on your face when you turned around, you looked ready to defend yourself!” 
 
    “You snuck up on me!” Catherine said, smiling, trying to be friendly when really she just wanted to get out and go home. 
 
    “Are you busy or anything? You should come over tonight for drinks with me and Ned.” 
 
    Catherine shook her head. “I appreciate it, but I’m looking forward to unwinding at home alone, to be honest. Been a long day.” 
 
    “I understand.” Beth looked at the conveyer belt at Catherine’s purchases, and Catherine felt a spark of irritation. “Don’t turn into a hermit, though, whatever you do.” 
 
    “I’m not turning into a hermit,” she answered, her voice void of humor. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Beth said. “I’m only kidding.” 
 
    Catherine knew she was coming off as a bitch. She knew the tone of her voice hid very little, and yet she didn’t feel sorry at all. In a way she wanted Beth to know she was annoyed, to take a hint and let her leave without all the obligatory nonsense. But she also needed Beth. She was her only friend. Someday, she hoped she wouldn’t feel so shitty and in need of isolation, and that Beth would still be around for that. 
 
    “Actually…” Catherine considered. “Maybe I will come over tonight. That might be… nice.” 
 
    “Really? You sure? I don’t want you to feel guilted into it or anything—” 
 
    “Oh, not at all. I need this. I’ve been alone too much lately, I think.” 
 
    She smiled and laughed, to make sure her words didn’t come across as pitiful as they really were if Beth only knew. 
 
    “Well good! I’ll let Ned know you’re coming over. What time you think you’ll be?” 
 
    “I’ll just stop at home for a bit, get changed into something more comfortable I think.” 
 
    “Say seven?” 
 
    “Seven sounds great.” 
 
    Beth gave her a warm smile, one that showed both gratitude and a subtle acknowledgement of what her accepting the invitation really meant. It was an expression akin to pity, she knew. Beth thought she was doing her a favor in getting her out of her isolation, and was proud of her for going along with it. It almost made Catherine change her mind. 
 
    Once she paid, she didn’t wait around. She told Beth she’d hurry home and get her things taken care of, that she’d see her at seven. So she left the store, got in her car, and started home. 
 
    She came to a four-way stop. Looking in her rear view, she saw no one waiting behind her, or at any of the other stops, and decided to take a quick moment to look herself over in the mirror under her visor. She blinked her eyes, smacked her lips. She thought she looked all right. She wouldn’t need to touch up too much before she headed over. She flipped up her visor and continued on. 
 
    Halfway through the intersection a small black hatchback tore through just feet in front of her. Her foot barely found the brake and she slammed it with just the edge of her shoe. Instinctively her hand made a fist against the horn and it bleated like an insect. She caught a glimpse of the single driver inside the vehicle, a teen boy on his phone. He turned to her in that millisecond, wearing a dopey grin on his face, amused at his phone call, apparently. Then the black car raced onward without a care in the world. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she screamed. She said it again, more bewildered than before, gesturing at the car like she were pointing the outrageousness out to someone else. “Oh my God!” 
 
    Planning to go straight, she hung a left instead and followed. She adjusted her seatbelt over her chest, where her heart throbbed almost painfully. She stepped on the gas, pulled back in her seat by the acceleration. Her car growled in pursuit. Up ahead she saw the car’s taillights flash. It took a right. She did the same. 
 
    On the next street, she sped until she was caught up. She drove close, closer than she knew she should. She rolled her window down, arrowed a finger over the roof of her car, as though such a signal would convince the teen to pull over for her. He didn’t, of course. He probably didn’t even notice, but she wanted to believe he did. He ignored her. He didn’t care about her or anything else. He was a moron, child or not. Selfish. 
 
    He’s not a child. Not a child at all. 
 
    She followed him another mile. He turned left, so did she. He turned right, so did she. Eventually he did pull over. It was a park. There was a children’s playground, empty. Next to that was what looked like a skate park, with large concrete bowls and straight rails between them. Across the street was a small library. Catherine parked her car behind his. She wrestled with her seat belt, eyes flitting up to watch the boy get out of his car. He looked at her, saw her. He wasn’t smiling. He scowled, confused—annoyed. Finally she got her seat belt off and jumped out of her car. The evening air felt good in her overworked lungs. 
 
    “Hey!” she called after him, his back to her as he made his way up the curb toward the park, a skateboard in his hand. He didn’t turn to see her. “Hey! I’m talking to you!” 
 
    There were two other boys already skating, to whom he seemed to be making his way toward. He looked over his shoulder once and they met eyes, but he didn’t stop. 
 
    “Yeah! I’m talking to you! Stop!” 
 
    He stopped. His shoulders sagged. She was an inconvenience to him. She might embarrass him in front of his friends. She wanted to, too. He deserved much worse than that. 
 
    “You’re going to get someone killed!” she yelled. “You know that?” 
 
    He didn’t say anything. One of his waiting friends finally saw them, was standing far off watching. Curious. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the boy said. He looked over his shoulder at his friends, and he smiled at them, but Catherine knew it was an act. He was scared. He was nervous. She knew the feeling. 
 
    “Do you know you nearly killed us both back there?” 
 
    He shrugged. “No.” 
 
    “You did. You almost got us both killed. You didn’t even stop.” 
 
    He shrugged again. “I thought I did. Sorry.” 
 
    “No you’re not.” She was shaking. She couldn’t keep her voice still—pitchy and wobbly. “You don’t give two shits!” 
 
    He was old enough to drive—had probably heard much worse on a regular basis—but hearing her say it, a strange lady well into her forties, his face changed, lost its composure. This lady is nuts, that face said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said again. 
 
    “On your phone, not paying attention at all. What if…” Her voice was trembling uncontrollably, to the point she almost couldn’t speak. Hot coals burned behind her eyes, and a hard lump rose into her throat. “What if you k-killed someone back there? Hmmm? One of these days…” 
 
    His friends came and joined him, stood a small ways behind him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” one of them whispered. 
 
    “Your friend here is driving like a sociopath!” Catherine said. She swallowed and took a deep breath, trying to get her voice back in order. “There are other people on these roads besides you. You’re no more invincible than they are, and you’re going to hurt someone one of these days. Yourself included.” 
 
    “It was an accident,” he said, raising his voice a little. “I said I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry isn’t going to cut it when someone’s…” she paused, felt the lump rising again. The hot coals burned brighter, and for a moment she couldn’t see any of them through the tears in her eyes. She blinked them down her cheeks, wiped them away quickly with her hand. But it was already started and she couldn’t slow it down. “When there’s someone’s little boy or girl out in the road and you’re going too fast… not paying attention… not… just going through intersections like that…” 
 
    They were all silent. 
 
    “Do you want to be a murderer?” She turned and gestured to the road behind them, at their vehicles parked at the curb. “Do you want to kill someone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why are you driving like a… fuckhead!” One of the friends laughed, quietly. She swallowed down the lump. “What’s your name? Tell me your name.” 
 
    The boy only shook his head. 
 
    “Where are your parents? I want their phone number.” 
 
    He exchanged another amused look with his friends, but he couldn’t hide the discomfort in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I cut you off,” he said. “I don’t know what else you want from me.” 
 
    “I want to talk to your parents.” 
 
    Suddenly one of the friends stepped forward. 
 
    “Aren’t you a teacher?” he asked. His voice was high and whiny compared to the other. “Don’t you teach at the junior high?” 
 
    The three boys began murmuring between each other. Catherine’s head had started to ache at some point, and she noticed it now—a dull throb through each of her temples. She looked back at their cars. Someone was leaving the library across the street. Another car came and parked farther down the street closer to the children’s playground. The sky was a bright blue, which hurt her eyes to stare into. When she returned her attention to them they were laughing to each other, and the first boy shot her fleeting glances as they chattered secretively. Her face flushed. 
 
    “I’ll find out who you are,” she said, but her voice betrayed her. It was light and small. “I’ll see you at school. Don’t…” She took a deep breath. “Don’t think you’ve gotten away with anything.” 
 
    She turned her back on them and started back for her car. She massaged one of her temples. She felt so tired… 
 
    When she got back in her car they were already back to their skating. The first boy watched the others, and he looked over his shoulder at her repeatedly with a smile. If her head hadn’t started aching she might have felt angrier at that, but she didn’t. She just wanted to go home. 
 
    She pulled away from the curb and headed there. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She called Beth and cancelled. 
 
    She made another smoothie and took it, along with a glass of water, into the basement. It was getting easier to feed him. He didn’t choke like he had at first. She made far less of a mess. Each time she finished she sat with him for a while—not so much with him, exactly, but rather a few feet across from him, studying him. He responded to the smoothies, drank them down greedily, but outside of that he wasn’t with her at all. He didn’t move in his sleep. He made no sounds. For everything Rosaline had promised, he never talked in his sleep—cried out, whimpered, or showed the faintest hint of fear or torment. If not for the color in his cheeks and the warmth of his skin and the breath from his nostrils, Catherine would have thought him dead. 
 
    He should be dead. 
 
    She wanted him dead, and at the same time she was terribly afraid to make him so. Should he die, she could go back to her life like nothing happened, like he never was. She could carry on with the rest of it. Have closure… 
 
    Before she headed up she turned him onto his side, readjusted the pillow beneath his head, and pulled the comforter tighter around his shoulders. 
 
    She turned off the light and carried the glasses with her up the stairs, left him in the dark alone, feet heavy with weariness, her head with troubled thoughts. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    It was Friday, lunchtime. Catherine warmed her homemade meal in the teacher’s lounge—it was one of those microwaveable, low-fat freezer meals, only she cooked it at home and put it in a plastic food container for appearance’s sake—and took it back to her classroom to eat in private without the threat of conversation. 
 
    Halfway through eating her meal, a lost-looking woman entered her classroom. Catherine saw her first, and when the woman’s eyes finally found her, eating at her desk, the lost expression hardened into something which made Catherine squeeze her fork uncomfortably tight. 
 
    “Excuse me,” the woman said. She walked to the middle of the open classroom, less than half the floor taken by rows of single chairs. She stopped there. “You’re Mrs. Blake, the music teacher?” 
 
    Catherine set her fork into the container. “I am.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    “My son attends this school. I believe you had words with him a couple days ago, off campus.” 
 
    As her heart started to pound and the blood drained from her face, she shook her head and tried to furrow her brow confusedly as best she could. 
 
    “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.” She smiled, friendly and attentive—but feared she looked like neither of those things. 
 
    The woman shook her head as well. 
 
    “You did. You met my son a couple days ago after school let out. Nearly drove him off the road, from what I understand.” 
 
    Catherine hesitated. Torn between arguing the falsehood or continuing to deny it altogether, she settled for the least aggressive—more evasive. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” she said, shook her head a second time. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The woman grinned, arms folded, and Catherine felt immediate regret. She’d lied outright, and this woman was prepared to not only reveal it, but to rub her nose in it, too. She took a step toward the classroom door and called for her son, who waited in the hall. Catherine buried her face in her hands at the sight of him. 
 
    “So you do recognize him, then.” 
 
    It was the same boy, all right. He came and stood not quite with his mother, a few paces behind, hands in his pockets. His mother asked him if Catherine was the woman in question and he confirmed she was. 
 
    “Your son was an accident waiting to happen,” Catherine blurted. She remained seated at her desk. She felt so cornered. She talked with her hands and they trembled. “He nearly hit me at an intersection, didn’t even stop. If he keeps driving—” 
 
    “He’s a teenage boy,” the mother said, and her voice was full to the brim with authority, with passion, with confidence. This wasn’t her first sword-and-shield dance in the name of protecting her precious offspring. “They’re stupid, that’s a fact. But for you to come after him the way you did, following him for miles like a raging lunatic, was not only completely irresponsible, but just as careless and dangerous as anything he might be guilty of, and that’s unacceptable. You’re an adult.” 
 
    Catherine’s cheeks were burning. From embarrassment or outrage, it was difficult to say. 
 
    “Don’t come in here and tell me—” 
 
    “You should know better,” the mother interrupted. “It… astounds me, that someone as impulsive and thoughtless as you is here teaching at my children’s school.” 
 
    “What about your son?” Catherine said, gesturing to him desperately. “How can you think it’s okay for—” 
 
    “I will handle my son,” she interrupted again. “I’m his mother, not you. Don’t you worry about that.” 
 
    “I am worried about that!” Catherine stood from her desk. “When exactly can we expect you to teach your son the consequences of his behavior? After he’s already killed someone?” 
 
    “My son has not killed anyone. He’s not going to kill anyone.” 
 
    “He nearly killed me!” 
 
    The mother scoffed. “That’s a bit dramatic.” 
 
    Her blood was on fire, and yet all her limbs were ice. In a flash she imagined herself sweeping across the room like a storm and viciously wrestling both the mother and her son to the ground in rage—how therapeutic it would be. 
 
    “You’re arguing with the wrong person,” Catherine said. 
 
    “You’re still denying it was you?” 
 
    “No. What I mean is…” She paused. Her life wasn’t anyone else’s business. This woman and her son wouldn’t care. Yes, Catherine thought, perhaps her behavior with the woman’s son had been out of line. But it didn’t excuse them. And she wasn’t about to let them convince themselves otherwise. “What I mean, is there’s nothing you can say or accuse me of that’s going to change or distract from the fact that your son’s behavior is a danger to those around him, or the fact that you should focus more on talking to him than pointing fingers at me to deflect from your hurt ego. Your family—” 
 
    “I’m not deflecting—” 
 
    “Your family,” Catherine said again, more forcefully, “isn’t perfect, and you’re not a perfect mom. In fact you’re a lousy one. And your son isn’t going to grow up any better if you keep blaming everyone else.” 
 
    “How dare you? Who are you to call me a lousy mom?” 
 
    Catherine was silent. She looked the woman up and down, from the gold highlights in her dark hair, her meticulously smoothed, powdered face, eyelashes black and long and thick as paintbrush bristles, to her delicate ankles popping out from her denim capris, feet smashed in their undersized, lacy white sandals, toenails painted red. 
 
    Who was Catherine to call her such a thing, indeed? 
 
    She sighed. “Another lousy mom.” 
 
    The woman wasn’t sure how to respond. Finally, she straightened, face turned up so that Catherine could see her nostrils from across the room. 
 
    “You might be, yes. But I am not you.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Catherine gathered her nearly empty food container from her desk, started cleaning up before the lunch break was over. “You’re lucky you’re not, believe me.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” She paused and faced them both. “So are we done here?” 
 
    “Far from it. I’d like to hear what the principal has to say about this.” 
 
    “Good! I have to get my classroom ready for next period, so don’t wait around on me.” 
 
    The woman sneered and, with her hand on her son’s shoulder, left Catherine’s classroom in a huff. Once they were out the door, Catherine stopped pretending to straighten things and collapsed into her chair. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The mother had tried to arrange a meeting between all three of them, to better put Catherine in her place with the principal as her witness—Catherine couldn’t talk back with her sharp tongue in front of her boss, she’d probably assumed. But Mr. Dougherty knew better than that. He simply told her he’d handle things, that he’d talk with Mrs. Blake before the end of the day. 
 
    He hastily swung by her classroom when school let out. 
 
    “She wasn’t happy about it,” he said. “She wanted to be present for my disciplinary action, I could tell. You should be grateful I didn’t oblige her.” 
 
    “I am, Craig. Trust me.” 
 
    He sat on the edge of her desk where she sat—an aging man, though younger than herself. He might have been rail thin in his earlier years, nearly was still, only now his belly was beginning to round out above his belt. 
 
    “She says you chased her son down in your car earlier this week and ‘verbally assaulted’ him in front of his friends. The ‘f’ word, she told me.” Mr. Dougherty recited all this very seriously, without a hint of sarcasm or playfulness. “Want to give me the less passionate story?” 
 
    That sounds about right, she thought. 
 
    “I was on my way home when her son nearly wiped me out in the middle of an intersection. Not a busy one, mind you, just a neighborhood near my own. I’ll admit, I was more upset than maybe I should have been…” 
 
    “I understand you have more reason than the rest of us to be upset at that, Catherine. I understand that.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, felt more relaxed. 
 
    “It’s no excuse for how I handled things.” She paused. “I wasn’t feeling particularly professional to begin with.” 
 
    He nodded. He thought. 
 
    “What you did was somewhat serious, I won’t lie to you. You engaged her son inappropriately. She’s going to call me tomorrow, and I imagine I’ll need to tell her something.” He considered. “She struck me as someone with a lot of pride, who might press matters far beyond what’s reasonable in order to maintain it.” 
 
    “She was a complete bitch,” Catherine said, staring absently at the papers spread on her desk. 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “I’m going to tell her you’re going through some hard times right now.” 
 
    “Oh, please don’t. You don’t need to make things up, especially not—” 
 
    “Am I making things up?” 
 
    Catherine met his gaze, saw his sincerity. 
 
    “It was almost this time last year, wasn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    Suddenly she became very anxious. She began sorting through the papers on her desk without order, shuffling them randomly. 
 
    “I’m surprised you remember.” 
 
    “Of course I remember.” 
 
    She got the papers evenly arranged and stacked them neatly. 
 
    “I’m going to tell her you’re taking all of next week off.” 
 
    “What?” Catherine stiffened. “Am I?” 
 
    “I think it would be best.” 
 
    “No. I would rather be here with the students. Help keep my mind off things. Stay busy.” 
 
    “It’s two months until Summer break. It’s been a long school year. Have you even taken a single sick day?” 
 
    Catherine’s silence answered enough. 
 
    “You should take next week off. Do something you enjoy. The kids know where they’re at, having a substitute for a week won’t hurt them so badly.” 
 
    “Are you asking me or telling me?” she asked, feeling helpless but oddly hopeful. Perhaps a week off would be nice, she thought… 
 
    “I think I’m telling you,” he answered. 
 
    She finally succumbed. 
 
    When he was gone, she quickly got her things together. On the way to her car, she noticed all the blooms on the trees, pink and yellow. There was a breeze, warm and fragrant, not yet that of summer. Perhaps, she thought, a week off would be nice. A chance to relax. Do some of the things she hadn’t for a while. Spend an entire day sipping wine and composing her own music again. Maybe take her daughter out to lunch. Tend to the yard and… 
 
    …to the man in the basement… 
 
    On her windshield, in white window marker, was a single word: 
 
    PSYCHO. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The optimism she’d gained at the notion of having a week to herself quickly diminished by the time she pulled into her driveway. 
 
    After setting her things down in the kitchen, she hurried upstairs to her bedroom’s adjoined bathroom. As she relieved herself she started to sob. When she was finished, she took her sobbing to her bed. When her pillow was thoroughly spotted with tears, she returned downstairs with plans of fixing something for dinner and at the bottom of the stairs the sobs returned with a vengeance and she crawled onto the sofa beneath the front window, where the day’s light was gradually waning to a soft violet. She cried there until her head was empty of it, until she forgot what she was crying about. Then she lay quietly with a throw pillow clutched to her. She could see the sky through the window from there, changing and growing more beautiful by the minute. She set her eyes on it, dead and wet, thinking very little. Normally a good cry made her sleepy, but she didn’t feel tired at all. She looked around the darkening room, at the piano and the pictures on top, at the flowery paintings on the walls, at the useless coffee table books next to her. One of them provided ideas for activities for when you’re feeling lazy. She’d thought it sounded funny, something other people might think was funny if they saw it in her home. She’d never even opened it up to read it herself. Neither had anyone else. 
 
    She looked beyond the coffee table, over the second sofa there, to the basement door on the other side of the room. Finally, she sat up. 
 
    The young man was as she’d left him. She sat down beside him. 
 
    “I wish you could talk,” she said. The words felt awkward leaving her mouth, just her voice in the otherwise deathly silent, concrete room. “I wish you could tell me what you’re experiencing wherever it is you are. I’d ask you if you thought you deserved it.” 
 
    He was sort of handsome. In a vague way. Parts of his face were rather weak. Delicate. He would never have a man’s face. No matter how old he was now, he was just a boy in her eyes, and likely to anyone else who saw him. Anyone looking at him for the first time might assume he was innocent in that way. Not her, though. She knew what he really was. 
 
    “Are you sorry at all?” She waited, scrutinized him with increasing contempt. “I bet you’d say anything to come back. You’d tell me anything I wanted to hear.” 
 
    She stayed with him nearly half an hour longer. When she was ready to go back upstairs, she turned him onto his other side and pulled the blanket snug around his still body. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The television flashed its stories over her, BREAKING NEWS, though she barely absorbed anything she saw. Her mind drifted endlessly from one thing to the next, hardly settling long enough to form full thoughts. Sleep snaked its way closer, prowled in the bristly darkness at the sides of her bed. Her eyelids bobbed like a baby doll’s. 
 
    Who are you to call me a lousy mom? 
 
    When her mind, in a passing moment of clarity, realized how close to the brink she was, she reached across her lap for the remote. She brought it to her scrunched up face, searched the buttons she’d used a thousand times. 
 
    Then the phone started ringing. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She dressed in a drowsy flurry—felt cloth and denim to her pawing hands, threw each article blindly over her body until she was no longer naked. Then she slipped into her slippers, grabbed her purse and keys from the kitchen counter, pulled her car out into the quiet night, and dowsed the roads in a shower of headlights. 
 
    She checked the clock repeatedly as she drove, couldn’t wrap her head around the time. It was nearly two in the morning. Had she really stayed up so late? She noticed her tank was almost empty as well. It would be best to fill up on the way home, she thought. Not have to worry about it the next day… 
 
    “Damn it,” she said, as she realized she was driving the wrong way. To work. She stopped at a four-way, thought heavily. She flipped the car around and started off in the other direction. 
 
    “What am I doing…” she mumbled. “I’m just tired, that’s all…” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later she parked at the curb. She leaned across the seat, peered through the passenger window at the tiny white house with its tiny, weedy lawn, at the tiny red car parked in the driveway. The lights were on in one of the windows. Out of the porch shadows a figure emerged, huddled into themselves, head bent, quick little steps down the walkway toward the car. Catherine opened the passenger door and they climbed inside. The door shut and the car was silent. 
 
    “Was there nothing you wanted to bring?” 
 
    Lara shook her head. “I couldn’t. I’ve been waiting out here the whole time.” 
 
    Catherine nodded understandingly. 
 
    “I want to stop for gas before we go home. Is that okay?” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    She pulled the car around and they were off. 
 
    “Did you need to stop for anything?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    Lara didn’t say anything at first. “Maybe tomorrow. I’m tired, and… kind of drunk.” 
 
    She gave a short, self-deprecating laugh. Catherine wanted to touch her, to put a hand on her shoulder. She wanted to pull the car over and wrap her arms around her. But that wouldn’t be for Lara, she knew. She wanted that for herself. 
 
    “Whatever you’re comfortable with.” 
 
    They stopped for gas. Before getting out, Catherine asked her daughter if she was sure she didn’t want anything, to which Lara didn’t respond because she’d fallen asleep. Catherine filled up her tank, got back in the car, and drove quietly until they were finally home. 
 
    The garage door shut behind them and she pulled the key from the ignition. In the car’s dome light which then came on, Catherine watched her daughter sleeping beside her. Her mouth hung open. Hair veiled her eyes. 
 
    “Lara,” she whispered. “We’re home.” 
 
    She nudged her daughter’s shoulder until she roused. Without another word, Catherine led her daughter from the car into the house, and then up the stairs to the guest bedroom down the hall from her own. 
 
    “The sheets and everything are clean. There’s an unopened box of toothbrushes and a newish tube of toothpaste in the bathroom.” She paused, watched her daughter sit on the bed, hanging her head in a sleepless stupor. “You know where everything is.” 
 
    Catherine shut her door. Let her be. She continued into her bedroom and got undressed and climbed back into bed. She pulled the pillow tight against her face, eyes open in the dark. 
 
    In her chest, her heart was a stampede. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    There was noise downstairs the next morning, and when Catherine finally got out of bed to investigate, she passed the guest bedroom and saw the bed was still made just as it’d been the previous night. She went downstairs and into the kitchen. 
 
    Lara stood at the open refrigerator observing its contents. 
 
    “Your fridge is so empty,” she said, only hearing Catherine’s footsteps behind her. “All you eat is a single grapefruit every day?” 
 
    “Oh, no. It’s time for me to go to the store. That’s all.” 
 
    Lara shut the fridge door. She looked at her mother plainly. 
 
    “Also… is there anything I should know about, health wise? I wasn’t snooping, I just noticed them when I came downstairs. But…” She left the kitchen briefly, then returned with a large, colorful plastic bag in her arms. “I saw these on the floor by the basement door. I know you’re not old enough to need these. Right?” 
 
    What she held was an economy-size package of adult diapers, and though Catherine knew they weren’t for herself she couldn’t help blushing at the suggestion. She scrambled for an explanation. 
 
    “Those aren’t for me,” she said. “Well, I mean… they are for me, but… I’m not using them for their intended purpose.” 
 
    “Oh. What are you using them for?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Nothing important. A do-it-yourself thing I wanted to try, but never got around to it. They’ve been sitting around for a while now.” 
 
    “What, soaking them in a skincare cocktail and putting them on your face or something? Another one of your anti-aging experiments?” 
 
    Catherine tried to laugh. “Something like that, yes.” 
 
    Lara shrugged and tossed the package on the kitchen counter. 
 
    Wanting to escape the subject entirely, Catherine quickly spoke up before Lara could ask anything else. 
 
    “How about we go get breakfast somewhere? My treat.” 
 
    Lara sighed a sigh of relief. “Please, I’m starving.” 
 
    She looked at her mother, with what Catherine saw was her strongest effort to smile. 
 
    “And a little hungover.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “What happened to your arm?” 
 
    Catherine looked down at the same long cut Beth had pointed out before, now a scab. 
 
    “Oh. I cut myself cooking.” 
 
    Lara only grimaced. “Okay. Weird…” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    Lara nodded, eyebrows raised. Skeptical. 
 
    “So anyway,” Catherine started, “Tell me about what’s going on. Something about your roommate and your boyfriend, you said, over the phone last night?” 
 
    “I came home and found them together. That’s all.” 
 
    Catherine put her hand across the table, trying to be there for Lara, who seemed reluctant to even make eye contact. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, honey.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    Catherine shook her head. “No, it’s not. I’m sure you’re—” 
 
    “Really.” Lara brought her food to her mouth on the end of her fork and stopped, considered. “We shouldn’t’ have been together anyway…” 
 
    “You never truly know a person. I’m sure… what’s his name again?” 
 
    “Rob.” 
 
    “I’m sure Rob seemed like a great guy until… all of this.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Lara nodded. “You really don’t ever truly know a person…” 
 
    “And there’s nothing you could have done. They’re adults, they make their own decisions. Nothing you could have done.” 
 
    Lara took another bite of her food. “Are you really not going to eat anything? Just coffee?” 
 
    Catherine cupped her mug between her hands. The hot glass felt good. 
 
    Grinning, she said “I have an entire grapefruit at home, remember?” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    They sat in the car together for a minute, eyeing the house. 
 
    “Are you sure it’ll be okay?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “It’ll be fine. She should be at work.” Lara unbuckled her seatbelt. “I’ll just grab a few things and then I’ll meet you back at home… now that I’m good to drive.” 
 
    Catherine observed the little red car in the driveway and felt a pang of longing. It occurred to her she’d get to see a great deal more of her daughter now, however. At least for the time being. 
 
    “You don’t need help packing or anything?” 
 
    Lara shook her head. “No. It won’t be much.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Catherine stopped at the store on her way home and rather hastily grabbed a trunkful of groceries to fill her fridge. Her daughter had a surprising appetite. When she returned home and put everything away, she tidied up wherever she could although there was hardly anything out of place. She checked on the man downstairs, took care of him as quickly as she could, and double checked the basement door to make sure it was locked when she was finished. 
 
    She worried about her daughter finding out somehow. She thought of many excuses, should she ask to go down to the basement, or if she asked why the basement door was locked at all. Most of them were silly or vague, but it wasn’t really any of her business anyway, was it? 
 
    And then the day began to drag. 
 
    She paced the house, rearranging this and that. Pretty soon she felt exhausted. She left the front door unlocked and headed up to her bedroom to lay down for a while. Just to close her eyes for a bit. 
 
    That’s always the plan. 
 
    She awoke to the sound of piano music. 
 
    She got out of bed, checked herself in the mirror. She looked terrible. She headed downstairs. When she entered the front room, she saw Lara at the piano, just her back, head bent. Catherine, not wanting to startle her, went into the kitchen and opened a drawer and shut it loudly enough to be heard. The music stopped. A moment later Lara entered the kitchen. 
 
    “Did I wake you up?” 
 
    “You did, and thank you. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” 
 
    Lara came to the counter and rested her elbows. 
 
    “I saw you went grocery shopping.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to get so much. I’m sure your fridge hasn’t been half that full in years.” 
 
    “I just wanted you to have some options, that’s all.” 
 
    Chewing the inside of her cheek, Lara tried to smile. 
 
    “How did it go? Did you pack everything you needed?” 
 
    “I left some things, but not a lot. I really didn’t have much.” 
 
    “Will you need to make a second trip?” 
 
    Lara’s eyes grew big—guilty. 
 
    “I hope not…” 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s done. I don’t need to go back.” 
 
    Catherine pulled things out of the fridge and cupboards to make herself a small sandwich. She asked Lara if she was hungry, to which she answered yes. So she made two. 
 
    “You still play beautifully, by the way,” Catherine said, handing Lara her sandwich on a small plate. “Do you still practice?” 
 
    “No, not really. I haven’t had a piano to practice on since I moved out.” 
 
    They moved into the front room, brightly lit by the sunlight through the windows. They sat together on one of the sofas and ate their sandwiches. 
 
    “I know you probably won’t be staying too long,” Catherine said. “But if you ever want to practice, or stop by for anything else, of course…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Lara nibbled her sandwich, staring outside almost dreamily. They ate quietly together. Catherine watched her daughter intently as she ate. Lara likely noticed, she knew, and pretended not to. Catherine was glad. She never got to see her like this. Lara turned her head and stared at the piano for a while. Catherine watched her eyes move over it, and then above it. They lingered there. 
 
    “Do you have other pictures?” Lara asked. 
 
    “Pictures?” 
 
    “Of Joy.” 
 
    “Oh.” Catherine cleared her throat. “I do, in my photo album upstairs. I keep it in my room.” 
 
    “Is that the only one you have framed?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Lara set her empty plate on the coffee table, stood from the sofa, and went to the piano. She lifted one of the pictures from it to study closer. 
 
    “How old was she in this one?” 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    She studied it a bit longer. “So this wasn’t much earlier before—” 
 
    “No,” Catherine interrupted. “Just a few months.” 
 
    Lara looked her mother up and down, and Catherine wanted to smile so much for her then, to show her the conversation wasn’t hurting her as much as it was. The most she could do was grimace awkwardly. 
 
    “It’s only been a year,” Lara said quietly to herself, observing the picture again. “Not long at all.” She looked at Catherine once more, then back to the picture, and finally set it down on the piano again. “I’m sorry if I’m making you feel weird talking about it.” 
 
    “Don’t be. She’s your sister, too, after all.” Catherine took one last bite of her sandwich, which she hadn’t even eaten half of yet, and then set it on the coffee table. “Maybe I should be more comfortable talking about it by now.” 
 
    “I’ve just talked about it a lot,” Lara said. 
 
    “You have? With who?” 
 
    “We have counselors on campus.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Maybe you should think about seeing someone.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it would have helped some time ago.” 
 
    “It’s only been a year.” Lara looked away. “I still think about it plenty. I know you must even more.” 
 
    Lara moved in front of the window, bent over the sofa there to peer outside. Catherine watched her from behind. Finally she stood up and took both of their plates in her hands. 
 
    “I’m going to put these away. If you brought any dirty laundry over, you should bring it all down and I’ll start a load.” 
 
    Lara turned and their eyes met. Catherine smiled, and quickly turned into the kitchen before she saw too much. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    It was nearing time for bed yet again. Lara was in the guest room—her old bedroom—folding her fresh laundry. Catherine stepped inside and stood watching until she noticed. She perked up when she did, gave that same obligatory almost-smile. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    “Hey.” Catherine went to her bed, carrying a large photo album in both hands. “I thought I’d let you look through this if you wanted. It’s almost all my pictures, everybody. Quite a few of Joy, too. And if you see anything with duplicates, you’re welcome to take them, and anything else I can print or scan and send them to you.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. Thanks.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    She set the thick album down on the end of the bed. 
 
    “Do you need anything else before I go to bed?” 
 
    Lara thought on it for a hot second. “Nope, I think I’m good.” 
 
    “All right. Sleep well, then.” 
 
    Catherine turned to leave and made it to the bedroom door before Lara stopped her. 
 
    “Mom…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    Lara, on her knees by her laundry basket, lap full of undergarments, gazed up at her mother with sorry eyes. 
 
    “Thank you for letting me invade like this. It won’t be for too long.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing! Invade…” Catherine wanted to have a moment then, to open her arms to her daughter and tell her to come to her, to let her love her. But again, it was her own need calling out. Not Lara’s. “You’ll always have a place here. You don’t even need to ask, let alone thank me.” 
 
    Lara stared uncomfortably down between her legs. She pinched an article of clothing in her hands and started folding. 
 
    “Still… thank you.” 
 
    Catherine smiled. “Goodnight.” 
 
    She closed her daughter’s door but remained there in the hall, thinking. 
 
    What would her daughter think? she wondered. What would she think of the young man, not much older than herself, sleeping on the cold basement floor below them? Would she understand? Would she support it? Would she look at her mother with disgust and wonder how she could do such a thing? Would she fail to recognize her, then? Would she question her mother’s mental health? Would she report her? Turn against her? Would she leave her mother to the consequences, and sever their ties forever? Would she think her mother a bad person? 
 
    Would she be wrong if she did? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Five 
 
    Tricks of the Dark 
 
   He slowed to catch his breath. The country air was sweet, humid on his sweating face. He rested, bent with his hands on his knees, the jar of fire hot against his leg. He looked over his shoulder impulsively—pointlessly. He was sure he’d lost her. Anyone would probably wonder why he’d run from a little girl, and he knew no one would understand the answer. Not even he did, fully. 
 
    She didn’t belong in this place, he thought. Very likely, she wasn’t even real. The darkness was at it again, as he’d been warned. She was a memory, a figment, plucked from his mind against his will to be weaponized against him. Her face, lit with warmth in his fire’s light, caused a cold quaking within him, the fault lines in his guts trembling apart. What was worse, in the darkness he couldn’t erase her. Eyes open or closed, he saw her there, scorched on the black like a moon in the sky. An afterimage. 
 
    He straightened, breathing only a little harder than normal. He prodded the stub of his severed finger against the palm of his other hand to feel its pain, and then examined it with his light. It was clotted—nasty looking, but healing. That was, if wounds really healed in this place. It would probably turn him sick with infection and kill him if the darkness willed it so. 
 
    Looking around one last time, ears perked for anything uninvited, he set off on the dirt road again, heading in a direction he knew would only lead to something worse than before. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    There was a tiny house next to the road. Lewis stumbled upon it after discovering a mailbox at the edge of its property. He walked the path from the road to the house, waved the lantern slowly to uncover the ground on either side. The yard was overgrown with the same grass as everywhere else. Wood planks were left scattered in a pile. He came to the front door. It had been white once upon a time, he guessed. But now it was scuffed and yellow, as though it’d endured sun damage without any sun. Before trying the knob, he followed the face of the house until he found a window. The glass, smoky and stained, was still intact. When he lifted his fire, it was so dirty there was no reflection. Beneath the window was a flowerbox filled with dirt and nothing else. Surely, he thought, the windows would be broken by now, or some other kind of damage done. Aside from a general lack of maintenance, he saw no signs of tampering or trespassing. Could that be a sign of an inhabitant? 
 
    He returned to the front door and gently knocked. Not a peep from inside. Not a stir. He tried the door and it opened. Pushing the lantern through the gap ahead, he moved carefully inside, and the door soundlessly swept wide for him. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    The wooden floorboards felt close to splitting under his feet. He stepped deliberately to avoid splinters or anything else lying in wait. There was a brown sofa in the corner of the room, with a shade-less lamp on a small table beside it. Holding his light up to the sofa, he saw it might not have really been brown. There could have been many colors beneath the thick layering of dust. And the lamp’s missing shade was on the floor in the opposite corner, split down the side. 
 
    Aside from the front door, he found one other. Opening it revealed a coat closet. It was mostly empty, save for a broom and what looked like a rolled-up rug. He was about to turn away when something—a bead of light on its surface—grabbed his attention. He leaned into the closet to examine it. 
 
    A pair of black leather work boots. He lifted them up with one hand, held the light to get a closer look. They appeared perfectly usable. Worn and lightly layered with dust. The shoelaces were done up neatly. He examined the soles and found them deeply treaded. Almost like they’d never been used before. 
 
    What were they doing in this house? he wondered. A house like this must have been picked over time and time again. He was surprised there was even a broom left. Who would leave boots like these? Unless… 
 
    As if in answer to his revelation, something moved inside one of the boots. Its weight shifted in his hand. His heart begun to thud. He started to lower them, to set them down, when something touched his fingers hooked inside the openings and he gasped. The boots dropped. They hit the floor, fell over on their sides, and something long and black wormed out onto the floor. Lewis screamed. 
 
    He only gathered a glimpse of the snake before the wild swinging of his lantern set it free into the shadows and he fled for the door. He nearly tripped over himself as he emerged outside. He pulled the door shut behind him. He backed away, down the dirt path toward the road, eyes set on its yellowed surface as it faded into the dark the farther he went. He felt his throbbing chest under an open palm, breathed deeply, coaxing his heart to slow itself. 
 
    He turned to the road and stopped. 
 
    Nothing good would come to him, he decided. Not that easily. Anything that seemed too good to be true, it probably was. That’d been an earthly concept, too, he thought. This place was worse. There wouldn’t be any ‘probably’ about it. No chances could be taken. No risks. He’d had one break so far—the fire in his hand and the meager clothes on his back—and they’d come at a price… 
 
    It was a trade. The old man’s misery for some fire and cloth. 
 
    He wanted nothing to do with the boots now. Even if he could get inside and take them, maneuvering around the snake in the dark, he couldn’t trust them. Something else would come of it. It was a trap, another trade of some kind, and the snake wouldn’t be the end of it, he was sure. 
 
    So, barefooted, he followed the road as he had before, left the house as though he had never found it. 
 
    He was learning. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    There was rushing water nearby. It faded into earshot so gradually it was difficult to tell at first, but the closer he got the louder it became until there was no question. 
 
    A river. 
 
    He stayed on the road, curious where it would lead him. By the sound of it, he guessed the river was full and fast. He could smell it, like wet tree bark. His mouth was dry. He licked his lips. Wherever the water came from, however clean it might be, he knew he couldn’t… 
 
    Eventually the dry dirt was replaced by something harder and colder. Smooth. The river was loud as ever. He walked tenuously on the cold brick, followed it up a mild incline. His arm brushed a short barrier next to him. He placed his hand on it, felt along it until he reached the top of the hump of what he now realized was a bridge. The river surged beneath him. A fine mist reached his face. He decided to pause there for a while. He set his lantern next to him on the wall of the bridge, then leaned over it and took a deep breath. 
 
    He wondered if the darkness sensed his comfort, and how long it would take to interrupt it. Did it even work that way? Perhaps he was giving the darkness too much credit. Perhaps he’d taken the old man’s words too literally. He was an old man after all, and most if not all the old men Lewis had ever met were prone to speaking of things fantastically, making them out to be much more profound than they really are. 
 
    There was a noise, a flutter in the air. He flinched from it. A creature, gray and feathered, perched on the wall of the bridge, made visible only by his jar lantern. It was a bird, though not like any he’d seen before. It was tall and plump, its head the same width as its body like a bean, black eyes glinting in the firelight. It bowed its head to examine the lantern, touched the glass with its long beak, curved like a sickle. It focused its attention on him, curious, then turned to the jar once more. It pecked the glass and the jar wobbled. 
 
    “Hey,” Lewis cautioned, and took a step toward the bird. 
 
    It straightened, swiveled its head, eyes bright and penetrating. Lewis paused. For all he knew, this bird wasn’t like any bird he’d known. It could be venomous, or hiding a freakish appendage somewhere he couldn’t see, something that could disembowel him in a single swipe. Actually, its talons were likely long enough—abnormally so. Surely it wasn’t your ordinary bird… 
 
    It croaked, a guttural sound, familiar—could it be the same, he wondered, following him?—and before Lewis could react it took to the air with his jar held firmly in its talons by the wire handle. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    He chased it several steps, using the wall of the bridge to guide him in the dark, and watched as his fire grew smaller and smaller into the sky. He reached the other end of the bridge and departed from the path, into the grass. There was a slope to his left, the river raging frosty and wet at the bottom somewhere. He continued hollering at the bird, which only continued flying farther away, his dangling fire almost nothing but a stipple of starlight. 
 
    A dip in the slope sent him sliding. He fell onto his side, rolled once, twice, down next to the river’s shore. He sat up, bruised and muddy. He searched the sky and saw no sign of his fire anywhere. 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    Hey lay still for a while listening to the river, eyes open. 
 
    It was only a matter of time now, he thought. The world would move in on him, smell him, his fear potent like week-old sweat. He was lost again, as aimless as he could be. The misery would come looking, come out starving from the forest, from the sky, from… from… 
 
    “Huh? Oh… oh, Jesus Christ!” 
 
    He picked himself up off the muddy bank as something moved toward him from out of the water, slithered whisperingly onto the mud and grass where his feet lay. He pulled at the grass, carried himself up the slope, blind as death. The creature below burped, its breath a warm hiss. Lewis nearly managed to stand, got one foot under him, when a webbed hand pulled it back, brought him flat on his chest. Another hand, dripping and elastic, slapped him on his thigh. He kicked. His bare foot glanced off something rubbery. He kicked again, forced it away. He dug his hands into the soft ground and heaved himself forward. He got up on his knees. Then, a second time, just as he moved to stand, the webbed pads took hold of him and brought him down once more. 
 
    As it pulled him down, pulled him under its hovering body, hot and fleshy and writhing, he thought vaguely to himself: This will happen every time. 
 
    Thunder erupted overhead. Brief and deafening. In the instant it sounded, the ground was lit very dim around them, a flash, and Lewis saw the pale blue snarling flesh suspended over his face explode into a bloody pulp. An echo trailed the gunshot, and a silence nearly as loud as the gunshot itself soon followed. The creature’s corpse collapsed and Lewis shoved it off beside him, panting. 
 
    He rolled over onto his stomach and peered up the slope. 
 
    “Hello?” he asked. 
 
    There was nothing at first, though he knew someone was there. They were standing up there in the grass somewhere, waiting. Watching, too. After all, how could they have shot the creature if they couldn’t see it? They could see him just as well… 
 
    “Is someone there?” 
 
    He stood, brushed dirt and mud from his worn shirt and shorts. Hesitant, he climbed toward the bridge. Over the rush of the river he heard very little, but as he climbed higher, he heard what sounded like footsteps moving toward him. 
 
    “I know you’re there. I can hear you.” 
 
    The voice that came was low, a growl, but in it he deciphered amusement. 
 
    “Hmmmmmmm…” the voice said. “I can see you.” 
 
    Lewis’s legs shook under him, and he shifted his weight to try and steady himself, to hide the jitters. He didn’t dare move any closer. He kept his ears alert. No sudden movements if he could help it. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    The footsteps, heavy in what sounded like boots, ventured down the slope toward him, swish-swish-swishing through the grass. Lewis took a single step back. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
    He screamed as a hand touched his arm, already as close as they could get. 
 
    “It is all right,” the voice said. He heard the smile on their lips. “Come with me up to the bridge and we can talk, if you would like. It is not safe here next to the river.” 
 
    Lewis only nodded—a pointless mannerism to anyone else, but apparently this man could see him in the lightlessness. A hand touched his shoulder, an arm around his back, and the man guided him up. Once he felt the bridge’s smooth stone underfoot, he found the sidewall and rested against it, away from the deep-voiced stranger. 
 
    “You must be a newcomer,” the man said. “Most who have been here long enough know better than to run off into the darkness’s wilderness like that. There will always be something out there waiting to claim you.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Lewis asked a second time. 
 
    “What were you doing down there by the river, anyhow?” 
 
    “I slipped and… Hey! Answer my question first.” 
 
    The man laughed, a hearty belly laugh, and Lewis felt greatly unsettled by the sound of it—simultaneously warm and cruel. 
 
    “I am just a man, like yourself. Though… you are so young…” 
 
    “No. You can see, somehow. You’re different.” 
 
    The man produced a sound from his throat, a consideration, and he drifted closer next to Lewis. Brought with him was a strong musk, rich and earthy, like opening an old chest full of dust. 
 
    “Not so different.” 
 
    Something sizzled, crackled. Hovering in the darkness, two sparks ignited, orange and swirling. Illuminated beneath them were a sharp nose and a grinning, bearded mouth. Lewis’s stomach clenched frozen. He retreated away along the stone wall. 
 
    “Do not be afraid,” the man said, still grinning. The lights in his eyes faded and cooled and Lewis caught a whiff of smoke in the still air. “I am not like those creatures in the woods, in the river.” 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “Ahh… now that is the better question.” A moment of thought. “You see, I used to have a name but I’ve forgotten it. Something like Mark, or Michael, or Monty…” 
 
    “What are you, then?” 
 
    They faced each other several feet apart, without word, until the man made another sound, distracted. 
 
    “Oh, he has returned! Do you see?” 
 
    Lewis looked and saw nothing. He cast his eyes higher toward the sky. He still saw nothing at first, but then it appeared for him, like a star one can only see in their peripherals but not directly, fading in and out. A light hung in the sky, bobbed and rose as it traveled across the invisible countryside. 
 
    “That’s mine!” Lewis cried. “That’s my lantern!” 
 
    He startled as the man gave a shrill, siren whistle next to him. He looked confusedly between where the man stood and the light in the distance, and watched as the light changed course. It grew larger and brighter. 
 
    “Ahhhh…” 
 
    Soon a flutter of wings dropped over them, the glass lantern close enough to touch. Lewis opened his hands for it, eager to take it back. The bird, gray like clay, wrapped its talons over the thick, dusty arm of the man’s overcoat. The man took the lantern from its hooked beak. 
 
    “This is yours, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “You stick out like a sore thumb running around with this, you know.” 
 
    “The things in the woods are afraid of it…” 
 
    “Yes, they are.” The man offered the jar to him and Lewis took it gratefully, held it to his eyes and absorbed its warmth on his face. “But there are people much worse, who will not be afraid.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    “Where are you headed?” 
 
    Lewis lowered the lantern, held it between them so he could see just the faintest parts of the man’s form and the bird on his arm, both of them, their eyes black pits, looking in his direction. 
 
    “I don’t know. Anywhere. I don’t know.” 
 
    Hating this man and his bird, both their scrutinizing, criticizing gazes upon him, Lewis continued toward the other end of the bridge. As he passed them, the man said in a soft voice, “Travel safe, Lewis.” 
 
    A chill worked its way down the backs of his arms and legs. He didn’t look back or say goodbye. He couldn’t get away fast enough. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    As he walked the countryside, he heard the sounds of crickets in the grass, and other noises in the distant trees which may have been owls or some other bird. It was familiar, and in that familiarity he felt a sense of comfort, as if despite all the alien, nightmarish things which existed in this place, there were still some parts he recognized, things that indicated to him that not everything was malevolent, or served no other purpose than to perpetuate his misery. Some things, as they were in the living, breathing world, just were. 
 
    He thought of the man with the fiery eyes, and wondered who he’d been. Was he dangerous? Something told him so. How did he know his name? There had been something about him, Lewis thought. He wasn’t like him. He wasn’t like the old man, either. Lewis couldn’t know it for sure, as he didn’t know the intricacies of this world through and through, but he thought it safe to assume the man with the bird wasn’t cursed like they were. He wasn’t human. 
 
    …people much worse, who aren’t afraid… 
 
    Lewis held his lantern closer. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    He’d lost his sense of time. He was following the road when he realized. It winded and fell and lifted over the countryside abyss, never changing in any substantial way, never leading anywhere. He wondered how long he’d been following it for, and his inability to estimate the time was…unsettling. He felt another punch to what little hope remained. How many hours had he spent walking this road since the inn? Were there such things as hours? How many days had passed since he pushed himself up off the shore the very first time? Had it even been a day? Had it been a week? He remembered the forest path, and how it’d felt like an eternity walking it alone. Like it would never end. He tried to guess, to quantify it in some way, perhaps by an estimate of how many steps he thought he’d taken, or how tired he’d become. There was nothing to judge it by. He was always walking and always tired. How tired the old man must feel by now in all his years of dark and misery… 
 
    He wondered if time could stretch so far that it felt like no time at all. Wasn’t that the way it always was? 
 
    It was lightning that saved him from his spiraling thoughts—erased them from his mind like chalk in a rainstorm. 
 
    A rainstorm. 
 
    The lightning happened as it usually does, silent and distant, and in that instant the world was lit. An intake of breath. The countryside throbbed into existence, opened up, glowing, blinding like a car’s headlight, and the horizon was framed inside—alien mountaintops etched in black, their peaks like bent fingers grasping at the silver-sparkler sky. The fields beneath them were a silvery brushstroke, uninterrupted waves of grass in every direction. All of it vanished as quickly as it appeared once the lightning diffused, but still it burned against his vision. 
 
    Then thunder, deep and brooding, rolled overhead like a gentle warning. 
 
    He kept walking, a new anxious spring in his step. Lightning struck again. A silver web in the clouds. Once again he glimpsed the land, and saw trees scattered across the valley. They were thick and tall, and their branches… 
 
    Lightning flashed a third time, opening the sky as the second strike’s thunder traveled across it. In its light, eyes still fixed on the nearest tree, he swore he saw movement. Not something around the tree, or behind it, but the tree itself. In the momentary light, its branches stretched skyward, curled like narrow, wooden hands begging for something, anything. And then they were gone. 
 
    The third blanket of thunder lay over the valley, and as it growled from one end to the other the scent of rain blew with it, humid and fresh on Lewis’s cheeks. 
 
    The jar, he thought. The fire must be kept safe. 
 
    He tried to tuck his fire under the thinning rags hanging from his body. He wondered how far back the small house had been. Bypassing the snake might be worth it, he thought, if just to keep his fire out of the rain. Himself too… 
 
    But that’d been a long time ago. How long, of course, he couldn’t say for sure, but the chance to turn around had passed. And judging by the brief glimpses of the landscape he saw, there wasn’t going to be another structure to take refuge beneath for some time. 
 
    Lightning struck again and again, never too near. He scurried, hunched like an old woman determined to make it to Sunday Mass no matter the weather, all the while the heat of the glass jar pinched at the flesh on his side. He had nowhere else to hide it. He only prayed that whatever rain came down was just that—rain. Nothing sinister or surprising. He imagined lobsters falling from the clouds, claws greedy. Or even worse, venomous lobsters. Or giant ones. It could be anything, really. Why he was stuck on sky-borne lobsters he wasn’t sure. Anything to ruin his day. 
 
    And what a wonderful day it’s been so far. 
 
    He felt it, a drop just next to the corner of his eye. It wasn’t a lobster. Just rain. Just normal rain, cool and fresh and wet. First a drop on his brow, then on his lip, then his arms and hands. A light sprinkle. And it terrified him. He needed to find someplace to stay dry until it was over. Or at the very least, a place to keep his fire safe and burning. 
 
    The storm thickened. His shirt and shorts were soon soaked through. His hair dripped down his forehead. He turned the jar sideways, trying to balance it so that the opening wasn’t letting water in, but also careful not to let the wood chunk slide out. Trying to keep it out of the elements lessened its usefulness as a light source, so that he found himself relying on the inconsistent flashes of lightning instead to follow the course of the road. He passed a handful of trees, leafy and full and… wriggling, and passed them by. He would find something eventually. Something that wouldn’t tear him limb from limb if given the chance. 
 
    Or, he wondered, was it possible this storm was meant for him? The darkness was trying to strip him of his safeguards. He peered at the sky and feared the lightning. 
 
    It struck again, and in the flash he caught sight of something he could have sworn wasn’t there a moment ago. Something a short distance from the road, off in the field. Big and glistening and dark. Another flash revealed it clearer to him and he was dumbfounded he hadn’t seen it before. An old passenger train, derailed and derelict, sat abandoned, lopsided in the field. In another flash of lightning, he counted three passenger coaches behind the engine. One of them, the very rear, was turned on its side. He looked both ways up and down the road, checked for possible onlookers between the lightning flashes, before crossing into the grass to investigate. At the very least, it might serve as a temporary shelter from the rain. 
 
    He slowed as he neared the engine. He moved past, continued along the first passenger car. Lightning. It was quiet, far as he could tell. Empty. Using his firelight, he climbed up the shallow steps at the end of the first car, held the rusted railing to guide himself up. Gentle thunder rolled overhead. He felt his way to the door, which was already open for him. He stepped inside. It was immediately more comfortable and drier. The muffled rain thrummed on the roof. He bounced from one side of the aisle to the other, shuffling his feet, grasping at one support to the next. When he felt it was safe, that he was alone and hidden, he swung himself down into a seat, lantern burning beside him, and rested. 
 
    What a strange thing to find, he thought. Had he seen any tracks? He hadn’t noticed. Wherever it had come from, he was grateful. And that gratitude also worried him. 
 
    A few minutes passed. Lightning flashed again and again. Once, on the tail end of its thunder, another sound could be heard, distinctly out of place, masked under the storm. Lewis perked up. Taking up his lantern, he turned in his seat. It happened once more, that sound. He stood partially, leaned out into the aisle, his lantern revealing nothing beside him. 
 
    Flash! 
 
    A ray of silver light through every window, rows of dagger shadows from all the broken glass. At the end of the car, crouched in the center of the aisle, he saw it. It peered back at him with tiny, dewy eyes. A small, furry, brown dog. In an instant it was vanished, back to darkness. After a hesitant pause, Lewis gently made his way in the dog’s direction. Another flash. There it was again, head cocked. Lewis thought he saw its butt shimmying excitedly. The train plunged into darkness again. The dog barked for him. 
 
    Something about it felt familiar but he couldn’t say what. 
 
    The closer he came the slower he went. In the next burst of light he realized he was only eight or so steps away. It waited patiently, despite the excitement the waggle of its tail suggested. And for some strange reason, Lewis felt a certain eagerness as well. 
 
    Lightning lit the train once more and the dog was gone. Lewis stopped. The sky plunged him back into darkness. He took a step forward, lantern extended, and then another step, and another. Before long he reached the end of the car and found nothing. 
 
    The dog barked again. 
 
    “Huh…?” 
 
    It barked again and he stumbled back the way he came, spun in a circle. He held his lantern toward it, to the spot where it previously waited, now empty… and it barked again. The hair on his neck prickled. He stepped back. His eagerness was drained from him, replaced by the surreal sensation that something was wrong and was about to get worse. As the feeling mounted, raised the hairs on his arms, the urge to depart the train overwhelmed him. He turned back. He hurried along the aisle toward the other end where he’d first entered. The disembodied barking followed. 
 
    The train lit up like a gray day and Lewis screamed. The seats filled with passengers. Their grave faces were turned to him, eyes moving to watch him go by. His shoulders hunched around his neck as he fled for the door. Flash! Flash! The lightning glinted off their smooth scalps. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    The passengers lolled back in their seats. Their clothes lay flat and slack over their bones. The barking was louder than ever, agitated now, nipping at his heels. He slammed his shoulder against the doorway on his way out, spun himself around and fell. Lantern gripped tightly, he picked himself up. He tripped down the metal grate steps into the grass, pumped his arms as he ran. He prayed the lightning wouldn’t flash again, not until he was far away, not until the train was shrunken behind him. He chased through the field back toward the road. The rain pelted him angrily and he was drenched again in seconds. 
 
    Eventually his feet slapped the muddy path. He slowed, bent, heaving with his hands on his knees, the glass jar dotted with rain. The rain ran down his eyes, dripped from his open mouth as he sucked in air. The barking was gone. 
 
    When he looked back, and the lightning flashed again, he only saw the endless field. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The mountain range in the distance was drawing near. Every other lightning strike brought it looming closer and closer overhead. The mud under his feet was slick. He moved faster, legs scissoring, toes skating. He checked on his jar, saw the fire still bright within. The closer he came to the mountain, the more he made out the canyon hidden through it, presumably where the road led. The lightning was much closer here. The thunder reached him almost instantly. He jolted at each whip crack, doused in silver fire. 
 
    Soon the foothills were in reach. The mountain split open ahead, a chasm of narrow dark. Not even the lightning could reveal its details. Surely he’d find a WELCOME mat at its entrance. 
 
    Just let it be dry, he thought. Let there be a nook or a cranny he could take shelter. And let there not be anything waiting for him inside said nook or cranny. 
 
    He came to the gap. The road narrowed slightly as it entered, the canyon walls straight and smooth on either side running up, up, up into the downpour. He stood at the opening and rested, holding his sideways jar to his eyes to examine the burning wood chunk. It would be okay. The storm would end sometime, and he’d find a safe place to wait. 
 
    A safe place. 
 
    There wasn’t such a thing. Not here. 
 
    He entered the canyon. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Like everything else he’d encountered so far, the suffocating canyon path stretched on seemingly forever. The sheer rock faces on both sides never gave or allowed him any pockets of refuge. In fact, the canyon acted almost as a sort of funnel, so that the rain washed down and gathered on the path. His feet gulped in mud. The longer it rained, the worse the mud became. He struggled in it, trudged through it, sinking up to his ankles in places. 
 
    Now would be the perfect time for a lobster flood, he thought. 
 
    He lost his balance and slipped. He fell on his side, and his jar escaped his hands. It landed crooked in the mud. He crawled after it, plucked it out. A tiny bit of rainwater had splashed inside, though not enough to put out the fire. Breathing heavily, he clutched it to his chest. As he got to his feet lightning flashed overhead, blue and white streams down the canyon walls, and he thought he saw movement ahead just as the darkness reclaimed him. He clutched the jar tighter, a mild burn against his chest. Through the pattering rain he imagined he could hear another’s footsteps sloshing toward him. He braced himself. 
 
    Lightning flashed again. A figure appeared, moving quickly toward him, legs dancing in an effort to move through the thick mud. He gasped, stepped back. They were plunged back into darkness. With one hand hovering over the opening, he held the jar lantern out, arms shaking, dripping. The figure emerged into its light, hair wild and frizzy, eyes mad. 
 
    “Stay back!” 
 
    Lewis pulled his lantern away while brandishing his other hand in an open palm. He pushed them and they fell into the mud, crying out. 
 
    “Stay back!” he repeated. 
 
    “Please…” It was a woman’s voice. “Please help me.” 
 
    Tentative, he edged closer until his light found her seated in the mud, arms raised above her head, shielding her eyes from the rain and possibly his light. She was clothed in heavy, baggy clothes. He imagined a bum with layers and layers of old coats. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    She sputtered for a moment, not saying anything intelligible. He told her to speak up. 
 
    “Please,” she said. “I… I need your help.” 
 
    “Who are you, I asked.” 
 
    “My name’s Karen.” 
 
    He considered. “Show me your face.” 
 
    She lowered her hands. She looked older than her voice suggested, he thought. She looked ragged. Her face was sunken and pale, and her eyes were trapped inside a hundred lines which might have betrayed her true age. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Please, help me up first.” 
 
    He watched her closely, studied her face, which she’d partially shielded again from the elements. Aside from merely existing in this terrible, untrustworthy world, he detected nothing insidious. He bent and lent his free hand. She took it and he pulled her to her feet, both of them groaning in the process. Standing face to face, her eyes moved over him, brow furrowed. 
 
    “You’re just a boy…” 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked again. 
 
    She collected herself. “I’m lost. I… I keep trying to find my way, but I just end up here again. I saw you and I thought… maybe you could help me.” 
 
    “I don’t know any better than you.” 
 
    She nodded. She looked over her shoulder, where they could see nothing of course, and then turned back to him thoughtfully. 
 
    “It’s a cave,” she said. “Up ahead. It’s the only way through. The trouble is navigating it.” She paused. “Seeing as you’re here, you’ll be needing to go through as well, I imagine. Maybe we can help each other.” 
 
    “What do you mean a cave?” 
 
    “The canyon ends not much farther up ahead. The mouth of a cave is there. It’s the only way through.” 
 
    “You’ve been through it before?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “What’s so difficult about navigating it now?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    He waited, expecting her to go on, but she didn’t. “Well, try.” 
 
    “You can get turned around inside. There’s a proper path to take, but… I keep ending up back here, at the entrance.” She wiped rain from her forehead and eyes. “It can be tricky.” 
 
    Lewis thought about it for a minute. He looked ahead into the dark until lightning overhead revealed only more canyon. 
 
    “I don’t see it up there.” 
 
    “The canyon winds just a bit before you reach it. I can show you.” 
 
    “And what’s on the other side?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “What’s on the other side of the cave? Where are you trying to get?” 
 
    “Well, my house is on the other side.” 
 
    “Your house?” 
 
    “I have a house, yes. I was attacked… and well…” She paused again, looked him over. “You’re new here, aren’t you?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Here long enough to know how things work, I gather?” 
 
    “Some of it.” 
 
    She nodded. “Well, I’m making my way back. If you’ll help me get through this cave I might have some things at home you can take. Better clothes, for starters.” She gestured to his dripping rags. 
 
    “How do you know there will be anything left? Your attacker might have robbed you.” 
 
    She hesitated. “He’s dead. I’m sure of it. Now, will you join me?” 
 
    She appeared sane, relatively speaking, he thought. When he looked at her, he couldn’t help wondering what she’d done in her past life to deserve being here. 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Karen wasn’t lying about the cave. The canyon bent and they followed it slowly through the mud and rain until they were at its opening—a narrow, jagged triangle in the rock face. Lewis leaned inside and took a deep breath. Humid yet cool. 
 
    “How long to get through it, do you think?” he asked. 
 
    “Hard to say,” she said, and he understood completely. “Shall we?” 
 
    He let her go first and followed behind with his jar, which he’d miraculously managed to keep lit. 
 
    “Lucky I ran into you,” she said, looking over her shoulder as they entered. “Your light will make this easier. I hope.” 
 
    The tunnel was only wide enough for a single person at a time. The ceiling ran overhead in wave-like patterns, dipping and rising, so that if Lewis wasn’t paying attention he could feel the cold rock brushing against his hair. He hoped it wouldn’t go on for too long. His mere hope, however, told him to expect otherwise. 
 
    “Tell me about yourself,” Karen said. “Make this cave a bit less tedious.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “I still haven’t gotten your name.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Lewis.” 
 
    “Lewis?” 
 
    “Mhmm.” 
 
    “Ah. I knew a Lewis.” 
 
    “Standup guy, I bet.” There was no humor in his voice. The small talk grated on him. He wished they could walk in silence. 
 
    “He was a very mediocre man.” 
 
    Unsure how to respond, “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    “You ever meet someone like that?” 
 
    “Mediocre?” 
 
    “Yes. Very plain. I’d almost call them empty. It’s like… a shell of a person. I mean…” 
 
    “Some people are like that, I guess,” he said. “Some people are also just private. Keeping to yourself can make other people—more outgoing people—wary of you like that.” 
 
    “Are you speaking from experience?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve just met people, too. That’s all.” 
 
    “This Lewis guy wasn’t private. I didn’t get that from him at all. Just boring. No personality. Like, if humanity was a book, and every person was a page, Lewis was blank. Fluff. No reason to exist. No real interests, no direction, just… there. Filler. Nothing to contribute except taking up space.” 
 
    “Does that bother you? Sounds like he should have been invisible to you.” 
 
    “It makes me wonder who the people are who created such a person. What must his life have been like to produce someone of so little substance. There are many Lewises in the world.” 
 
    Lewis didn’t say anything after that. He thought it strange to be asked about himself, only to have the conversation veer so wildly into what he considered a low-key tirade. 
 
    She turned to look at him again, a self-deprecating grin on her face. 
 
    “You’re probably starting to second-guess joining me.” 
 
    “No…” He hesitated. “You just… sound very opinionated.” 
 
    “That’s a polite way of saying I talk too much. I get it.” 
 
    Well, he thought, she wasn’t wrong. 
 
    “So, your name is Lewis,” she said. “What brings you here?” 
 
    “Well, I… I’m not… totally…” 
 
    She stopped in front of him. He held his light out next to her, to see what she saw. The tunnel widened some, it appeared. Or rather, it looked as though it split in two directions. 
 
    “I know it’s a right here,” Karen said. “Always a right.” 
 
    They took the path to the right. This path was only slightly wider than the one they’d followed so far. They continued single file, but now at least Lewis’s shoulders had room to breathe. 
 
    “You don’t know what brought you here?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh. No, not really. I just… woke up.” 
 
    “You don’t know who might have put you here?” 
 
    “I’m sure there are plenty of people who could have…” 
 
    “No one you’ve pissed off?” 
 
    “Again, lots of people.” 
 
    Karen laughed. “Is that right? Maybe you’re not such a Lewis after all.” 
 
    “I don’t know, it sounds like you might be a little pissed off about the Lewises of the world.” 
 
    “Not pissed off. Just… a little irritated, maybe.” 
 
    They walked a little ways in silence. 
 
    “So how did you end up here?” Lewis asked. 
 
    “Wronged the wrong people, of course.” 
 
    “Wronged them how?” 
 
    “Stole from them.” She looked back again, smiling with her thin-lipped, sunken cheek smile, the flesh balled up around her cheekbones beneath her hollow eyes. “I was a maid. Lot of wealthy families need cleaning up after. Got caught stealing from the wrong one.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    “Oh, I couldn’t tell you that. You know that by now, I’m sure.” 
 
    He did. 
 
    “A long time ago, though.” 
 
    Lewis thought for a bit. “What year was it? That you last remember.” 
 
    She thought. “I want to say nineteen-sixty-four. Maybe sixty-five.” 
 
    “I could tell you how long you’ve been here, then.” 
 
    She looked back at him, and the smile was gone. 
 
    “Don’t you dare. I don’t need to know.” 
 
    “I’ve only been here… well, not too long. But I know the year.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know, I said.” 
 
    Her voice was cold and firm. He didn’t press it. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    For a long while, it was just the sounds of their clumsy feet ricocheting off the cave walls. He appreciated it, but knew it would come to an end eventually. They walked single file. Lewis followed Karen the entire time, despite holding the lantern which might have helped having in the lead, but they were making their way well enough. 
 
    He watched her carefully, still unsure. 
 
    “You’re so young,” she said, breaking the silence. “I can’t stop thinking about it. Who would want to put you here?” 
 
    “I already told you, I—” 
 
    “I know, I’m just talking to myself.” She sighed. “How about your parents? They must be worried sick about you.” 
 
    This turn in conversation stiffened his arms, his legs. 
 
    “I don’t like thinking about them much.” 
 
    “Oh. Not real close, then?” 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    “Even mommy, huh?” 
 
    “I’d rather talk about something else.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’re worried about you?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I don’t really care. Why are you so concerned?” 
 
    “I’m just making conversation. Geez.” She whistled mockingly, emphasizing his temper. “It’s just… I had kids, too… once upon a time.” 
 
    Lewis remained quiet. 
 
    “Did you know your parents?” 
 
    He wanted to ignore her the rest of the way, but had a feeling she wouldn’t put up with that. If anything it’d make her prodding worse. So he decided to give in a little, if just to satiate her curiosity enough. 
 
    “Yeah. My mom. I never knew my dad real well.” 
 
    “Is he dead?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ah. Okay. And your mom?” 
 
    “My mom…” He paused. “We’re just not close.” 
 
    “She raise you by herself?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Karen was quiet, thinking. “That’s a shame. You seem like an okay kid. She must not have done too bad a job.” 
 
    “You don’t know the first thing about me.” 
 
    “I know your momma raised you by herself. That’s no easy thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, well… lots of things aren’t easy.” 
 
    “I’m just saying… I bet she misses you something terrible.” 
 
    Lewis didn’t want to argue. He didn’t want to share. If he kept his mouth shut, maybe she’d do the same now. He’d said enough. 
 
    Finally, they continued in renewed silence. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Farther into the cave, there was a sound from behind them. It reached them as an echo, bouncing along the walls. A loud scuff, or a knock. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Lewis asked. 
 
    They stopped and listened. The cave was devoid of sound, aside from their low breathing. Karen seemed mostly uninterested. 
 
    “We should keep moving,” she said. 
 
    Lewis didn’t hear anything else after that. 
 
    They followed the cave for a long time, twisting and shifting—like waste through the mountain’s intestine. The air at some point turned stale. No longer cool and fresh, the tunnel breathed something dry and stuffy. 
 
    “There’s something different about the air,” Lewis said. “Normally I wouldn’t think anything of it, but I’m paranoid now.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “What if we’re breathing something toxic right now?” 
 
    “What could we be breathing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “Anything the darkness wants us to breathe.” 
 
    Karen turned to him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It wants us to suffer.” 
 
    She only stared. “You haven’t been here long enough to know anything.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I’ve been told a few things. Taught some things.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    He didn’t feel like telling her about the old man. Truthfully, he didn’t much want to even think about him. He recalled how he’d left him there, without clothes, and his mug… 
 
    “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    They were stopped, and Karen stared at him long and hard in the dark, her worn face faintly aglow in the light of the lantern. 
 
    “The darkness wants suffering, but I believe there’s a balance to it. It’s more than just being ‘out to get you’.” 
 
    “What do you know about it?” Lewis asked earnestly. 
 
    “Not much more than anyone else, but enough.” 
 
    “What do you mean when you say a balance?” 
 
    They walked again. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “You’ve said that before.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m not the best at explaining things, I guess.” 
 
    “Practice makes perfect, they say.” 
 
    “There’s not much more to it than what I already said. Just a balance. We’re not meant to be happy here, that’s true. But suffering isn’t the only alternative.” 
 
    He wanted to tell her about the boots he’d found, about how the darkness had meant to bait him into suffering by placing a snake inside. A trap. But as he opened his mouth to speak they heard yet another sound. It was much closer this time—more than an echo on the walls. 
 
    “There it is again,” Lewis said. “I don’t think—” 
 
    Someone grabbed him in the dark. Or rather they grabbed for him. A hand closed over his shoulder and he shrank from it, out of its reach. They grabbed again and he saw the hand on his arm in the firelight for just an instant before he yanked away. 
 
    “Get away from us!” he yelled. 
 
    He turned to Karen and she was right against him. 
 
    “Go!” he yelled. “Run!” 
 
    But she didn’t run. He backed into her, away from the approaching stranger at their heels. He shouted for her to move, to run, and he felt her pushing at him with her chest. She must be confused, was his first thought. She was frozen. When he shot a glance over his shoulder, he saw her hand on the wall beside them, and over his other shoulder was her other hand. Guarding his exit. The stranger’s hand reached out of the dark and grabbed him by the unthreading fabric of his shirt. A man’s face was barely visible. Old and chiseled. With their second hand they gripped his throat. He tried to swing his jar lantern at them. Its arc was cut short as they forced him sideways into the cave wall. The jar fell. 
 
    “Pick that up,” the man said, and Karen scurried for it. 
 
    He held Lewis to the wall by the throat. Karen stood with the lantern, held up just behind the man’s shoulder, and her face was lit not only by the fire but with a feverish excitement. They both stared at him with greedy wonder. 
 
    “He’s new,” Karen said in the man’s ear. “Hasn’t been here hardly a day or two, I think. Maybe a few weeks or months. Ignorant as they come.” 
 
    “Please don’t kill me,” Lewis said. 
 
    But it was like they couldn’t hear him. 
 
    “We’ll get him back to the house,” the man began, “and we’ll get everything ready. Do it right this time.” 
 
    “Not so hurried like last time.” 
 
    They stared at him for a long while. Maybe it was his youth they couldn’t peel their eyes from. The old man had been curious about it. And the man with embers in his eyes had noted it as well. 
 
    “We’ll be blessed,” Karen said. “Who knows how long with him.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Peace.” 
 
    Pinning Lewis to the wall by his throat, the man removed a sharp blade from his clothes with his free hand. Lewis squirmed at the sight of it. 
 
    “No,” the man said. “No, no, no. Not yet. Don’t struggle.” 
 
    “Don’t kill me. Please.” 
 
    “You’re going to come with us. No fighting. I won’t use this if you don’t fight.” 
 
    They continued staring, the smiles faded, eyes firm and waiting. Lewis nodded. The pressure in his head and throat beneath the tightly pressed hand throbbed. The man slid his hand around the side of his neck to the nape, where he guided Lewis ahead in the dark, Karen leading the way. 
 
    “Keep walking,” he instructed. “Don’t fight.” 
 
    With the tip of the blade kissing his side, Lewis didn’t plan on it. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    As expected, the remainder of their journey through the cave didn’t include any guesses or hesitation regarding which direction they should take. Karen knew exactly where to go. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” Lewis asked, and received a painful jab with the blade. 
 
    “You’ll see,” the man said. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Karen echoed. 
 
    Lewis listened silently to their exchanges, hoping to glean some information that way, but they didn’t talk much, and when they did it had nothing to do with what was coming. Once, Karen looked back at Lewis and laughed. 
 
    “Didn’t it occur to you,” she began, “where my clothes came from?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “If I recently washed up and was making my way back, where would I have gotten these clothes?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lewis answered, uninterested. “You could have found them anywhere, I guess.” 
 
    She laughed again. “Not so easily. You don’t know anything…” 
 
    He was reminded of the boots again, and the snake, but he said nothing. He was much less concerned with conversation by then. 
 
    “Give him a break,” the man said. “He’s new. He’ll learn eventually. He’s got time for it, that’s for sure.” 
 
    They both shared a laugh. 
 
    “You might be thinking to yourself something like, ‘these people are psychos! They must have done something terrible to end up here,’ but you’d be wrong to think that. We were good people once. I like to think we still are, though circumstances have altered our capability for goodness. Sometimes you have to do bad things to survive. Isn’t that right, babe?” 
 
    Karen sighed. “I’m not in the mood to fucking talk, Grant.” 
 
    Unlike her, Lewis thought. 
 
    After a moment, Grant asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just want to get back. I’m tired.” 
 
    For a moment the blade had eased away from Lewis’s side, Grant being distracted and all, but then he felt it again, firm and focused. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon. We’ll finish this and then you can rest all you like without a care in the world. Not a single thing will interrupt you. Not for a good while.” 
 
    Karen didn’t respond further. 
 
    And Grant was right. Not much later they came to the cave’s exit. It was still raining, they could hear it, though not as hard as before. They stood just inside the exit. The cool wet air felt and smelled lovely. 
 
    “Remember what I said,” Grant whispered in his ear. “Don’t fight. Don’t try to run. You won’t make it. We’re not far now. Let’s move our feet and get out of the rain as soon as possible, all right?” 
 
    He nudged Lewis forward and they stepped into the rain. Karen led the way with his lantern. 
 
    “Don’t let it get wet!” Lewis said, but she paid him no mind. 
 
    The lightning was gone, and the thunder, naturally. It had been nice while it lasted, Lewis thought. 
 
    They walked through a field of dripping grass. Lewis watched his lantern carefully in Karen’s grip, paying close attention to the drops of water on its edges, and the slowly building beads at the bottom. She didn’t seem to care. He thought it probably wouldn’t matter anyway before too long. Whether the fire lived or died shouldn’t have been his immediate concern. If he died, all his progress would be lost and his fire lost just as well. 
 
    “You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?” 
 
    Karen looked at him and said nothing in response. But Grant leaned in. He felt his breath against his ear. 
 
    “You’ll ruin the surprise.” 
 
    Lewis’s already pounding heart pounded harder. 
 
    It crossed his mind for an instant that he might be lucky in a way. Terrible people existed in the real world. Something like this might happen to someone on any ordinary day, even to him. But only here would he be given infinite lives—infinite second chances. Sure, they’d all be spent in suffering, but meeting his end here wasn’t really meeting his end, now, was it? That was something… 
 
    He considered his options for escape. Grant’s hand squeezed his shoulder, and the knife in his other hand prodded his lower back. Any attempt to shrug him off would result in a healthy stab or two. He was already missing the tip of his finger. He didn’t much feel like losing any more blood or appendages if he could help it. Well, for the time being. When they arrived wherever they were headed he assumed there would be bloodletting whether he liked it or not. Probably worse. 
 
    “Nearly there!” 
 
    The grass turned to dirt—or mud, rather—slick and squishy. Lewis slowed, dreading the end of their journey, and the knife at his back pricked him. 
 
    “Keep moving.” 
 
    Karen splashed her feet through a puddle and muttered under her breath. Then, in the light of Lewis’s lantern, a door appeared out of the darkness and they came to a stop. The door was rough and scarred, shiny with moisture. Karen opened it. It swung slowly, grated the floor underneath. The house or cottage or shed or whatever it was they’d found held nothing but more darkness inside. He took a deep breath, finding it hard to get his lungs full, and smelled something ungodly. Something sharp. Something sweet. Stomach-churning. Karen led the way. Grant shuffled Lewis forward on the point of his blade. When they were in the house’s silence, Karen circled them and shut the door. The rain pattered on the roof and on windows unseen. 
 
    “Put him in the back room while we get everything set up,” Karen instructed. “Shouldn’t take too long with some light this time around!” 
 
    Grant moved Lewis through the room. Lewis bumped into a table and the knife pricked him again in the small of his back. 
 
    “Your fault.” 
 
    They steered around some chairs. They passed a large kitchen cupboard. Then they came to another door. Propped against this door was a wooden chair, tucked beneath the doorknob. 
 
    Another deep breath. 
 
    “Please, no…” 
 
    It happened very quickly. Grant stuck his leg out and kicked the chair out of the way. He reached forward with one hand, pulled the door open, and shoved Lewis toward the darkness within. Only… there was something there, in the doorway, blocking his path. He felt hands on his body, reaching out from the next room. He fell into them, burdened them. As quickly as they were on him they threw him away, onto the dusty floorboards, and above him in the darkness he listened to a struggle. Grant grunted, and so did someone else. It sounded like another man’s voice. 
 
    “Stay in there, you cunt!” Grant said. 
 
    Fist met flesh and someone crumbled to the floor next to Lewis. They fell over his legs, which he pulled out from under them and drew into himself, scooted himself across the floor away from the body. The door slammed shut. Chair legs scuffed and knocked against the door as Grant propped it again, locking them inside. Then silence. 
 
    Heavy breathing. Lewis backed away still until he found the wall. After a while, they quieted. He felt them searching for him in the dark, felt their eyes scan over the room like a smothering wave of heat. 
 
    “Where are you?” they whispered. A man indeed. 
 
    Lewis hesitated. Ultimately, he thought, they were in the same boat. Even if this other man wasn’t a good one, he wasn’t an enemy here. 
 
    “I’m over here,” Lewis said. 
 
    He felt their eyes lock onto him. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m nobody.” 
 
    The other man paused. “Yeah, me too.” After another pause, “You sound young. How old are you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Do you know why they brought you here?” 
 
    Lewis shook his head, and then felt silly for it. But when he opened his mouth to speak, the other man spoke first. 
 
    “They’re going to kill you. And me. I’m sure you guessed that already.” 
 
    “I figure everything I meet here will try to kill me eventually.” 
 
    “Are you new?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    There was some shuffling. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lewis asked. 
 
    “I want to sit closer to you. We can talk quieter that way.” 
 
    Lewis considered. “Shouldn’t one of us sit by the door? We could listen to them.” 
 
    “There’s not much to listen to. You can trust me on that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    They shuffled closer. Lewis felt a hand on his foot and he pulled it back. 
 
    “Sorry.” The man situated himself against the wall next to Lewis, enough distance between them to not encroach on Lewis’s personal space. “What I mean is, they’re going to kill us. Not much more to it than that.” 
 
    “We could listen to them and form a plan, maybe. Team up. It’s two against two now, isn’t it?” 
 
    “They’re prepared for both of us. Trust me.” 
 
    “Why are they doing this?” 
 
    “Because they’re insane. Like most people here. You’ll be too someday. We all will. After you’ve been here long enough.” 
 
    “That’s it? Because they’re insane?” 
 
    “They’re sacrificing us. To the gods of this place, or something fucking stupid like that. You know anything about this place yet?” 
 
    “Only things I’ve been told, mostly.” 
 
    “What have you been told?” 
 
    Lewis thought for a minute. “We’re here because we’ve been cursed. The curse… is like… aware or something. The old man I spoke to called it the darkness. I think he meant the literal darkness around us, but he referred to it as if it were a living, breathing thing.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    “I… maybe. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, they do,” the man said, referring to Karen and Grant. “And they think sacrificing us will satisfy the darkness for a while. And by that, I mean they think that the darkness will leave them alone because they paid their dues.” 
 
    “The old man I spoke to said something about the darkness feeding on misery.” 
 
    “Yeah, and he might’ve been right. And they might be right, too. No one really knows anything. It’s all superstition. Not much else to do, I guess, with eternity, than come up with loads of superstition to explain it all.” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think we’re here because we pissed someone off, someone who hasn’t the faintest clue what they’ve really done to us. That’s all I know. As for this place itself, I can’t say. It’s just chaos. It’s a bit like earth, I’d say. No rhyme or reason. Sometimes you’re lucky, sometimes you’re not. Here, though… more often you’re not.” 
 
    They both quieted as they heard voices outside their room. Karen and Grant. Their voices were low and hurried. It sounded like bickering. 
 
    “Can you tell what they’re saying?” 
 
    Completely ignoring his question, the man asked, “How did you end up here, anyway?” 
 
    “I…” Lewis paused. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Hmmm. You wrong anybody?” 
 
    “That’s been suggested a couple times. I know I have, but it’s hard to say who exactly might have chosen this as their revenge.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    The bickering continued, off and on. They listened. The longer they waited, the greater Lewis’s fear grew, knowing they would only be waiting so long. Eventually Karen and Grant would come for them. When Lewis’s and the man’s conversation died down, Lewis grew curious and crawled to the door. 
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
    “I want to listen,” he said. 
 
    He found the door and put his head low to the ground near the gap. 
 
    “Put the tables together and it’ll be fine.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t try it like this. If anything goes wrong…” 
 
    “It won’t. We’ll be fine. Help me put the tables together.” 
 
    Wood screeched and groaned as they moved furniture. Lewis drew back into the room. 
 
    “What makes you think we can’t fight them?” 
 
    “They’re armed. They’ll come for us one at a time, would be my guess.” 
 
    “But we’re in here together. They didn’t even tie us up or anything.” 
 
    “Because they’re confident, and they likely have good reason to be.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “This is their place. They know it in the dark better than we do. Either they sacrifice us as they intend to, or they kill us in our attempt to escape.” 
 
    “I’d rather the last one.” 
 
    The man only sighed. 
 
    “You act like you don’t even care,” Lewis said. 
 
    “I don’t, really.” 
 
    “You should.” 
 
    The man scoffed. “You really are new, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t understand what that has to do with anything.” 
 
    “You’re going to die, kid. You’ll die here, as well as many other places. It’s a way of life, funny as that sounds. You get used to it.” 
 
    “I won’t get used to it.” 
 
    “Like I said, you’re new.” 
 
    “They don’t just mean to kill us,” Lewis said, though he knew he was guessing. He figured it was true. “They’re going to torture us.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “I’d rather not let them.” 
 
    “Listen… what’s your name again?” 
 
    “I didn’t say.” 
 
    “All right, fine. Here’s the thing. Pain is temporary. At least this kind. And you’re going to feel it over and over again in this place. It loses its bite after a while. Trust me.” 
 
    Lewis didn’t know how to argue with that, though he wanted to. He didn’t think it was possible to grow accustomed to being tortured and murdered. 
 
    He paused to listen when he noticed a lack of voices beyond the door. They were nearly ready, he thought—adding their finishing touches. 
 
    “I don’t want to start over…” 
 
    “Hey.” Lewis glanced up at the man’s voice, wishing he could see his face. “I tell you what. When you wash up after this, come and meet me.” 
 
    “Meet you? Where?” 
 
    “Not everyone in this place is crazy or vicious. Some people, though incredibly rare, were wronged to have ever been sent here. You might call them victims, though I don’t care for the word…” 
 
    Lewis remembered the old man mentioning something about communities, where others liked to settle, and he awaited the man’s next words with hungry, hopeful clarity. 
 
    “There’s a town I like to stick around. It’s not much safer than anywhere else, and it’s open to anyone who fancies a detour through—meaning you’ll meet your fair share of sadists and the like as often as anywhere else—but there are good people there, too. You strike me as one yourself, whatever your name is.” 
 
    “My name is Lewis,” he blurted eagerly. “What is this town? What’s it called?” 
 
    Something knocked against the door, and the chair scuffed the floor as someone removed it elsewhere. 
 
    “Mercy’s Shore,” the man said. “Named aptly by its founders, though I imagine it isn’t quite what it once was, or what they envisioned it to be.” 
 
    “And your name?” 
 
    The door opened a crack. Neither of them was in any position to fight back, still sitting against the wall. 
 
    “Shaw.” 
 
    Footsteps. 
 
    “Don’t try anything. You’ll only make it worse for yourselves,” Grant spoke in the dark, edging his way toward them. Lewis and Shaw tilted their gazes in his direction, but otherwise did nothing to resist. It was only when Lewis felt a hand in his hair that he truly reacted. “Uh huh… come with me!” 
 
    The fingers wrapped themselves in his hair and he grabbed at them. Somewhere Karen waited, anxious. 
 
    “Do you have one? Where’s the other? Where’s the other?” 
 
    Lewis listened as he was hauled across the dusty floor by his scalp, and he didn’t hear any other struggle or commotion, only his own. He imagined Shaw was still sitting patiently against the wall, doing nothing to escape. Perhaps that was his plan all along. He’d sit and wait. Hide in the corner. They’d wonder if he’d somehow sneaked past them. But Karen was waiting in the doorway for just that purpose. Grant pushed by her, tugging and hauling Lewis into the other room. His lantern was on a table, dimly lighting the area only enough to see the shapes of things nearby. 
 
    “I don’t hear him!” Karen said. “Is he in here?” 
 
    Keeping hold of Lewis, Grant answered, “Just watch the door!” 
 
    Instead, the door shut. Grant paused, and Lewis found himself so curious as to what was taking place that he no longer struggled. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Grant asked. 
 
    “I’ll keep the door shut until you’re ready.” 
 
    It seemed Shaw had been correct about their plan to take them one at a time. It angered Lewis—Shaw sitting idly by, content to let them murder them with no attempt to fight or flee. Their murderous plan might not have gone so smoothly had he and Lewis teamed up, Lewis thought… 
 
    Grant picked Lewis up under the arms and heaved him onto the table. Lewis rolled onto his side, tried to crawl across. Grant bunched Lewis’s rags into his fists and dragged him back, tearing his worn shorts apart in the process. Lewis flipped and writhed as Grant’s hands patted him, grabbed at him, clawed at him, doing whatever he could to pin him down. 
 
    “Goddammit, Karen, I need help with him!” 
 
    Karen propped the chair again and left the door. She appeared next to Grant, and together they wrangled Lewis’s arms and legs. Grant bent and picked something up from the floor, which when pulled around Lewis’s ankles he felt was a long, slim piece of rope. He tied one foot to one corner of the table, around the table’s leg underneath, and then he did Lewis’s other foot to the other corner. Meanwhile Lewis and Karen slapped comically at each other in the dim firelight, baring their teeth at one another until finally Grant was there to hold him down while Karen started on his wrists. 
 
    Before long, spending most of his energy struggling to no avail, Lewis was secured to the table by each of his limbs. The ropes were tied so tightly that he felt their threads wearing his skin raw, and the blood swelling in his hands and feet, circulation choked. He caught his breath while they left him to retrieve Shaw. 
 
    After only a few seconds entering the room, they returned quietly, and Lewis saw Shaw with them being escorted upright like a bound prisoner led to the gallows. Only he wasn’t bound. He simply walked with them, his arms held tightly in their grips. They probably didn’t need to touch him at all and he’d have followed like an obedient dog, Lewis thought. 
 
    “You’re making this too easy,” Grant remarked. 
 
    “I’m ready to be done with it.” 
 
    Lewis made an effort to turn and raise his head from the table to watch them. There was another table, apparently, next to his, which they instructed Shaw to climb upon. He did without protest. He even went so far as to ask them how he should lay, belly up or belly down, and they told him belly up was fine and he obeyed. 
 
    Eventually they were both tied to their respective tables. Lewis shook uncontrollably, like the table he lay upon were frozen steel. But really it was just nerves. He craned his head to the side to look at Shaw. He was a bit older than Lewis had imagined, only having heard his voice. He was naked and thin, lightly bearded, a sharp beak of a nose. His eyes were closed. He appeared restful, waiting for Karen and Grant to do what they would. 
 
    Karen placed Lewis’s lantern on Shaw’s table while Grant brought a rolled up towel and placed it near his side. When he unrolled the towel, it was revealed to be a bundle of tools, or weapons, which Lewis quickly determined would be used to torture them. 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake…” Lewis said under his breath. 
 
    He turned away. He didn’t want to see. Feet shuffled between their tables. Tools rattled and clinked as they were set out and prepped. Grant and Karen muttered and whispered. If Lewis had wanted to, he could have heard perfectly clear what they said, but he didn’t. He wanted to pretend he was someplace else. He wanted to wake up finally, to realize this was the climax to his nightmare and that his mind had decided now was the time to end it, to bring him back to the real world where there was light, where the sun woke him in the morning and the moon seduced him into bed at night. He wanted— 
 
    Something zipped, or unzipped—a quick, wet sound of flesh being unstitched—and suddenly Shaw wasn’t so apathetic anymore. The room filled with his screaming, and Lewis found it strangely difficult to resist opening his eyes and turning his head to see, to witness the horror his ears translated so terribly for his mind. There was another slice shortly after. Shaw continued screaming. 
 
    “Lewis,” Karen said somewhere in the room. “Lewis.” 
 
    Lewis opened his eyes. He looked around, turned his head toward the next table. He wished he hadn’t. 
 
    “Do you see this?” Karen asked, standing on the other side of Shaw’s table, her smile warped across her face by the firelight. “Do you see him?” 
 
    Shaw was opened up, and judging by the slow blink of his eyes he was still alive. Grant—with the grave expression of a focused surgeon—had hold of his intestines, wound them around his arm like a garden hose, pulling them out foot by foot from the opening they’d made in his belly. Karen gave a shriek-y guffaw, delighted by the horror she saw on Lewis’s face. And just like he figured she’d wanted, he nearly couldn’t tear his gaze away. Finally he did. He shut his eyes, promised himself he’d never open them again. 
 
    “No big deal,” Karen said. “When it’s your turn, I’ll start with your eyelids. Then you’ll have to watch.” 
 
    His heart beat so fast he thought he couldn’t take it much longer. A lightheaded buzz washed over him, a feeling like he could pass out. He wished he would. 
 
    Over the next several minutes he listened as they tore more flesh, snapped bone, plucked insides out onto the floor around the table. They slithered and plopped and thumped as they reached their hands in and piled them up. He couldn’t see any of it, but the sounds were unmistakable. 
 
    “Lewis! Catch!” 
 
    Something wet and warm and gooey stuck to the side of his face and he began to scream. He bucked up and down on the table, whipped his head from side to the side in an attempt to get it off. Whatever it was fell away. If he turned his head just right, he could touch his ear on it. So he turned the other way, tilted his head. He took as deep a breath as he could, but it wasn’t enough to stop him trembling. 
 
    Shaw was silent. 
 
    Time stretched on. He listened as the gruesome process continued. Grant muttered under his breath, his breathing shaky and stressed, as the peeling of flesh continued. By the sounds of it, they were dismembering him now, breaking him apart limb by limb until he couldn’t have been much more than a stump on the table. 
 
    Eyes still closed, jaw clenched under a migraine, Lewis said, “He’s dead already! Why are you still—” 
 
    “This isn’t for him,” Karen answered. “This is for you!” 
 
    Things started to quiet down eventually. It sounded as though they might have been cleaning up. 
 
    “How long do you think this will get us?” Karen asked. “This has to be worth so much more than anything we’ve done yet.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Grant said. He sounded disinterested. “We’ll just have to find out, I guess.” 
 
    “I bet it’s a long time.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “It should be! I can taste the suffering in here…” 
 
    And they weren’t finished yet. Lewis opened his eyes again when he heard the metallic tools dumped next to him. Karen smiled down upon him with cheerful malice while Grant organized their things. He brought the lantern and sat it down on the table, illuminating Lewis’ pale naked body. 
 
    “We’re gonna take our time with you,” Karen said. 
 
    “None of this matters,” Lewis answered. He couldn’t hide the desperation in his voice. “It’s just superstition. You don’t know what really happens—” 
 
    “We’ve done it before.” Her eyes were bold and piercing, humorless. “I think we know a thing or two more about it than you.” 
 
    “There’s always something coming,” Grant said, his voice soft and faraway as he carefully lined the sharp utensils next to each other. “Always coming, and you never know when it’s here for you. But it gets you. One way or another.” 
 
    “But we learned this trick,” Karen continued. “We give it what it wants before it can take it from us. And then it leaves us alone for a while. We don’t have to worry about the bumps in the night, or the whispers at the door. We have peace.” 
 
    “Temporarily,” Grant said. 
 
    Lewis put his head back, closed his eyes. It would be over one way or another. However long they managed to drag it out, it would end eventually and he’d be back on the beach in the sand. It didn’t sound like such a curse anymore, starting over. So long as the pain ended for a while… 
 
    Lewis said something, very low to himself, barely more than a mumble. 
 
    “What’s that, kid?” Karen asked. “You say something?” 
 
    They paused to listen. Lewis opened his mouth, and his eyeballs rolled behind their lids as he swam through his thoughts, figuring something out in private, and both Karen and Grant found themselves oddly drawn in by his hesitation so that they waited with bated breath for him to repeat himself. When he spoke again, it was hardly louder than before, still speaking to himself, but they paid such close attention that they made it out. 
 
    “… I should have done it. I thought about it. I should have just done it…” 
 
    “What’re you sleep talking about?” 
 
    “…I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t be anywhere. I should have ended it…” 
 
    Karen and Grant shared sideways glances. 
 
    “A lot of people here probably wishing the same thing, kid.” 
 
    Without warning, Lewis bucked on the table, pulled at his restraints, rolling his middle from side to side. Karen and Grant gasped, flinched away. The silver tools on the table jangled and rolled. The table squeaked. Grant put his hands down forcefully, peering down into Lewis’s strained face. 
 
    “Knock it off.” 
 
    He continued thrashing. Grant slammed his fists on the table on either side of Lewis’s ears and demanding he stop once more, but still he wouldn’t listen. One of the tools separated from the others and rolled toward the edge of the table. Karen grabbed it, and then put her hand over the rest to steady them. 
 
    “If you don’t quit that, I’m gonna get started a lot more aggressively than you’ll like!” she threatened. 
 
    The jar lantern turned on its side and rolled in an arc, paused dangerously near the table’s edge, and then fell. Its glass made a sparkly thud on the wood floor below. Lewis stopped. He lifted his head. Karen bent down and picked the jar up. 
 
    “Noticed that, didn’t you,” Grant said. Then he spoke to Karen. “The fire. Toss it outside.” 
 
    “What? We could use this here, though…” 
 
    “Toss it outside, I said!” 
 
    Karen looked between Lewis and Grant. She held the lantern up in front of her face longingly. 
 
    “He won’t be able to watch if we throw it out.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Grant said. He bent over Lewis again, looked him in the eye. “I think he’ll wish we hadn’t once he realizes how much worse it can be in the dark.” 
 
    That playful grin found Karen’s mouth again. She took the lantern away, its light creating just a small glow around her as she cut through the black of the room to the front door, which she opened and, without further hesitation, swung the lantern by its handle out into the night. 
 
    “No!” Lewis screamed. “Fuck you!” 
 
    “No, fuck you,” Grant whispered, their eyes inches apart though they could no longer see each other. “You’ve got much more yet to lose than your little fire.” 
 
    The front door slammed shut and Karen returned to the table. The metallic utensils clinked and shuffled from hand to hand between them both. Their feet scuffed the wood floor as they circled him. 
 
    “Our cuts won’t be as deliberate now, which is in all honesty a little more exciting, I think.” 
 
    Lewis couldn’t speak. He couldn’t scream, or cry, or curse at them. He lay his head back and stared up at nothing, listened to the sounds of his murderers at his side contemplate how they’d begin. They were creative souls, Karen and Grant. Nothing straightforward. Each of their victims, Lewis imagined, was an experiment, perfecting their rituals. They were probably pretty good at it by now. He’d listened as they practiced on Shaw. Even someone as apathetic about death as him hadn’t been able to stifle their screams. They were teachers, in a way. They taught suffering and misery, like most would never get to experience in the real world. 
 
    Lewis figured he was about to learn quite a lot. 
 
    He shrieked as something pricked the underside of his foot. 
 
    “Ticklish, are we?” 
 
    This time, by the tip of a very thin blade—something like a scalpel—they drew an opening from the fleshy ball of his heel, along the delicate arch in between, to the pad beneath his toes. He felt the wound, could see it in his mind’s eye before him like a hot silver thread imbedded in his flesh, and from it he felt a trickle of wet blood gather at the back of his heel on the table. 
 
    “Hold very still,” Grant advised, “or you’re apt to hurt yourself worse than I intend at the moment.” 
 
    A hand cupped the side of his head, warm over his ear, and he felt a cold point settle on his forehead just above his eyebrow. Instinctively he jerked his head away. 
 
    “Now, now,” Grant said, a tone of comfort through his words. “That’s just what I’m talking about.” 
 
    The hand on the side of his head corrected his position until he was facing the ceiling again. That cold point touched him, just above his eyebrow. It pressed a little harder than before. 
 
    “You’re going to want to flinch when I do this, but remember… it’s only your forehead. It could be your eye.” 
 
    Lewis gritted his teeth. His chest swelled with an intake of breath. Every second he waited for the pain to come, for the skin to tear and the meat underneath to split apart, felt like an entire minute more. He thought it must have been part of the torture, the anticipation, making him wait. He cringed, his muscles flexed from head to toe. Then, just when he thought he couldn’t brace himself any harder… 
 
    There was a thud at the front door. Everything stopped. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Karen asked. 
 
    After a pause: “I did.” 
 
    “Was it the wind?” 
 
    “I don’t think it was the wind, no.” 
 
    “Is there someone out there, you think?” 
 
    Grant sighed. “I don’t know, Karen. I’m not fucking omnipotent.” 
 
    “Omniscient.” 
 
    “You know what the fuck I mean.” 
 
    Lewis let out his breath very slowly, fearing a heavy sigh would remind them he was there, waiting. They were distracted for now. He was too, for the most part. He’d heard the thud as well and he had to agree. It was not the wind. 
 
    “Should we check?” 
 
    “I’ll check,” Grant said. 
 
    He moved away, fingers whispering along the edge of the table which he used to guide himself. When he reached the door, he stopped and listened. Lewis lifted his head in his direction, eyes peeled wide for no reason. Then Grant opened the door. There was a light there, low and dim on the porch—a soft, licking flame in a glass jar. 
 
    “Huh?” Karen’s voice startled Lewis, having forgotten she was standing just beside him. “What is it?” 
 
    Grant didn’t say anything. Not at first. 
 
    “There’s someone out there,” he whispered. “I think they mean to fool with us.” 
 
    “Shut the door, then,” Karen said. “Bring that in, though, before you do.” 
 
    Grant bent and took the jar lantern up. Lewis felt immense relief to see it again. He’d feared it might have broken or extinguished somehow when Karen had thrown it out. But it looked fine there in Grant’s grip, smudged with dirt and blood and all. Grant shut the door and locked it. He set the lantern on Shaw’s table this time. 
 
    “What good was doing that, do you think?” Karen asked. She spoke quickly, a whine in her voice. “What would they do that for?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “They still out there, you think?” 
 
    “Of course they’re still out there. They didn’t bring that back to be nice. They’re playing with us. I doubt they’re done already.” 
 
    They watched the door together. Lewis watched them watch the door. Their lust for inflicting pain had gone flaccid, apparently. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Karen asked. She looked down at Lewis. Their eyes met, though she didn’t really see him. “The mood is ruined.” 
 
    “It’s not ruined. We’ll keep going. If it happens again—” 
 
    And it happened again. Another knock on the door, three of them total. Not a thud like last time, but gentle. 
 
    “Don’t answer it,” Karen said. 
 
    “Of course I’m not going to answer it.” 
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
    “Let me think.” 
 
    He thought for a long time. 
 
    “Are you going to do something or not?” 
 
    “If you’re so worried, go do something stupid yourself, then. Get us both reset.” 
 
    “We can’t just stand here all night. They might never leave us alone. And we’ve got him…” 
 
    “He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    Grant took the lantern and made his way across the room toward the door. Instead of going to the door, however, he went to the window beside it. Lewis felt a pang of surprise then, for some reason. The thought that there were windows all along, them surrounded by dark while anything else might be looking in… 
 
    “You’re not going to see anything out there that way,” Karen said. “Not unless you mean to get a good look at yourself.” 
 
    And that’s all Grant was given—his reflection. He grimaced—a look caught between anger and embarrassment—and went to the door instead. He put his ear to it and listened. 
 
    “What is it? Do you hear anything?” 
 
    They all cried out at the shattering of glass. It sprayed the floor beneath the next table, and something heavy rolled with it. After a brief instant of shock, Grant moved to them, between the tables, and picked up whatever it was. When he stood he held a round smooth rock in his hand. He squeezed it, his knuckles almost as white as his face. 
 
    “I’m going out there,” Grant said, jaw clenched. 
 
    “You can’t. We don’t know how many there are.” 
 
    “We can’t just let them destroy our house.” 
 
    “It’s not our house…” 
 
    Ignoring her, Grant took one of their sharpest blades and moved back to the door, lantern at his side. 
 
    “Stay here in case they try to get in.” 
 
    He opened the door a crack. He listened some more. Then he opened it wide—stood tall, chest puffed, hiding the fear Lewis had seen with his own eyes only moments earlier. Karen left to stand behind Grant at the door, looking over his shoulder at the nothing on their porch. 
 
    “Close the door behind me.” 
 
    He stepped outside and Karen did just as he said. She went to the window—her footsteps swept carefully through the broken glass—and stopped, watching the lantern in Grant’s hand bob into the yard.. 
 
    There was another thud. It came from the opposite end of the house, from the holding room. Karen looked over her shoulder in its direction. 
 
    “I think I heard something in here,” she said to Grant through the now open window. Grant said something in response, though Lewis couldn’t hear what exactly. 
 
    Karen crept back through the tinkling glass. She shuffled toward the next room, and everything was quiet. 
 
    “Hello?” she said. The apprehension in her voice was a far cry from the glee she’d expressed only minutes ago during their torture. Still tied up and terrified as he was, Lewis couldn’t help feeling satisfaction by it. Hopeful. “Hello?” 
 
    Something shifted in the back room, like something falling over, or being nudged as a hidden presence bumped clumsily into it. It didn’t make sense, of course. Lewis and Shaw had been in there together and heard nothing. Lewis had sensed nothing, either, for whatever that was worth. They’d been alone in there. But someone, or something, was in there now. Karen darted from the door. Her feet hurried to Lewis on his table, and he felt her hands pat over his naked body in search of one of the many utensils scattered there. She grabbed something. 
 
    “Come out of there,” she said in the dark. “I know you’re in there.” 
 
    Grant, meanwhile, was still absent. Either he hadn’t found anything yet to report, or maybe… 
 
    “How did they get inside…” Karen muttered to herself. “There’s no way they could have… there’s no way…” 
 
    A great commotion came from the back room then. This time it sounded as though many things had fallen over, as though someone had pulled an entire shelf down on top of themselves. Perhaps Karen interpreted it the same way, as she rushed the door again, cursing in a low voice. 
 
    Perhaps, Lewis thought, it could be another wandering soul like his, merely in search of supplies. They might have thrown the rock through the front window as a distraction, then hurried around to the back where there might have been another window (and damn them all, Lewis thought, if there’d been another window in there the whole time!) and gotten inside to ransack them while they searched the front of the house to no avail… 
 
    Karen entered the back room, and was only inside a matter of seconds before there came the sound of the door slamming behind her. Wood grated on wood, clunked and clattered as something was manipulated into place. Lewis recognized the sound. He’d heard it a couple times already. 
 
    “Let me out!” Karen cried. She pounded on the barricaded door. “Goddamit. Grant! Grant!” 
 
    There was a click on the other side of the room. The front door had just been locked. Despite Lewis’s terror at now being restrained with the new invader, his interest was mildly piqued at their ability to get from one side of the room to the next in the matter of an instant, and making less sound than a scurrying rodent, no less. 
 
    Karen screamed and battered the door with her fists. 
 
    Lewis gasped as he was touched by a hand. A very small one. 
 
    A familiar voice whispered in his ear, “I’ll untie you under one condition.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak and could only release a weary shudder. 
 
    “You have to promise not to run away this time.”  
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    Chapter Six 
 
    Can’t Shake the Past 
 
   She paused as she opened the small inner pocket of her purse. She stared at the cash inside, a couple fives and a few ones. Glancing up, she saw the cashier waiting patiently, eyes fixed on her in her search, and chose instead to use her card. She handed it over with a smile. 
 
    “I’ll use my card, I guess,” she said. 
 
    As Catherine left the supermarket, ferried her groceries through the sunbaked parking lot under the brim of her large floppy sunhat, she was marked by an unshakeable scowl, a stiffness in her gait. Something wasn’t right. There had been at least one twenty in her purse last she remembered. Maybe even a couple. The more she thought about it, the surer she became. She remembered distinctly having over fifty dollars in her purse, forty of it in twenties. 
 
    But suddenly those twenties were missing. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Once home, Catherine quickly put things away in the kitchen, starting with the perishables in the refrigerator. She didn’t even finish putting away the rest before she hurried upstairs to the guest bedroom. 
 
    She stood in the doorway. She scanned the room over several times, eyes flitted from one discarded clothes article to the next, across the floor, over the bedspread. She stepped inside. She went to Lara’s luggage bag, which was open. Its contents were draped over its sides, spilling out in a careless fashion. Lara would never notice if someone picked through it, it was so unorganized, Catherine thought. She plucked her daughter’s clothes up and out of the bag one at a time, peeking underneath, searching for… 
 
    She didn’t know what she was searching for. Not really. She was kidding herself, she knew, if she thought she would find stolen money anywhere. 
 
    She paused in her search, stood straight, hands on her hips. 
 
    Do I really think my daughter stole from my purse? 
 
    It certainly wasn’t out of the question. Lara had done such things before in high school. Not that long ago, either, Catherine remembered. Though it felt like forever ago now, as Catherine hardly saw her these days… 
 
    Feeling a little ashamed, Catherine tried to place the clothes carefully back into the luggage case, dropping them ever so haphazardly to make them appear as messy and careless as they’d been before she’d started snooping. When she was satisfied, she stepped out of the bedroom and let her daughter’s possessions be. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Lara came home later than expected. Catherine was in the kitchen getting things from the fridge to start dinner when the door opened. 
 
    “Hello?” Lara called out. 
 
    “I’m here, in the kitchen.” 
 
    Lara walked it. 
 
    “How was work?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “It was fine. What are you making?” 
 
    “I thought I would make some chicken alfredo. Does that sound good?” 
 
    “Oh,” Lara said. “I was actually planning on going out with a couple friends tonight. I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “Oh! Of course that’s fine. You should.” 
 
    “You haven’t gotten too far into it yet, have you?” 
 
    “I only just started pulling things out. Haven’t started at all.” They stood looking at each other for a moment. Lara put on a lopsided half-smile to warm the pause. 
 
    “Well, you should still cook it if that’s what you wanted.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I’ll wait. I’m not all that hungry, to be honest. Probably make something lighter. Watching my figure, and all that.” She laughed. It was a nervous sound. 
 
    “Cool. Well, I’m going to change and head out, then. I don’t know how late I’ll be.” 
 
    “I’ll leave a light on for you.” Just as Lara turned to go, Catherine stopped her. “Lara?” 
 
    “Hmmm?” 
 
    “I hope you know, if you ever need anything, you can always ask. For anything. You can come to me for anything.” 
 
    Lara nodded slowly, an awkward smile. “Okay. Will do.” 
 
    She turned to go one last time and Catherine called, “Have fun with your friends tonight!” 
 
    Her daughter left upstairs to change. Ten minutes later, Catherine listened as she came down and the front door opened and shut. In the dead silence, her car engine fired up outside, and the tires bumped off the end of the driveway. Catherine let out a deep sigh. 
 
    I should turn on some music… 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Catherine got out of bed so late the following morning she wasn’t sure if Lara ever came home that night or if she’d just already gone to work. But her bedroom door was open and the bed was unmade and clothes were all over the floor in mostly the same arrangement she remembered them the day before. Then she went downstairs and discovered the lamp next to the front door was still on as she’d left it. The house was untouched. Undisturbed. 
 
    It was only Tuesday. She was an entire two days into her week-long vacation and she already felt lethargic and bored. She didn’t know how she could stand another three after this… 
 
    She sat at the kitchen counter with her laptop at her fingertips, a glass of orange juice to her right. She sipped from it, only barely. It would be her breakfast, nothing else. Most of it was sugar anyway, she knew. Not the healthiest. She bought it for Lara. Lara didn’t eat much, either. She likely wouldn’t touch half the things Catherine had filled the refrigerator with, just for her. But that was okay. She hadn’t asked for any of it, after all. Catherine just got carried away sometimes… 
 
    As she sipped her juice, she scoured the internet for anything she could find about curses. There were many sources of information. Many of them sounded halfway respectable, too, until she actually started reading them. Nearly everything she read stunk with absurdity. None of it was real. 
 
    She also tried searching for Rosaline, typing her name into different search engines and social media databases. There was nothing. Rosaline Avila, the name on her business card, didn’t appear to exist in the real world, at least not in use by her. Perhaps it wasn’t her real name. That would make sense, given the work she was in. 
 
    Catherine gave up. She shut her laptop and took her warmed glass of orange juice into the front room where she relaxed herself into the sofa under the window. 
 
    She couldn’t take care of him forever, that was certain. Either she did as she was supposed to and let him die, trap him in whatever hell she’d sent him to for all eternity. Or… 
 
    The only other option was to buy the antidote, or whatever spell that witchy bitch would sell her. She would probably take Catherine for everything she had. An impossible amount. Desperation sale, all items and services marked fifty percent up! 
 
    Exhausted by the worry, the thoughts eventually melted away on their own and left Catherine with a catatonic glaze over her eyes. When she caught up to herself again, snapped back into the world of the living, she looked to her piano. She looked at the pictures on top, focusing especially on the one of her youngest daughter. Joy. Her name was almost a cruel joke anymore. She’d brought Catherine so much of it in the years of her short life, that was true. But everything after… 
 
    She was at work when it happened, but didn’t learn of it until she’d gotten home. School let out, she stayed for a bit, grading this, planning that, getting her class ready for the following day. Joy was only still in elementary. Some days she took the bus home, other days she walked to a friend’s and played there until Catherine left the high school to come get her. 
 
    The day she died was meant to be a bus-ride day. 
 
    Catherine came home to find no one there. This didn’t immediately worry her. It wasn’t the first time. Sometimes Lara spontaneously decided she wanted to play at her friend’s after school and Catherine would receive a call at work to let her know just that. But there hadn’t been any call… 
 
    It was just as Catherine finished checking the obvious places around the house and decided to see if she was at her friend’s that the phone rang. It was Mrs. Jenkins. Joy’s friend’s mother. She was bawling. Catherine found it hard to tell what she was saying. She asked Mrs. Jenkins to please calm down and speak slower. And then, even when she heard clearly what she said, she found it that much harder to understand. 
 
    “There’s been an accident.” 
 
    Joy was hurt. A car, Mrs. Jenkins explained. She told Catherine to hurry. The police were already notified. However—and Catherine partly knew this even as she hung up the phone—Mrs. Jenkins lied. Perhaps she thought it wrong to say over the phone. Maybe the lie was easier for her, the truth was so terrible she couldn’t spit it out. Or maybe she thought Catherine should find out when she got there because she might not be in a state to drive there at all if she knew her daughter wasn’t hurt and was actually dead. 
 
    They said she died immediately. Under the car. 
 
    Catherine caught herself staring blankly at the picture on top of the piano and stood immediately with her warm glass of orange juice. She took it to the kitchen and poured it down the sink. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    He wasn’t looking so good. 
 
    Catherine finished feeding him his daily smoothie and set the empty bottle on the ground next to her. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his skin was paler than usual. A sickly sheen. What could be wrong, she thought? She fed him better than she fed herself, all the nutritious garbage she made into his smoothies. Sure, she was glad she wasn’t drinking them herself, they tasted awful. But they were healthy. He got plenty of water. She was even getting used to changing him, in the short time she’d been doing it. It wasn’t much different than changing a baby. Except that wasn’t true. It was horrific. She dreaded it every time. Why she didn’t just let him waste away… 
 
    Upstairs, the front door slammed shut. Catherine jolted. Feet kicked shoes onto the floor. Footsteps creaked the floorboards over her head, which she followed with her eyes to the ceiling, frozen in place. Lara called out to her. 
 
    Catherine stood, grabbed the empty smoothie bottle from the ground. At the bottom of the stairs she paused, then set the bottle down on one of the shelves there, and continued up. When she reached the doorway Lara was coming toward her through the front room. 
 
    “You’re home early! What is it, noon?” Catherine said with a smile as she stepped through the doorway and closed the door behind her. Her hands went to her pocket for the key and she hesitated. She dropped her hands at her sides. Lara looked her over skeptically. 
 
    “It was a slow day…” 
 
    Before Lara could ask, or even wonder, Catherine said, “I was just downstairs looking through some old boxes. I know I’ve got a couple full of your old things from school. I thought you might like them.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s okay.” Lara sighed. “To be honest I don’t really care to hold on to anything like that.” 
 
    “All right. I just figured you’d like looking through them again at least. Brings back memories. But none of that matters, I couldn’t find the boxes.” 
 
    They stood facing one another while Lara only nodded, waiting to be released to do anything but what they were currently doing. Catherine decided to release her. 
 
    “There’s leftovers in the fridge. I’ll be upstairs in my room if you need anything.” 
 
    Without pause, Lara left with a murmur, something that sounded like thank you. When Catherine heard the sounds of rummaging in the fridge, she quickly removed her keys from her pocket and locked the basement door. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Sometime after two her phone rang. It was Beth. She wanted to do lunch. Impulsively Catherine refused, tried to tell her she was busy with errands and an assortment of other important things to which Beth called bullshit and said ‘what errands?’ which Catherine didn’t have an actual answer for. She’d already cancelled their previous dinner, Beth reminded. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asked her over the phone. “You’re not hiding yourself away all day, are you?” 
 
    Finally Catherine agreed to meet her. Beth picked the place, some Korean BBQ restaurant Catherine thought sounded rather disgusting but felt too defeated and tired to negotiate anything else. When she got dressed and dumped herself behind the wheel of her car, however, she felt rather glad to be leaving. 
 
    When she parked and stepped out of her car, Beth greeted her with open arms, face beaming, voice shrill with excitement, and Catherine couldn’t help smiling a little herself. 
 
    “One of these days you’ll realize how lucky you are to have me,” Beth said. “I know you didn’t sound too enthusiastic about this place, but at the very least I’m forcing you to actually get dressed for the day.” 
 
    “Wha—” 
 
    “Yeah. You answered the phone in your pajamas. I know. You had your pajama voice on, don’t think I couldn’t hear it.” 
 
    They walked through the parking lot together. Beth wore heels, and they clicked and clacked and grated on the pebbly asphalt. She spoke a hundred miles a minute. Catherine didn’t listen to everything she said, but a part of her felt relieved to have her friendly chatter. 
 
    They stood inside for a few minutes before they were seated. Catherine looked over the menu with disinterested eyes. 
 
    “What are you getting?” she asked Beth. 
 
    “My usual.” 
 
    Catherine looked everything over and couldn’t spot anything that sounded remotely appetizing. She didn’t even feel very hungry. Almost not hungry at all, like a numb emptiness. She knew she could eat, but did she want to? 
 
    “I don’t know what anything on this menu is.” 
 
    “Cathy, there are descriptions under each name, you know.” 
 
    Catherine eventually settled on something. A soup of some kind. When she ordered Beth only watched her quietly with smiling eyes. 
 
    “Are you not hungry?” 
 
    “Not very.” 
 
    “Well I’m glad you chose to come anyway.” 
 
    Catherine sipped from her water, scanned the restaurant and its other customers over the rim of her glass. When she brought her eyes back to their own table, Beth was still looking at her with that amused, oddly observant stare. 
 
    “You make me feel like a charity case or something,” Catherine said. “Stop looking at me like that.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you agreed to have lunch with me.” 
 
    “Well stop it.” 
 
    “I can’t pretend not to know what you must be going through right now.” 
 
    There was a momentary flutter in her stomach, where she thought “what am I going through right now?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t want to ruin lunch or make you uncomfortable. Just know I’m here for you if you need me.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about.” She paused and they stared at one another. “It’s been a year. Almost exactly, hasn’t it?” 
 
    Catherine sighed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    After a quiet moment looking around themselves, giving their conversation room to breathe, Beth said, “Has it been hard for you?” 
 
    “I…” Catherine paused. She wanted to tell Beth what a stupid question that was, but she held her tongue. Beth was only trying to help her vent, she knew. “Maybe. I don’t know, really. I think about her all the time. I don’t know how hard that is, but apparently it’s been eating at me more than I thought.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad thing, you know. I just want to make sure you know you don’t have to feel it all alone.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern.” 
 
    “What about Lara? Do you talk much?” 
 
    On a whim of irregular openness, Catherine told her everything. She told her about Lara’s breakup, and that she was staying over for a while. She even told her about the money missing from her purse. 
 
    “I feel bad for thinking that, I just… I know it was there. And now it’s not.” 
 
    “She’s not in any kind of trouble, do you think? Drugs, or anything like that?” 
 
    “No,” Catherine answered quickly. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Well, if she did take your money… it’s not the worst or strangest thing in the world for a child to do.” 
 
    “She’s not a child.” 
 
    “I know, I didn’t mean it like that. Just that she’s your child. Parents have been lamenting their thieving children since the dawn of time, I’m sure.” 
 
    Beth didn’t have children. Catherine felt awkward at times talking with her about her own, knowing Beth had very little personal knowledge to draw from. Any advice she could give would have to be taken with a grain of salt. 
 
    “How does she seem about everything? About Joy, I mean.” 
 
    “Better than me, I think. She’s better at handling most things than I was at her age, or even now. She’s got a pretty good head on her shoulders, I think. I’m proud of her. Though we don’t talk a whole lot. I think these past few days we’ve talked more than we had in years prior.” 
 
    “That’s how it goes. They grow up and suddenly have their own lives, and you’re left wondering where yours is going to go because they were your life.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Catherine asked, her voice on the edge of mockery. Beth smiled embarrassedly. 
 
    “I’ll be the first to admit I have no idea what I’m talking about right now.” 
 
    They both laughed. It wasn’t much longer before their food arrived. 
 
    “I’m sorry to keep bringing it up,” Beth said through a mouthful. “but did they ever find the person responsible? I feel like I should know that, but I don’t think I’ve ever asked, or you’ve ever told me… We haven’t really seen as much of each other—” 
 
    “No, they didn’t.” 
 
    Beth set down her fork. Scowling, her eyes rolled back, mouth still mashing food. 
 
    “It just galls me,” she said. “I’m sorry, but it does. I know you must feel leagues worse about it than I do, but… it just galls me.” 
 
    Catherine took another bite, not saying anything. Her soup turned out not too bad, actually, she thought. 
 
    “It boggles my mind someone could be so heartless. Or careless. I just… I’m sure you’ve thought these things tenfold by now. I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine all the things you’ve felt.” 
 
    “This soup isn’t actually half—” 
 
    “I don’t know what I would do if I were in your position,” Beth interrupted. “Probably go mad. I don’t know. I can’t believe someone can just get away with something so vile. I know this only happens in movies, but I would want to hunt them down myself if I could.” 
 
    “Okay, Beth, that’s—” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s happened, you know. Vigilante justice happens all the time. I’ve read stories, in other countries, especially, about parents doing terrible, horrific things to people. People who caused some kind of harm to their children.” 
 
    “Beth, that’s enough.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” She shook her head in distaste, and Catherine could tell very clearly that Beth did not in fact know that it was enough. “I just can’t imagine what you’re going through, and it frustrates me to know you’re going through it. And that there’s nothing you can do. It just…” 
 
    “Galls you.” 
 
    “Yes. It does.” 
 
    Catherine smiled, so that Beth could see she appreciated her outrage. Beth returned it, and it was then Catherine saw the tears which had welled up in her eyes, threatening to spill. She held them back and for that Catherine was grateful. She just wanted to enjoy being out of the house for a while. 
 
    “And I’m just saying,” Beth started again, “I don’t disagree with those parents. If the system we have can’t do anything about it, I don’t blame anyone for taking action on their own. I really don’t. Some people deserve the worst they can get, I think. The promise of hell isn’t enough. Idle superstition just isn’t enough. It’s not. I don’t have any kids of my own and probably never will, but I don’t think those vigilante parents are too far off the mark. I’d be right there with them, tell you the truth. I really would.” 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    They ate in silence. It was a comfortable silence, Catherine thought, but she could tell by the squirming and impatient eye-flicking that Beth didn’t think so. She probably felt she’d said too much, which she had. But that was okay. 
 
    “I didn’t tell you this,” Catherine said. “When I went and saw that psychic you referred me to.” 
 
    “Rosaline?” 
 
    “Mhmm. At the end of our session together, she tried to sell me a curse.” 
 
    “A curse?” 
 
    “Did you know she sold things? Aside from her reading rates, she sells spells and curses and things like that. Did you know?” 
 
    “She’s never mentioned anything like that to me. I only go for her readings. Are you for real right now?” 
 
    “I am for real right now, Beth, yes.” 
 
    “Well, what was it for?” 
 
    “She wanted to sell me on a curse for the person who killed Joy. Wanted a lot of money for it too.” 
 
    “What did you tell her?” 
 
    Catherine hesitated. Mulled it over. “I assumed she was preying on me, my naivety. That’s what most of that business is. Desperate people.” 
 
    “That’s so strange. She’s never mentioned anything like that to me. Not even a simple good luck spell or charm or anything, like I’ve read some hokier psychics try to peddle.” 
 
    “Do you believe in stuff like that?” 
 
    Beth thought about it. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “But you believe in psychics. You believe she can talk to the dead, or tell your fortune, or—” 
 
    “I don’t know that I really believe in any of that!” Beth said, and laughed somewhat reservedly. “I mean… I feel she’s been right about lots of things she’s told me. I guess I haven’t thought too much about it.” 
 
    “But you don’t believe in spells or putting a curse on someone? Anything like that.” 
 
    “I can’t say I do. But again, I haven’t thought much about it.” 
 
    “You think Rosaline is a reputable psychic?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t see her on occasion if I didn’t think so.” 
 
    “Why would she try to sell me a curse, then? If she’s real, then she must believe what she sold me. Right? Otherwise…” 
 
    “I don’t even know her! I’ve just seen her a few times. Really, Cathy, I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not looking for an answer, I guess. I just thought it was interesting, was all.” 
 
    They switched subjects. Catherine asked Beth about her life. She was married to a wonderful man, no children and no plans to have them. Catherine thought it bizarre for two happily married people to not have any desire for kids. She couldn’t imagine not having had hers. Of course, neither child turned out how Catherine would have dreamed, but… that was life. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m missing out on anything,” Beth explained. “I’m sure most parents don’t think they’re missing out on anything by having kids. Some do, I bet. But no, my life is exactly what I want it to be. I’m also incredibly selfish.” 
 
    “You’re not selfish…” Catherine said. 
 
    “But I am! I know I am. I’m so self-centered, I’d never have time for kids.” 
 
    They talked a while longer after finishing their meals. Beth went all out on some political rant Catherine didn’t find interesting at all, though she was entertained by Beth’s passion for it, and somewhere around halfway through it she found herself not even listening, but merely feeling glad that Beth wanted to spend time with her at all. She was right. Catherine was lucky to have her. 
 
    Catherine checked the time and startled upright. 
 
    “I should get going.” 
 
    Beth stretched her arms over her head and then placed her hands over her belly to show she was full. 
 
    “Sounds good. Ned is probably home.” 
 
    “Lara, too.” 
 
    They gathered their things. 
 
    “Don’t give her too hard a time,” Beth said. “Breakups are so hard when you’re that age. She’s lucky to have you.” 
 
    Catherine smiled weakly. “Yeah. We’ll see about that. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Lara was sitting in the front room on her phone when Catherine entered. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, putting her phone in her lap. “You’re home. I thought you didn’t work this week?” 
 
    “I don’t, I was having lunch with a friend.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    Lara looked surprised. Was it surprise? Catherine wasn’t sure. Perhaps she thought Catherine spent all her time at home alone staring out the window at the world, wishing she had a few cats to keep her company. Or something like that. 
 
    “How was work?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “It was all right.” 
 
    Catherine went into the kitchen. She set down her purse and opened the fridge and took out a pitcher of cold water. As she poured herself a glass Lara entered and took a seat at the counter. 
 
    “Why do you lock the door to the basement?” she asked. Catherine’s heart began a quickening game of jump rope in her chest. “Just out of curiosity.” 
 
    “Oh, did you need something?” she asked. She caught a brief look of irritation on Lara’s face in response, not getting an answer to her question. 
 
    “You’d just said you were looking for some old things of mine that were down there. I thought it might be fun to look through after all. I wanted to find them.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “But it was locked.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Catherine took long gulps of her water, buying time to think of an explanation. Unfortunately she couldn’t think of anything before she finished, and so she just started talking. 
 
    “I just have a lot of stuff in boxes down there. Old stuff. I mean, things I’d like to hold on to. If anyone ever broke in for whatever reason, I’d rather keep that stuff safe. Sentimental stuff, family stuff. You know.” 
 
    “Joy’s stuff.” 
 
    A warm buzz of relief. “Yes.” Catherine couldn’t stop from smiling. It was a lie, but a good one. And best of all, she didn’t have to think of it. “A lot of Joy’s stuff.” 
 
    Lara nodded. “That makes sense.” 
 
    It does make sense, Catherine thought. 
 
    Lara stood from the counter. “I’m probably going to leave soon to see some friends. If I don’t see you before you go to bed… goodnight.” 
 
    “Have fun.” She considered asking her daughter for a hug goodbye before she went, an impulsive want, but thought better of it. That wasn’t Lara’s thing. “I’ll leave a light on for you.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Catherine was in the middle of vacuuming the stairs the following day when she thought she heard something and shut the vacuum off. It took a second to register. When she realized it was her phone she stood very quickly, felt her knees pop. She continued upstairs and into her room and snatched her phone up from her bed. The Caller ID showed that it was Calvin. Lara’s father. She hesitated. If she waited any longer to answer, it would go to voicemail. Screw it, she thought. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, Catherine.” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Hope it’s okay if I just cut to the chase. Have you heard from Lara lately? Talked at all?” 
 
    She took her time thinking. 
 
    “Some, not much. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Calvin sighed heavily into the phone, an oddly satisfying noise to Catherine. Gruff. She could almost smell his aftershave in the sound of his voice. 
 
    “She came here this morning knocking on my door. She needed money. I wondered maybe if you knew something I didn’t.” 
 
    Catherine sat on the edge of her bed. 
 
    “No, I don’t. I mean… I don’t know why she would need money.” 
 
    She thought about the missing money from her purse. 
 
    “Do you know anything else? Is she having any kind of trouble at all?” 
 
    Part of her wanted to keep quiet. Lara shared her problems with her in confidence. It was possible she didn’t want her father to know about such things. After all, children often had different relationship dynamics between each of their parents… 
 
    “Well… I know her and her boyfriend aren’t together anymore.” 
 
    “What was his name again?” 
 
    Catherine tried to remember but for some reason she struggled. 
 
    “Was it Michael?” 
 
    “No, that was her last… Oh! Rob. That’s his name. It was Rob.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “Did you ever meet him?” she asked, shamefully curious to find out how much more Lara’s father might know than she did. Before Calvin could answer her first question Catherine asked, “How long did they date, do you know?” 
 
    “Oh. I have no idea. I never met him. But when she showed up this morning, there was a man sitting in the passenger seat of her car in the street.” 
 
    Catherine’s heart leapt. 
 
    “It was only a few days ago she told me they broke up. He cheated on her with her best friend, poor thing. It couldn’t have been him…” 
 
    “I’m afraid she’s in some kind of trouble. I don’t know why she needs money. I asked her what for and she wouldn’t say. Well, she told me she was behind on bills. I asked her if everything was okay at work and she said yes. I don’t know.” 
 
    Catherine’s thoughts were a growing storm. More and more unstable the longer she lingered on them. 
 
    “I don’t know, either…” Her suspicions could have filled the sails of a thousand ships, maybe even capsized them. “Hey Calvin, I need to go. Something I need to do. I’ll try talking to her, though, and if I find out anything I’ll call you back. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Of course. Please do. I just hope it’s not anything—” 
 
    “All right, thank you again for letting me know. I have to go.” 
 
    She hung up. Immediately she began searching through her phone’s contacts for Lara’s work. She hoped she had it, because for the life of her she couldn’t remember the name of the place. 
 
    Jesus, she thought, don’t I know anything about my own daughter? 
 
    It was there. Aptly titled ‘Lara’s Work’. She called. She half-expected the line to be out of use, abandoned, dead. 
 
    “Oak and Buckle, this is Jasmine, how can I help you?” 
 
    Catherine paused. It sounded vaguely familiar but she wasn’t quite sure… 
 
    “You sell clothes, right?” 
 
    “Um, we do… What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “Can I speak to Lara?” 
 
    “Lara?” 
 
    “Lara Blake. She works there.” There was a substantial pause on the other end. Catherine thought maybe they were finding her, handing the phone over. 
 
    “Hmmm…” 
 
    “Is there a manager I can speak to by chance?” 
 
    “Hold on just a moment please.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Now there was another silence, a different kind that said they were handing the phone over to someone else. Catherine listened as hands exchanged the phone between them, and voices mumbled above. 
 
    “This is Rebecca, how can I help you?” 
 
    “Hello. I was just wondering if I could speak to Lara? She’s supposed to be working today.” 
 
    Suddenly the woman on the other end, the manager, adopted a tone starkly different than the one with which she used to greet her—a tone of both pleasure and displeasure, a resentment of the subject but a satisfaction in the delivery of what information she had on it. 
 
    “Yeah, Lara hasn’t worked here in over a month.” 
 
    “Wait—what? Are you sure? This is her mother. Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “I’m not allowed to discuss things like that with anyone, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “But you do know who I’m talking about? Lara?” 
 
    “I do. She no longer works here. Is there anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    “No… that’s all. Thank you.” 
 
    Catherine set her phone down and bore a hole into the floor between her feet, thinking about how to best compose herself for when Lara came home that evening. Questions needed to be asked. Answers needed to be given. There would be nothing chummy about it, she knew. All she could do now was hope she was wrong. There was a good explanation for everything. Nothing dark or deceitful. It was Lara, after all. Her own daughter. How could she be so worried? How could she have the suspicions she did? 
 
    Perhaps she only misunderstood. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The door opened and Catherine jerked upright. She was sitting in the front room under the window. Waiting. The light at her back was blue and dim, the sun nearly down. The door shut and shoes were kicked off onto the floor. 
 
    “Lara?” 
 
    After a pause: “Yes?” 
 
    Her head throbbed. She sat up, repositioned herself on the sofa. 
 
    “Can I talk to you for a minute?” 
 
    Lara came in. She looked, for the most part, emotionless. Tired eyes, mouth drawn, shoulders slack. 
 
    “Sit down with me.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    In wanting to choose her words carefully, there was a pause between them, and Lara cast her expectant stare down at the ground, unable to meet eyes. 
 
    “How was work?” Catherine asked. She feared a question simple as that might give the situation away, that Lara might be able to tell she was found out and would then lie. 
 
    “It was fine. The usual.” 
 
    “What’s the store you work at again? Clothes, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s called Oak and Buckle.” 
 
    Catherine let out a sigh—a wobbly thing, a fraying thread. Her fingers picked at a spot on the edge of the sofa cushion, unnoticed. She opened her mouth to speak, the words clogged up. She ran her hands over her legs, once, twice, three times. 
 
    Slowly Lara asked, “Is… something wrong?” 
 
    “I called your work today.” Catherine straightened herself, head up, eyes down. “I know you were fired.” 
 
    She knew no such thing, only that Lara wasn’t there anymore. But that she still claimed to work there told her enough. 
 
    “What? Why were you calling—” 
 
    “Why did you ask your dad for money?” 
 
    Lara’s head recoiled as though from a blow. She shook her head irritably, eyes pinched. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Your dad and I talked this morning. He was worried about you and wanted to know if I knew anything he didn’t. Apparently not. Why do you need money? What happened to your job?” 
 
    “I can’t believe this…” Lara put her hands over her face, over her eyes. She pushed her fingers through her hair. “I don’t—” 
 
    “Sit down and talk to me.” Catherine patted the spot next to her on the sofa. She hoped this would be the moment Lara opened up to her, that this wouldn’t have to be the interrogation it was shaping up to be. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this right now.” She turned away. 
 
    “Lara!” 
 
    “I really don’t want to talk about this right now!” 
 
    Catherine stood and followed until Lara was halfway up the stairs and Catherine stood at the bottom. 
 
    “Tell me what’s going on!” 
 
    Lara never stopped. She continued down the upstairs hallway. Catherine hurried after. At the top of the stairs she caught a glimpse as Lara disappeared into the guest bedroom. In the doorway, Catherine watched as Lara scrambled from corner to corner of the room snatching up clothes and other belongings and stuffing them into her luggage bags. 
 
    “You don’t need to pack up,” Catherine said. “Just talk to me.” 
 
    “I said I don’t want to talk about it. It’s fine. I’ll get out of your hair and you don’t need to worry about it anymore.” 
 
    “I worry about you all the time. You don’t know the half of it.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do…” 
 
    In her haste to pack she never once looked in Catherine’s direction. Catherine wanted her attention so badly, to show her through eyes alone just how much she cared, but Lara avoided her like Medusa. 
 
    “Stop!” she begged. “Just stop, and let’s talk.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about.” 
 
    “Don’t leave. You don’t need to leave.” 
 
    “I want to leave. And that’s okay. I’ll leave and you’ll forget all about me. Because you don’t really want me here either.” 
 
    “Lara, stop.” 
 
    Lara dropped to her knees and looked under the bed, checking to make sure she wasn’t leaving anything behind. 
 
    “Lara, look at me.” 
 
    Catherine stepped toward her. Lara got to her feet, walked by her—pushed by her, more like. 
 
    “Lara, stop it! Look at me!” 
 
    Lara turned, jaws knotted shut. 
 
    “Of course I want you here.” 
 
    “No, you want Joy here.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “If it wasn’t for Joy being dead you wouldn’t remember me at all. That’s how it was before. And now that she’s gone and dad’s left you, you have no one so of course you come crawling to me.” 
 
    Lara zipped up her bag and heaved it up in one hand and moved around Catherine into the hallway. 
 
    “I’m leaving. Don’t follow me.” 
 
    Catherine stopped near the bottom of the stairs. Lara bumped and dragged her things on both arms through the front door and pulled the door shut behind her. Catherine resisted the urge to go outside after her. She didn’t want a scene in the front yard. She descended a single step, thinking she might go to the front window and watch Lara go. Instead she sat down, one hand on the banister. The front door bore the weight of her helpless gaze. 
 
    And then there were voices outside. Two voices. Lara’s and another, it sounded like. Catherine perked up, listened. The other voice, a stranger’s voice, grew loud and agitated. Another female. Catherine stood and went to the front door. She put her ear to it. Despite her wishes to avoid making a scene, it appeared one was being made without her. She opened the door and stepped out onto the cool, dark porch. 
 
    “Don’t do this here,” Lara begged. “You can have at me anywhere else, don’t do this here.” 
 
    Catherine considered turning on the porch light but chose to leave it dark. The less the neighbors saw the better. She stood on the edge of the porch steps and watched, hands clutched against her chest. 
 
    “Lara, is everything—” 
 
    “Give it back, then,” the other young woman said. “I know you took it. You probably don’t have it anymore, though, do you?” 
 
    “Not in front of my mom,” Lara said. Her voice was whiny and tear-swelled. “We can go somewhere else and talk if you—” 
 
    “I’m not here to talk.” The other woman, hands on her hips, stared Lara down, shoulders heaving in heated breath, when she noticed Catherine standing on the porch steps. “Oh. Is this her? This your mom?” 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Catherine asked. Although she felt terrified, sick to the stomach, she drew on her experience at the high school with breaking up fights. Rarely did she have to. There were always other teachers to handle such things. But twice she did. She’d been just as frightened then as she was now, but she thought she’d handled both instances fine. Normally when an adult made their presence known the fight fizzled out immediately, or the children turned to them willingly for intervention, making a possibly physical altercation a diplomatic one instead. But this didn’t feel the same at all. 
 
    “You want to know what’s the matter?” the young woman asked. “Your daughter’s a whore and a thief. Did you know that?” 
 
    “Denise, please.” Lara was sobbing. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “Tell her,” Denise demanded. “Tell your mom what you did. Tell her what a whore you are.” Lara shook her head, still begging when words failed her. Denise scoffed. “Tell her how it wasn’t enough taking Rob away from me, you had to come back for my shit too.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” Catherine descended the porch steps, made her way to the edge of the lawn. 
 
    “I’ve got an empty purse and an empty medicine cabinet, that’s what’s happened. And it’s your little princess I have to thank for it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I thought I’d come over here to get some of it back, but we both know it’s already gone, don’t we?” 
 
    Lara had since dumped her bags onto the grass on either side of her. She held herself across her middle like she was freezing, shoulders hunched, head down. Catherine only saw the back of her. She could hear her sniveling. 
 
    “Lara, is this true?” 
 
    “It’s true,” Denise said. 
 
    They remained quiet for a few moments. It was a painful quiet. Catherine’s thoughts raced for a resolution to the conflict, even if only temporary. 
 
    “Look at her.” Denise nodded at Lara. “She can’t even look at me. Falling apart at the first sign of facing any kind of consequence for her actions. Not so tough without Robbie around to make excuses with you. Fucking scumbags.” 
 
    “Listen,” Catherine started. She walked toward them both, closing in on Lara from behind in case the argument happened to escalate. “I can pay you back. Whatever’s been stolen, I can pay you for.” 
 
    “Jesus. I don’t want your money.” 
 
    “Whatever I can do to—” 
 
    “I want your cunt daughter to stay the fuck away from me and my house. You hear that? I don’t ever want to see you again. And if I even get a hint you’ve been around my place again I’m calling the cops.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Catherine answered. She put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. Lara jumped. She was shaking. “I assure you, you won’t. I’ll see to it.” 
 
    “Great.” Denise turned to leave, and then she stopped and looked back at them. “You pathetic, fucking whore. You’re lucky your mom’s here. I should beat the fuck out of you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Catherine said. “It’s okay. We’re done. I’ll handle this.” 
 
    Denise laughed—a shrill, mocking pitch which raised hairs on the back of Catherine’s neck—and finally walked back to her car. Catherine waited with Lara until she was gone, at which point Lara became suddenly animated again. She bent and grabbed her bags off the lawn. 
 
    “You’re not leaving,” Catherine told her. 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    Catherine took hold of one of her bags and stopped her. Lara jerked it once. Catherine jerked it back, tore it from her grip quite easily. She spotted Lara’s keys in her other hand. She leaned and snatched them away as well. 
 
    “Come inside.” 
 
    She stepped back and motioned for Lara to go. Lara looked at the open front door. Her eyes dropped to the grass at their feet, mouth pursed, and Catherine thought for a moment she might make a run for it. Reluctantly, Lara went back to the house. Catherine followed her in and closed the door behind them. 
 
    “Set your bag down here,” Catherine instructed, and set the bag she was holding down first. “Then come into the front room with me and talk.” 
 
    “Can we talk in the morning? I’m just… I’m not up for it now.” 
 
    “No. Right now.” 
 
    They sat together on the sofa in front of the window. Catherine turned a lamp on. 
 
    “Tell me what’s really going on.” 
 
    Lara scratched idly at her leg. “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Was anything you told me true? About the breakup, the cheating?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Rob and Denise.” 
 
    Lara didn’t say anything. There was an angry red line above her knee where she scratched, getting angrier and redder. 
 
    “Denise kicked you out because you slept with her boyfriend.” 
 
    Lara tried not to cry, Catherine could tell. Her eyes were broken dams, though. Nothing could be done for them. 
 
    “Are you on drugs?” 
 
    “No.” She answered quickly but the tone of her voice was weak, unconfident, unsure. 
 
    “Denise implied you stole drugs from her. Pills? Are you on pills?” 
 
    “No,” Lara said again, but she was beginning to cry harder which Catherine interpreted as a more honest response. “They… Rob stole pills from her.” 
 
    “And it’s just Rob? You’re not on them as well?” It was a rhetorical question. Catherine didn’t give her any time to answer. “Was it Rob your father said he saw in your car today?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “What did you need money for?” 
 
    “Rob needed money for rent.” 
 
    “Lara…” Catherine sat back, groaned. “What are you doing with him? Why are you letting this happen to yourself?” 
 
    Lara wiped her eyes, sniffled mucus, shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “Why are you here with me instead of him, then?” 
 
    “Because… I didn’t…” She threw her hands up. “I had nowhere else to go, after Denise…” 
 
    It crossed Catherine’s mind, flickered like a jumping spark, the idea that Lara had asked for a place to stay intending to steal from her. Or maybe that was purely opportunistic on her part. They shared a minute of silence while Catherine thought everything over, processed and deconstructed the things Lara told her, held them up to the light in her head and saw what shined through and what didn’t. 
 
    “Why were you fired from your job?” 
 
    “I hated that job…” 
 
    “But you didn’t quit.” Again, Catherine didn’t know this for sure but it was the only thing that made sense. 
 
    “I stopped going.” 
 
    “What are you doing now?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “For over a month? What are you doing for money?” 
 
    Stealing it, was the first thing Catherine thought. 
 
    “I’m getting another job.” 
 
    “And Rob, what does he do for money? Why can’t he pay his own rent?” After a brief consideration, “Never mind, I’m sure I can guess.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Lara met her mother’s eyes again. “I can’t tell you anything that’ll make you happy. You should have just let me leave.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to leave. I just… I want to know what’s going on so I can help you.” 
 
    “You can’t help me. Even if you could, I don’t want your help. I just want to leave. I don’t want to… be here, anymore.” 
 
    “Where will you go? To Rob?” Lara didn’t answer. “Stay away from him. He’ll pull you down even further, believe me.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    A car passed by just then and Catherine looked over her shoulder, listened as it faded away. She studied Lara with intense need, felt that aching to touch her more than ever, to comfort her. 
 
    “I can help you find a job. I can help you get back on your feet. You just need to trust in me. Rob isn’t going to do anything for you. Neither is stealing from your friends or asking people for money.” 
 
    Eyes squeezed shut, Lara rattled her head, frustrated. “I can’t talk about this anymore. Please. I’m tired…” 
 
    “Spend the night here,” Catherine said. “In the morning, after we’ve both slept on this and cooled our heads we can talk some more. We can figure all this out. Together. Everything will be okay. All right? Will you just spend one more night? Do me just that. Okay?” 
 
    Lara got to her feet. “Fine. Okay. I’ll spend the night. I just can’t talk anymore. I’m done tonight. Please.” 
 
    “That’s fine. Here, I’ll help you get your stuff back—” 
 
    “No, that’s okay. I’ve got it. But thanks.” 
 
    Catherine watched, filled with anxiety, as Lara left the room. She grabbed her things from next to the door and took them upstairs, head down, feet heavy like a sleepwalker. Catherine stayed seated for several minutes longer, listened to the water in the pipes from the upstairs bathroom and the opening and closing of doors until it sounded as though Lara was back in the guest bedroom, just where Catherine wanted her. If only for another night. That’s all she needed. 
 
    In the morning they would talk again, more clearheaded. They would figure all this out. 
 
    Everything would be okay. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The next morning, Thursday, Lara was gone. The guest bedroom was empty. She’d taken her bags, left the bed unmade. Catherine wondered how long she’d actually stayed, if she’d slept at all or had only waited until Catherine was asleep and then tiptoed out… 
 
    My daughter is a stranger to me. 
 
    Catherine sat on the bed and wondered why she had expected anything else. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    As she looked in the mirror, examined her face, pulled her expression in funny ways, she noticed the lines around her eyes appearing deeper, longer. 
 
    I need sleep, that’s all. I’m not getting enough sleep. 
 
    And then there were the lines around her mouth. She grimaced by default now, she noticed. How quickly had they appeared? She hadn’t noticed them before. Had she? She was usually so aware of her appearance, fussing over every detail, agonizing over every precaution, she found it difficult to believe her face could sneak up on her so. 
 
    Butterflies in her guts, she forced herself out of the bathroom before she lost herself to tears. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    There were many problems in Catherine’s life. At the moment she felt overwhelmed with them. Each time another came along, it weighed upon her more than the last, and she found it difficult to sort them or prioritize them, until she didn’t do anything about anything and wallowed instead. 
 
    “You just might be the least of my problems,” she said. 
 
    The unconscious man nodded in agreement, puckered his lips to ready himself for more of Catherine’s ungodly smoothie concoction. Only not really. He didn’t move at all. His chest swelled and shrank with each breath, the one sign of life he offered. 
 
    “And I could so easily be rid of you if I wanted…” 
 
    She sat cross-legged beside him, placed the half-empty glass down between them. A stale basement chill crawled over her and she pulled her legs up against herself. 
 
    “I doubt you’d do much with your life, anyway. Even if I could stop this, reverse it somehow, it would only serve to let you be a drain on society for a bit longer, I’m sure. You might even hurt someone else. People like you don’t learn…” 
 
    She leaned forward. His skin was sickly and somehow serene. He may have been dying anyway, despite her efforts to sustain him with the bare minimum. Delicately, she pushed one of his eyelids back. The floating eye within, spider-webbed with red capillaries, stared emptily into her lap. She removed her finger and watched it slide shut. 
 
    “You might not even know why this is happening to you, wherever you are right now. You can’t imagine why someone would put you there.” 
 
    She dropped her head, closed her eyes. She felt herself involuntarily rocking back and forth, a subtle sensation. 
 
    “It’s my fault…” she whispered. “I turned her into what she is. Somehow. I don’t even know her. She’s right. I haven’t paid any attention. She could go the rest of her life without me and it wouldn’t be any different. I don’t understand what happened. I was different with Joy, it’s true. But I don’t know why. It wasn’t fair…” 
 
    The tears were coming and she wanted them to come. She egged them on, welcomed them with her sadly furrowed brow, eyes hot with the pressure. She wouldn’t even wipe them away when they came, she thought. They had every right… 
 
    The sleeping man lay still. Occasionally she peeked at him, saw him judging her self-pity with his cold silence. 
 
    It was a mistake… 
 
    She jolted upright. She craned her head over her shoulder, to the stairs behind her. Up them, somewhere in the front room or in the kitchen, her phone had started ringing. She grabbed the smoothie glass and hurried up. She found her phone on the sofa under the window. It was Beth. 
 
    Before she answered, she sniffled, sighed, cleared her throat. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey! It’s me.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” She tried to force a laugh but it didn’t come out right. “What’s up…” 
 
    “I was wondering if you wanted to do lunch again. I was thinking sushi?” 
 
    “Uh…” Catherine considered. She was about to answer when Beth interrupted. 
 
    “Is everything okay? Your voice sounds weird.” 
 
    “Yeah, everything’s fine…” Except that as she said it, her voice cracked and she began to feel those coals burning again, the pressure swelling from her throat to the center of her skull, bulging against the backs of her eyes. 
 
    “You don’t sound fine…” 
 
    “Yeah… I’m just…” She shuddered into the phone. “Beth… I…” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    It had to come out. Her tongue waggled against her, the words spilling like a leaky faucet. She didn’t know how to stop herself. She’d go mad trying, she knew. 
 
    “I’ve done something awful,” she said. “I can’t anymore…” 
 
    A brief pause. 
 
    “Hey, I’m coming over. Okay? Let’s talk. All right? Don’t go anywhere, I’ll be over in just a few. Stay put.” 
 
    Catherine cleared her throat once more. “Okay.” 
 
    “I’m coming right now.” 
 
    Catherine ended the call, tossed her phone on the couch. She was trembling. She hugged herself tightly. The air around her felt colder than ever, shivering, icy cold, and she knew it was her nerves. She turned toward the basement door, considered closing it, locking it, before Beth arrived. But she didn’t. 
 
    She sat down and waited instead. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Some Answers 
 
   The voice alone gave him pause, lifted the hairs on his arms and neck, told him to resist at any cost. But the pounding on both doors to either side of him in the dark caused his feet to hunger for distance, an irresistible urge to flee. As he was, he couldn’t. Not from either threat. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. His throat was tight, his heart and lungs racing. “I promise.” 
 
    Little fingers danced around his wrists, tugged the ropes across his skin. When both his hands were free, he sat up and began to untie one of his feet while the child’s hands worked on the other. He slid himself off the table, both feet on the glass-sprinkled ground. 
 
    “Karen!” Grant shouted from outside. “What’s happening in there? Unlock the door!” 
 
    “What do we do?” Lewis asked. 
 
    The child—the same girl as from before—spoke quietly in a whisper, so that Lewis had to pay extra attention to hear her through Grant and Karen’s pounding and shouting. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Lewis’s heart sank. “You don’t know? What was your plan, then?” 
 
    “This was all the plan I had.” 
 
    Lewis only felt the urge to scatter mindlessly. 
 
    “It took me a long time to come up with what I did,” the girl said. “I was out there longer than you think…” 
 
    Lewis groaned. “Great…” 
 
    The pounding on the front door became violent. A heavy kick caused the door to shudder in its frame, and the ceiling above them rattled and dropped a layer of dust. Then another kick. 
 
    “I need my lantern back…” 
 
    A third kick. Wood splintered. 
 
    “I could get it for you.” 
 
    The door burst inward. The fiery glow of Lewis’s lantern swung wildly through the doorway as Grant rushed inside, spinning and sidestepping his way through the room on high alert. Lewis swiped his hand across the table, picked something long and cold and slender up in his fist, and shrank back avoiding the light. 
 
    “Karen?” 
 
    Grant reached the butchers table, saw the bare tabletop, the loosed ropes on the floor. He held the light up, spun this way and that. Lewis pressed his back to the opposite wall, staying clear of the firelight. 
 
    “Where is he? Karen?” 
 
    “I’m in here!” 
 
    The lantern swung around as Grant turned toward her voice. 
 
    “Where is he? Did he escape?” 
 
    “I don’t know, just let me out!” 
 
    Grant paused. 
 
    “I think he’s gone, Karen.” 
 
    Suddenly he screamed. The lantern fell to the floor. The piece of lighted wood clinked inside. Grant stumbled away from its glow into the dark corner of the room, cursing and holding his hand to his chest. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” 
 
    He darted forward and snatched the lantern back up while Lewis stood frozen, his opportunity missed. 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” 
 
    Grant scanned the room, swept the lantern from side to side. For an instant Lewis thought they made eye contact, but as he looked down at himself he saw he was still hidden in shadow. 
 
    “Something bit me,” Grant said. “Something bit my hand.” 
 
    Lewis turned the sharp utensil, whatever it was, over in his fist. He’d have to be quick… 
 
    Grant moved around the table. He stepped carefully, heel to toe. His black-dot eyes flashed left to right. Lewis watched the cone of light melt over the floor, getting nearer. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Karen hollered. “I’m still in here!” 
 
    The light reached Lewis’s feet, only faintly, and Lewis lifted his eyes to meet Grant’s, who in that instant had yet to register what he saw. He stared through Lewis, beyond him. When his brain worked it out, recognized the naked body folded into the dark wall, his eyes brightened. 
 
    A tiny sound, a child’s breath suspended from nothing, released into the space just behind Grant. A disembodied whisper. Hey, Lewis thought it said. 
 
    She’s here, but she isn’t… 
 
    Those widened eyes gave pause, pinged to the side. Lewis came forward into the light. A gasp. The blade struck, and both gloom and flesh gave way to its metallic sheen. Blood gushed. The knife clattered under the table. Lewis shuffle-stepped away from the pitter-patter at their feet. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lewis said. Only he wasn’t sorry. Not really. 
 
    Grant’s probing fingers bathed themselves under the red curtain down his throat. He dropped the lantern a final time. His empty eyes took hold of Lewis’s and held them, gripped them coldly, until he toppled over and was dead. 
 
    Without further ado, Lewis retrieved the lantern and made his way to the front door. Karen pleaded questioningly behind the barricaded door, and distantly on his way out, Lewis wondered how long it would take her to escape. 
 
    Departing without looking back, he noticed his footsteps were alone. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The muddy road which passed in front of the small house was still wet from the earlier rain, though not as slick as before. Lewis walked it a fair distance alone before he was gifted with company again. 
 
    “You killed him,” she said, her voice appearing without warning. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” he asked. “I thought you left me back there.” 
 
    “I’ve been here.” 
 
    He shivered and held himself as he walked. 
 
    “How is it you only seem to be there when you want to be?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard you walking with me all this time until now. It’s like you just decide to ‘show yourself’ and there you are.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Lewis held his lantern out to the spot where she walked beside him and there was no one. 
 
    “See!” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Lewis stopped. He turned in a circle, formed a fading halo around himself. “Even back there, when you helped me… you bit his hand, I saw him when it happened… but I didn’t see you. You’re not there!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I can’t see you.” 
 
    “You can’t?” 
 
    Little footsteps scuffed the dirt. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    He’d seen her before, he was sure. After the inn, when he’d ran from her, he’d seen her face then, smiling at him, and she’d looked so familiar. Unbearably familiar… 
 
    “How come you ran away before?” 
 
    He thought he knew why, but would she understand? 
 
    “You were scared of me, weren’t you?” 
 
    Lewis repeatedly extended the lantern out in her voice’s direction when she spoke, thinking he’d see her eventually even though he dreaded it—like checking from under the covers for the monster you suspect is creeping toward the bed. The light continued to reveal nothing. 
 
    “I guess I was.” He still was. Part of him believed she wasn’t real. This place, the darkness, was playing a macabre trick on him again, just like it did in The Historic Inn. She was a figment, conjured up to hurt him in ways the usual things couldn’t—the beasts, the psychopaths, the terrain. She would get in his head and drive him crazy. She already was. 
 
    “It’s because I’m dead, isn’t it?” 
 
    His chest turned to ice. He opened his mouth to argue but he had nothing. Instead he said, “You’re not real.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re not really here talking to me. That’s why I can’t see you, it’s because you’re in my head.” 
 
    “But you saw me before.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I saw. This place does things like that. It shows you things to hurt you, to… to…” 
 
    “Then why did you run? 
 
    He didn’t want to answer. “Why are you following me?” 
 
    “I want to help.” 
 
    “Help with what? Do you not see where we are? Or… not see where we are…” 
 
    “I helped you back there, didn’t I?” 
 
    Lewis scoffed. “You should go. You don’t belong here.” 
 
    “Neither do you.” 
 
    Lewis stopped, turned in her direction to tell her to leave for the final time, when he was interrupted by an approaching noise. Creaky, wooden, bumpy, rolling. He held the lantern at eye level. The noise came closer, grew louder, dug into the moist dirt and rocks, gradually slowing in its approach. Lewis’s legs straightened stiff under him, planted like stakes in the soft road. He’d forgotten all about the girl in that instant. 
 
    “Don’t be alarmed!” a new voice shouted. 
 
    Alarmed just as well, he cautiously moved to the side of the road as the noise drew upon them. In his lanternlight, formed in the shadows, two horses—pale, strangely silent—kicked their hooves through the soft mud. They came to a stop. They lifted their heads and watched Lewis carefully, pointed their snouts toward him curiously. Lewis’s eyes wandered, wide and full of eerie intrigue, over the horses and their gray bodies, their silver manes and tails, to the stopped wagon at their rear. He circled, stepped on his own feet, and shined his light upon the chipped, soggy wheels, its weathered boards chipped and splintering along each edge. There was a seat at the front of the wagon, wide enough for perhaps three people shoulder to shoulder, but only one man sat there. He leaned over the side, peered down at Lewis. His smooth, sunken face lit with joyous surprise. 
 
    “My, my!” he said. “Well if it isn’t a naked man in the middle of the road!” 
 
    Lewis concentrated to stop the trembling in his legs. He looked from the driver to the wagon bed. There were shapes inside, dark and lumpy. 
 
    “Where are you headed?” the driver asked. 
 
    Lewis thought. “Nowhere, really. I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know where you’re going?” 
 
    “Not really, no.” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” The driver squinted at him, took him in, all of his awkward, shivering, naked self. “Most of the naked fellas I come across say the same thing.” 
 
    Lewis looked away, down the road before them which of course they couldn’t see. Then he remembered. 
 
    “I’m looking for a town. It’s called…” And then he didn’t remember. “I don’t know what it’s called, but I was told about it. I guess that’s where I’m going.” 
 
    “So you’re going to the town whose name you can’t remember. Ah. I know just the place.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “What? No. Of course not. You have to be a little more specific.” 
 
    The driver looked over his shoulder into the wagon bed. 
 
    “I might be able to take ya, if you can think of it. I think I have the room.” 
 
    Lewis inched a bit closer, lantern up. From the lumpy shape nearest him in the wagon he saw a bush of wild curly hair sitting on top. He got a little closer. Then the shape moved. Lewis startled. He gasped. The bushy hair turned and a pair of eyes peeked at him through a gap in the wooden wagon planks. Quickly they lost interest and returned to sleep or whatever it was they were doing. 
 
    “Who are these other people?” Lewis asked. 
 
    “Oh, these guys? They’re just travelers, like yourself. Some of them know where they want to go, others have no idea. Sometimes it’s nice just to get off your feet a little bit and let the wagon do the work. Some of these fellas, the ones who don’t know where they’re going especially, think it’s a right fine idea to just stay in my wagon forever. But I won’t allow that. Those people draw the darkness to them, they get too comfortable. You know what I’m saying? If you want a ride, you better have a place in mind. This isn’t a mobile home, I’m afraid…” 
 
    “There are good people there…” Lewis said, thinking aloud more than he meant to speak to the driver. When he realized he’d said it plain for anyone to hear, he straightened. “That’s what I was told. This town, there are good people there.” 
 
    “Good people?” The driver considered it. “I haven’t seen any of them around. Sounds like a tale to me.” 
 
    “Mostly good, I guess. I don’t know. I was told there was a town where… where… regular people might be. People like me.” 
 
    “Like you, huh? What makes you so regular?” 
 
    Lewis felt increasingly embarrassed. It wasn’t enough to be naked and cold and lost, he had to be belittled as well? 
 
    “I just mean…” 
 
    “Oh, I know what you mean! I’m just giving you a hard time. You have one of those faces, you know? Like you’d be easy to give a hard time.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess.” The driver chuckled, a deepthroated sound rising from his belly. “You say them a lot.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Listen!” The driver looked over his shoulder again. “I don’t know if I’ll have room for you back there. It’s pretty full. And you might not want to ride with them fellas anyway, as they’ve been rocking back there a while some of them, and are probably getting mighty ripe if you know what I’m saying. But you’re welcome to ride up here with me, if you’d like.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t—” 
 
    “It’ll beat walking wherever it is you’re going. And maybe while’s I’m taking these fellas to their destinations you might remember the name of yours. How does that sound?” 
 
    Lewis needed a second to think it over. He knew he’d accept the offer before it was officially made. But there was something else about this man and his wagon. It was just… after the handful of people he’d met so far, he was quickly learning to be skeptical about anyone who might offer him anything. These murderers and crazies were tools of the darkness themselves, whether they knew it or not. This man and his wagon had quite literally shown up out of nowhere. Where would he really take him? 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes,” the driver said. His own eyes were giant, beaming with childish menace. “You’ve already agreed to climb aboard.” 
 
    Lewis looked around himself and, to the grass beside the road he whispered, “You still there? You coming with me?” 
 
    “What’s that?” the driver asked. “You talking to somebody?” 
 
    Lewis waited but there wasn’t a response. He looked up at the driver sheepishly. 
 
    “Just myself.” 
 
    Lewis reached up. The driver took one of his hands and, with another hand on his shoulder, helped him up onto the seat next to himself. As he helped him, his chin over Lewis’s shoulder, he said, “Just talking to yourself like us regular folk, I guess. I don’t know.” 
 
    He let out a shrill stream of laughter, hyaw’d his horses back to life, and before Lewis could second-guess his decision they were trotting deeper and deeper into the heartland of the darkness, with only his meager jarred flame to show them the way. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    They stopped the wagon once so the driver—Harvey was his name, Lewis learned—could check the passengers in the back. There were eight in all, but two of them were discovered dead, murdered by one of the remaining six. 
 
    “Ah well,” Harvey said. “No way to tell who done it, they’re such a quiet bunch.” 
 
    They continued on. 
 
    “Don’t you worry one of them might kill you?” Lewis asked. 
 
    “Why on earth would they do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. To steal your wagon, maybe.” 
 
    “Oh, no. This wagon is more work than it’s worth, to tell you the truth. They know that. Plus they appreciate what I do.” 
 
    “What about the darkness?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Well… aren’t you meant to be suffering in some way? You seem…” 
 
    “No, no. I’m doing fine! The darkness is fine!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Fine I’m telling you! Just fine. You don’t need to worry about me.” 
 
    “I’m not worried, it’s just… I’m wondering how you keep the darkness away. Shouldn’t there be—” 
 
    “Trust me, Lewis. I pay my dues.” 
 
    The tone in Harvey’s voice told Lewis it would only irritate him to question further. But there was more to it, he knew. Much more. 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    He saw Harvey’s eyes move in his direction, watched him from their corners. 
 
    “What makes you ask that?” 
 
    “I met someone… actually, you picked me up just after having met them… who believed hurting others would keep the darkness away.” 
 
    “Ridiculous.” Harvey scoffed. “Those people… they’re what’s wrong with this world.” 
 
    Lewis nodded, though he thought there was plenty more wrong with it than that. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    It eventually became quiet between them and Lewis thought that was okay. He periodically checked the wagon to see what the other passengers were up to but it was always the same. They slept, or something close to it. Sometimes one of them coughed or sneezed or sighed. Lewis, though he felt no need to sleep despite relentless exhaustion, closed his eyes for a while as they rode. 
 
    It was hard to tell for how long. 
 
    He opened them when he heard the crackle of fire. Except… not quite. Crackle was a slight understatement. More of a roar, really. And his eyes were immediately drawn to it, being the only visible thing in the midst of all the nothing. A giant block of fire. It was a house. White clapboard. Fire gushed from each of its windows, licked at the awnings, at the roof above, huge black genies rising from the smoldering shingles. Sheets of its smoke must have drifted overhead, as Lewis tried stifling the spasms of his protesting lungs. 
 
    “What is that?” he asked. 
 
    “What’s what?” 
 
    “That house over there. It’s burn—” He lost his words to a coughing fit. His eyes stung, tears welled. 
 
    “Oh, huh…” Harvey watched Lewis with interest. “You can see it too, then.” 
 
    Lewis wiped his eyes dry and cupped his hands over his mouth hoping that would help him breathe less of the toxic clouds. 
 
    “Well yeah. Shouldn’t I?” 
 
    The road they followed curved around the house so that Lewis was able to see it from both the side and the front. It cast a bright skirt of warm light on the ground around it, bare dirt, and once or twice the sound of collapsing wood could be heard, the house falling apart internally, caving in. But otherwise, it burned and burned yet remained unchanged. 
 
    “What is it?” Lewis asked again. 
 
    He could see Harvey quite well in the light of the fire. Both of them. When he realized this he looked over his shoulder into the wagon, not only to see the others better but to see if they watched it too. But they didn’t. They slept on, undisturbed, shrouded in their own tired gloom. 
 
    “That’s my home,” Harvey said. 
 
    Lewis looked back, as they were leaving it now, and took in each of its fire-breathing windows. It might have been a lovely home once. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Just what I said, boy. That’s mine.” 
 
    “It’s on fire!” 
 
    “I can see that. Yes, I can see that.” 
 
    Lewis faced forward again. He cast his eyes on the small, insignificant flame cradled in his lap. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I know you haven’t been here long. I can see it in your face. But you’ve experienced the darkness as we all have. It does things. You know that. Sometimes it sets things loose upon us. Sometimes it shows us things from our past. All in a relentless mission to cause us suffering…” 
 
    “What does it mean, then?” 
 
    “What does what mean?” 
 
    “Your house back there.” 
 
    “Ah. It’s a long story.” 
 
    Lewis looked around them theatrically. 
 
    “I think we have time.” 
 
    Harvey sighed. “It’s really not very interesting. It’s just one sad story in a sea of thousands here. You’ll get bored of them eventually.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Harvey eyed him skeptically. Lewis eyed him back. 
 
    “It’s not much,” Harvey said. “It’s just where things started to fall apart for me. Not actually a long story at all, I just don’t much enjoy telling it.” 
 
    “So what is it?” 
 
    “Well, that was my home. It was also home to my wife and two daughters before I set fire to it while they slept inside.” 
 
    The warmth bled out of Lewis’s face. Out of his hands, too. 
 
    “W-why did you do it!?” 
 
    “I was sick.” 
 
    Lewis didn’t speak for a minute after that, and Harvey didn’t seem too keen on elaborating. So they sat side by side, a strange chill borne in the air between them, and Lewis tried to think of anything he could to say. 
 
    “That’s the cruelest part of ending up here,” Harvey said. “Back home, alive, people don’t understand. And why should they? I did a terrible thing. I hurt a lot of people besides the ones whose lives I stole. But I was sick, like I said. And maybe that’s no excuse. Probably not. Her family certainly didn’t think so…” Lewis finally started to speak but Harvey interrupted him. “And that’s the cruelest part, like I said. I’m not sick anymore. Not here in this place. Everything is clear to me now. I can remember the things I did with this clarity and I got no option but to reflect on them forever. The man in those memories isn’t me. I don’t know who he was. But I’m not him anymore. And yet here I am… paying for his crimes…” 
 
    Lewis looked back a final time. 
 
    “It’s gone,” he said. He looked to Harvey, who stared dead ahead into the dark where there was nothing to see. “It’s gone!” 
 
    “I’m sure it is.” 
 
    “It just vanished!” 
 
    “As things are prone to do.” 
 
    Some time passed and Lewis closed his eyes a bit longer, but his mind wasn’t nearly as at ease as it had been. 
 
    “How often do you see that?” he asked Harvey. 
 
    “See what now?” 
 
    “Your home back there. Burning like that.” 
 
    “Oh, here and there. I’m used to it by now.” 
 
    Lewis thought it would be best not to ask Harvey anything more about it. It was a sensitive topic, to be sure. 
 
    “I hurt someone too,” Lewis said. His throat grew a lump as he said it, and he couldn’t believe he had. 
 
    “Yeah, I figure everyone here’s hurt somebody—” 
 
    “I killed someone, actually.” He tried to swallow the lump down. It only got bigger. Fire shadows danced wildly over his lap, over the horses in front of him and he realized he was shaking terribly. “A little girl…” 
 
    “Ah, so you were sick, too.” 
 
    “I think… I mean, I…” 
 
    He couldn’t finish. He wanted to say ‘I know that’s why I’m here’ but instead his throat balled up completely and he couldn’t utter another word. 
 
    It suddenly made sense to him now. Seeing her. She wasn’t real after all. The darkness showed her to him, a painful reminder, just as it showed Harvey the hellish deeds he’d done. He would never forget. She would follow him like an illness, poison him from the inside out until he went mad like the rest of them. No one in this place forgot their reasons for being there. That was the curse. 
 
    He put his head back once more, closed his eyes. He wouldn’t sleep. Couldn’t. But he’d focus on something else—like the crunch of dirt and rocks under the creaking wagon wheels, and the hypnotizing clop of the horses’ hooves, and the comforting jostle as they carried them onward, and the growing alien stench putting its arms around them from the passengers in the back. He could focus on those things, he thought. Altogether, they were rather peaceful. 
 
    The painful thoughts slithered back into their crevices while the atmosphere of their travels filled their absence. It was a warm, thoughtless stupor. He pretended he was somewhere else. The sun was shining there, a dull red over his closed eyelids. He felt it on him, a glow on his hands and arms, his thighs. 
 
    For a short while Lewis escaped the suffering. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Something wrapped itself around his index finger and pulled. It pulled and pulled, very gently, until he began to lean. He roused only when he fell against his shoulder. Pushing himself up, he immediately grabbed the lantern which had rolled off his lap and sat too close to the edge of the seat for his comfort. 
 
    The wagon was stopped and he was alone. 
 
    “Harvey?” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder into the wagon bed, held out the lantern to get a better look. All that was there were bones. Piles of bones, dirty and without shine. 
 
    “Harvey?” 
 
    He leaned forward in his seat and extended the lantern there and found the horses gone as well. It was just him and the wagon… 
 
    There was a strange chatter in the air. When he sat still for a moment he heard it, a very distant commotion, but what he recognized almost surely as the sound of many voices all together, crowds of people, shouting and… possibly… laughing? 
 
    “I think we’re here.” 
 
    Lewis reared back against the seat, clutched his naked chest. 
 
    “He took us there after all.” 
 
    Lewis shone the firelight over the side of the wagon, to the bare dirt road underneath, and still saw no one. But her voice was there. 
 
    Clear as day. 
 
    Despite his strengthened conviction that she wasn’t real, he spoke to her anyhow. 
 
    “Took us where?” 
 
    “To the town you asked for.” 
 
    Could it be that? he thought. He climbed down from the wagon. He felt a pang of shame for his nudity, being in plain sight of a small child. But then, if she wasn’t real, it didn’t matter… 
 
    “What happened to Harvey?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    He walked a circle around the wagon and found it in much worse shape than he remembered. Almost like it had aged a hundred years. 
 
    “Did I sleep?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    He turned on her, on her nothingness, his frustration so great he felt out of breath with it. 
 
    “Do you know anything?” She was silent. He breathed deeply. “Are you even there? Am I going out of my mind?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    He moved past her, ignored her, muttered to himself: “She isn’t real… none of this is real…” 
 
    He left the wagon. By the time he was twenty feet beyond it he’d forgotten it existed. The raucous sounds of life became more decipherable the farther he wandered toward them, the individual voices and shouts, guffaws, the squealing of doors and other hinges, what might have even been music… Lewis followed the smooth dirt underfoot for an uncomfortable duration, the lantern revealing only his next few steps, and before long he agonized—though his pace never slowed—that the sounds he heard were tricks themselves. His chest ached with the idea. This world was cruel and torturous, but the hope he felt… it would be an altogether different kind of evil to be a farce. He’d made it this far, TOO far for the darkness’s liking, perhaps. He needed to pay his dues. He needed to be sent back to the start, to the ocean— 
 
    THE OCEAN. He could hear it now. Behind all the human chatter and the warm goings-on in the distance, he listened as ocean waves embraced a nearby beach, kissed dagger-stones in the wet sand. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” he asked, bitten by paranoia and terror, like insects at his ears. “Is that the ocean?” 
 
    “I hear it,” the girl responded, following at his side. Thank god, he thought. He didn’t want to be alone. He felt so grateful to hear her voice then. 
 
    His feet scuffed and stubbed the scars in the dirt. He’d quickened his pace without realizing. If the sounds were real, he needed to reach them before it was too late, before the darkness reached out and snared him in his singular moment of optimism. 
 
    They were definitely by the ocean. The salt carried in the air. Wouldn’t it be a sick betrayal, Lewis thought, if Harvey had managed to somehow bring him all the way back? If it were the very same beach… 
 
    He felt impossibly close. The voices were loud enough now to hear some of their words clearly over others. 
 
    “Where you goin’?” a woman’s voice shouted, playful and seductive. There may have been an answer, but she was drowned out under laughter and other shouting. It was a proper sea of socialization there, wherever it was, near enough to touch. 
 
    “Look,” the little girl said. “There’s light.” 
 
    And there was. Narrow slits of light. Warm and dim. Lewis approached warily. He lit the space between himself and the slats of light ahead with his outstretched lantern, until its firelight bled into the new light which peeked through what was revealed to be wooden pillars. It was a wall. A border. And on the other side… 
 
    “This is it,” Lewis said. “This must be it. There’s a town on the other side. There’s a door or a gate somewhere nearby, I know it.” 
 
    He followed the border, much like he followed the tree-line that first time on the beach, hand slapping each pillar as he passed. The distance he walked felt twice what it was, the racing of his heart stretching time like an elastic band. Inevitably, with hope greater than his patience, he began to worry again that none of it was real. The wall would never end and he’d chase it in circles, round and round looking for an entrance that wasn’t there… 
 
    “It’s here.” 
 
    He stopped. The girl spoke behind him, a few paces back. 
 
    “It’s here,” she repeated. “You passed it.” 
 
    He retraced his steps back to her. He held his lantern up. He saw nothing he hadn’t already. He started to panic, pacing erratically, when suddenly smaller hands took hold of his. 
 
    “Calm down,” she said. “You’ll never find anything in the dark like that.” 
 
    She put his hands to a spot on the wall and he felt it was indeed different there. The pillars were connected by a horizontal beam, waist high. But when he pushed it nothing happened. He crouched and followed the vertical gap between the pillars and saw the shadow of a hefty latch on the other side. 
 
    “It’s locked,” he said. “It’s barricaded by a latch.” 
 
    Perhaps it wasn’t an entrance at all, but rather some kind of emergency exit, he wondered. 
 
    “Maybe this isn’t an—” 
 
    Something moved on the other side. It stood opposite them, heavy feet in the dirt, pushed itself up to the gaps so that Lewis couldn’t see the light shining through. It watched them. Then it turned away, brushed along the wall, careful and calm. 
 
    “Wait!” Lewis called. “Wait, we’re here! We’re out here!” 
 
    Nothing he said got their attention again. Soon they were gone. 
 
    “This must not be it,” he said. “We have to keep looking.” 
 
    He began following the border once more when a strange voice spoke to him through the pillars, soft and papery. 
 
    “What are you doing out there?” it asked. 
 
    Lewis gasped. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    He thought about it. “I’m looking for a town. Is this a town?” 
 
    The other voice grew quiet. 
 
    “Hello? Are you there?” 
 
    “You could say this is a town… of sorts. Yes.” 
 
    “How do I get inside?” Lewis waited a long three seconds. “How do I get inside, I said!” 
 
    “There’s a door.” 
 
    “Oh, gee… you don’t say…” 
 
    “What’s that now?” 
 
    Lewis cleared his throat. “Where is the door?” 
 
    “You’re standing right next to it.” 
 
    He was referring, of course, to the door Lewis had already tried and failed to open. 
 
    “It doesn’t open.” 
 
    “Of course it opens. It’s a door.” 
 
    “I can’t open it, I mean.” 
 
    “Have you even tried?” 
 
    Lewis wanted to meet this person—he assumed it was a man, but the voice was so high and airy it could have been anyone—just so he could strangle them. 
 
    “Please just help me. Before something…” He looked around in the dark. There was a breeze, and grass rustled around them. “I’ve come a long way.” 
 
    “I don’t know what kind of help you expect to get opening a door. Open it yourself, for chrissake.” 
 
    “I can’t open it from here, I’m telling you!” 
 
    There was some tinkering on the other side—a pair of hands feeling the wood, fidgeting with something. There was a click. 
 
    “Oh!” they said. “I see, you might be right.” 
 
    “What was that?” Lewis asked, pressed his face to the crack between the pillars. “Did you open it?” 
 
    The quick scampering of feet was the only response he was given. He felt for the horizontal beam and pushed, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Pull it,” the girl said. 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    Lewis pulled the bar and the wooden door still didn’t budge. Not because it was still locked, but because of how immensely heavy it was. He pulled harder and it left its frame, inch by inch, scratching and digging at the dirt underneath it. Extra tiny hands felt over his in search of space to assist and the girl pulled with him. Her added effort didn’t amount to much but together they pulled and pulled, until the door was open a foot or so, and there they left it, just enough to squeeze through. 
 
    “We should still be careful,” Lewis said. 
 
    Through the door he saw the cold, dark backs of many buildings. They were silhouetted against dim firelight coming from somewhere deeper. From that deeper place drifted the chorus of many voices, the sounds of social gathering—raucous laughter, shrill cackling, boots clunking and dancing on old floorboards, exclamations of both awe and displeasure, cussing and hollering, wheezing, snorting, crying, clumsy sounds too. If Lewis didn’t know better… 
 
    They slipped through the door. Like a fish drawn to a worm on a hook Lewis was drawn to the light cast between the houses, only giving the briefest pause upon setting foot inside the walls before venturing further. The girl said something to him when he started off but he wasn’t listening. She repeated herself, falling back, but still he didn’t hear. 
 
    “Lewis,” she said in a hard tone. “Wait.” 
 
    He emerged into a street, an intersection of beaten dirt lit by hanging torches on each corner and down the length of each avenue. Soft light bled from every window in each direction. From dark alleys and doorways figures chased and scattered, hurried in whispers of glee and secrecy. On the corner of the intersection was a large two story building, its windows the brightest and most full of life on the block. Hidden in the alley under a curtain of shadow, Lewis observed the visitors and inhabitants through the open windows there, their flame-cast shapes stretched black and cartoonish over the walls. The great majority of noise Lewis had heard previously seemed to be coming from this place. And it was much like he imagined. 
 
    Like an old-west saloon. 
 
    The clientele wasn’t quite the same. Many of them stark naked, others wearing rags barely discernible as clothes at all, they wandered to and fro with loony grins, sneering scowls, dreamy eyes. Some of them staggered and swayed like they were drunk but that couldn’t be the case. Consumption of anything was apt to kill them, Lewis thought. Like the old man and his coffee. And if they weren’t drunk on some substance, well… it could only be their own madness, then, couldn’t it? 
 
    He felt a tug on his hand but when he looked he saw he was alone in the dark. 
 
    “What.” 
 
    “What are you looking for here?” the girl asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” he said. People continued entering and leaving the establishment across the way, each stranger than the last, and Lewis watched with increasing discouragement. “Someone who has answers.” 
 
    He took a deep breath—could smell the sweet and sour aroma of sweat and earth and eternity—and strode toward the closed doors. He was entirely skin-bare, but it bothered him less now, seeing how many others chose similar attire. Soon he’d be more like them than he wanted to be. After the darkness had its way with him time and time again… 
 
    Halfway there the front doors opened and a scrawny, sleepy-looking man slipped out. He dragged his bow-legged feet, knees knocked and brushed as though he’d never learned how to walk. He followed the side of the building with one hand on its exterior to brace himself. Lewis followed. From the entrance of the bar they disappeared into shadow, Lewis closing the distance between them but remaining back enough to not alert the man to his presence. They passed beneath an overhanging torch, its heat just enough to feel on the top of his head. Under the light the man’s sickliness took full form, his bones sharp and crooked, pressing up under his skin like scissor blades running beneath wet paper. When they dipped back into shadow Lewis closed the distance even more. The man’s breath buzzed like wasps, barely escaping his chest. 
 
    “Excuse me.” Lewis spoke softly, attempting to get the man’s attention and no one else. Lewis stepped quickly after him, shortened the space even further, then further still until he was nearly on his heels. “Excuse me.” 
 
    The man looked over his shoulder and saw Lewis then. His eyes widened in what Lewis instantly recognized as terror. 
 
    “Please, don’t be—” 
 
    The man yelped. He turned back around and promptly tripped over his own knees and fell to his hands. Lewis bent over him. 
 
    “Here, let me—” 
 
    He yelped again. He struggled to stand. Lewis touched him, attempted to help him up, and he screeched. Lewis pulled his hands away. He stood and watched as the man very slowly found his way onto his feet again, his legs like broken chopsticks under his hunched body. He scuttled away, throwing quick glances over his shoulder even though Lewis had given up entirely, until he disappeared into one of the many alleys. 
 
    “Hey you.” 
 
    Lewis turned to see someone standing across the road in an open doorway. The room inside was lit, and by their silhouette they appeared to be female. 
 
    “Yes?” Lewis said. 
 
    “You look like you need something.” 
 
    Lewis looked in both directions, checking for passersby, and found it odd that there were none. The woman stared and said nothing more, a hand on one hip and the other helping her to lean in the doorway. 
 
    “I am,” he said. “I was hoping someone could tell me where I am, actually.” 
 
    “Lost?” 
 
    “A little, yes.” 
 
    The woman sighed, full of humor and lust—a chilling sound accompanied by nothing more than the flat black of her featureless face—and shifted her weight from one leg to the other, leaning against the opposite side of the doorway. 
 
    “Join me inside. I can answer any questions you have.” 
 
    “I just have one question right now, actually. I was wondering—” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said. “Come inside with me. Let me help.” 
 
    The strangely unsettling tone of her voice made Lewis’s legs yearn for flight. The longer he stared the more gradually her features began to appear, his eyes making sense of the dark between them. Though her voice advertised pleasure and warmth, her mouth shown lifeless like a pair of dead worms, drooping and black. 
 
    Lewis stood closer, though careful to remain out of arms reach. When he was close enough to see through the doorway into the room behind the woman, he was grateful for his caution. 
 
    “What is—” 
 
    There was a man sat against the far wall of the room behind her, unconscious. Except, no… he wasn’t just unconscious… 
 
    “Won’t you come inside?” she said. Her voice floated like a song to him, but now he saw even clearer how her face barely moved enough to indicate that the voice was even hers. 
 
    The man’s pants were open and pulled to his mid-thighs. There was blood pooled around his lap on the dirty floor. The sight of the blood sent a jolt of pain down Lewis’s arms and he clenched his fists to be rid of it. 
 
    “Never mind,” he told her. He stepped away. “It’s okay.” 
 
    The barely-visible expression on her face soured. Her wormy mouth drooped on either side. 
 
    “Then be gone already. Waste someone else’s time.” 
 
    Lewis muttered an apology and shuffled away. He couldn’t remember anymore which direction he’d come from. It didn’t matter. He just wanted to be gone now. His joy at finding a town had bled to nothing. He felt as though he might be in even more danger here than out there in all the dark. This place was full of people, and the people of this world were more dangerous than anything the darkness could set upon him. He would fare better against a pair of hungry mandibles outside the town walls than against the smiling faces inside them. 
 
    Wind gushed overhead, acrid, polluted, swept over the town like a dirty bedsheet being unfurled. It ran its gusty fingers between the rooftops and ruffled their boards and shingles. Lewis hurried through the streets, hugged himself to the very edges as people wandered freely down their centers, frightened to let anyone notice him. A large crowd emerged from an upper story, descended the stairs to the street, clapping each other on the backs and staggering like fools, and Lewis stepped so far out of their way that he brushed the smudged storefront windows at his side. They didn’t see him. They were too taken in their social euphoria, it seemed, and by the words Lewis overheard they appeared to be heading to the nearest bar. Weren’t they drunk already? Was that even possible? Each time he thought he’d learned something about the world, there was always something to prove him wrong. Perhaps the rules were different for everyone. Perhaps a beer or two or three might intoxicate one man and kill another, depending on their curse. Were they all cursed differently? Maybe they were. But did it matter? The crowd was passed and long gone by now and Lewis felt his thoughts overwhelmingly full and disordered. He wanted then only to be away from this place and all its painful contradictions. 
 
    He wandered through the streets aimlessly, ping-ponging from one corner to the next and coming no closer to the way out no matter which direction he chased. And it looked as though the town had an endless supply of drunkards and jesters and seductresses in all the open windows and doorways, each different but all the same, really. Their attempts to interact with Lewis had no effect, other than to make it easier and easier to tune them out along with everything else. Soon he lost all sense of direction and purpose, and was only wandering for the sake of keeping in motion. It was hopeless. Utterly hopeless… 
 
    In the decline of his self-awareness, something reached out to him. He came to an alleyway, one which normally wouldn’t have been any different than the last several he crossed paths with but for whatever reason at that moment gave him pause. At its entrance he stood, swaying, and he listened as something deep in the alley’s shadow sputtered and slinked closer. Normally he’d already be on his way, separating himself like a man who knew when something was or wasn’t his business. But he stayed locked to the spot, eyes helpless to do anything but stare ahead. He was lost to it now. All the horror. What was one more thing? You couldn’t hide from it. There was no such thing as a safe place. If you weren’t witnessing something which pushed you nearer to your sanity’s brink, you must not be moving. To cover your eyes against one abomination only made it more likely to be faced with another much worse when you opened them again. Wasn’t that how it worked? 
 
    The sound grew along the alley like vines on its walls, crusty and moaning and scraping on its hands and knees toward him, hungry for him. He was new, after all. It wanted something new. The others, the streams of strangers at Lewis’s back, they knew better than he did. They were wise to its tricks. They wrapped themselves in their melancholy joys before the darkness could wrap them in its greedy paws. And yet, wasn’t that another thing Lewis thought he’d learned? They couldn’t distract themselves forever. They couldn’t pretend they weren’t where they were. Everyone pays their dues. It claims you eventually. So… why wait, he thought? 
 
    Where else did he have to go but nowhere? 
 
    The alley was roaring like a wind tunnel, its breath focused directly into Lewis’s ears so that he heard little else. Whatever the source, it got closer, and Lewis didn’t move at all but felt himself sliding toward it, the two sides of the alley moving past him, around him. It wanted him and so it would have him. He thought that would be okay. Without moving his head, only his eyes upturned, he looked to the narrow ceiling of sky above which was as black as anything else he saw before him in the alley’s stomach. It was a stomach, wasn’t it? And he was a one-of-a-kind morsel, wasn’t he? Even he knew that. Whatever pulled him closer, it would enjoy him very much. As he looked toward the sky another wave of wind rippled overhead and its stink curled down over them. Rusty, old. His eyes fell back to the alley, where he noticed the brick was passing him by inch by inch, and he noticed that his feet were in fact moving, actually. He stopped. The roaring in his ears started to subside. The nothingness he faced pulsed with something ghastly and starving, and with a final ditch effort it reached out to him, an invisible hand welcoming him, not so unlike a gesture to ask a potential partner for a dance. Lewis was afraid he had to decline. He took a step back. And then another. The darkness growled. It foamed. That inviting hand grew hard and clawed. And then, from its terrible wanting, something moved into Lewis’s firelight. It bobbed out of the dark, hovering before him, smooth and blue. The moment his eyes focused on it, everything was silent, and the intense malice he sensed disappeared, soaked up by the brick, and in its place he found himself surrounded by the strangest calm. 
 
    It was a balloon. Blue as the ocean. It swayed lazily at chest level, trailing out on a silky white streamer tied to its knot. Abandoning the alarm he felt only seconds prior, he reached his hand toward it, daring to test its tangibility. Before his fingers touched, the string pulled taut and it danced away. A lure. Lewis stepped toward it. One step, two steps. The balloon dipped and bounced as it was pulled farther away. Three steps. Under his feet, illuminated by the fire, he saw what appeared to be scattered flower petals on the ground, bright and vivid like fresh paint. The sight of them triggered the most potent déjà vu he’d ever felt. It was all so wrong, but he was beyond questioning it. He followed the balloon, the flowers, deeper and deeper into the grimy alley. If he looked back the entrance would be a sliver of street light. 
 
    The balloon quit its retreating and he bumped into it. Still. He placed his hand on it, heard the quaint squeal of latex against skin. The silver string dipped into the darkness a few steps ahead. Whatever held it remained hidden. It watched him. It was that feeling—being watched and not knowing by what—that he couldn’t stand. He wanted to know. So, he ventured past the balloon, patted it aside. The flower petals were more and more abundant. He stepped on them in soft clumps. Whole heads of flowers were littered across the dirt. He raised his lantern, could hear its breath. A deep, tired chuff. A single step more would bring them together. He stopped. It was certainly a trap. He hadn’t forgotten the previous feeling, that hunger. It was still there, salivating for him, only it made itself more pleasant now. The flowers were a nice touch. Oddly familiar… 
 
    He extended his lantern, elbow straight, and looked into its face. 
 
    Its eyes were black. Its skin was black. Its fur was black. Its body was so large, shoulders so wide, it was difficult to tell where the darkness ended and the gorilla began. It regarded him with hardened calm. It puffed air from its wide nostrils. Deep, heavy, patient breaths. The light of his lantern dotted its glistening eyes with orange. 
 
    “Do I know you?” Lewis asked. 
 
    The gorilla extended its own hand then. The string. Lewis shook his head. 
 
    “No… that’s all right.” 
 
    The ape pulled the string close, against its chest. The balloon bobbed beside Lewis, around him. After another pause for consideration—its eyes deciding between Lewis and the balloon in its possession—the gorilla turned its back to him and moved on. It bled into the darkness, whispered silently away, and was gone. Lewis lowered his lantern when he could no longer hear it. He waited there, feeling a sense of missed opportunity, until it was clear to him the encounter had ended and it wasn’t coming back. 
 
    He turned around and was surprised to see the alley entrance was only a short walk away. He returned somberly to the street, less afraid, less confused than before. His head felt clearer all of a sudden. He couldn’t explain it. 
 
    Staring at his feet, he stepped out of the alley and promptly bumped into someone. 
 
    “Whoa!” the man said. Lewis flinched away. The man, on his guard, quickly took Lewis in and relaxed. “Careful, now…” 
 
    Lewis looked around them, back at the alley, which now looked quite ordinary. In fact, somehow the darkness had receded and he could see straight through to a parallel street on the other side of the block, not a dead end at all. How strange… 
 
    “I was… there was something…” 
 
    The man followed his gaze down the alley and, whether he was pretending or not, nodded in understanding. 
 
    “Are you all right?” the man asked. 
 
    Feeling rather safe, Lewis answered honestly. 
 
    “No. No, I’m not all right.” 
 
    The man looked him up and down. 
 
    “Are you lost?” 
 
    Lewis shrugged. “I was trying to find a town. A man told me about a town, but I forgot the name. He said there would be other people like me there… normal.” 
 
    “Normal?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I don’t mean normal. I mean…” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    Lewis took a deep breath. He put his hands on his hips and the feel of his palms on his bare sides made him remember his nakedness. 
 
    “I met a man and he told me to come to this town, that I might meet people here who could tell me more about this place. He would have told me more himself if he’d had more time…” 
 
    “Dead, is he? Don’t worry. He’ll probably make his way back in no time. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Lewis.” He answered without pause. It was the first person he’d met yet, he thought, who didn’t have that almost indescribable aura about them, that foreign quality everyone else had about them here, that inhumanness. He seemed sane. The other man had as well, the one who told him about the town. Shaw… 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Lewis. I’m Terry.” 
 
    “Thank you for… not hitting me, or something. When I stumbled into you.” 
 
    “No worries. Say, what do you say I take you with me to the bar around the corner? There are some other fellas there I think you’d feel comfortable with. A bit more normal, like you say. Something you’ve probably not seen much of since you washed up. What do you think?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “That sounds good.” 
 
    They spoke as they walked, and there was an immense warmth which washed over Lewis, a powerful feeling of safety he hadn’t felt… well, ever. It was exactly what he’d wanted to feel when he happened upon the town. He only hoped it lasted… 
 
    “What is this place?” Lewis asked. “This town?” 
 
    “You’re in Mercy’s Shore,” Terry said. “A lot different than it started out, but it still lives up to its name, relatively. It’s a good place to be if you’ve been out there too long, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Yes! That’s it! This is the town I was told about.” Another heavy wind rushed through the street, that sour smell still laced through it like a bitter mist. Lewis breathed it in as if it were the smell of roses. “It’s not quite what I imagined…” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not perfect, that’s for sure. You still get a little of everything you’re bound to find outside its walls, just in smaller doses. Say, do you recall the name of the man who sent you here?” 
 
    “Yeah, Shaw was his name.” 
 
    They stopped in the street, and the man turned Lewis toward him with a positive glow in his eyes. 
 
    “You don’t say! Shaw? Well then. If it was Shaw sent you, I think he must have known there’s plenty about you to like. Shaw’s a good man.” 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “Yes. Actually, it strikes me as being quite funny and a little coincidental it should be his name you give. I’d call him a friend, no doubt. And if he sent you here, I’m certain I might soon call you the same.” 
 
    Soon they arrived at the bar, the very same which had earlier reminded Lewis of an old western saloon. They stood aside as a single woman shoved past them, naked as Lewis but much less ashamed, and then they entered. 
 
    If not for it teeming with questionable personalities and being filled with their noise, the bar might have been a cozy place. It was lit by four large “bowls” of fire hanging from the ceiling, each with what Lewis assumed must be forever-burning wood like he had in his lantern. There were several small tables spread across the wide room, most of them filled by patrons who, to Lewis’s fascination, were drinking freely from cups and glasses. There was much talk, much laughter, some heated scorn somewhere in the room, all intertwined. It was so much that, having had very little ordinary social interaction for so long, Lewis felt it hard to breathe. As they made their way between the tables, Terry looked at Lewis to check that he still followed, and he must have seen the struggle taking place. 
 
    “How are you?” he said, raising his voice just a little to be heard over the bar’s chatter. Lewis returned his stare without having heard him. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Lewis nodded. Without meaning to, his eyes were pulled away from Terry’s and he took in the crowd around them again. “There’s just… a lot going on here.” 
 
    “I understand, believe me.” 
 
    “How are they drinking?” Lewis asked. 
 
    “Hmmm?” 
 
    “Won’t it… won’t it kill them?” 
 
    Terry took in the room with Lewis for a moment, lips screwed up, brow furrowed. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” he said. 
 
    Lewis shook his head. “Never mind.” 
 
    They continued between the tables. Lewis bumped into a chair and immediately flinched away, fearing someone’s retaliation, but they must not have noticed. He wondered in the back of his mind how a place like this could exist. All these people, in their collective contentment, should be under a constant barrage of nightmarish pain and misfortune. How was it, then, that they enjoyed each other’s company under one roof, and likely many others throughout the town, without the darkness’s eyes upon them? Or perhaps they were, but it was unable to reach them here. Impossible. There were no safe places, Lewis thought. Somehow, this place was tainted like the rest. 
 
    They came to a table in the corner where three other men were sitting. 
 
    Terry interrupted their conversation, “I’ve brought someone with me, I hope that’s all right.” 
 
    The other men looked at Lewis but only briefly before shrugging their shoulders. Lewis, however, studied them much closer, formed a preliminary judgment of their characters by the shallowest of criteria. Terry was a friendly enough looking man, Lewis considered, and these other men didn’t appear any different. One of them was heavier than the others. One of them was bald and lean. The third was bearded and plain, someone who, if you only saw them in passing, wouldn’t draw any attention to themselves for the mere fact that he looked like any other bearded stranger. There was nothing noteworthy in any of their appearances. They were simply men talking around a table in a crowded bar. The most important quality, Lewis believed, was that they looked sane. 
 
    Terry pulled an extra chair away from another table for Lewis to join them. He sat awkwardly at one of the table’s corners, between Terry and the fatter man, his lantern set between his feet under the table. Without paying Lewis any mind, the other men continued their own conversation. 
 
    “I imagine she’ll be here before too long,” the bald man said. “So long as she doesn’t wash up again. Can never be sure.” 
 
    “Talking about Patricia again?” Terry asked. 
 
    “Mhmm.” 
 
    “Jesus, she’s never getting back here.” 
 
    “You don’t know that!” 
 
    Terry laughed. “She only ever makes it if she gets lucky and some poor fool brings her himself. She can’t survive worth shit.” 
 
    “That’s not true—” 
 
    “You know where she washes up. You’re better off heading there yourself, assure her arrival by being her personal escort… again.” 
 
    “She made it here herself once.” 
 
    “She arrived alone, sure. I wouldn’t be so generous as to assume she made the whole trip that way. Like I said… poor fools…” 
 
    Lewis hadn’t the slightest who they were talking about, but simply hearing these men speak of the world in such nonchalant moods intrigued him to no end. It was nothing big to them, not anymore. This was their life. Was it possible Lewis might become accustomed to this world the same as them? 
 
    “So, who’s the new guy?” 
 
    Lewis sat rigid. The question came from the bearded man, who asked in a friendly-enough tone. 
 
    “This is Lewis,” Terry said. “Found him outside about to get himself into some serious trouble.” 
 
    Lewis looked at Terry questioningly, though he didn’t speak up for fear of not knowing what Terry meant. 
 
    “Found him stumbling out of an alley like the darkness had had its way with him.” 
 
    “We all know how that is,” the bearded man said, and he gave Lewis a wink. “We’ve all seen our own demons here.” 
 
    “Part of the place’s charm,” the heavyset man added. 
 
    “So what happened to you?” 
 
    Lewis thought about it, but… he shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know why I was down that alley.” 
 
    The other men only nodded, as though even that they understood. 
 
    “Lewis here says he was told about this place by our very own Shaw,” Terry said. “Shaw told him there would be others like himself. Normal. Isn’t that what you said, Lewis?” 
 
    The other men chuckled to themselves and Lewis only smiled sheepishly. 
 
    “Where did you meet him?” the heavy man asked. 
 
    “We were both being held captive.” 
 
    The heavy man sighed. “Sounds about right.” 
 
    “What happened to Shaw, then?” 
 
    “They killed him first.” 
 
    They all sighed. “Yep, sounds about right.” 
 
    Lewis didn’t know what they meant. He didn’t understand their lack of surprise or interest. But, he thought, they’d been here much longer. Any story he told them would probably sound mundane by now in their shoes. They’d probably all seen much worse. 
 
    “And you got away?” 
 
    Lewis hesitated. “I did.” 
 
    “You’re a lucky S.O.B. then. I mean, as lucky as someone might get around here.” 
 
    “Say,” Terry said. “You’re new, aren’t you? I don’t think you mentioned quite exactly how new.” 
 
    “Well… I don’t know. I’m not sure how long I’ve been here.” 
 
    “How many times you washed up?” the bald man asked. 
 
    He thought. “Three times, I believe.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “That settles that!” 
 
    They all laughed and exchanged glances. Lewis did some more sheepish smiling, even laughed a little under his breath, though he didn’t know what he was laughing about. Terry clapped him on his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re new, all right.” 
 
    “I’d say days new,” the bearded man added. “If there were such things.” 
 
    “How long have you all been here?” Lewis asked. 
 
    They all laughed again, a bonded laughter, their eyes meeting in a kind of kindred familiarity. 
 
    “I don’t think any of us could tell you that.” 
 
    “Washed up too many times to count.” 
 
    “Lets just say its been a helluva long night.” 
 
    They erupted in a chorus of laughter. Lewis looked around himself, having forgotten they were surrounded by an entire room crowded full of others, and noticed everyone else was too involved in their own socializations to even hear them. 
 
    When their laughter turned to reminiscent sighs, Lewis asked, “Could a person… avoid death staying here? I mean… if you stayed here, and never left… could the darkness find you?” 
 
    “The darkness needn’t find something it hasn’t lost,” the bald man said. “Don’t ever fool yourself that way.” 
 
    “How do people who stay here pay their dues, then?” 
 
    “Pay their dues?” 
 
    Lewis gulped. “I mean… when does the darkness decide someone’s too comfortable for its liking?” 
 
    The men shook their heads, humored. “Who’s been filling you with this, boy?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just people here and there I’ve met.” 
 
    Again Terry put his hand on Lewis’s shoulder. “If there’s one thing you should know, Lewis, it’s that nobody understands what’s happening in this place. Not truly. I mean, as time’s gone on, people have tried to pick out patterns, decide on rules they think must exist. Unwritten rules.” 
 
    “Unwritten,” the heavy man interjected, “because there are always exceptions. Just when someone thinks they’ve found a trick to this place, that’s when they’re proven wrong.” 
 
    “The darkness isn’t operating on any kind of logic or according to a rulebook or anything like that. Sometimes you get lucky, and sometimes…” 
 
    “Sometimes you’re fucked.” 
 
    Lewis lay his hands on the table in front of them. He wiggled the stub of his severed finger, the one the old man had taken from him. The bearded man leaned forward and observed. 
 
    “You ever want that finger back, all it takes is a quick trip back to the beach.” 
 
    Lewis didn’t pay his comment any mind. “What about the things I’ve been told?” Lewis said. “Several people now have told me—” 
 
    “Superstitions,” the bald man said. “It’s a primitive reaction to the unknown, and yet it’s an entirely human one. You’ll find it in no short supply here.” 
 
    Now it was Lewis who nodded. 
 
    “Is there a way out?” 
 
    He expected another round of uproarious laughter, but instead was met with silence. Not only silence, but consideration. Perhaps they weren’t sure of the answer, or perhaps there was a kindness in them that recognized Lewis’s hopeful, possibly naïve ignorance and didn’t wish to crush him entirely. Whatever their intent, none of them answered immediately. 
 
    It was the heavy man who finally did. 
 
    “Tell you the truth, no one really knows. If there is, no one’s found it yet.” 
 
    “There are people,” the bearded man said, “who claim to have known someone who got out. But they’re just rumors.” 
 
    “Not just rumors,” Terry said. “Legends, more like.” 
 
    “If you want total honesty, Lewis… I suggest you sooner accept your place here in this world than spend eternity hoping for an escape. The disappointment has driven many stronger men out of their minds.” 
 
    It was a punch to the gut no matter how carefully they might have tried to deliver the news to him. Sure, the old man at the start had already hinted at the impossibility. But to hear it said by much more present minds was disheartening to a greater degree. Part of him, of course, still didn’t want to accept it. 
 
    “The people claiming to know someone who escaped, what did they say? What are the stories?” 
 
    The men exchanged their glances again. This time their faces communicated something a little more sensitive, a little heavy. They were tiptoeing. He might break, they thought, if they weren’t careful with him. A naïve, innocent child. He wanted to hold on desperately to his hopes. 
 
    “Mostly they’re just stories of people who disappeared.” 
 
    “Disappeared?” 
 
    “When you’re here long enough, you’ll come across the same people. Especially in little towns like this. People form attachments to locations and they come back to them each time they wash up. Safe places—however safe they actually are. There are many stories of people who just go missing. They don’t show up again, maybe, when you’re expecting them to. Ever.” 
 
    “For instance,” Terry said, “If our buddy Shaw never made it to Mercy’s Shore again. We expect him to come back. We’re friends, of sorts. Any one of us at this table would expect the others to come back here should they die in some way and reset. But sometimes, people don’t show up again.” 
 
    “Ever.” 
 
    Lewis considered it. “And you would take that as meaning that they escaped this place somehow?” 
 
    “Escaped, maybe. Or… something that can be equally as attractive some days… found a way to not reset again.” 
 
    “To be done. Finished with the curse.” 
 
    “Blink out.” 
 
    “Actually die,” Lewis added, understanding. 
 
    “However,” the bearded man said. “Lucky for us, there are many people here who, before falling victims to the curse, were aware of it. That is, they came to this place with knowledge of what brought them here. And because of that—” 
 
    “Because of that,” the heavy man interrupted, visibly excited by the conversation, “we know about the curse, a little, and that a reversal exists.” 
 
    “Might exist,” the bald man said, as though he didn’t want too much optimism at the table. 
 
    “People in the living world could bring us back, if they wanted,” Terry said. 
 
    “Which they never do, of course,” the bald man added. 
 
    “They could,” Lewis said. Hoped. “There could be many reasons.” 
 
    “Yes, but here’s the thing. From what we know—” 
 
    “What we’ve heard…” 
 
    “—yes, all right, what we’ve heard… someone can only reverse the curse if the person cursed is still alive.” 
 
    Lewis sank—not only in his chair but deep in his chest. The men must have noticed this, because they instantly began to all talk over one another. 
 
    “It’s not so bad—” 
 
    “You get used to the—” 
 
    “Anything can start to feel normal once you’ve—” 
 
    “—and besides, it’s not like suffering is exclusive to—” 
 
    “Who knows, maybe you’re one of the—” 
 
    It was the bald man’s voice which Lewis heard above the rest. It was clear and level and firm. His tone did not try to comfort, and his words did not try to reassure. They were simple and they were true, and as Lewis felt his mind reeling back into those crashing depths, it would be his words he remembered once he rose out of them. 
 
    “Sometimes things just don’t work out, kid.” 
 
    Lewis lifted his head and met the bald man’s eyes. They were brown, and they were kind. His eyes had depth to them, Lewis thought. He was a man you could get answers from, clear and direct. Nothing fancy. Part of Lewis, however, still holding onto the tiniest splinter of hope, wanted to know. And if he could ask any of these men, he thought he’d get the truest answer from him. 
 
    “So how then?” he said, looking only into the bald man’s eyes. “If a person was still alive, out there, how could they get out of this place? I mean, if the legends are true or anything.” 
 
    “They’re just legends,” the bald man said. “And I hate to be the cruel one at the table, for having nothing but discouragement on the topic, but as most legends go, there are more than one.” 
 
    “Which of course hurts all of their credibility,” Terry said. “They can’t all be true. And if one is false, what’s stopping the very next from being the same, and so on and so forth.” 
 
    “Well, give me some examples then.” 
 
    “Boy, it would be a waste—” 
 
    “I know, I don’t mind. Just… even if they’re stories, just tell them to me. I’m curious. I want to hear them.” 
 
    There was a pause around the table as the men decided which of them would be the first to speak up. Lewis looked at each of them, from one avoidant gaze to the next. It was Terry’s eye he finally caught, and the hopeful urging in Lewis’s spurred him to speak. 
 
    “Some people believe there’s a tunnel somewhere, hidden deep in a mountain or deep in the ground, near impossible to find, which should you find it will take you back to consciousness in the waking world.” 
 
    “They say you’ll know the tunnel when you see it, because there’s a light at the end. You’ve heard that one before, I’m sure. The deathbed legend. Sounds a lot like that, wouldn’t you agree? Personally I think it’s one of the less creative legends.” 
 
    “Dull people create shallow superstitions,” the bald man said. 
 
    “Another one,” Terry started, “is that somewhere in this world there’s a woman—typically described as being very old—who can grant you the ability to return to your living body based on the deeds which earned you a spot in this place to begin with. As in, she decides if you deserve your life back.” 
 
    “Again, not very creative.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” Lewis asked. 
 
    “Well, for one,” the bald man said, “the wise, all-knowing old woman, ay kay ay the oracle, is another cliché.” 
 
    “What’s it matter if something sounds like a cliché? You’re saying for something to be true, it has to be something you’ve never heard before?” 
 
    The bald man thought for a moment and the others at the table burst into laughter. The bald man shrugged. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “You suppose he just called you out on your pretentious, cynical bullshit, you mean,” the heavy man said, sniggering. 
 
    “It wouldn’t matter if that were true anyway,” Lewis said. “No one would tell me I didn’t deserve to be here.” 
 
    The table became silent, though the crowded room around them was noisy as ever. Somehow Lewis had stopped hearing any of that. 
 
    “You seem like a good kid to me,” the bearded man said. 
 
    “You’re so young.” 
 
    “What could you have done to be sent to this place?” 
 
    Lewis didn’t want to say so he said nothing. 
 
    “Possible he doesn’t even know.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, or whatever you think is the reason,” the bald man said, “you probably didn’t deserve it. People can be spiteful.” 
 
    “Plenty of people here didn’t deserve it. You would be far from the first.” 
 
    When they began to realize Lewis wasn’t hearing them, they grew quiet. A minute passed. Eventually, after some awkward sidelong glances, the men talked of something else entirely, nearly to the point of forgetting Lewis was even there. But he didn’t mind. He didn’t notice. He breathed calmly, eyes rested on the edge of the table where his hands were propped delicately by their bruised wrists. And while the other men felt no real attachment to him, or any great concern for his struggle—it was one they’d all had before, as most must, surely—it was to Lewis’s vague surprise that when he raised his eyes, Terry’s were still upon him. Lewis then felt something reach out from himself, reaching toward Terry like anchors in search of something stable. 
 
    Terry offered him a sorry smile. 
 
    “You look like you could lay down a while.” 
 
    Without another word Terry stood from the table and made room for Lewis to stand up beside him. The other men paused their conversation. 
 
    “You leaving us?” 
 
    “I think so. I believe our friend here is in need of some rest.” 
 
    Lewis got up and, forgetting to say farewell to the others, followed Terry through the tables. They crossed the packed room, not toward the entrance, but toward a hallway at the opposite corner of the bar. Down this hallway were several doors, about half of them locked and the other half wide open, in which Lewis spied mostly bare interiors aside from beds in the corners and rugs on the floors. Terry led him past several available rooms to the last one with an open door. 
 
    “Back here you’ll have less people shuffling up and down past your door.” 
 
    Lewis stepped into the room. He noted the bare bed with its lumpy pillow and the circular rug trampled thin on the floor. Then all at once he felt a jolt of panic and—it not occurring to him, the light by which he was able to see the room—he looked about himself, down at his empty hands. 
 
    “Here’s this,” Terry said, and handed him his lantern. Lewis took it with great relief. 
 
    “Lay down a while. I’m sure the guys and I will be here a while still, but if I leave before you’re up I’ll come get you, all right?” 
 
    Terry turned to go and Lewis stopped him. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    Terry smiled and closed the door behind himself. 
 
    Lewis went to the bed and sat the lantern on the floor and climbed on, lay flat on his back with his head mushed against the crunchy and angular pillow. He thought it might be straw inside. The bed as well. It all felt very pointy, and every movement sent the bed rustling and snapping. It wasn’t comfortable in the least bit, at least not compared to anything he’d had the privilege of sleeping on before, but he was surprised by how good it felt just to lie down. 
 
    He reviewed the things the men had told him, the things he’d learned. It was a question of whether he’d actually learned anything, however. He thought he’d learned a thing or two from the old man, but now those facts were shaky at best. He came for answers and, as it turned out… no one really had them. 
 
    As he thought about these things, his peripheral thoughts foresaw the conclusion he was drawing nearer to, and before he could reach that perilous realization—something like acceptance, but harmful—his mind began to wander elsewhere, into that distorted and nonsensical realm of sleep. He willed it to go there. If there was nothing to think about but inevitable fate, he wished to not think about anything at all. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Something moved over Lewis’s feet. He opened his eyes and sat up, chest already heaving. When he looked there was nothing there. 
 
    “You’re awake.” 
 
    He startled. 
 
    “Jesus,” he said. “You scared the shit out of me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    The weight shifted at the end of the bed as the girl stood, and Lewis listened as she tiptoed along the side of the bed toward him. She stopped, standing next to him. Her voice, a soft sigh, wobbled out of thin air. Lewis looked at her without seeing her. 
 
    “You need to know something,” she said. “Remember what those guys were saying out there?” 
 
    “What guys?” 
 
    “Those guys you talked to. Out there with all the other people.” 
 
    “You were there?” 
 
    “I’m always here,” she said. “I was listening. But do you remember when—” 
 
    Her point was cut drastically short by a commotion outside. There was a crash of some kind, and with it a group of voices rose in distress. Someone shouted very loudly and shrill, and a man barked what sounded like orders or maybe some kind of caution. And then after this, all of these sounds flowing from one to the next so quickly, the screaming started. 
 
    Lewis stood and picked up his lantern. More screams outside. Doors opened out in the hall. Whispers. Lewis moved toward his door and listened. Measured, hesitant footsteps crept past on the other side. 
 
    “Don’t go out there,” the girl said. 
 
    Lewis, hearing her but not really, cracked his door. The hallway was dark, but there were others there. He opened his door and stepped out into the hall. 
 
    “Put that away!” someone quietly shouted. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Leave the fire.” 
 
    He thought it over. If he must, he thought he’d rather stay behind with it. He’d hide in his room until the commotion fizzled. 
 
    “What’s happening?” he asked. 
 
    Someone else responded, behind him. He turned and could just make out their nose and brow, the rest of their face filled by pools of darkness. 
 
    “Sounds like someone’s causing problems.” 
 
    “It might be nothing,” someone said. 
 
    Lewis did as he was told and set his lantern in the bedroom and then closed the door behind himself. Perhaps the girl was in the hall with him, or perhaps he’d closed her inside, he didn’t know. She had a tendency to quiet down around others, he noticed. 
 
    Without voicing it, he and the others agreed to journey down the hall toward the bar together, keeping close. Once they reached the end of the hall there was enough light to dimly see the larger room, the tables vacated, the other patrons crowding the windows. The street outside was darker than Lewis remembered. Some of the torches might have gone out. Maybe they were put out. But it was markedly darker. 
 
    The shouting was in intermission. Lewis and his small group bled apart between the tables. He followed the rear wall from one side of the room to the other toward the table he’d sat at earlier. He thought maybe he’d find Terry and the others that way. When he reached the opposite corner he strained his eyes to search for them in the dark. Voices outside picked up again. Confused and urgent. 
 
    “It’s over there!” someone cried in the street. 
 
    Shouts rose up again. Terrified gasps. Doors down the road from them slammed shut. The voices ebbed into anticipatory silence, a holding of breath. Lewis thought he saw his group around the nearest window. A bald head, a bigger body next to it. Then something crashed outside, or was knocked over, and the screams exploded, shrill and desperate. Someone’s scream was choked out, and then they were begging, begging, crying out in a tone that made Lewis forget all about Terry and the others, and he looked around himself in the dark, eyes wide, waiting for the crowd around him to react so that he, too, would know how. The begging stopped. He pushed and shoved until he was next to the bald man. Next to him, barely lit by the faintest-reaching glow from the entrance, he thought he saw Terry. 
 
    “Terry,” he said. 
 
    The man turned to him. It was Terry, all right. Lewis stood next to him, pressed against the wall with the others trying to get an angle of sight through the window. The street was nearly as dark as the inside of the bar, only a warm halo of light creeping over the dirt road until it was swallowed up into black. Each of them stared intently into that black, watching for the source of the pain and death they heard. Everyone gasped. 
 
    “Get that door shut!” someone called. 
 
    Something broke through the darkness past the window outside, large and burly and rolling, tore through the street like a crazed and giant bear. People still outside—the morons—rushed the entrance of the bar to get away but it was too late. People inside fell over one another in their haste to shut the door, to lock the beast out. Those trapped outside fell apart both in flesh and hysterics as the beast reached them. Lewis stood straight and frozen like an ice statue, ready to shatter at the lightest touch. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. “What’s happening?” 
 
    Hands grabbed him, Terry’s hands, and he was roughly guided back from the window toward the rear wall. Others followed. Lewis allowed Terry to take them there, didn’t even think about where they were going. 
 
    “What’s happening, Terry?” 
 
    “Something got in somehow. It’s happened before.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Another voice, and Lewis instantly recognized it as the bald man’s. 
 
    “Probably someone opened one of the doors around the perimeter and didn’t shut it. Same reason as the last couple times.” 
 
    “Probably some idiot out of his mind,” another voice said, this one a stranger. 
 
    Meanwhile the screams continued outside. 
 
    “Now we’ll wait in here,” Terry said. 
 
    Every person in the bar cried out. Lewis did as well, though he was more startled by the commotion than what caused it. Then it happened again. A heavy weight crashed upon the entrance. People were pushing each other over now to get away from the door. Chairs fell over. Tables too. People grunted and wheezed as they fell clambering over the furniture. Another crash. 
 
    “Get away from the door!” 
 
    Wood crunched and more warm, mellow light poured in. Every head turned in the entrance’s direction. Lewis saw the silhouettes of others making their way toward the rear of the bar, toward him, weaving and tripping through the tables. The entire room reeked of something sour and pungent. It was sweat, new and old, and it was blood and it was urine and it was feces, but most of all it was fear, burned hot and fuming by the spread of all their panic. Through the panic Lewis glimpsed the front door, bowed inward, streams of light daggering through. The next assault on it would— 
 
    The voices in the room rose to an incomprehensible level, a choir of last-ditch despair. Lewis’s eardrums quivered with it, hurt with it, like glass ready to burst. The light coming in was suddenly much brighter, bright enough that he could see his hands on the floor beneath him as he crouched low in an instinctive effort to hide himself. He crouched there for only an instant before Terry had his arm and was pulling him away. His feet battled to straighten themselves, to carry him, and they kicked and shuffled on the floor behind him as Terry dragged him impressively across the room toward the hallway amidst the screaming and carnage which Lewis hadn’t yet allowed himself to observe. He finally got his feet under him. He followed at Terry’s back, stepped on his heels. He dared himself to look at what was happening at the front of the bar but couldn’t. It was all happening so quickly. Before he knew it, they were nearly to the hallway, where several others were piling on to one another in their race to escape. Congested with several pressing bodies, Lewis and Terry paused. It was then Lewis looked. He turned his eyes to the entrance, where the lantern light shone through its busted doorframe, and in that light he saw the silhouette of something which filled the pit of his stomach with ice, and all he truly saw was its outline. It was nothing like a bear after all. It was large and thick through its body, what Lewis assumed was just its body. But reaching from that round, hardy core were several arms, striking and smashing and whipping side to side. Its shape was that of something so alien, Lewis couldn’t guess what it must look like in the light. 
 
    A table launched from the ground and into the ceiling. Where it took flight in one piece, it rained down in several. The beast’s silhouette scooped up a body, which Lewis couldn’t distinguish as dead or alive, and hurled it much the same way. When the remaining people around it had succeeded in distancing themselves to either side of the room, the beast stormed like a whirlwind into those walls, battering and pinning them, getting at anyone still breathing that it could. Windows broke as dead bodies were chucked through them, and a handful of patrons ran for those windows to escape. Several people made a run for the entrance, now the beast was more toward the center of the room, and made it out. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of the way!” someone shouted. 
 
    The hallway was still teeming with bodies, almost all of which lacked deliberate direction. 
 
    “We’re not getting through this way,” Terry said. 
 
    Just then someone spilled out from the hallway through the opposing crowd, a withered man with terrified, hopeful eyes. In his hand he carried a pistol—one of the old kinds, Lewis noted, that shot a lead ball rather than a bullet. When people saw it they stood aside, and very soon he was approaching the center of the room, gun pointed, trembling, advancing with feet of stone toward the beast. The beast had someone on the floor beneath it. Its many limbs pummeled them into the ground. The armed patron stopped and, arms visibly bobbing under the weight of the pistol, took his precious time putting the beast in the weapon’s sights. 
 
    “Shoot it!” 
 
    There were multiple voices commanding him. He cringed at their words. The pistol went off, a flash of light and acrid gunpowder, and a sizeable hole appeared in the wall beside the entrance. The beast was still. Without a face—or any appendage to call its head, really—it was impossible to tell where its focus truly rested. But at that moment, anyone watching knew it was over for the man with the pistol. The beast rolled toward him, toward everyone at the rear of the bar, its arms or legs or branches or whatever they were pinwheeling over one another, pounding the ground. The man shrank backward. He uttered half a scream before a club-like arm drove his head through his chest. 
 
    All at once the hallway was alive again with trampling feet and clawing fingers. Someone forced their way between Lewis and Terry, sending Lewis reeling back against a table. He tried to grab hold of it. Instead he pulled it over onto the ground. Legs were everywhere. He shielded himself from their kicking, their horror-stricken efforts to jump over him and anything else in their path. He tried to get up. He steadied himself on his hands and knees. As he stood he hit his back against the underside of an upright table. Dropping back to his hands, someone promptly crushed his fingers under their boots. He pulled his aching stub to his chest, immediately felt the blood flowing down his palm. He didn’t know where Terry had gone. Though there was light now coming through the entrance, it wasn’t enough to view the faces of those racing every which way around him. 
 
    Something fell against him, over his shoulder. He leaned away, tried to dump it off himself, but only fell awkwardly onto his back. A body lay next to him, its head hanging from a mostly severed neck. He pushed it away with one foot. There was a crash to the right, something thrown against the wall—another body, maybe. Then it was coming at him. Those stumps rolled toward him. Another scream cut short. Lewis prepared—only mentally—to get to his feet when the table at his side flipped end over end through the air overhead, and in its place a hulking presence loomed, covered in hot fur, dripping with foreign blood. Lewis froze. Somewhere in that trunk of a body, between those muscled limbs, there was a mouth. It drew in air, whistling through its nostrils, and blew it back, a dead-flesh stench. Lewis lay still, eyes fixed on its center, where the darkness was deepest and somehow also moving. The room must have started clearing out finally, as there weren’t as many footsteps around his head. That, or Lewis was in the last place anyone in the room wanted to be, and so he didn’t have to worry about being stepped on for the time being. Not by other people, at least. 
 
    The beast hovered, its shadow weighed upon him, crushed him, pinned him to the dirty floorboards like an insect run through by a needle. Lewis thought maybe if he held still long enough, the beast would let him go. Perhaps it didn’t know he was there. Then it moved one of its limbs, slid a giant foot over the floor next to him. Then another, on his other side. It positioned itself directly over him, squatted nearer. The blood in its fur dripped on Lewis’s naked torso. He felt its body’s warmth. 
 
    In a moment, he thought, he wouldn’t have to worry about his severed finger. It’d be whole again. And his sore, throbbing bones would sink through the floorboards into soft sand… 
 
    Lewis didn’t hear anyone now, no fleeing feet. Even Terry must have left him, he thought. Of course, Lewis couldn’t blame him for not stepping in. If it killed Lewis, it wasn’t permanent. Painful, probably, sure. But nothing worth standing in the beast’s way for one person… 
 
    The beast sank nearer. Its thick body dipped against Lewis. Its fur tickled his face. And the smell… If Lewis had anything in his stomach, it might not have been anymore. He pulled his head back, turned away. Its breath was loud and purring now, its mouth uncomfortably close somewhere in the dark mass. It puffed, sniffed, gulped. Its muscles and tendons audibly stretched as its powerful arms or legs—again, whatever they were—twisted in place to steady its hovering weight. Its body lifted some, poised to drop its hungry face down on him. Lewis, eyes squeezed shut, held his breath. At least in a moment I’ll have the salty sea in place of this monster’s stench… 
 
    Then the beast squawked. 
 
    Squawked? No, that wasn’t right… 
 
    Something cut the dark like a jet through a cloud, and Lewis felt the copper downpour over his face. The beast grumbled. It lifted itself higher, positioned its hidden eyes toward something else around the room. That same squawk was heard, and another dive overhead sent the beast’s flesh splitting and raining its goodies down on Lewis like a torn piñata. The beast cried out. Lewis did all he could to roll and dodge out of the way of its pounding feet, circling round and round for the thing flying around the room. Quickly, he backpedaled away, climbed over several bodies until he reached the rear wall of the bar. He looked left to right in search of Terry. There were others huddled as close to the walls as they could get. 
 
    The beast twirled and thrashed. Now and again Lewis glimpsed the bird swoop from the dark ceiling. Its wings beat the air, disappeared into a corner of the room. Then it fell into view quick as a slingshot. The beast’s cries were increasingly woeful. Over and over again they took part in this dance, turning in circles, until the beast became too exhausted to keep up, to stay facing its target. This was only an opportunity for the bird to rip at the beast from behind. The beast’s silhouette grew more tattered, the flesh of its arms hanging in ropes. A few others in the bar used this as an opportunity to sneak through the exit. Once outside they ran like hell, appeared as ghostly blurs across each window. In its struggle, the beast had cleared the center of the room of tables and chairs, and while it had slowed considerably, Lewis didn’t think it safe enough to try and cross. 
 
    The beast howled. Lewis looked on in awe, unsure how it even happened. He thought he’d been watching closely. One of the beast’s swinging limbs was now a mere stub, blood jetting from it like a hose, splashing audibly on the floorboards. It leaned to the side, held itself up with one of its many other arms. The bird continued to swoop. The beast didn’t defend itself. All its remaining strength appeared spent on keeping itself standing, while the bird dashed and picked in a frenzy of aerial crisscrosses. The arms holding the beast upright bent, straightened, quivered, slipped in the pooling blood. 
 
    A squawk resounded overhead, piercing, and the bird dropped from the darkness and attached itself to the beast’s head. And there it clung. Without any clear detail, it was difficult to tell what it did exactly. But there it remained, wings unfurled, the sounds of its talons turning flesh into pulp. The beast didn’t cry out. It didn’t bat the bird away, or give any last effort to escape. The arms propping it up simply let go. Its body thumped, fell into a pile of fur and blood. 
 
    Lewis let out the breath he’d been holding. 
 
    Whereas before he’d wanted nothing more than to escape outside and get away, now it was all he could do to keep from sitting down. While others tiptoed and fled into the street, Lewis fixed his eyes on the beast’s corpse. The bird paced its body up and down, a victory strut, and Lewis followed its course again and again, blinking slowly as if in a stupor. 
 
    He looked up and saw Terry with him once more. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Terry asked. 
 
    Lewis nodded. 
 
    Terry did a quick survey of the bar. “We should leave, too.” 
 
    Lewis focused again on the beast and the bird. 
 
    “I’ve seen that bird before,” he said. 
 
    “Come on.” Terry tugged gently on his arm. “I have a room we can go to, to rest. We should go. Away from here.” 
 
    “Wait!” Lewis pulled away from Terry’s guiding grasp. “My lantern.” 
 
    He turned into the hallway and followed it down, empty now. Terry waited in the bar. He reached the door he thought was his and saw the light of his lantern coming through. He opened it, picked it up. When he lifted his lantern he caught sight of a small figure inside the room. It was her. His light revealed only her little shoes and dainty ankles. Without thinking he pulled the lantern away, took a step back, so that he couldn’t see her at all. 
 
    “I can see you now,” he said, though he couldn’t anymore. 
 
    “You’re not a very good listener.” She took a step toward the light and again Lewis took a step back into the hallway. “Why are you afraid of me?” 
 
    “I’m not,” he answered hastily. He turned to go back to Terry. Her voice followed through the doorway behind him. 
 
    “You should stay here,” she said. “Don’t go out there.” 
 
    He paused. “It’s fine. All that noise we heard, it’s gone now. I’m going with Terry, someplace safe.” 
 
    “It’s not fine.” 
 
    Irritated, he continued back to the bar where Terry was waiting. As they left, Lewis shone his light on the dead beast in the middle of the floor—the bird now vanished—and the gore he saw was enough to make him want to put out the flame. He averted his eyes and they stepped around its corpse to the entrance. 
 
    From there Terry led them a few blocks away. They took to some narrower streets—darker and intermittently lit by fewer torches than on the busier streets—until they came to a cramped wooden set of stairs in an alley. Up those steps, old and shivering dust into the air with each step, they came to a door which Terry proudly claimed was his. He invited Lewis inside. There was a single lumpy bag of straw or something else stuffed inside against the far wall, what Lewis assumed was Terry’s bed. There was also a window, but the torches outside didn’t offer his room any light. Lewis felt awkward taking the lumpy bed but Terry insisted. 
 
    “I rarely sleep on a bed as it is,” he said. “I’ve been here long enough to be accustomed to the ground.” 
 
    Lewis shrugged and plopped himself down. He thought he should have asked Terry where he could find some clothes, but he’d do that later, he decided. For now, though the bed was a far cry from a real-world mattress, all he wanted was to shut his eyes and let time wash over him. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    A sound woke him, something he didn’t know he heard, only that he was suddenly awake, eyes wide, and something about the room was off. 
 
    It was entirely dark. 
 
    He lay quietly still. His eyes darted blindly, searching, hoping to see something. He parted his lips to ask for Terry but something told him it was better not to speak. Something told him Terry wasn’t there. But he wasn’t alone. 
 
    There was a tap on glass. Tap, tap. It startled Lewis but he didn’t budge. Tap, tap. Someone was at the window. It took Lewis a moment to realize how strange this was, to remember they were on the second story… 
 
    “Squaaawwk.” 
 
    Lewis sat up. He pushed himself against the wall, faced the room with cold terror, legs bundled up against himself. Tap, tap. Outside the window. 
 
    “You are wondering why it is so dark,” a voice said. Lewis recoiled against the wall at his back in surprise. A gruff, growling voice, tinged with amusement. “And now you are wondering who I am, and where is that friend of yours…” 
 
    “I know your voice…” 
 
    “Your friend is dead,” the voice said. “I used his blood to extinguish your flame.” 
 
    Lewis was silent. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” 
 
    Lewis ignored the question. “I knew that was your bird back there, at the bar. You were there…” 
 
    “Funny to meet like that a second time, is it not? As I recall, I saved your life at that river, too.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I am here for you,” he said, and the amusement drained from his voice like blood from an open artery. “Just you.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything. I can’t do anything for you.” 
 
    The man laughed, and Lewis saw two tiny stars ignite in the dark, gleaming with cruel fury. Lewis focused on them, saw them vanish with each slow, fear-savoring blink. 
 
    “There is a lot you can do for me, actually,” he said. “You are a very special man, Lewis. Did you know that?” 
 
    Lewis shook his head. 
 
    “Well you are.” Bootsteps crossed the room. There was a tackiness to them, sticking wetly to the floorboards. He stopped just shy of the bed. From there his voice was overpowering. “And it just so happens that I like special things. I am what you might call a collector. In fact, some people call me just that.” 
 
    “What could you possibly want from me?” 
 
    The man’s leather boots squeaked as he crouched. Now their eyes were level and Lewis could stare directly into the embers swirling in his. The light from those embers was bright enough that Lewis saw the rosy swell of his grinning cheekbones beneath them. 
 
    He said, “You are my ticket out of here.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Third Time’s a Charm 
 
   The wait was the longest she’d ever endured. She writhed painfully on the couch for minutes that felt like hours. She paced every room in the house at least twice—all but the basement. Sitting still wasn’t an option. Thoughts assaulted her which weren’t her own. She would never think such things. It was too late to think such things… 
 
    She thought she might just hide. Lock the door, turn out the lights. When the doorbell rang, she would wait it out like a bad storm. Beth would call her and she wouldn’t answer. Or maybe she would. She’d been emotional over the phone. Not answering, Beth would think the worst. Police might come. Perhaps she’d call Beth right now, interrupt her drive and tell her everything was fine, that she was leaving the house, she wouldn’t be home anyway. That would put a stop to it—to the avalanche she started. 
 
    A car pulled into the driveway. Her heart thudded. No breath she could take was deep enough. She sat on the couch for an instant and then immediately stood and approached the door when she heard shoes on the pavement up the walkway. The doorbell rang. She waited. Not because she was hesitant—although she was—but because she didn’t want to give the impression she was waiting at the door. Even in times such as these, appearances were everything… 
 
    She opened the door, attempted a smile, and immediately her face screwed up into ugly sobs. Without a word Beth moved inside, shut the door, and guided Catherine into the front room to the couch where they seated themselves. 
 
    “Get it out of your system,” Beth said. She inched closer to Catherine, rubbed a comforting hand on her back. “This is good.” 
 
    They sat that way for a couple minutes. First Catherine’s sobs quieted, and then they rose again, stealing her breath away. Beth never stopped massaging her back. When she quieted again her body relaxed. She took another breath, a satisfying one, and fell back into the couch. Beth gave her another minute, stared reverently at her hands in her lap while Catherine found her bearings. 
 
    “Is it about Joy?” Beth asked. “It’s that time…” 
 
    Catherine shook her head. She dared to say more and the lump buoyed up into her throat again. “I’ve really done something terrible.” 
 
    Beth put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Take your time.” 
 
    At this rate it would take all night. 
 
    “Is it Lara? I noticed her car is gone.” 
 
    Catherine shrugged. “That’s a different thing entirely.” 
 
    She knew if she tried to verbalize it the words wouldn’t come. Merely thinking about spilling it all caused that lump to swell again. Surely if they played this game long enough the effect would wear off, wouldn’t it? But there wasn’t time for that. Catherine even wondered if it was too late… 
 
    “You want to tell me,” Beth said. “You want to tell someone, whatever it is. Now I’m here. If it’s not Lara, what is it?” 
 
    She wasn’t sure if it was guilt or shame, or anxiety that the truth might cost her their friendship, but for whatever damned reason she couldn’t speak it plainly. She opened her mouth, got out maybe a single syllable before her face burned hot with tears again. Beth was right, though. She wanted to tell someone. She was losing the battle on her own. Perhaps Beth would be horrified and turn her in. Would that be so bad? She couldn’t keep him alive any longer, but she knew full well by now that she didn’t have it in her to kill him. There weren’t many other options. All along the idea of letting him starve down there occurred to her, but she couldn’t bear that, either. It wouldn’t be any different than taking a knife to him. If she had to tell someone, Beth was the person to tell. They were fairly close. Were they close enough, however, to survive something like this? 
 
    Unable to put it to words, Catherine lifted one tired arm and pointed in the direction of the basement door, still open. 
 
    “What?” Beth said. 
 
    “Down there.” 
 
    Catherine, feeling Beth’s eyes on her, buried her face in her hands and brought her feet up on the couch to hold herself. 
 
    Beth’s silence then spoke volumes. Whatever she’d expected, this wasn’t it. It was impossible, of course, that she could know what exactly waited down those stairs, but that anything at all might be waiting was enough to give her vertigo, Catherine was sure. She knew this shock must have revealed itself in a million ways on Beth’s face and for that reason she didn’t want to see her. 
 
    She uncovered her face when she heard Beth crossing the room to the basement door. She watched her pause in the doorway, looking down. Then, without looking back, she descended. She was gone. Catherine jumped to her feet. Her hands tingled. She sat down again. She brought her nails to her mouth to chew them and hastily pulled them out—she’d killed that habit a long time ago. She clasped her hands between her breasts instead. 
 
    Beth was downstairs for a while. Catherine didn’t hear a peep. Her mind began to race and wander until footsteps started to climb the basement stairs. That powerful shame clutched her in a tight fist, so that she buried her face back into her hands. The footsteps entered the room and paused. Then they continued toward the couch where they stopped again. 
 
    “Is that him?” 
 
    Catherine lowered her hands. She wasn’t crying anymore. The terror was too great for that. She looked up into Beth’s face, which was drained pale. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Beth sat next to her, only this time she kept her hands to herself. Catherine sensed a distance between them, though she felt grateful at least there weren’t any hysterics or accusations. They sat quietly. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    “When I saw him, I knew.” 
 
    “Catherine…” Beth hung her head. “That’s… that’s not…” 
 
    “When he saw me, he knew.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve spent a lot of time watching and following cars this last year.” She paused, swallowed the last of her tears. “Mostly I was just wasting time, knowing nothing could possibly come from that. But then… I was filling up on my way home from work in the afternoon. This car, a black Sunfire. I watched him get out. I just had this… this strangest feeling. He’s… young, obviously. He went inside to pay. I paid with a card, but I went inside anyway. He was in line and he looked up. Our eyes met for a second, just barely, and he looked ahead again, and then… a doubletake. He recognized me.” 
 
    “How? From the news?” 
 
    “Had to have been. And if he was the one, I’m guessing… I don’t know, out of guilt, maybe… he probably looked for the news. And he saw me. And then he recognized me in person that day, and he looked… scared.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Beth said. “That’s still…” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything to him then. He paid for his gas and left. I didn’t follow. But I staked that gas station out nearly every afternoon for the next month until I saw him again. It was lucky. I followed him to what I assume was his work. Some manufacturing company, I don’t know. He worked swing shift. Once I knew that, I picked a time and I followed him home.” 
 
    “Jesus… And now he’s here. In your basement…” 
 
    “It didn’t happen like that. I confronted him once first. I went to his apartment complex and waited for him to get home. I sat on the curb in front of the building. I wanted him to see me again, without my needing to say anything. I wanted to see the look on his face. I was fairly certain already, but I wanted to know for sure, and that was the best way, I thought. So he came home, got out of his car, and he saw me sitting there under the streetlamp. We made eye contact. He didn’t smile and nod, he didn’t look away like I was a nobody. He was startled. He had that scared look again. I stood and I said ‘You know who I am, don’t you?’ and he wasn’t going to stop at first so I said ‘I’m talking to you.’ He stopped and looked at me, but he had a really hard time looking me in the eye. I said ‘You know who I am’ and he shook his head. I said ‘Yes you do’ and he shook his head again and he turned around and said ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about lady.’ So I said to him ‘Well I know who you are.’ That was all we ever said to each other. I know you’re thinking that’s still not enough, but believe me, I knew. More happened later that solidified it for me, but I knew even then. If you were there, you’d have known it too, trust me.” 
 
    Beth didn’t say anything for a minute, and despite Catherine’s urge to fill the silence, to defend herself further, she kept quiet. 
 
    “Is he dead?” 
 
    “No, he’s not dead.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God…” Beth uttered a breathless sigh. “I wasn’t sure. I thought you’d… I thought…” 
 
    “I told you that psychic of yours tried to sell me a curse. Do you remember? I only ever saw her after I’d already found him, otherwise I might have tried using her for that. She probably would have found him much faster than I did. As you saw downstairs, her methods… they work…” 
 
    “That’s… he’s…” 
 
    “Rosaline’s curse. I paid for it.” 
 
    Beth’s words escaped her. 
 
    “And now I’ve had him for nearly two weeks.” 
 
    “He’s still alive?” 
 
    “I’ve been keeping him alive. Feeding him, and… everything else.” 
 
    “Everything else?” 
 
    “I’ve been taking care of him.” 
 
    Beth thought. “Cathy… what’s the plan here? What are you doing?” 
 
    “I don’t know anymore.” 
 
    “What was the plan?” 
 
    “Just like we talked about a couple days ago. I wanted to kill him. I really did…” 
 
    “Rosaline sold you a curse to kill him?” 
 
    “Not exactly…” Catherine’s mouth was dry. “I need water. Can I get you anything?” 
 
    Beth, in a joking manner but without the humor, said she needed alcohol. Catherine fetched them both water and sat down again. 
 
    “What are you thinking so far?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Beth sipped her water. “I don’t know what I’m thinking right now. I wasn’t expecting this when I came over…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’m shocked, honestly.” 
 
    “Are you going to call the police?” 
 
    Without hesitation Beth answered, “No.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for bringing you into this by telling you. I really am.” 
 
    “No, I’m glad you did. Catherine…” Beth put her water down, and shifted in her seat to face her. “I know at the restaurant the other day I was full of a lot of talk, about vigilantism and everything. I don’t know that I’d really have it in me, but I understand it. I know you’re going through a lot… but…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “He’s just a kid.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Are you still going through with it?” 
 
    “I don’t want to. Not anymore, I don’t. I know now that I never could have gone through with it.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan now? What are you going to do with him? What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “The curse Rosaline sold me was meant to lock him in some kind of… place… subconsciously. Supposedly he’s trapped there right now. The promise she made me, was that after I killed him, he’d be trapped there forever, even after death.” 
 
    “You wished that upon that kid down there?” 
 
    “I know how it seems now. I don’t know what I was thinking…” 
 
    “You were thinking you wanted to make him pay.” 
 
    Catherine nodded. 
 
    “But you didn’t expect him to be a kid.” 
 
    “Well, he’s twenty-three years old.” 
 
    “Still a kid, though. You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah… I do.” 
 
    “Why a curse? If you wanted him dead, why not just… you know…” 
 
    “I couldn’t kill him myself. I didn’t even know I wanted to, really. I mean, actually do it. Then I saw Rosaline—” 
 
    “This is the part where you tell me this was somehow all my fault. I sent you to her.” 
 
    “I would never blame you for this. That would be stupid.” 
 
    “I know you wouldn’t, but I sent you there.” 
 
    “You had no idea.” 
 
    “So… you saw her, and…” 
 
    “It started out as you’d expect, asking vague questions and giving me even vaguer details about my life that could apply to almost anyone. I told her about Joy and she told me some sentimental nonsense she probably knows all grieving mothers want to hear. And then… she told me things she couldn’t have possibly known. Details on her death.” 
 
    “She could have seen the news, too.” 
 
    “It was barely on the news. And it’d been so long since. She wouldn’t have had any reason to remember my face like he did. Anyway, she started telling me about Joy’s death. I didn’t tell her how she died, just that she was dead. And she starts saying things to imply, you know, that she was killed. She described his car to me. That was when I really knew. For sure. And by that point I was so emotional and… in awe, of the things she knew, that I told her everything myself. And then she offered me something I didn’t realize I wanted. That’s how the curse was brought up.” 
 
    “How much did she want for it?” 
 
    “That’s not important.” 
 
    Beth was taken aback. “It was a lot, then. How much?” 
 
    “It’s not important.” 
 
    “Did you believe it would work? You had to have.” 
 
    “If it didn’t, she told me I could get my money back.” 
 
    “How would she know if it worked or not? Someone could—” 
 
    “I don’t know, that’s just what she told me. I didn’t have to worry about it anyway, though, because it did.” 
 
    “What was it?” 
 
    They both took sips from their water. Catherine bent over the rear of the sofa to peer through the window, as though someone could be approaching them or spying on them who might listen. Satisfied, she sat down again. 
 
    “You’ll never be able to look at me the same after I tell you.” 
 
    “Oh, that ship has sailed.” 
 
    “Has it?” Catherine grabbed her glass and gulped the rest of her water down. “Before now, I would have called it hocus pocus. She opened a book and read something in its pages, and gave me a bag of powder. She copied down a symbol from the book and gave that to me, just a scrap of paper. She told me not to smell the powder or ingest it. She told me I had to blow it into his face. It wouldn’t hurt him, she said, only make him calm. And then…” She hesitated. Telling the rest sounded ridiculous even to her—she’d die of shame to let Beth hear it. “I needed to mix fresh blood, my blood, with the powder and… well, draw with it. On his face.” 
 
    Beth’s mouth twisted sour. “Catherine…” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And did—” 
 
    “I did it all. I waited one night for him to come home from work. It was late enough then, I wouldn’t have to worry about anyone being there. There was always the chance someone else might be coming or going, but I got lucky that night, I guess. When he parked his car, I hurried and surprised him as he was getting out and blew the powder in his face.” 
 
    “What would you have done if it hadn’t—” 
 
    “Luckily I didn’t need to find out. He kind of flinched when I did it, like you do when someone throws something in your face, and then he just sank back into his seat. I got in the passenger seat after making sure no one was around. I brought a pocket knife with me, which I cut my arm with.” 
 
    “I asked you about that. You said… cooking?” 
 
    “I don’t know why I cut there. I thought about cutting my hand, but thought it would hurt too much. I thought cutting the back of my arm would hurt less than the underside? I don’t know. It still hurt…” 
 
    “And then you finger-painted on him.” 
 
    “Do you find this funny?” 
 
    “I don’t know what I find any of this. Honestly, I’m just trying to follow along…” 
 
    “I understand…” 
 
    “So you blew the powder in his face and then painted something on him, right? And this… made him go to sleep.” 
 
    “He was awake the whole time I painted the symbol on him—” 
 
    “What kind of symbol?” 
 
    “Just this weird circular symbol with a couple curved, intersecting lines through it, with some dots around it. Do you want me to draw it?” 
 
    “No, that’s fine. Just continue.” 
 
    “So he was awake while I did it. He looked around, even looked at me a couple times. When I finished painting the symbol, his eyes immediately closed. And that was it. And then I brought him here.” 
 
    “You carried him yourself?” 
 
    “I pushed him into the passenger seat and drove his car here. Then I drove back, left his car at his apartment and drove mine home.” 
 
    “And now you’ve been keeping him alive for a couple weeks? He’s never woken up?” 
 
    “No, but he’s perfectly alive. I mean… he’s not looking very great, but he’s still alive.” 
 
    “And if he needs to…” 
 
    “Adult diapers.” 
 
    “Catherine.” 
 
    Much of the tension surrounding Beth’s visit had since dissipated, but the guilt was still there, and a stifled sense of doom simmered underneath. There was an open chasm ahead whose location Catherine still couldn’t pinpoint, but she knew she was approaching it. And instead of anchoring her heels, she was barreling toward it like a frightened, suicidal sheep. 
 
    “How do you reverse it, then?” 
 
    “I went to Rosaline already for an antidote or something, but all she told me was that I couldn’t afford it.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “So that’s where I am.” 
 
    They sat quietly for a bit, not exactly enjoying each other’s company, but sharing it. Catherine felt indescribably grateful to have Beth with her, and to have been able to tell her everything and not be faced with judgement or worse—being reported. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m going to do, Beth.” 
 
    “How much did she want for the reversal?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t say, only that I couldn’t afford it. I took that as a sign there wasn’t an actual price. She wanted me to make an offer.” 
 
    “I’m sure she knows anyone wanting the antidote is probably pretty desperate for it. Or not, or whatever. I’m sure some people might just say screw it and let them die…” 
 
    “I can’t do that. I really don’t want to. Especially not if what she claimed was true. If he’s in this place… I don’t know what I was thinking. It was only when Lara was here… I started realizing the gravity of what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Is she still here?” 
 
    “No, she’s gone. Possibly for good.” 
 
    “For good?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you that one later sometime.” 
 
    It was getting later in the evening. The sun was deep in its downward slope, the street outside wore a calm blue. 
 
    “I only see one solution to this,” Beth said. 
 
    Catherine perked up, not entirely hopeful but curious. 
 
    “If you can’t pay for it, all you can do is steal it.” 
 
    “No,” Catherine said. “It won’t work that way. I doubt it’s just a potion in a bottle sitting somewhere in her house labeled “eternal hell curse antidote”. It’ll be a whole thing, a ritual or something.” 
 
    “You said she got the curse out of a book, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What if you could copy it down from that book?” 
 
    “I don’t know—” 
 
    “If there was a chance,” Beth said, “you should obviously take it. I mean, unless you’d rather take care of him like an infant forever, or until he likely dies from something else. You don’t want him dead, you’ve already realized that. This is all you’ve got.” 
 
    “I’m not a witch, though. Or a psychic or whatever she is…” 
 
    “I’ll help you.” 
 
    “Plus, I’m not—” Her eyes snapped to Beth’s, mouth agape. “You will?” 
 
    “I couldn’t listen to all this and then just go home pretending like you were fine to handle this alone. I mean, if this is what happens when you’re left to your own devices…” 
 
    “You realize how serious this is, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “If I didn’t make light of it in some way, though, I’d go crazy, and then there’d be two of us.” 
 
    Catherine couldn’t believe it, but she was smiling. And that made Beth smile, and before she knew it they were both smiling like a couple of middle-aged lunatics. 
 
    “How would we do it?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “We need to know when Rosaline isn’t there. Her husband, too, I suppose…” 
 
    “You want us to break into their home?” 
 
    “No, not quite.” Beth chewed her lip, thinking. “Actually that’s exactly what I was thinking.” 
 
    Catherine leaned back, eyes closed. 
 
    “How much worse is breaking and entering than kidnapping and murder?” Beth asked. “Don’t tell me this is suddenly where you draw the line.” 
 
    Through narrowed eyes, Catherine regarded Beth scornfully. “I know, I just…” 
 
    “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Catherine sat up. “And how are you so… okay, with all this?” 
 
    “It is what it is.” 
 
    Catherine puffed an exhausted breath from her lips. “I don’t know what kind of reaction I expected when I called you over here, but it wasn’t this.” 
 
    “And I wasn’t expecting any of this when you called me over, either. I guess we lucked out in the friend department, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Something like that…” 
 
    “So we’ll scope out the place Saturday. I know she and her husband run a small bar in town, and the husband does something else on the side, a repairman or some HVAC thing, I don’t know. It shouldn’t be too hard finding a time when neither of them are home.” 
 
    “I have tomorrow off, too. I could take a look then.” 
 
    “No, wait until Saturday. That way I can be there.” 
 
    “But if I—” 
 
    “If Rosaline sees you around, she’ll know something’s up. She’s a smart lady. She remembers clients. And she’ll remember you especially, now you’ve already been around asking.” 
 
    “Okay. You’re right.” 
 
    “I know I’m right.” Beth stood and made her way toward the front door. “Don’t do anything without me. Just…” She pointed toward the basement door. “Keep that situation under control in the meantime. All right?” 
 
    “Thank you, Beth.” Catherine went and stood with her at the door. “Really… I couldn’t have asked for a better friend. I thought for sure when I told you…” 
 
    “That I’d wrestle you to the ground and tie you up while I called for reinforcements? Yeah, I thought about it.” 
 
    “I mean it. Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll be honest, when I went down there and saw him… most of the time I was down there, I was waiting for feeling to return to my… well, everything. That kid’s lucky if you think about it. Other parents might not have been so indecisive. And either way, if it turns out we can’t reverse it—” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about that.” 
 
    “I know you don’t.” 
 
    With that, they hugged and said their goodbyes. Through the living room window Catherine watched Beth leave. The sun was gone and nighttime was creeping in. 
 
    The man’s smoothie was overdue, she thought. She went to the kitchen to make it, and hoped it would be one of the last. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Against her better judgement, Catherine decided she would take a quick, early-morning drive over to Rosaline’s. It would be helpful to know the vehicles they drove. She would then be able to know when Rosaline was at the bar, and they could plan their… their… 
 
    Heist. 
 
    They could plan their theft. That was it. She was a thief, a kidnapper, a would-be murderer… 
 
    “A terrible mother,” she muttered, turning the steering wheel gently in her hand as she rolled around the corner to the Rosaline’s street. That same gnarly tree, branches like thick stubby fingers clawing at the sky, marked the house. She parked a couple houses down. She took a sip of coffee from her thermos and watched. 
 
    There were two cars parked there. One was a white utility truck parked in the street. Its bed overflowed with what appeared to be rolls of chain-link fence and some other rolled-up materials. In the driveway was a purple sedan, whose oxidized paint had seen far better days. There was no garage as far as she could tell, not even a carport. Only the two cars, at least that morning. If the husband was a repairman, as Beth suggested, the white utility truck was undoubtedly his own, and the purple sedan must have been Rosaline’s. Now that she saw it again, Catherine thought she remembered seeing that same car in the liquor store parking lot that day. If she ever drove to the bar again and saw that car, she’d know Rosaline was working. 
 
    Nothing happened in the twenty minutes she watched the house, so she drained the last of her coffee and returned home. As she left, she passed the utility truck and saw painted on the back and sides: Plumbing Emergency? Give Avila Plumbing a Call! followed by what Catherine assumed was a cellphone number. 
 
    When she collected her thermos and purse, juggled them around in her arms as the garage door rumbled shut behind her, she couldn’t tell if it was the coffee or the thrill of the approaching heist that set her hands jittering. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Catherine was out shopping for more nutrients for the man’s very disgusting but very healthy smoothies when Beth invited her out to eat on her lunch break, which Catherine accepted, not only because she had little to do on her final day off work—not counting the weekend—and needed desperately to get out of the prison which housed her guilt like a beating heart under the floorboards, but also because she was eager to brainstorm ideas for their robbery. They met at a not-so-quiet soup and sandwich kitchen, crowded with others on their lunch breaks. Upon stepping inside Catherine felt overwhelmed, smothered by the noise of their chatter. Standing in line she was bumped from behind as others filed in. It would be fine, she told herself. If nothing else, the volume would mask their own conversation which, given its subject matter, would be for the best. 
 
    They sat with their food—Beth with some kind of thick bisque, while Catherine chose neither soup nor sandwich and opted for a light salad instead—and skipped all pleasantries. 
 
    “I drove by this morning,” Catherine said. 
 
    “What? I told you to wait for me.” 
 
    “I know, but I couldn’t.” Beth shook her head disapprovingly. “It was fine.” 
 
    “It was risky.” 
 
    “It was early enough in the morning, no one would have been up to see me. And I wasn’t there long. I just wanted to remember the cars they drove.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “The husband has a work truck. Owns a plumbing company, I think, or is part of one. Rosaline has a purple car, just a small, old thing. They might both drive it.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    They ate their food, thinking privately to themselves. 
 
    “I figure at least now we’ll know when one of them is at the bar. Or both of them. If one of them is at the bar, we just have to wait for the other to leave.” 
 
    “Wait? That’s not a plan. We could be sitting there all day…” Beth sipped from her water. “So the father’s a plumber? Did you see anything on his work truck, like a company logo or phone number or something?” 
 
    “There was a number, I didn’t take it down. They’re called Avila Plumbing, though. That’s it.” 
 
    “That’s good. Because if we can catch Rosaline while she’s working the bar, it might be possible to lure the husband away with an emergency phone call.” 
 
    “And if we can get them both out of the house?” 
 
    “I’ll be the one to get the book.” 
 
    “You? You don’t know what it looks like.” 
 
    “You can describe it, can’t you? It’s a book, shouldn’t be too hard to find. How many could they have lying around…” 
 
    “And if you find the book? You’re going to steal it?” 
 
    “No. They’ll notice it’s missing and be looking for it, and they’ll probably suspect a client.” 
 
    “So then…” 
 
    “I’ll find the page you mentioned and I’ll snap a picture of it or something. I’m sure any ‘antidote’ should be included on the same page as the curse itself, right?” 
 
    Catherine thought it over. While she’d eaten only a little of her salad, she felt full already on the butterflies. 
 
    “Do you believe in this stuff?” she asked. 
 
    “Hmmm?” Beth shrugged. “I don’t think I need to.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t help me with this if you thought it meant nothing.” 
 
    “It means something to you, and I trust you…” She scowled as she found the words. “And I saw the man in your basement.” 
 
    Catherine looked from side to side, over her shoulder. The crowded restaurant was oblivious to their conversation. 
 
    “Based on the story you told me, he wasn’t put there by being knocked over the head. So whatever you did to him had some kind of effect. If I believe that you believe, I have no other explanation for how you did it.” 
 
    Catherine couldn’t believe her luck to have someone like Beth’s loyalty. It felt too good to be true. 
 
    “I really can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “Well stop. It’s not like I’m being selfless.” Beth took the last spoonful of her soup. She wiped her mouth on her napkin. “You have no idea how bored I’ve been without you this past year. You know I understand, though.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I wish you’d have let me be there for you more, you know. You wouldn’t have spent nearly as much time alone in that house if it’d been up to me.” 
 
    “I needed time to… work through things on my own.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’m still working through things.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “It’s…” 
 
    “I know, Cathy. I’m sure it’ll be a long time still. But you don’t have to work through them alone anymore, if you don’t want to. You never did.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry I’m only letting you in at a time like this…” She gave Beth an apologetic, lopsided smile. “I bet you never expected me to involve myself in something—” 
 
    “Nope, totally did,” she interrupted. “You’re insane. That’s why we get on so well, we validate each other.” 
 
    “Oh, God. Don’t say that…” 
 
    “When this is over and done with, we’ll Thelma and Louise ourselves.” 
 
    “All right, okay. Was lovely having lunch with you…” 
 
    “Sit down, you hardly even touched your salad!” 
 
    “I’m not very hungry.” 
 
    “I’m looking at you, and you’re starving.” 
 
    “No, really.” Catherine stood, shouldered her purse. “I need to finish my shopping.” 
 
    “Have to feed the comatose, I guess.” 
 
    They both gathered their things and tossed their leftovers in the garbage. 
 
    “Let’s meet tomorrow? We can go over it more, hopefully set something up concrete.” 
 
    “It’s a date. We’ll do lunch again.” 
 
    They left the restaurant, and on her way to her car Catherine thought to herself: 
 
    She might really be insane. Who else would help someone like me… 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She finished her shopping and arrived home in the midafternoon. She took the groceries—fresh fruit and veggies and vitamin supplements from the health food store-—inside and dumped them on the kitchen counter. Hopefully, she thought, this would be enough to last him until she was able to… to… 
 
    Something caught her attention. An open cupboard over the stove. Unable to remember what she’d been in there for, she stood on tiptoe to look inside and saw the same old canned junk she’d forgotten ages ago. She closed the cupboard door. She scratched her head, thinking. 
 
    Her mind stood still for an instant. When it dawned on her, she moved from the kitchen into the living room. The basement door was open. Shit, shit, shit. She crossed the room slowly, peered down the dark basement steps. It was quiet. She studied the door and saw at once the lock was broken. Forced out from the doorjamb. Someone had either aggressively pulled it open, or someone down below had kicked it from the inside. 
 
    Holding her breath, she flipped on the light below. Nothing stirred. She made her way down, step by step, chest aching. The cold floor revealed itself as she descended, the fear of reaching the bottom and finding it bare increasing each stair. It couldn’t be possible, she thought. He hadn’t moved at all the past two weeks. To have woken up for no reason, well… there was no reason why that should happen. Three-quarters of the way down she ducked on the stairs to take a look and saw him there, sleeping as always. Though, his blanket wrappings were no longer rolled tight… 
 
    A voice startled a shout from her cotton-dry mouth. 
 
    “You’re home.” 
 
    At the top of the stairs in the doorway, Lara stood. Her dark face, intentions hidden, watched as Catherine tried to make sense of the situation. 
 
    “What are you doing here? How did you get in?” 
 
    “Window over the kitchen sink was unlocked.” 
 
    “I lock all the windows.” 
 
    “I left it unlocked.” 
 
    All Catherine could hear was her own breath and the boom boom boom of her heart. Lightheaded, she leaned against the wall. Probably should have eaten more for lunch… 
 
    “What is that down there?” Lara asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    There wasn’t a way out of it now. She couldn’t know the why, or even the how, but Lara knew the what, and that was enough. The answers to the other two couldn’t be anything good. Her mother had an unconscious man in her basement. She could probably tell by the smell that he’d been there a while. 
 
    “You know what. That boy.” 
 
    “Can we sit and talk?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk. I’m not here for that.” 
 
    “What are you here for, then?” 
 
    Her face was too dark to see, but she could hear it in her voice, the tightness in her throat. Lara passed her hands over her wet eyes. 
 
    “You know why I’m here.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do this. How many times do I have to tell you, anything you need, just—” 
 
    “I said I don’t want to talk.” 
 
    Someone else was there. They pushed Lara aside, joined her standing in the doorway above. A narrow man, a stranger to Catherine—though the afternoon light at their backs made it difficult to see them well. 
 
    “No, we should talk,” he said. “Come up here and we’ll do that.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Lara said, but she was ignored. 
 
    “Let’s talk about our situations,” he said. His voice was pitchy and nervous. 
 
    “Who is this?” Catherine said. “Are you Rob?” 
 
    The man gave Lara a look which she didn’t return. “I am.” 
 
    “Look, I’m sure you’re here because… what, you need money? Is that right?” He was silent. “Well I don’t have any. Truly, if that’s what you’re here for—” 
 
    “Bullshit.” He reached behind his back and produced what Catherine recognized as the silhouette of a pistol. Her heart lurched. “Come up here.” 
 
    “Rob,” Lara said. 
 
    “Be quiet.” 
 
    Catherine was nailed to the planks on which she stood. 
 
    “Get up here,” he demanded. 
 
    Catherine started up, feet aimless, struggling to take each step under the weight of her tingling body. They watched, Lara’s and his face shadows of themselves, and Catherine found it difficult to meet their gazes, so she looked at her feet instead which made the climb a bit easier. She was nearly at the top when she glanced up and they stepped back to make room for her. Lara wouldn’t look at her. 
 
    “Sit down.” 
 
    Catherine did as she was told and sat on the sofa. Rob stood nearer than Lara, who remained by the basement door, unable to watch. There were two large backpacks leaned against the wall next to her. 
 
    “We both know you have money,” Rob said. “How much is the question.” 
 
    “I really don’t,” Catherine said. She looked to her daughter. “Lara, is this really what you want to be a part of?” 
 
    “She said she doesn’t want to talk. So you’ll talk to me. All right?” Catherine nodded. “Good. So how much are you gonna give us?” 
 
    He was an idiot, that much was certain. The cadence of his voice was enough to tell by, if you wanted to be judgmental about it—his words like the quivering legs of a newborn foal, shaking and clumsy. His methods of negotiating or making demands were a clear indicator as well. She wondered if she took out her purse and gave him the twenty-six dollars or so she had inside if he’d accept that as ‘all she had.’ However, dumb as he was, it almost made the gun that much more dangerous. Would Lara really let him use that on her? 
 
    “Why should I give you anything?” 
 
    “Because,” he said, “if you don’t, we’ll go to the police.” 
 
    Catherine saw very quickly the direction he hoped to take this negotiation. He might have had a full hour or more to think it up in that thick skull of his. Maybe he’d forgotten that he himself was also a criminal. Catherine felt disappointed that her own daughter might have helped come up with it. As she sat there thinking it over, an idea occurred to her. She wasn’t sure if it would pay off—she didn’t have time to think that far ahead—but maybe it’d confuse them. 
 
    “Go to them for what?” 
 
    Rob’s eyes narrowed. “For whatever shitshow it is you’ve got going on…” He paused. “… down there!” He pointed the gun to the basement door. 
 
    “And tell them what?” 
 
    “You’ve got some guy tied up in your basement—” 
 
    “First of all, I’m not sure he’s tied up. And secondly…” She hesitated. His eyes flashed to the side as he listened. “Do you have a criminal record, Rob?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    “I’m sure the police would be interested in that, especially seeing as it was you who put that man in my basement.” 
 
    There was a deafening silence in the living room as all involved turned the conversation over in their minds, gauging each other’s reactions and trying to understand where she was steering them. Catherine watched Lara, and saw that her gears likely turned quicker than Rob’s. But she didn’t say anything. Still it was Rob who did the talking. And maybe that was both smart and deliberate on Lara’s part. 
 
    “You think you could blame it on us?” Rob asked. 
 
    “I certainly have no idea where that man came from. Do you?” 
 
    “Mom, stop.” 
 
    “Be quiet,” Rob said. He was smiling now, as if he admired Catherine’s game, and his admiration was enough to make her wish she hadn’t started it because it must not have been a very good one. “And how would they figure we know anything about him? We actually don’t know anything, so we couldn’t tell them, right?” 
 
    “Well,” Catherine started, and she picked herself up a little, straightened her back and steadied her nerves. “According to Lara, that man down there is the murderer of her little sister and my youngest daughter.” 
 
    Lara gasped. Rob gave her a fleeting glance but ultimately didn’t consider her. “And why would you say that?” 
 
    “Because I imagine that’s who he is,” Catherine said. 
 
    “Is it?” Lara asked. 
 
    Rob paid her no mind. “You have the same motive, don’t you?” 
 
    “I suppose I do. But clearly I wasn’t able to subdue a full-grown man and carry him into my basement, was I? I’m not even the type of person who might do that. That’s more fitting for someone with a criminal record, I’d think.” 
 
    “Possession, bitch. That’s it.” 
 
    Lara shook her head—a telling gesture. 
 
    He thought for a while, stared unblinkingly at Catherine while he did. She looked away, curious and fearful of what he might be considering. She hadn’t forgotten the gun he held rested on his leg. 
 
    “Well, how about if…” He paused, thinking again. The look of confoundment he wore told Catherine he wasn’t a creative type. 
 
    “We want twenty thousand in cash by tomorrow,” Lara said, stepping in. “We’ll be back tomorrow afternoon. If you don’t have it, I’ll go to the police alone and I’ll report you for what you’ve done.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them about what you’re doing to me—” 
 
    “I’ll tell them you’re lying, that you threatened to report us for some bogus robbery if we went to them about the kidnapping. I’m sure kidnapping and… whatever it is you’re doing down there is a bigger deal than that.” 
 
    “We don’t know about this shit, Lara,” Rob said. 
 
    “We’ll find out one way or another if it comes to that. Maybe we’ll all go to jail. None of this matters if you just get the money.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this to me?” Catherine looked at her daughter like she’d never met her before. She was thin, she thought. Too thin. Her eyes were dark and deep. She looked like someone who hadn’t slept for days. Surely, Catherine thought, she didn’t look this way overnight. How didn’t she notice before… 
 
    “Tomorrow afternoon,” she repeated. She turned and picked up one of the two backpacks. She nodded to Rob. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “It’s funny,” Rob said, heaving his pack over his shoulders. “If we hadn’t found him downstairs, we wouldn’t have had the idea to stick around and get more. You should have kept your nose clean.” 
 
    “Let’s goo.” 
 
    They left. Catherine stayed where she was, on the couch, and watched through the window as they walked down the street out of sight, seemingly having parked a distance away. 
 
    She felt too angry to cry. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The first thing she did was call Beth, who didn’t answer. So she left a voicemail, which Beth returned the second she probably listened to it when she was off work that evening. 
 
    “What do I do?” Catherine said. “I don’t have that money. I… well, I have most of it, but that’s everything I have. And would they believe me if I told them it’s all I have?” 
 
    “Catherine, calm down.” Beth blew low into the phone on the other end. “Even if you had twenty thousand… there’s a chance they’d want to know how much more you’re good for.” 
 
    “And if I just… give them nothing, they’ll go to the police. And if I go to the police… I can’t go to the police.” 
 
    “No, you can’t go to the police.” 
 
    The line was silent, both thinking. 
 
    “Does Ned know about all this?” Catherine asked. 
 
    “No. God, no. I mean…” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “What if…” Beth paused. Catherine perked up, pacing the living room. “What if we moved him… if when they came for the money, he wasn’t there?” 
 
    “Moved him where?” 
 
    “If we hid him, or moved him, they wouldn’t have that leverage anymore. Right?” 
 
    “I guess, but where? And if they go to the police anyway… they might come and search. I don’t know…” 
 
    “I don’t either, Cathy.” 
 
    Any hope Catherine had gained in reversing the curse and putting things right again was dashed upon the rocks. Crazy, she thought, how quickly everything could feel like such a mess again. 
 
    “Will you come over tomorrow? To help me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “And maybe we can think of something better together. What time are they coming, did you say?” 
 
    “Tomorrow afternoon was all she said.” 
 
    “I’ll come over in the morning as soon as I can.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    When they ended their call, Catherine stopped her incessant pacing and fell onto the sofa. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She lay awake all night. Once she looked at the clock and it read 3:24am and she screamed into her pillow. Her worries got her nowhere. No better ideas. She wondered if she asked for more time to get them more money, if she and Beth could devise a plan to get the antidote and set him loose before Lara and Rob came the second time. She wondered what might happen if she just locked all the doors and windows and didn’t answer when they came. She wondered how dangerous Rob really was. 
 
    She wondered how her daughter came to want someone like him. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    It was sometime between nine and ten the next morning. Catherine and Beth stood side by side in the cool basement, hands on their hips, quietly brainstorming what to do with the might-as-well-be-dead man. 
 
    “What do I tell them when he’s not here?” 
 
    “Tell them you killed him yourself. He’s gone and buried.” 
 
    That hadn’t occurred to her. She considered it. 
 
    “You really think that would work?” 
 
    “I thought about it last night,” Beth said. At those words, Catherine felt undeservedly lucky to have such a friend. “I think it would work. But it depends…” 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “How far we think they’re willing to go to get your money. They could kidnap you, take you to an ATM. Or, if this boyfriend of hers feels cornered without any leverage against you…” She paused. “Do you think he would hurt you? Or worse?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t think your daughter would let that happen.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she repeated. 
 
    Terrible, terrible, terrible. 
 
    “All we know is, you don’t have the money. Not all of it, at least. There’s nothing you can do about that. Aside from, you know… asking a friend.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you or anyone else. This is my mess.” Catherine looked at Beth in such a way as to get her attention. “I’m in disbelief that you’re even here helping me right now.” 
 
    “Of course I am.” 
 
    “When your friend tells you they’ve got someone tied up in their basement, that’s typically when you stop calling that person your friend.” 
 
    “Except I understand you. Even without kids, I get it.” 
 
    The man on the floor was milky, his lips outstandingly rouge by contrast. The bowls of his eyes were hollowed, a yellowish-brown. If either of them got much closer they would step back in offense of his scent. While Catherine had handled his digestive hygiene fairly well, she hadn’t exactly been giving him sponge baths. 
 
    “So where do you want to put him?” Beth asked. 
 
    “Definitely upstairs somewhere. But… it has to be somewhere obscure.” 
 
    They checked around the ground level, through the kitchen and living room. They looked in the garage. Beth thought perhaps they could shimmy him under the worktable where Catherine kept her neglected hardware and pile some boxes in front of him. It might work, Catherine thought. Then they checked upstairs, in the guest bedroom and in Catherine’s room. Under a bed would be too obvious, they agreed. Even worse in a closet. Beth reminded Catherine of the worktable in the garage, but somehow Catherine felt it wasn’t obscure enough. She had an idea. 
 
    They emptied the cupboard under the sink in the guest bathroom. Cleaner and extra toilet paper and a forgotten shower caddy that never saw any use. They crammed it into the master bathroom. 
 
    “We can lay him there. It’ll be uncomfortable, but he’s not awake for it. If we can position him balled up somehow…” 
 
    “Fetal position.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Secretly they both hoped to find someplace better on the ground floor to avoid carrying his dead weight up two flights of stairs. They stood on either end of him, still wrapped in his blanket. Catherine unwrapped him. Beth winced at the odor. 
 
    “Sure he’s still alive?” 
 
    Catherine took him under the arms and Beth took his feet. Together they hoisted him up, ass low and dusting the concrete, and carried him at a spider’s pace toward the stairs. Not five feet covered and Catherine doubted their ability to carry him up. Well, uninjured, at least. 
 
    They dropped him twice on the first flight. Once Catherine felt his weight pulling from her hands, and so she thought she’d set him down for a second. Beth thought that was a good idea. Upon setting him down his body skipped and bobbed down the wooden steps until Beth managed to tangle his legs around her own to stop him. Catherine grabbed him under the arms once more and they finished the first flight quickly with puffed cheeks and trembling thighs. They laid him next to the coffee table and took a moment to recover on the sofa. 
 
    “I don’t know how I got myself into this,” Catherine said. “I know how, I just… don’t know how I got this far.” 
 
    “You were filled with a lot of things, I’m sure. And what better object to direct them toward than the one who filled you with them…” 
 
    The second flight of stairs to the upstairs hallway was easier than the basement stairs. For one, it was carpeted. It was easier on their feet, and the fear of dropping him was lessened. Their lungs, however, were still out of air, their arms out of strength, when they reached the top. They laid him just outside the bathroom door. 
 
    “This is starting to seem less and less like a good idea,” Catherine said. 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “What if they don’t believe us and they search the entire house? They already ransacked it once. They searched everything. Lara knows where things are. If they look for him, if she looks under the bathroom sink—” 
 
    “She won’t think to look there.” 
 
    “But if she does, she’ll notice right away that it’s not like it was before, no matter how much we bury him with toilet paper and whatever else.” 
 
    “Let’s be honest.” Beth shifted her tired weight from leg to leg, leaned in the bathroom doorway. “We’re putting him here because we expect it’s a spot they won’t look. If they look most places, they’d find him. Unless you have a room filled with long, human-shaped boxes to lose him in.” 
 
    When their hearts quieted, they pulled him into the bathroom in front of the cupboard. Placing him into the cupboard wasn’t what someone would call graceful, or even gentle, though they tried to be. There were two doors, with a thin wooden beam between them, dividing the opening beneath the cabinet into two. They lifted and pushed him headfirst into one side, until his head bumped the back of the cupboard. Then they bent him at the waist, turned him onto his side, and folded his legs in behind him, knocking his knees against the dividing beam. They took another quick breather once he was in. When they closed the doors, they were only a half-inch shy of actually closing. Catherine pushed it shut against his weight, only to watch it open the moment she let go. It was good enough, she decided. Maybe. 
 
    “What if they look in here?” she worried again. 
 
    “They won’t,” Beth promised. 
 
    In two hours’ time, she would find out. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Not wanting to leave Catherine alone when they came, Beth insisted she park her car around the block and return on foot, planning to hide once they arrived. 
 
    “I don’t think you should be here,” Catherine said, skeptical. “If anything happens—if her boyfriend gets rowdy—I don’t want you involved.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I need to be here.” 
 
    “I don’t want you in any more danger than you already might be, with everything else.” Catherine had yet to comprehend the absurdity of it all. Not only had she involved herself in dealings with a psychic/witch/or whatever you might call her, and kidnapped a full-grown man into her home, she’d also somehow managed to be robbed and blackmailed by her own daughter because of it. It was too much. Without Beth, she thought she might be in a corner rocking herself away from sanity like a boat from the shore. 
 
    “I have my phone. I’ll be here to call the police should you find yourself in a position where you can’t.” 
 
    “I’m already in that position.” 
 
    “If it comes to life or death, I think your daughter’s accusations are a risk we’ll have to take.” 
 
    Catherine didn’t agree or disagree. “I wish I hadn’t done any of this.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’m serious when I say I don’t want you here.” 
 
    “If they—” 
 
    “Nothing will happen to me. They’re not going to kill me. And even if there was the slimmest chance they would, I’m not going to do anything to make that a possibility. I’ll give them what I can if it comes to it, if they go that route.” 
 
    “I feel like I wouldn’t have your best interest in mind to leave you alone.” 
 
    “You’ve done so much already, just being here at all. Trust me.” 
 
    Disappointed, arms folded, Beth took one last look around the house. Catherine got the sense that Beth might be a little disappointed in not being more involved in the excitement. Perhaps she found Catherine’s predicament thrilling. Not to detract from her generosity and empathy, of course… 
 
    “You should go now,” Catherine said. “I’ll have my phone on me the whole time and I’ll call you as soon as it’s over.” 
 
    “Better yet, have my number open so that if anything happens you can call me ASAP and I can help in any way that I can. I can call the police for you, in case you can’t speak or something like that.” 
 
    “And if I can call them myself, I will.” 
 
    Beth smiled. They hugged. Catherine watched as she gathered her belongings and left. 
 
    She had no intention of calling anyone for help. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She waited long enough that afternoon was close to being late afternoon, nearly evening. She received multiple texts from Beth inquiring about her wellbeing, to which she responded that they hadn’t shown yet. She fantasized that they’d changed their minds, or that Lara had changed hers and convinced Rob it wasn’t worth it. She looked out the windows dozens of times. Obsessively, even, from upstairs and downstairs. She wanted to see them coming, to be able to compose herself and be waiting near the door when they arrived. 
 
    It was a surprise to her when they got the jump on her anyway—she was in the kitchen when the doorbell rang. On her way through the living room she saw a car parked at the curb. It was Lara’s. 
 
    She opened the door and felt an odd relief. Lara waited alone on the porch. Catherine’s eyes darted to the car, around the yard, across the street. 
 
    “It’s just me,” Lara said. 
 
    “Where’s Rob?” 
 
    “He’s not coming.” 
 
    “Well…” Catherine lost her words. Suddenly she’d forgotten the plan of attack—or defense, more like. “I don’t have the money. Any money, I mean.” 
 
    “I’m not here for the money,” Lara said. “Can I come in, please?” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    “Can I come inside?” 
 
    Catherine took a second to think without really thinking at all. Her mind was blank. She nodded and stood aside, closed the door after her daughter. 
 
    “I want to see him,” Lara said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I need to see him.” 
 
    “Well, he’s not here,” Catherine said, choosing to stick to that part of their plan, at least. “I finished what I started. He’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” 
 
    “Gone. It’s done” 
 
    Lara appeared angry. “You mean—how? He’s dead? You killed him?” 
 
    The allegation sent Catherine’s stomach tilting. “I—I…” 
 
    Before she could think of anything, Lara fell apart. 
 
    “Was it really him?” she asked. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Well, yes. I mean—” 
 
    “That was the guy? The guy I saw downstairs in the basement… he was the one…” 
 
    Catherine only nodded. 
 
    “He looked so… young…” 
 
    Lara was crying harder now, and everything that had happened in the last few days blew out the window like ripped up letters in the wind. Catherine wanted terribly to take her in her arms. Somehow it shocked her, her daughter’s grief. She’d seen it before, of course. She’d been the one to tell Lara, and then there was the funeral. But over the past year, the handful of times they’d spent any time together, Lara had always seemed in a much better state than herself. She realized now how shallow her perception must have been. 
 
    “Lara,” she said. “Lara, listen.” 
 
    Lara turned and walked blindly into the living room, sobbing. She found her way to the piano, to the pictures there on top, and she reached a trembling hand to one but refrained from touching it. 
 
    “Lara, I lied. He isn’t gone.” 
 
    After a long moment of simply standing, Lara finally turned, her sobbing quickly reduced to sniffles, and in her tearful eyes there was already a seed of anger sprouting. 
 
    “He’s still here. I’m sorry. I thought you were here to… to do something else to try and ruin me.” 
 
    Her eyes softened. She nodded, then shook her head. 
 
    “I just want to see him.” 
 
    A weight of shame settled on Catherine’s heart, realizing she was now going to have to show her daughter that she’d stuffed the unconscious man under the sink in the guest bathroom. It was so much to absorb, she decided, Lara probably wouldn’t ask. 
 
    Together they went upstairs, where Catherine directed Lara into the bathroom and opened up the cupboard doors. Lara gasped, low in the back of her throat, when she saw him. They stood there quietly side by side for several minutes, just looking. 
 
    “What’s his name?" Lara asked. 
 
    Catherine tried not to think about it much, though she knew. 
 
    “Lewis.” 
 
    Lara knelt to get a closer look at his face. Pretty soon she was shaking with sobs again. She stood and faced Catherine. Unable to hold back any longer, Catherine did as she wanted and held her daughter tight against herself. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. She wasn’t entirely sure what she felt sorry for, but she was. So she said it again. 
 
    Lara whispered, hot and stuffy into her mother’s shoulder, something Catherine couldn’t understand but she let her imagination run wild. They embraced a while longer until they were interrupted by the doorbell. They parted. Lara wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    Catherine left downstairs. She looked through the peephole in the front door. She was both relieved and disappointed. She opened the door with the best smile she could manage. 
 
    “Kellie!” she said. The little girl was at first pleased to see her, but when Catherine stepped out onto the porch and shut the door behind her she was visibly confused. “I’m so sorry,” Catherine said, hurrying past Kellie to the car parked at the curb. The window rolled down, revealing Kellie’s mother at the wheel, who usually only stayed long enough to see Kellie make it safely inside. “I’m so sorry!” 
 
    “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Well,” Catherine began, thinking up a story on the fly. “I’m in the middle of a family emergency, unfortunately.” It wasn’t a lie, really. 
 
    “Oh no, I hope everything is okay…” 
 
    “It is! It is. I’m just… very tied up at the moment, I’m afraid.” She smiled and bobbed her head, waiting for the mother to fill the silence with a goodbye. She flinched as Kellie appeared by her side. 
 
    “I don’t have a lesson this week?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Catherine said. “I’m sor—” 
 
    The little girl exclaimed excitedly and opened the passenger door and climbed inside. 
 
    “Well, I hope everything turns out okay!” Kellie’s mother said. Catherine nodded awkwardly. “Should we just continue next weekend, then?” 
 
    “Yes! Please. Oh, and… um, don’t worry about paying next weekend, of course. To make up for today.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    She couldn’t get rid of them quickly enough. Once they were gone, she returned inside, where Lara waited in the living room, having watched them through the window. 
 
    “Who was that?” 
 
    Catherine sighed. “Oh, just… a client of mine.” 
 
    “A client?” 
 
    “I give her daughter piano lessons.” 
 
    Catherine paced around the room, picking up and replacing throw pillows on the couch and rearranging things on the coffee table. 
 
    “I didn’t know you gave piano lessons. How long have you done that?” 
 
    “Oh, not long. A few months.” She paused. “Kellie’s actually my only client as of yet. I met her mother at a parent teacher conference… her son goes to my school. Not in my class, actually, I just… I happened to talk to them for some reason or another, I don’t remember…” 
 
    She was rambling. 
 
    “Her daughter looks a lot like Joy,” Lara said. 
 
    Catherine must have rearranged the books and coasters on the coffee table a half-dozen times. She continued doing so until enough time had passed that it no longer felt strange to change the subject, a behavior which made the entire moment all the more strange. Luckily Lara didn’t pursue the subject. Instead, she changed it for her. 
 
    “So he isn’t dead?” she asked. She glanced toward the upstairs. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Lara nodded, considering. “Are you going to kill him?” 
 
    “I intended to, but not anymore.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    It took serious consideration before Catherine decided which truth she’d tell her daughter. 
 
    “There’s something else we need to talk about first.” 
 
    “What?” Lara asked, and then she remembered. “Oh…” 
 
    They sat together on the sofa. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m doing, mom.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Deep inhale. Slow exhale. “I’m a shitty person.” 
 
    “You’re not a shitty person.” An inkling of panic as she tried to find better words to elaborate. “I mean… what you tried to do was shitty, but you’re not a shitty person.” 
 
    Lara looked at Catherine, scrutinizing. “How can you not hate me right now?” 
 
    “I can’t hate you. There might be times I don’t like you. I know you haven’t liked me much lately, so you should understand that. I’ll never hate you, though.” 
 
    “You should.” 
 
    “Do you hate me?” 
 
    Lara tried her best to keep composed. She shook her head. No. 
 
    “I know I haven’t given you much reason to know it, but you’ve always been a good daughter. Aside from the trouble you’re in now, of course.” Catherine sat next to her. “I’m sorry if I’ve done anything to make you feel like I don’t care about you.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “It’s not.” Catherine watched her daughter, who was too afraid or too uncomfortable to meet her eyes. “Joy came so much later. She wasn’t planned, you know. And… it’s no excuse, but I’ll admit my attention was divided, and not equally. And given that you were old enough to not need me for as many things as she did—” 
 
    “You let me handle things on my own.” 
 
    “Too much on your own.” 
 
    Lara didn’t agree or disagree. “I still needed you.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I’m sorry.” 
 
    Lara sat quiet, and Catherine sat quiet only to give her daughter time to think. 
 
    “I’m sorry I broke in and…” She likely had a hard time saying it because it sounded so strange, apologizing so casually for something so substantial. “I don’t know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “I want to ask you this, but I don’t want you to take offense or feel accused. Have you been using something?” 
 
    Lara nodded. 
 
    “I know it’s not my place to suddenly start showing concern or advising you how to live your life…” 
 
    “You don’t need to,” Lara said. “I know what you’re going to say anyway.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “That I need to stay away from Rob.” She’d taken the words right out. “It would be too easy to blame everything on him. It’s not him, really. He’s not some ‘bad influence’.” 
 
    “Being with someone like him doesn’t help anything.” 
 
    “I know, and I don’t plan on being with him. It just happened. Neither of us are in good places right now.” 
 
    Catherine couldn’t squash the feeling squirming around inside her that she might be on the cusp of repairing something between them but that it was inevitable she’d fall short—that she just didn’t know enough about her daughter to truly be there for her, that the time to know her had come and gone. 
 
    “What can I do to help you be in a good place?” 
 
    Lara shook her head. 
 
    “Just be here, like this. This is enough.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Eventually Catherine got around to telling Lara about the man, but not before placing a phone call to Beth to fill her in on what had happened, which was essentially nothing. Beth was relieved. They agreed to talk later about their plan for Rosaline’s place. 
 
    “Please tell me you’re joking,” Lara said. “A curse? Like witchcraft?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “I never would have thought you’d buy into something like that.” 
 
    “Well I did, and it worked.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “It worked.” 
 
    “I said okay.” 
 
    They were downstairs now in the living room. Lara helped Catherine take the man out of the bathroom and they left him at the top of the stairs for now. 
 
    “Most vigilante parents would have just… killed him. Shot him, or something.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking about revenge until I met the psychic. I wanted to know who he was, and I thought I’d found him. I wanted him to know that I knew, and I wanted to know he felt guilty. He had to feel guilty. And then the psychic confirmed his identity, and went a step further…” 
 
    “If you’d been talking to a weapons dealer instead of a psychic this all might be different, then, wouldn’t it…” 
 
    Her daughter’s attitude was biting, but Catherine was understanding. 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Do you really believe he’s in the place she described? Being tortured…” 
 
    “I don’t know. But he’s in some kind of coma. It’s been two weeks. I don’t know what kind of powder she could have given me that might do that, while he seems mostly healthy in every other way.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “Well, he’s not looking so great right now, but that’s probably more to do with not being the best caretaker.” 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t kill him.” 
 
    Catherine felt something like relief and gratitude at that. 
 
    “I don’t think I ever had it in me. I think maybe that’s why I tried the psychic’s curse in the first place. Part of me never thought it would work.” She looked toward the upstairs hallway. “And he’s just a kid.” 
 
    “How do you wake him up?” 
 
    “The psychic told me there was a way to reverse it, but she wants all my limbs to pay for it.” 
 
    Lara chewed the inside of her cheek. “Sounds like Rob and I showed up at the worst possible time.” 
 
    “You had me drowning a little, I won’t lie.” Before Lara could open her mouth to apologize any more, she continued. “Beth, whom I called just a bit ago, has agreed to help me get whatever I need to reverse it.” 
 
    “She’s helping you?” 
 
    “I know. I can’t believe it either.” 
 
    Lara’s eyes zig-zagged the air, thinking quickly. “I want to help you, too.” 
 
    “I barely even want Beth helping. I can’t have you getting involved, too. If anything happens…” 
 
    “Please.” Lara’s stare penetrated in the sorriest way. “I have more right to help than she does. You have to let me. I need to.” 
 
    “What about Rob? Where is he, and what does he think is happening with your plans to rob me?” 
 
    “It’s over. He knows. Just let me help.” 
 
    Catherine mulled it over, but her thoughts were pulled into worrisome directions, imagining the kind of trouble they could all find themselves in. She found herself second-guessing her daughter’s intentions as well, which pained her. Could she trust her? 
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” Lara said. She stood from the sofa and retraced her steps to the piano, let her gaze touch each corner of the picture frame like so many times before, a ritual. “There’s more to my sister than her death, but that’s all I can ever think about.” She turned to Catherine, eyes set like hardened stone. “I need this.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Catherine spoke to Beth over the phone in the kitchen downstairs while Lara remained in the bathroom with the man. 
 
    “You’re sure about involving her?” 
 
    “She insists. It’s important to her. I’d prefer her this way than running to the police to turn me in.” 
 
    The line was silent. “Can you trust her?” 
 
    “I’m hoping so. I don’t want to turn her away.” 
 
    “I’m hoping so, too.” 
 
    “Maybe it’ll help having a third person. Do you want to come over to plan, or are you busy right now?” 
 
    “I can come now. Be there in a few.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    There was an obvious distance between Beth and Lara. A refusal to look the other in the eye—or when they did, it was cautious or even seething. Catherine caught on to it quickly, noting that it was mostly on Beth’s part. Beth hadn’t been there, so it would be harder for her to understand or trust Lara knowing only what she did. 
 
    Catherine filled Lara in on what she and Beth knew and what they planned to do. Most of their plan was without details, and most of it relied on people being where they were expected to be. 
 
    “The plan was to look everything over today, to make sure it was even possible. But… other things came up.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Lara picked at nothing on her jeans. 
 
    “Are you on drugs?” Beth asked, point-blank. “I know your mom’s too skittish to ask, afraid she’ll run you off, but this is important. You want to help and that’s great, but you have to actually be of help.” 
 
    “I’m not on anything right now,” she said. It was probably the truth, Catherine thought, but it wasn’t the most promising response. Lara turned to her then. “And I swear to you I’m trying to be done with that stuff. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “She’s your mom, of course she’ll worry about you.” 
 
    “Beth,” Catherine said, on edge. “Stop.” 
 
    “I just want to make sure you don’t end up in any worse trouble. The problem at hand is enough.” 
 
    “I’m not going to cause any more trouble. I told my mom before you got here, I want to help.” 
 
    Beth seemed unaffected by her answer, but they continued planning regardless. 
 
    Beth said, “If we can spot Rosaline at the bar, all we need then is to get the husband out of the picture, if he’s not already. He has a business number on his work truck, you said, right? What would be best is if we could call him and get him somewhere else regardless, just to know that he’s preoccupied.” 
 
    “I forgot something,” Catherine said, an overlooked memory emerging with a cloud of disappointment behind it. “There was a little boy when I went to see her at her home.” 
 
    “A little boy?” Beth asked. “Rosaline’s kids are older, I think. All grown. Could have been a grandson.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Maybe.” 
 
    “How little was he? If we get both the parents out of the house, maybe he’ll tag along with dad.” 
 
    “Pretty little. Little enough for that, I think. I hope…” 
 
    “All right…” Beth thought it over. “I don’t think that will matter.” 
 
    Lara spoke up, “What happens if we do this and the house is just… locked?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid to break a window,” Beth said. 
 
    “Nobody’s window is getting broken,” Catherine said. 
 
    “I’m not being funny. If the doors are locked, I will break a window.” 
 
    Catherine’s heart started pounding. It was becoming too real. The guilt she felt at dragging Beth into her problem crushed her like a burning car. The idea that her friend would go to such lengths to help her, while flattering, terrified her. Lara chewed her lip, possibly revealing she didn’t quite know what she was in for. 
 
    “So…” Catherine breathed to calm herself. “Rosaline is at the bar. Someone calls the husband, to get him away if he’s home—” 
 
    “I’ll call him,” Lara said. 
 
    “No,” Beth disagreed. “If he’s home when I get there, I’ll call him. I’ll give him this address. That way I can wait and watch him leave and know exactly where he’s going and give myself an estimate for how long I’ll have.” 
 
    “Then I’ll be here,” Lara said. “I can be here when he comes.” 
 
    “No,” Beth said again. “Your mom should be here. You can be at the bar, watching Rosaline’s car.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” Catherine asked. “I met him briefly that time I went over there. He might remember me. Then he’d know me, and know where I live…” 
 
    Beth pondered. Catherine got the feeling she didn’t want Lara there alone, in case they couldn’t trust her after all. What might she do? Rob Catherine’s home more? Do something with the unconscious man… 
 
    “I guess that wouldn’t be the best idea…” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Lara said. “I can handle myself.” Then she looked at Beth, whose eyes continued wobbling around her general direction as though avoiding seeing her altogether. “And nothing’s going to happen here. It’s just me. Rob is out of the picture. I don’t want anything more to do with… anything that happened yesterday.” 
 
    “Rob the robber…” Beth muttered. Finally she made eye contact with Lara. “If you’re sure you can handle it,” she said, without a hint of sincerity. 
 
    “All right.” Catherine shimmied in her seat. “So, assuming it works, and the husband is here, and Rosaline is managing her bar…” 
 
    “Then I’ll break into the house. I’ll find the book… What’s it look like, again?” 
 
    “Um…” Catherine remembered. “It was green. Dark green, and thick. I don’t remember what it was called, but the lettering on the spine and cover were black. I don’t imagine there being any others like it.” 
 
    “Unless it’s part of a series,” Beth added. “An encyclopedia series of witchcraft.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I was kidding.” 
 
    “Hmmm… She didn’t keep it anywhere special, either. I think when she grabbed it, it was just on their bookcase in the living room. I don’t remember, though. I don’t think she left the room to get it.” 
 
    “Okay, so big green book in the living room. Anyway, I’ll flip through it until I find what we’re looking for… and what is it we’re looking for?” 
 
    “I remember she copied the symbol I told you about from the page. I still have the scrap with the symbol she gave me. I can give you that and you can find the page with that symbol?” 
 
    “Easy enough. I’ll snap a picture on my phone, and then I’ll leave.” 
 
    “It sounds too easy,” Catherine said. “What if something goes wrong?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “What if you break in and the little boy is there? What if Rosaline leaves the bar, maybe not in her car, and comes home?” 
 
    “What if there’s an electrical fire and I burn alive in their living room?” Beth mocked. “A lot of unexpected bad can occur with any plan. Outside of the impractical, I think we’ll be okay.” 
 
    Catherine didn’t feel reassured at all. “You’ve watched too many of those movies.” 
 
    “What movies?” 
 
    “I don’t know what they’re called. The Julia Roberts one.” 
 
    “The Pelican Brief?” Lara suggested. 
 
    “No, there’s a bunch of them.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the Ocean’s movies,” Beth said. She turned to Lara. “The Pelican Brief? That’s the one you think of? Isn’t that movie older than you are?” 
 
    Lara shrugged. 
 
    Catherine’s heart was still beating harder than it should. It hadn’t really stopped since it started. Even if everything went smooth as butter and they got exactly what they wanted, she wasn’t sure she’d survive it anyway. Her heart would give out before the end of it. 
 
    “Everything will be fine,” Beth said, getting back on topic. “And if it’s not, if something goes wrong, it’ll be something simple.” She put a hand on Catherine’s leg, looked her in the eyes with as much understanding and promise of certainty as she could muster. “We’re not robbing a casino.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Beth didn’t want to waste any time. Neither did Catherine, but she felt much less gung-ho about it all. When it was suggested they try the next day, Sunday, Catherine knew without any doubt that she’d be getting no sleep that night. Which she didn’t. And once the ball was rolling—as they went over their final review of the plan in Catherine’s living room the next morning, and as Catherine was pulling out of the driveway, leaving Lara alone in the living room until it was time to play her part, and as she was driving toward the bar, watching Beth’s car grow distant in her rearview on her way to Rosaline’s house in the other direction—everything moved so quickly, like rain-beaten debris pulled through a violent flood, that Catherine felt helpless to try and stop any of it. 
 
    And the flood could only get deeper. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Going Back 
 
   Lewis made a blind run for it. He threw himself across the dark room, toward where he remembered there being a door. He hit the wall. He flapped his hands until he opened the door and fled onto the rickety staircase. In the narrow alleyway he screamed, called for help. How many similar cries for help were there a night? No footsteps followed. He looked over his shoulder, saw only the sparse torches lit overhead down the passage. The more brightly lit street waited ahead. A chirp from above drew his attention to the sky, where any number of creatures could be peering down at him at that moment, though he knew the one he heard was of a feathered variety. 
 
    He burst from the alley into the street, calling for help, and saw no one there to see or hear him. Picking up the pace again, he jogged down the street for anyone else he could find. A sudden explosion stopped him cold. The nearest overhead torch swelled like a burning treetop, one large ball of flame. Lewis watched, dazed. It fell from its hook to the ground, splashed on the street in a plume of smoke and ember. From the rising smoke, as though from an open doorway, a dark figure emerged, rushed Lewis with outstretched arms. Lewis choked on his own scream. Those fiery eyes pounced on him. Clawed hands lifted and spun him round like pizza dough, shoved him face down into the dirt. 
 
    “Now you can see,” he whispered in Lewis’s ear. “You cannot run.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Lewis was tied with rope behind his back, tight enough to pinch his wrists and to start a throbbing in the stump of his finger. His legs were also bound. It was near impossible, then, for an escape. And even then, his captor appeared to have… tricks, up his sleeves. 
 
    Lewis was carried naked and bound over the man’s shoulder all through town. He cried out for help as they passed open windows and doors, or even others walking plainly by, but no one responded. A group of women standing beneath a torn-up awning outside what looked to be a shop of some kind looked in his direction as he begged, but were uninterested. Soon they were at the town gate, the one Lewis had meant to find but never had. It was larger than the door he’d come through, and guarded by no one. Anyone or anything intelligent enough to work the opening/closing mechanism was granted access to town, it seemed. With Lewis thrown over one shoulder, the man turned the crank with his other arm, raising the gate high above their heads. When he released it, they slipped underneath and the gate slowly descended shut behind them. 
 
    Lewis missed his lantern greatly as they departed town without any light of their own. In the dark, all he had were the wet, glowing pits of the man’s eyes, which he dared not meet. They walked a good distance. Lewis watched the scant light over the town walls fade into the sunless world with everything else. 
 
    “Not much farther,” the man said. 
 
    They bumped and bounced in stride a while longer until Lewis was suddenly dumped to the ground like a bag of luggage. Fabric slipped and unfastened in the dark. Boots climbed onto something wooden, creaking. A puff of air revealed a beast near them, but a familiar one. Puff, puff. A horse. Bootsteps crossed toward Lewis and he was heaved into the air one last time before being passed through some kind of curtain and rolled onto a flat wooden space. If he had to guess, and it was a fairly easy one, they were in a covered wagon. There was a wet spot in the back of the wagon, soaked into the damp wood. 
 
    “And we’re off,” the man said. Lewis felt his eyes on him, though they weren’t glowing. The man laughed, low and privately. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Lewis asked. 
 
    “Somewhere I fancy no one’s ever been before.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Lewis lay flat on his back, listening to the noisy wagon rattle and jostle over every dip in the dirt. The bird followed them. It made soft cooing sounds in the air overhead, and every now and then it landed somewhere in the front with the man, who fed it something Lewis wasn’t sure he wanted to see. Now and then the man took a bite himself, slurping and crunching and licking whatever it was from the beard around his mouth. The man hummed a tune, one not very musical or catchy, in his deep, dragon-like voice. Occasionally he laughed at nothing, or at least nothing Lewis knew about. The wagon was damp with blood. Not Lewis’s blood. He worried all the more at what the man and his bird might be eating. 
 
    “What are you?” Lewis asked. 
 
    “You already asked me that.” The man shuffled around in his seat, noises of amusement rising in his throat, like he was on the verge of cracking up. “You do not remember?” 
 
    “I remember. You didn’t answer.” 
 
    The man chuckled. “You do remember, then.” He took another bite of his questionable meal, rolled the hard bits around his teeth and sucked the juices down. “I told you before, I am like you.” 
 
    “But you’re not.” 
 
    The wagon was quiet. 
 
    “I might have been, once upon a time.” He sighed, heavy and full of reminiscence. “Truth is, I do not remember.” 
 
    “You’re part of it. You’ve been here since the beginning.” 
 
    “Hmmmm…” The man considered. Then in a dreamy sort of drawl, he continued. “I have wondered… but I am not like the rest… you know… those things crawling about… they are animals… to me… I am not the same.” He smacked his lips, drew in a breath. “I have never met anything else like me. So I figure I must be like you. Though, if I am… I do not even remember my name… What do you make of that?” 
 
    Lewis didn’t feel much like speculating. 
 
    “Going quiet on me?” the man said. “Suit yourself.” 
 
    They rolled onward in silence. Lewis attempted sleep, but it was a joke to try he realized. The fear of their destination, its mystery, was too great to allow his mind to sink anywhere deep enough for that. 
 
    When Lewis first met the man, on that bridge when the bird stole his lantern, he had seemed much different. He was terrifying. With his burning, penetrating eyes, and the way they cast their light on Lewis full of knowing, and a hunger… He was terrifying even now, but it could be seen he was not entirely alien. He had questions of his own, about himself and other things, too. He gave the impression of being both determined and a little lost. 
 
    Lewis chewed on the things he’d said to him back at Terry’s room. 
 
    You are a very special man, Lewis. Did you know that? 
 
    You are my ticket out of here. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” he asked again. “Specifically?” 
 
    “To the farthest reaches,” he answered. An answer no less cryptic than before. Lewis hadn’t expected much else. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The man tossed something over his shoulder into the wagon. It scraped to a halt next to Lewis’s head. He was glad he couldn’t see it. Whatever it was, he guessed it wasn’t what it had been moments ago, and the deep rumble of a belch held in the man’s throat confirmed it. 
 
    “Still hungry…” he murmured. “Never fear… I know a place…” 
 
    Several minutes later, possibly an hour or two—time was so distorted—the wagon came to a stop. 
 
    “I will only be a minute,” the man said. “I suggest you sit tight.” 
 
    The wagon rocked as the man stepped down. His legs swished through grass until he was gone, and Lewis could hear the insects outside. Without hesitation he rolled toward the front of the wagon until he reached the opening. He sat himself up, a harder feat when your hands are bound behind your back. He leaned over the ledge of the driver’s bench. First thing he saw—the ONLY thing he saw—was what appeared to be a cloth tent not far off, lit from within. A shadow moved inside. The figure wormed at its edges in the licking firelight. A woman. She paced here and there, busying herself with something. That was, until the fire swelled, a trick Lewis had seen before. It swelled until the tent was full of it, caught with it. The woman shrieked. Knowing what would happen next, Lewis rolled himself onto the wooden seat, then off the wooden seat, down onto the hard earth below. He shimmied out from under the wagon and got to his feet. He looked over his shoulder. The tent was gone, vanished into charred darkness, a fizzle of embers twisting skyward. The woman continued screaming. 
 
    Ankles tied together, he hopped madly away, like a sack race for his life. With nothing to prod the darkness before him, he could only hope he didn’t run headfirst into something, or trip and have nothing to catch his fall. The grass was forgiving in that regard. Then he remembered something. 
 
    He can see in the dark. 
 
    Thinking quickly, he collapsed into the grass and lay there still, panting. He hoped he’d done it soon enough. The woman’s screams had ceased. He waited. Crickets, scared into silence by his commotion, stirred to life again one by one. 
 
    He lay on his back, hands crushed under his weight, staring up into an absence which suddenly caused a violent surge of longing through him. This man, who knew things, felt confident there was a way out of this place. An exit for which Lewis was somehow the key. Like drinking too quickly on a dehydrated stomach, he felt nauseous at the amount of hope he was filled with at such a possibility. Just when he’d begun to think he was looking at his eternity… 
 
    Something moved in the grass ahead. He winced, prepared for the rough clawed hands to heave him over a burly shoulder back to the wagon. 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    Glorious day, it was her. He caught his lips trying to remember a smile at the sound of her voice. How was it she always found him in the end, wherever he was? He opened his eyes, nothing to see. She walked closer. She bent down, and he felt her hair tickle his face. 
 
    “Let me untie you…” 
 
    “They’re tight,” Lewis whispered. “You might not be able.” 
 
    He rolled onto his belly. Her hands pinched and fidgeted with the ropes, but nothing loosened. 
 
    “Guess what?” he breathed. “There’s a way out.” She said nothing, fingers still toying with the knots. “He’s taking me there now. Except… I won’t want to be with him when we get there…” 
 
    It was true, now he thought of it. There was a way out, but he needed this man to show him how. Until then, he was as aimless as before. 
 
    “Wait,” he said. “Don’t untie me.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can, anyway…” 
 
    “I need to stay with him. It’s the only way.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I won’t learn the way out of this place if I don’t go with him. He’s the only one who knows…” 
 
    She didn’t say anything at first. He turned his head, brushed his chin over the dirt, trying to listen in a different direction, wondering if she was still there. 
 
    “You—” 
 
    “Lewis,” she said. “He can see me.” 
 
    A tentative growl behind them sent the hairs on Lewis’s neck on end. Footsteps, so close, crept behind them slowly, heavy and full. 
 
    “That’s right, little girl,” he said. “I can see lots of things.” 
 
    She stood, stepped back. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Lewis said. “It’s okay. Run. Run!” 
 
    She did as he told her. 
 
    The man’s voice, a thundery whisper: “Shoo, fly…” he said. “You don’t belong here…” 
 
    He grabbed Lewis by the feet. The efforts of his escape cost him a fresh layer of skin from his back as he was dragged defenselessly back to the wagon. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The wagon was freshly dampened when he was thrown back inside. And he wasn’t alone this time. Assumingly, the woman from the tent shared his quarters now. When Lewis heard the man eating as they traveled, it was no longer a question as to what he ate. 
 
    “You said I was your ticket out of here. How is that?” 
 
    “I told you before. You are a very special man.” 
 
    “Special how?” 
 
    The man laughed, followed by a low, exasperated whistle. “You do not like surprises, do you? Well I cannot blame you.” 
 
    “I haven’t yet met a surprise that I liked in this place.” 
 
    This got a loud, hardy snort from the man. 
 
    “No, I am sure you have not!” The man lifted something, inhaled the air around whatever it was, and then stripped its flesh away, chewed what sounded like pure gristle. Lewis ached with discomfort. The man spoke with his mouth full. “It is not often you come across a man such as yourself. Not in this place… Most who are condemned are condemned with deliberate haste. But you… whoever sent you here… has not made their mind up about you. Yet.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” he asked. He believed he knew the answer, brimmed with colorful surety at what the man would tell him next. 
 
    “Somehow, the lid is not yet nailed to your coffin.” He tossed the scraps of his meal over his shoulder, slopped them next to Lewis’s feet. It was wet and cold. 
 
    “I’m alive…” he said under his breath, mouthed it, so low it was hardly a sound. He spoke louder: “Getting out of here, though… all there are, are rumors. How do you know?” 
 
    “Mmmmmm…” the man growled, agreeably. “Sometimes not even I know how I came to know the things I do.” 
 
    He waited for more to follow but the man said nothing. 
 
    “You spoke my name the first time we met. How did you know that?” 
 
    “Ah,” he began, the pitch of his voice rising like someone who can’t contain their punchline. He took a moment to swallow his delight. “I have read your book.” 
 
    Lewis wasn’t sure he heard right. 
 
    “My book?” 
 
    “Fascinating things in there. Sad things. You are a sad person, are you not? Most people here are.” The man clicked his teeth with his tongue, spat something out. “Horrible how that little girl died.” 
 
    Lewis’s stomach went cold. He sat himself up, leaned into the corner of the wagon. He searched the dark for those ember eyes but they weren’t there. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he said. 
 
    “It’s all here, in your book.” 
 
    Lewis gritted his teeth. “What book?” 
 
    “This one here.” His voice was nearly choked with laughter. “Here, give it a read.” 
 
    Something landed at Lewis’s side. The man was only barely able to hold in his amusement, audibly trembling with the effort. Lewis awkwardly turned away from it, to feel with his bound hands. It was a book, all right.  
 
    “What is this?” he asked, although it felt more than familiar. 
 
    “Your book. Found it. Days ago.” 
 
    “What do you mean it’s my book?” 
 
    “I mean it is a book, all about you.” 
 
    “That doesn’t—” 
 
    Like a match in his hollow head, it ignited. He remembered, or at least he felt confident he did. When he’d last flipped through its pages he’d seen her face there, inked fresh like a tattoo. 
 
    “I was hungry, as I often am. And here you were, a fresh morsel creeping huddled through the woods so lost, jumping at every imagined sound. But there was something different about you. I could sense it. I could smell it. It dug my appetite deeper, I was starving for it, like nothing I have hungered for before. There had to be something special about you, I knew from the first I saw you.” 
 
    “So you followed me.” 
 
    The man’s grin was so broad, Lewis could hear his lips slide over his teeth in the pitch black. 
 
    “The Historic Inn tells stories both old and new.” 
 
    That was it. The book which had taunted him, that he had thrown across the room, had remained filled with his life even after he left. It made sense now, how the man knew his name, and how he was able to track him to Mercy’s Shore. Knowing this, in its own small way, took some mystery out of the man, some of the danger. He still wasn’t human, of course—something else entirely—but he wasn’t an all-knowing demigod, either. Lewis held the book, blind to its contents, and was curious what all it said about him. It wasn’t the thickest book… 
 
    “And it told you… I was alive? Outside this place?” 
 
    “Your death is not yet written. Not in this world or the last. I knew that was what I smelled on you. The others… they bring their death with them like rot in their shoes. If you could read it now, I imagine this very wagon ride is being described in the most poetic prose, up to this very moment.” 
 
    “That doesn’t explain how you know the way out of here.” 
 
    “I have…” He mulled his thoughts over, aggressive in his search, picking the right words. “… a knowing… in me. I exist as part of this world, and there are things about it I have always known. I do not know where I learned them. Only that I know them. It is the dark. It is me, as much as I am it. It knows me, and I know it. I’ve only been waiting for someone to come along who could be used as I need them to be used.” 
 
    Someone still alive, he meant. It was hard to believe in all the time the curse existed that he was the first not to be killed upon being sent into it. Maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he was only the first this man had found in time. 
 
    Lewis set the book down. 
 
    “What will happen?” he asked, uncertain. “How will you… use me…” 
 
    “If all goes well,” the man started, “you and I will be very much alike when this is over.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The wagon stopped. The man jumped down from the bench, footsteps trudging away through… sand? The sound of waves was evident. They’d returned to the ocean. Lewis listened intently. The soft roar of the sea did nothing to ease his anxiety. Not far off, something was dragged through the sand. A wooden boat, he thought. Then the footsteps returned. 
 
    “You know where we are?” the man asked, a guessing game. 
 
    “The ocean.” 
 
    “That is right! Would you like to know what we are doing here?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” the man said. “That is all right. I will tell you. You see, normally if you were to head in that direction, out there, you would find nothing. You could row a boat for miles and miles until eventually the ocean took you, one way or another.” 
 
    “So you brought me here to take me miles and miles into nothing.” 
 
    “Of course not, Lewis. You are different, remember? You are special.” 
 
    The wagon leaned as the man climbed up and reached in. His clawed hands took hold of Lewis’s feet and dragged him. He pulled him upright, carried him from the wagon like a toddler from their car seat, and then stood him on his feet in the sand, hands on his shoulders, facing the sound of the lapping waves. 
 
    “A man, special as yourself, will find something else. The waves are not endless. This world does in fact have edges. There is an exit, but you must have the key to unlock it.” The man bent, beard against the side of Lewis’s face with the smell of an old, damp washcloth. His breath, just as unpleasant, tickled the inside of Lewis’s ear. “Death has yet to seal you in this place. It is open to you.” 
 
    “And you think you’ll be able to come with me…” 
 
    “I know it.” The man took a deep breath of the ocean air, held it, and released it with satisfaction. “I am no sailor, but I feel it does not matter. The exit will bring us to it, draw us in on its current. We need only row.” 
 
    He pushed Lewis over into the sand. Lewis lay, fatigued and blinking sand from his eyes as the footsteps trailed off. The man dragged the boat some more, closer to the water. 
 
    Caw, said the bird, presumably from on top of the wagon. Lewis had forgotten it was there, it’d been so quiet. It barked, little chirpy sounds in its throat. Something had its attention. It cawed again. The man stopped what he was doing. The boat dropped in the sand. Silence. Lewis squirmed, turned his head this way and that, trying to hear what they heard. 
 
    “Stay away from us, I’m warning you,” the man said. 
 
    Scampering through the sand, someone arrived at Lewis’s shoulder, kicked more sand into his eyes as they dropped to their knees beside him. Without warning, they brought a stone down upon his forehead. His vision exploded with stars, the first he’d ever seen in this place. He let out a grunt, dazed and spinning. 
 
    “Now you know where,” she whispered. She struck him a second time with the stone. He felt his own blood spatter his face, his lips, as the crack in his skull was made deeper. The bird shrieked, took flight, airborne. “You know there’s another boat.” 
 
    Before she could strike him again the bird was on her. They tussled on top of him. Her hand smushed against his face as she braced herself, batting with her other hand at the creature Lewis could hear clawing trenches in her flesh. She cried out, bird beak chomping. Lewis, in his bloodstained stupor, saw the brightly burning eyes drawing near in the background. He wished there was something he could do besides lay helpless. He rolled from side to side, strained his limbs against their restraints. Naked, the ropes only dug into his flesh like razor wire. Blood pooled into his eyes. The dizziness expanded into something else. He was falling in place. The only thing anchoring him on the beach was the sound of all their voices, the bird pleating and beating its wings, the sound of her sliding in the sand, her tiny breaths, the sound of heavy boots kicking toward them, next to them. 
 
    She never landed a third blow, but the first two were enough. Their voices slowly diminished, farther and farther away around the bend of a dark tunnel somewhere, echoing and swollen. He wanted to tell her to run, get away, far, far away, but his tongue was dead in his mouth. He was going back, he knew. Back to the start of his journey, as naked and empty-handed as he was then. 
 
    In the final seconds before he was washed away he listened as she was lifted, screaming, in the grips of those ember-eyes. Once more he left her in the wake of all his troubles. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Unexpected Bad 
 
   Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, her largest pair of sunglasses eclipsing the upper half of her face below her sports visor. To any passersby, even someone who might know her, she looked like nothing more than your average soccer mom. The hard-driven, little red car she was parked in—she’d borrowed Lara’s—told a slightly different story, but nonetheless she was disguised. 
 
    The parking lot was small and mostly empty. To avoid attention she parked across the street at the convenience store there. From there she saw everything she needed. The bar entrance and the few vehicles parked outside. Rosaline’s purple car was there. 
 
    Now she waited, windows rolled down to let out the heat, phone in her lap, cold bottled water purchased from the very same convenience store in the sticky drink holder. 
 
    Her phone buzzed. It was Beth. She answered, shaking with nerves. 
 
    “We already have a problem,” Beth said, the usual sarcasm in her voice. 
 
    “What? Don’t say that.” 
 
    “I’m here, a couple houses down. Husband’s work truck is here. I tried to call the number but it goes straight to voicemail.” 
 
    The fact their plan could be so easily interrupted not only frustrated Catherine, but caused her to question its soundness. They’d taken almost no precaution, whatever precautions there were to take, and their plan relied on everything going just as they wanted, which, of course, doesn’t account for people behaving like people. Unpredictably. 
 
    Catherine considered. Beth could leave a voicemail, she thought, and then they could simply wait throughout the day to have their call returned. Then, once the husband was on his way, they could both drive to their respective positions—Catherine at the bar, Beth at their home—and start from there. But that relied on their call being returned. 
 
    “Should we leave a voicemail, wait until he calls back?” 
 
    “I have a different idea,” Beth said. Catherine listened, both eager and trepid. “I knock on the door and ask to use the phone. I’ll tell him my car broke down or something.” 
 
    Catherine’s chest was rioting. “What? You can’t do that. That’s… We can’t just make things up as we go.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “What if he recognizes you? You’re one of her clients.” 
 
    “I’ve never met the husband.” 
 
    “And what do you expect to happen if he lets you use the phone? What if he just hands you a cell phone and lets you make the call on the front porch? This isn’t an idea, Beth, it’s… it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Do you want to wait all day for him to check his voicemail? Chances are he doesn’t even take work on weekends. He makes his own hours after all. Guy doesn’t want to work weekends.” 
 
    “You can’t just knock on the door and show your face to the family we’re stealing from.” 
 
    “We’re not really stealing anything. I’m taking pictures. And it’ll be fine.” 
 
    “How will you take pictures, or even get ahold of the book when you’re just there to make a phone call? No, none of this is smart. He can’t be there. This wasn’t the plan.” 
 
    “We have to try something.” 
 
    “What are the chances he lets you use the phone and isn’t in the room while you do it? Assuming you even get inside to use a phone. He’s going to hand you a cell phone. People don’t use landlines anymore.” 
 
    “We still have a landline…” 
 
    There was silence on the other end. Their plan was falling through, which wasn’t a big surprise. There wasn’t much to support it to begin with. 
 
    “I won’t ask to use the phone, then. I’ll ask for help with my car.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “I’ll tell him my car won’t start. Battery is dead.” 
 
    “So then what? He follows you out to your car to give you a jump?” 
 
    More silence. “Yes, actually. And while he’s doing that, I’ll ask if I can use the bathroom.” 
 
    The more they talked it through the more ridiculous it sounded. Catherine wasn’t sure why Beth seemed so desperate to get it done as soon as possible. 
 
    “It’s not going to work, Beth. It’s fine. We can think of something else. Plan something else. It’s not like…” She paused, tasted the words before she spoke them. “It’s not like we need to do this today.” 
 
    She was meant to return to work the next day. Life was meant to continue. And it would. Hers wouldn’t, not exactly. But life would. She would just have to hold onto him a little longer, until a better plan occurred to her… 
 
    “If not today, Catherine, then when? That guy isn’t looking too good, did you notice? I know you’re doing your best, but that might not be good enough. Not for him. And if not for him, not for you either. My plan sounds stupid as shit, I know, but it’s a plan. I can improvise. You know I want to get you out of this situation you’re in. Sooner rather than later. If you wait too much longer, who’s to say he isn’t going to die anyway.” 
 
    And wouldn’t that be a relief, Catherine thought. She hated herself for thinking it. Things were easier when you just let them happen. Let the world wash over you. Roll over you, more like. She would hate herself a lot more if she actually let that happen. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. Relented. “Do what you think is best.” 
 
    Even she could hear the defeat in her voice. When Beth responded, her voice carried an acute awareness of that defeat. 
 
    “We have to try.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’m going to hang up now. Whatever happens, I’ll call you. All right?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Okay. Wish me luck.” 
 
    “Don’t do anything too outrageous.” 
 
    “Of course not. I’ll call you soon. Bye.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    She dropped the phone in her lap. The bar across the street was exactly as it had been at the start of the phone call. No new patrons had arrived. No one had left. She sat and watched, eyes glazed over as she barely processed what she was looking at. The physical world before her was lost to the thoughts stampeding around inside her mind. She saw Beth, playing it up as a ditzy woman in need of rescue. Maybe she’d even remove her wedding band before she went to the door. Who knew. Beth was funny like that. Crazy like that. 
 
    Ten minutes she waited, sweat dripping from her temples, and nothing happened at the bar. 
 
    “Do you need help or something?” 
 
    Catherine jumped in her seat. A man approached her window. He was young and scrawny, hair orange as an orangutan. When he saw her expression he slowed, kept a comfortable distance. 
 
    “Is there something I can help you with?” he asked again. 
 
    “No. I’m all right.” Catherine felt too on edge to smile. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Okay. I thought maybe you were stuck here or something.” 
 
    It was then she noticed his colorful, logoed shirt with a name badge on the chest. Steve. He was the gas station clerk, though she didn’t remember him when she’d bought her bottled water. 
 
    “No, I’m just waiting for someone. Thank you, though.” 
 
    He gave a curt wave of the hand and turned back to the store entrance. Catherine took a sip of her water, then decided to drain it instead. She threw the empty bottle on the passenger floor. She pulled down the sun visor mirror and looked herself over, a compulsive habit. As she raised it back she spotted a purple car pulling out of the parking lot across the street. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Rosaline departed at a pace Catherine thought needlessly dangerous. She was heading somewhere in a hurry. 
 
    Catherine—ice cubes playing plinko down her ribcage—dialed Beth, muttering under her breath as the phone rang and rang until it didn’t anymore. 
 
    “What are you doing, Beth…” 
 
    She started the car. She put it in reverse just as her phone started ringing and buzzing in her lap. She snatched it up, only to see it wasn’t Beth who called her. It was Lara. She answered. 
 
    “Lara?” 
 
    The words coming through were unintelligibly despaired. Lara was on the other end babbling something, her mouth too far from the phone to even begin making out what it was. 
 
    “Lara, you have to calm down. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Rob’s here!” she cried. 
 
    Another cold punch to the gut. “What do you mean Rob’s there?” 
 
    “Rob’s outside. He’s banging on the door…” Lara lowered the phone to screech something at him. Catherine heard ‘go away’. 
 
    Catherine sat listening to the hysteria on the other end of the line, thinking. 
 
    “Lara, I’m calling the police. I’ll be there in a few.” 
 
    “Don’t call the police!” Lara said. “He’ll tell them everything. Don’t.” 
 
    “What is he doing there?” 
 
    “He’s here for money.” 
 
    So many thoughts whirled through Catherine’s mind. Did he have the gun? Was this all a ploy? Was Lara still in cahoots with him and this was their roundabout way of getting the money out of her? They now essentially had her house again. Were they luring her home to rob her a final time? But if that were the case, she thought, none of these theatrics were necessary. Another ambush would suffice… 
 
    There was a commotion on the other end. Lara screamed. 
 
    “Lara, I’ll be there soon. Don’t open the door.” 
 
    Catherine reversed the car, put it in drive, and swung out into the street much like Rosaline had only moments ago. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    There was another car parked outside when she arrived, beaten and dirty as Lara’s but without the charm of calling it a ‘little red car’. Rob was at the front door, leaning against it tiredly. He turned as Catherine pulled into the driveway. He stepped away from the door, waited at the top of the porch steps. She unfastened her seatbelt. She prepared to get out, lungs swelling with both her breath and fury in equal measure. She shook with it, and it felt nice for a change to tremble with something other than fear for once. She stepped out of the car, purse clenched in one hand, strap dangling. Rob came down the porch steps toward her. His face was greasy and sunburnt peeking out from his jacket, a choice in attire which Catherine would attribute to insanity if she didn’t know the reason he kept one hand in the jacket’s pocket. She stormed across the driveway toward him and watched as his feet faltered on his way to meet her. 
 
    “You want money?” she asked. “Is that why you’re here again?” 
 
    He nodded, but he wasn’t looking too smug. 
 
    She opened her purse and dug around inside. It was broad daylight, the spring disguising itself as midsummer with shriveling heat, and Catherine felt too impatient to care what her neighbors might think, should they be watching. She fished out a wad of what looked to be nothing but dollar bills. She threw it at Rob’s feet. 
 
    “There. That’s it. That’s all I have for you.” 
 
    Rob stood, shoulders slack, face pouting. Catherine thought he looked like a little boy then, ill-equipped to pretend he had any plan beyond simply stomping his feet and making demands. He planned his schemes about as well as they did. 
 
    “That’s not all you have,” he said. 
 
    “That’s all you’re getting.” She stepped toward him, crushed the money under her feet as she closed the space. “You put that money in your pocket with that gun we both know you aren’t using any time soon. And if you want to make a bigger scene than this, go ahead. Call the police. They’ll come for me and they’ll leave with you. I have nothing on me.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them about the man down in—” 
 
    “Go ahead. He’s gone.” 
 
    Rob didn’t say anything. Catherine stared him in the eyes. 
 
    “He’s gone,” she said again. “Do you understand?” 
 
    Rob looked over his shoulder. The curtains in the window were pulled apart, Lara watching from inside. 
 
    “And you leave her alone. She doesn’t want anything to do with you anymore. And even if she did, I won’t have it.” 
 
    “You can’t—” 
 
    “No, I can’t. But I’ll try. You should get some help as well. Doesn’t matter to me. Just stay away from us. I’m clean now, as far as the police are concerned, so I won’t hesitate to call them if you make me. Do yourself a favor and get out of our lives.” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder again. The curtains were no longer pulled apart but Lara was surely still watching. They had something between them, Catherine understood, however unhealthy it was. She knew how tempting something could be when you felt you had nothing. She only hoped Lara would find something else. Something better. 
 
    “I don’t want to see you again,” Catherine said, and she moved past him. She unlocked the front door and went inside without giving him another glance. She set her purse on the coffee table, blew out the long breath she’d been holding in. 
 
    “What happened?” Lara asked. She was seated on the couch under the window. “What did he say?” 
 
    Catherine rubbed her temple where a painful throb had formed. 
 
    “I can’t have this right now,” she said, almost a whisper. “This is the last thing I need right now…” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No, Lara. I’m not okay. There is nothing okay with me right now.” 
 
    She mumbled, “Are you upset with me…” 
 
    “He’s leaving, and you’re not to see him again. Do you understand?” 
 
    Lara was quiet. 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Catherine rounded the coffee table, loomed over her daughter, that fury still leaking from every pore. 
 
    “I need you to understand that, because I’ve got enough going on right now. I can’t handle this on top of everything else. Please don’t give me more reason to worry about you.” 
 
    Lara met her mother’s eyes, which Catherine knew couldn’t have been easy. Her daughter looked at her with so much regret and shame, a look that said nothing will ever be the same between them, and Catherine’s fury was promptly extinguished in a downpour of heartache. 
 
    “I won’t,” Lara said. It was a promise made in tone of voice alone. 
 
    Catherine stood there a bit, catching up with her thoughts. 
 
    “I hope he doesn’t come back… I need a drink of water…” 
 
    Halfway to the kitchen her phone began to ring inside her purse on the coffee table. Those ice cubes fell again, heavier than before. She’d nearly forgotten. 
 
    “Damn it,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She dug out her phone. Besides the phone call, it appeared she had an unread text message. Both were Beth. 
 
    “It’s Beth. Apparently she sent me a picture earlier but I haven’t had a chance…” 
 
    She answered the call. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” she said. “I meant to call you, but something came up here at home and I had—” 
 
    “Mrs. Blake?” 
 
    Lara shook her head, mouthing ‘what is it?’ as she watched her mother’s eyes go foggy and distant. 
 
    The woman, whose voice did not belong to Beth, repeated herself. 
 
    “Mrs. Blake?” 
 
    “Um… yes. Yes?” 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Blake. This is Rosaline Avila. I think we have met.” 
 
    Her mouth was dry. “Yes, I think so.” 
 
    Rosaline’s voice carried over the phone in the most calming and pleasant manner, the malice underneath somehow amplified by it. 
 
    “I have a friend of yours here at the bar. I do not think she is fit to drive home, and would feel much better if you could come pick her up. Could you do that?” 
 
    A stream of expletives jammed in the back of her throat, words of terror and panic, she could hardly answer past them. 
 
    “I—I’ll be there right away.” 
 
    “Oh, good. See you soon.” 
 
    Rosaline Avila hung up. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “I wish I didn’t need to bring you,” Catherine said, as Lara buckled herself in while they pulled out of the driveway. 
 
    “No, it’s okay,” Lara said. “I want to come. I want to help.” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going to happen. I don’t think it’d be a good idea to go alone… depending on what they’ve done to her…” 
 
    The afternoon was hot and intensely bright. Not a cloud in the sky. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” Lara asked. 
 
    “She was caught. I don’t know what else.” 
 
    A little more than ten minutes later they pulled into the bar parking lot. Beth’s car was parked there, the only car. After shutting off the engine they sat together, though it didn’t do them any good talking about what might happen when neither of them had any clue. 
 
    “Am I coming in with you?” 
 
    “No, stay out here. I’ll leave the keys in case it gets hot. And if anything happens out here, scream. Okay? Honk the horn. Anything. Just… if I take too long in there…” 
 
    “You want me to call the police?” 
 
    “No, not that.” Catherine thought. “For all I know they’ve done nothing. I don’t know. I knew Beth shouldn’t have…” 
 
    She stepped out onto the hot asphalt. Walking toward the entrance, she felt like she was in middle school again, walking to the front of the classroom to give a presentation. Only the classroom was one woman, and her presentation was on how she most definitely did not scheme to rob that woman of something in her own home. 
 
    She couldn’t see Lara through the glare on the windshield, but she gave a reassuring wave just before she went inside. 
 
    The music was off, along with most of the lights. The door shut behind her. She waited near it, scanning the empty room. Tables were cleared, though chairs hadn’t been put up. It was apparent the bar had been evacuated by management. The word ‘hello’ sat in the back of her mouth but she couldn’t speak it. She continued waiting. She scanned the bar again and again, watching for anyone who might be hidden in those far dark corners. A dusty odor hung in the air. The door to the office behind the bar was closed. 
 
    What if she’s dead? 
 
    “Hello?” she finally said. 
 
    Did they have cameras, she wondered? Were they watching her? 
 
    She opened the entrance door just enough to poke her head out, where she peered across the parking lot to her car. The sun streaked across the windshield, where she assumed Lara was still sitting tight. 
 
    She jerked her head back inside when she heard the door to the office swing open. Rosaline was there. She stepped out behind the bar, wearing an amicable smile. 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Blake.” 
 
    “You can call me Catherine.” 
 
    Rosaline ignored her. “I am glad you were able to swing by, I think your friend is ready to go home for the day.” 
 
    “What’s happened to her?” Catherine walked to the bar, but her eyes darted around those same faraway corners. 
 
    “She is fine,” Rosaline said. She bent across the bar and collected a couple glasses which must have been left by customers. She turned and set them in the sink against the wall. “I think she is a bit exhausted, is all.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Snooping through someone’s home will do that, you know.” 
 
    She turned around from the sink, still pleasant as ever, though her eyes met Catherine’s a little sharper than before. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    The smile faded, the eyes remained narrowed. 
 
    “What gave you the idea you could come into my home without invitation?” 
 
    “I don’t know what—” 
 
    “What gave you the idea you could try and take things which belong to my family? Steal from me?” 
 
    She waited for Catherine’s answer even when they both knew what it would be, which was apparent when she interrupted her a second time. 
 
    “I really don’t—” 
 
    “You have done a very bad thing, Mrs. Blake.” 
 
    Catherine didn’t speak. 
 
    “I will not accept your play at ignorance. You must answer for it.” 
 
    To admit to their plan would be a mistake, she thought. She didn’t know what Beth might have said. She also didn’t know what might happen if she stuck to her denial, but it felt safer than taking responsibility for something that, in all fairness, she couldn’t be accused of without any doubt. 
 
    “I don’t understand what you’re asking me to say.” 
 
    “My husband, after discovering there was nothing wrong with your friend’s car, found your friend in our bathroom with one of my books. We looked through her phone and found a message sent to you. A picture.” 
 
    Catherine’s drumming heart rendered her speechless, her throat wobbling like a smokestack in an earthquake. 
 
    “You stole from me.” 
 
    She hadn’t looked at the message on her phone yet. It was a picture. She guessed it was a photo of the page they needed, the antidote. There was no denying the accusation now. She couldn’t walk out, not without Beth. And the only way to get Beth was to give Rosaline what she wanted. 
 
    “My phone is in the car.” 
 
    “I want it.” 
 
    “Okay, if you’ll give me a second to get it.” 
 
    “I will come out with you.” 
 
    Catherine looked to the open office door, where she thought maybe they were holding Beth. If that were the case, Rosaline wasn’t the only one back there with her. 
 
    Catherine held the door for Rosaline as they left the bar. They crossed the parking lot, Rosaline following behind, her heels clacking cleanly on the pavement, shadow bobbing to Catherine’s right. The sun, lower now in its descent towards night, lit the windshield up bright as the sun itself, so that Catherine had to look away as they approached. She opened the driver’s side, bent in… and found the passenger seat empty. The keys remained. Her purse remained. But Lara was gone. In that instant her instinct was to panic. She had half a mind to ask Rosaline what the fuck they’d done with her daughter. But as she bent there, already sweating in the car’s heat, she realized Lara might have gone on her own. Was she scared? Was it all too much? 
 
    Did she know something? 
 
    Catherine kept her alarm to herself. She searched her purse until she found her phone. She handed it to Rosaline. 
 
    “Did you send the picture to anyone else?” 
 
    “No,” she answered. “I didn’t even get to open it or look at it myself.” 
 
    Rosaline, her ageless face shielded by the sleek curtain of her hair, browsed Catherine’s phone right there next to the car. Tap, tap, tap. 
 
    “You did not look at it, you say?” she asked, without taking her attention off the phone. “You would have unread messages, if that was the case.” She looked up, dark eyes sparkling with mischief. “A thief and a liar.” 
 
    “I didn’t look at it, I swear.” 
 
    “It does not matter,” she said. She stuck Catherine’s phone into her pocket. “I am keeping this, just to be safe. I hope you have not sent it anywhere else.” 
 
    Catherine shook her head. 
 
    “Let us go back to the bar.” 
 
    They were halfway across the parking lot when Catherine stopped. 
 
    “Is Beth even in there?” 
 
    “She is inside. You can take her home now.” 
 
    Catherine’s stomach writhed and ached with nervous cramps. She imagined Rosaline carrying a body bag out from the office for her to put in the trunk of her car. They reached the entrance and stepped inside. 
 
    “I am sorry you have regrets,” Rosaline said, leaving Catherine at the end of the bar as she made her way to the office door. “That does not make it okay to steal from me. You understand this, yes?” 
 
    “I understand,” she said, desperate to have Beth back and to get the hell out of her bar. “You won’t hear from me again.” 
 
    Rosaline paused in the doorway. She smiled, then said, “That’s fine.” 
 
    She disappeared into the office. A minute later—an agonizing minute—Rosaline emerged, alone at first. Then behind her Beth came, and behind Beth a large man whom Catherine recognized as Rosaline’s husband. Beth, even at first glance, was not okay. 
 
    “What happened?” Catherine asked. “What did you do to her?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Beth said. She walked haggardly, like someone walking their final steps in the endless desert. It was almost like she was drunk. But her face… there was something on her face, a smear of red from her brow to her chin. 
 
    “Are you bleeding?” 
 
    Catherine moved toward them. Rosaline stood aside and let Beth through. Catherine took her by her hands, looked her over. She looked into Beth’s eyes, who looked back but wasn’t wholly there. 
 
    “You’re okay?” she asked. She didn’t believe it. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Catherine agreed and led Beth to the entrance. Over her shoulder, Rosaline and her husband watched. Rosaline had adopted her congenial smile again, the one that said ‘thanks for coming in, come back soon’. She wore it very well. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Catherine took them away from the bar, down the block and around the corner, where she parked in some evening shade. She shut off the engine. 
 
    “I fucked up,” Beth said. 
 
    “Yes, I can see that…” She couldn’t help but stare at the streaks down Beth’s face, flaking like dried paint. “What is that on your face?” 
 
    Beth lowered her vanity mirror and checked herself out. 
 
    “It’s not blood, I don’t think. Not mine, at least.” 
 
    “What did they do to you?” 
 
    Beth looked down at herself, studied her arm where Catherine now noticed a few rings of bruises on her bicep. 
 
    “I was an idiot. You were right.” She rested her head back, eyes shut. “It worked like I thought, up until a point. He was outside to help with my car and I was inside to use the bathroom. That all worked like I hoped. Took me a little longer than I would have liked finding the thick green book in the living room. I took it in the bathroom. He was really quick learning my car started up just fine. I was so stupid… I’m sorry Catherine.” 
 
    “What did they do to you?” 
 
    “Well, I opened the door and he was waiting for me, saw me holding the book. Asked me what the hell I was doing. I just kept apologizing and told him I would be on my way, and he grabbed me by the arm, which I guess is where these bruises came from…” 
 
    “And the stuff on your face?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Catherine. He kept me there until his wife came home. When Rosaline got there, they took my phone and she read through it, saw the message I’d sent you. I just sat on the couch waiting. She came out of the kitchen with this stuff in her hands and smeared it on my face before I could even register what happened. I got really tired almost immediately, like that stuff you told me about, the stuff you used…” 
 
    “I hope that’s all it was.” 
 
    “She probably just wanted to make sure I didn’t cause a scene getting me to the bar.” 
 
    Catherine started the engine. “We’ll come back later to get your car. You have the keys?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Just as Catherine pulled away from the curb, knuckles wrapped against the window, startling her. She mashed the brakes. 
 
    “Get in!” she shouted. 
 
    She unlocked the doors and Lara hopped in. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Beth asked. 
 
    Lara, mouth open to speak, was silenced by the sight of Beth. 
 
    “What happened to your face?” 
 
    Catherine pulled away from the curb, on her way to take them home. 
 
    “Rob showed up at home,” Catherine said, keeping the story simple. “He’s gone for now, hopefully for good. I brought Lara with me to the bar in case anything happened, or if I didn’t return… except when I DID return—” 
 
    “You’re going to be proud of me, mom,” Lara said. She was beaming. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    Lara was out of breath having ran after the car, most likely. “Do you have your phone?” 
 
    “No. Rosaline took it from me.” 
 
    If Lara could beam any brighter she’d have blinded them all. 
 
    “I thought she might. Or I thought she might at least delete everything on both your phones. I forwarded Beth’s message to myself. The picture. Then I deleted that message, to me, from your phone. Hopefully that’s all it took. I left hoping they wouldn’t know a third person was involved.” 
 
    Catherine regarded her daughter in the rear view. It was hard to be glad about anything after the day she’d had, and the worry she’d felt for both of them. It would make her sick eventually, the guilt of bringing them into her mess. Probably kill her by the end of it all. However, although she didn’t return Lara’s ecstatic grin, she was impressed. 
 
    “I hope no one saw you in my car when we arrived, or ditching the car when I was inside…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” Her voice was shrill with excitement. “We have what we need. Now we just need to use it.” 
 
    It did matter, Catherine thought. If Rosaline had any reason to suspect that someone else had the information, this wouldn’t be the end of it. But then, the more Catherine thought about it… 
 
    “I have to say, as awful as I think she’s treated you, you have to admit your daughter thought ahead.” 
 
    Sarcastically from the backseat, “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    “This is good news,” Beth said. “Why do you look like you need to pull over?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s over.” 
 
    Careful contemplation from the passengers. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think we got let off easy. They took our phones. Is that really enough, do you think?” 
 
    “What else could they possibly want?” Lara asked. 
 
    Beth, following along with that scheming mind of hers, knew exactly what Catherine meant. She said, “They could want to punish us.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Beth dried her face with a hand towel in Catherine’s guest bedroom. The paste rinsed easily. 
 
    “I’m fine. Don’t even feel tired anymore. And don’t you dare apologize. I’m sick of hearing it.” 
 
    They joined Lara in the living room downstairs. Lara had her phone out. She held it up to Catherine as she sat down next to her. 
 
    “Think this is it? Looks like a cookbook recipe.” 
 
    Catherine took the phone and observed the picture Beth had taken. It was of a single page of the thick green book. The top half of the page described the curse itself, although its title was in a language Catherine didn’t recognize. The ingredients and instructions matched what she’d understood about the powder, though it’d been supplied to her already made by Rosaline. The symbol to be painted on the victim’s face was drawn plainly in the margin. It all looked mostly as Catherine expected. The lower half of the page, however, was divided from the top, another ritual of sorts, its title written in the same mysterious language. 
 
    “How did you even find it?” she asked Beth. “The titles are…” 
 
    “Do you know what this language is?” 
 
    Beth took a look. “I have no idea. Latin, maybe? But it’s on the same page, and it references the curse above it, or that same phrase at least. I think it’s safe to assume it’s the reversal.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s safe to assume anything at this point.” 
 
    For all they knew, beneath the curse were instructions on how to kill the victim after being put into the cursed state. It listed no outcome. 
 
    “Lucky this book isn’t entirely in that language,” Beth said. 
 
    It was lucky, if you wanted to call it that. Only the titles and certain phrases in the text were in the other language. Otherwise the book had been printed in English. And when Catherine finally got around to reading the instructions themselves, she was immeasurably relieved at its simplicity. 
 
    “Oh thank god…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Looks like it uses the same powder for the most part, which is fine because I didn’t use it all. I mean… I hope I still have enough…” She handed the phone to Beth to look it over for herself. “The only addition being…” 
 
    “An object of emotional importance to the cursed…” Beth read aloud. “I assume that’s what you don’t have yet.” 
 
    “I can get that, though. Even today, I think. Easily.” 
 
    Beth returned the phone to Lara. “You know where he lives, you mean.” 
 
    “I know where he lives.” 
 
    “Are we breaking in again?” Lara asked, pocketing her phone. 
 
    “No,” Catherine said, smiling not because she was happy or amused, but because she felt what must have been the first real glimmer of hope since she’d started any of this. “I have his keys.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Beth believed it was best she return home for the rest of the day, which Catherine agreed. Her husband would wonder what they’d done together all day. She also needed to come up with an explanation as to how she lost her phone. Those lies she would tell her husband were another brick in the wall of guilt Catherine was so busily constructing. Before she left, Beth exchanged numbers with Lara should they need her for anything. 
 
    “That’s my landline, so if I’m home I’ll pick up.” She turned to Catherine. “See, sometimes living a little in the past is useful.” 
 
    First Catherine took Lara to get something for dinner. They settled on a local burger joint called Randall’s. It was quiet and practically empty. There was one other couple eating when they arrived, and by the time they sat down with their own food the couple was leaving. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Catherine asked, watching her daughter scarf down her burger. Catherine only ordered small fries. 
 
    “I feel okay.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Catherine had a hard time making sense of the last week. Not even the last week, but the last couple days. It troubled her, the direction her daughter’s life had taken. Except that was a lousy way to describe it. ‘A direction it had taken’, as though it were a sudden change, out of nowhere. She seemed fine now, in the moment, away from that situation, back with her mother. But that was exactly it. Catherine never would have guessed what Lara’s life was actually like. It was as if unless you kept your children under your eye at all times, it was inevitable they’d become a stranger to you. How could they not? The moment you let them go, the world had its way with them, didn’t it? And when you saw them again, it wouldn’t be the real them you saw. They played the part for you. Firstly because they want you to be comforted by their supposed stability, and secondly because they might not like the truth any better than you. 
 
    “You aren’t, though,” Catherine said. “I know you aren’t, because things don’t change that fast.” 
 
    “Mom…” 
 
    “Just know…” She paused, waited for her daughter to look at her. She wouldn’t. “I’m here for anything you need. Anything. You don’t have to turn to anyone else if you don’t want to. I just want you to be…” She trailed off. To say she wanted her daughter to be happy felt like a farce. It was true, of course, but the last few years were not proof by any means. “I’m not the greatest mom, but I want to be better. We’re both going through a lot of changes right now and I think—” 
 
    “Mom.” Lara set her burger down, or the couple bites she had left of it. “You don’t need to reassure me. You don’t need to explain anything.” 
 
    “I’m just… I’m having a hard time knowing where to go from here. I want things to be good, and I just—I don’t know how to fix what went wrong.” 
 
    “There’s no fixing what went wrong. Joy died. We can’t change that.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    Lara appeared agitated now. Once again, every interaction Catherine attempted felt like a mistake or a misstep—a misstep she mentally scrambled to repair but to no avail. 
 
    “Tell me what you want from me,” Catherine said. “What can I do?” 
 
    “I already told you. Just be here. You really don’t owe me anything more than that, especially not after what I tried to do to you.” 
 
    “I owe you so much more than that.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. You feel bad because of things I said, things I said because I wanted to blame someone else. Neither of us can help how things went, so it’s best to just… forget it. No need to keep picking at it. We can start from here.” 
 
    “I know you’ve been in a bad place and I don’t want you going back to that…” 
 
    “I don’t intend to. And either way, it’s up to me now, isn’t it? Stop pretending like you can intervene and rescue me or something. Rob is out of the picture and that’s a good enough start. Let me handle my life.” 
 
    Lara stared at her tray, Catherine stared at her. 
 
    “Okay,” Catherine said. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The day was bleeding out into dusk when they reached the apartment complex. Catherine parked her car next to his, which sat just as she’d left it a couple weeks ago. She held his keys tight in her fist, the keys to his apartment which Catherine had never dared enter, in fear that someone living there would see her and ask about his whereabouts, thus connecting her to his disappearance. 
 
    It was a Sunday night. There wasn’t much activity to be seen around the complex. Catherine and Lara got out together and made their way toward the building. 
 
    “Do you know which door?” 
 
    “Apartment number eight. It says on the parking pass hanging in his car.” 
 
    Through the front door of the building—which lacked any security buffer to get inside—they were immediately greeted by a stairwell. Each landing offered them two doors to choose from. They climbed the stairs until they came to door number eight. 
 
    “Here we are…” Catherine muttered. 
 
    First she knocked and rang the bell. When no one answered, she picked through the few keys on his keyring until she found the winner. Once the door was unlocked they stepped inside very quickly and shut it behind them. Lara found the light switch next to the door and flipped it. The living space—it was a one bedroom—was small and relatively clean. Keeping a place clean was rather easy when it was empty as this one. There was a small television in the corner, propped on what looked like an old end table. There was no couch. Instead there was a single folding chair. Did he have close friends, Catherine wondered? A girlfriend? Was there anyone in his life waiting for him to come back? 
 
    Quickly, Catherine ignored the rest of the living room—it was so bare and sad, there wasn’t much else to see anyway—and hurried into the bedroom. She flipped the light on. There was a single twin bed in the corner, a dresser against the wall at the end of the bed. A desk was pushed into the opposite corner with a desktop computer beneath it, a small monitor on top. Catherine went to the closet and pulled open the doors, revealing what was unmistakably a single man’s wardrobe. 
 
    “Thank god,” she said. 
 
    “What?” Lara wandered in behind her, taking everything in. 
 
    “He lives alone. I was worried there might be someone else, or someone who might be arriving after us.” 
 
    “This place is empty,” Lara said. She went to his desk, pulled open drawers. “Barely any clutter, even in the places you’d expect anyone to have some. No mail or bills or anything in here…” 
 
    Catherine pulled through the shirts hanging in the closet. There were several of what she assumed were band shirts, bands she’d never heard of before. Black shirts with busy imagery splashed onto them like graffiti. 
 
    “You heard of any of these?” she asked. 
 
    Lara stood next to her. “Yeah, a couple. He’s really into music.” 
 
    Catherine stepped away from the closet, hands on her hips. “I don’t see any stereo or CDs.” A pang of disappointment. “I don’t see much of anything.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to find something of emotional importance in this place? He doesn’t have anything…” She thought. “Maybe he’s worse than I gave him credit for. Maybe he’s some kind of… sociopath, or something.” 
 
    “Having an empty apartment doesn’t make someone crazy.” 
 
    “I don’t see anything here that says someone lives here. There’s no personality. No attempt to make it his home.” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t spend much time here.” 
 
    Catherine shook her head. “He spent plenty of time here. If he wasn’t at work, I think he was here.” 
 
    Catherine sat on the bed, defeated. 
 
    “I know when I was depressed,” Lara said, “I spent most of my free time asleep. I came home from work and went straight to bed. And I stayed there pretty much until it was time to go to work again.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “After Joy.” 
 
    Catherine chewed the inside of her lip. “I never knew… I wish you’d have come to me.” 
 
    “Well it’s beside the point. All I’m saying is, maybe he’s the same. This apartment kind of makes me think so.” 
 
    Catherine scoffed. “What does he have to be depressed about? He’s not the one who—” 
 
    “He’s the one who killed someone’s little girl. I doubt it’s been easy to live with that.” 
 
    A noise, an electronic bleep, grabbed Catherine’s attention. Lara had booted up the computer. When it started, they were shown a login screen. 
 
    “It’s password protected,” she said. 
 
    “Can you get past that?” 
 
    Lara regarded her mother with dead eyes. “No.” 
 
    Feeling letdown, on the brink of desperation, Catherine opened up each drawer of his dresser and dug through the contents. Socks and underwear, a drawer of pants and pajamas. It was only the bottom drawer that didn’t contain clothing, and what it did contain was possibly just the thing Catherine was hoping for. 
 
    “Looks like he does keep a clutter drawer,” Catherine said. 
 
    The drawer was filled with torn-open envelopes and what appeared to be unfolded letters. They knelt in front of the drawer and sifted through its contents. They each removed letters, skimmed them, stacked them, skimmed some more. 
 
    After only a handful each, Lara said, “I think these are all from his mother.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Catherine didn’t want to stay in the apartment any longer than necessary, should someone show up looking for him. So Lara bundled all the letters from the drawer together and put them in a trash bag found under the kitchen sink and they left for home. 
 
    “I want to look through these some more tonight,” Catherine said. “I’m sure there are a dozen of them we could use…” 
 
    When they were home, they both changed into more comfortable clothes and joined each other in the living room, where they poured the letters out of the trash bag onto the coffee table. They each read through them, one after the other, and shared letters they thought particularly meaningful. 
 
    “I get the feeling he didn’t write back much,” Lara said, adding another letter to the pile of ones they’d already read. “Most of these are her just… asking if he’s okay…” 
 
    “And asking if he’ll come visit…” 
 
    “I wonder why she wrote letters in the first place? Why not email or call or text or…” Lara waved a handful of letters in the air. “…anything but this?” 
 
    “Maybe his address was all she had…” 
 
    They read through half the pile before Catherine decided she needed a break. She stood and stretched. 
 
    “You done?” 
 
    “No. I just need a break. I’m going to make his smoothie. Are you hungry at all?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Catherine blended up the usual. She poured it into a small pitcher, which she’d discovered made pouring into his mouth immensely easier. She took it downstairs where they had returned him the previous night. Lara continued reading through the letters. 
 
    “Hey you…” she whispered, kneeling next to him. “Visited your place earlier.” She set the pitcher down. She leaned in and observed his face, the color of his sickly skin, the darkness around his eyes. “Looks the same as I imagine it did last you saw it…” 
 
    She lifted his head and slid her leg under to prop him up. She put the pitcher to his lips, pressed it against his lower jaw until his mouth parted, and slowly started to pour. Once it entered his mouth his lips puckered to it and he started to swallow. It was as if he waited for it now, the one voluntary function his comatose mind allowed. 
 
    Footsteps down the wooden stairs made her pause. Lara was there, halfway down and watching. 
 
    “Is this what you do every day?” 
 
    “Every day.” 
 
    She continued down and stood next to Catherine. 
 
    “So those adult diapers were for him.” 
 
    Catherine didn’t confirm nor deny, she only continued pouring the smoothie, gradual enough for him to keep up. He swallowed it down, gulp by gulp. There were probably so many nutrients he was deficient in that she wasn’t considering, but it was something. Hopefully soon it wouldn’t matter… 
 
    “He’s not looking so good.” 
 
    “If all goes well it won’t be for much longer.” 
 
    Lara rubbed her arm meekly. “I’m sorry you’ve had to deal with all this alone.” 
 
    “I did this to myself.” 
 
    “I mean… Joy and everything.” 
 
    The man had stopped swallowing and the smoothie was dribbling out of his mouth. Catherine set the pitcher down for the last time. It was mostly empty, anyway. 
 
    “I’m the parent. I should have been there for both my children and I wasn’t.” Catherine lifted his head off her leg, positioned him comfortably, and then got to her feet with a groan. “Let’s finish off those letters.” 
 
    They returned upstairs and sat down with their pile of paper and envelopes. There were still so many to go through. Catherine began to doubt they’d find one that qualified. 
 
    “I don’t think any of these will work,” Lara said. “All these letters begging him to respond and to come home. Some of them even seem… I don’t know, manipulative? Desperate? Like she’s trying to guilt him into coming home.” 
 
    “I think she just misses him,” Catherine said. 
 
    Lara set down the letter in her hand. “I don’t think he liked his mother very much.” 
 
    “He must have cared about her some, at least. Or else he wouldn’t have held on to all of these. Right?” 
 
    That said, Catherine still wasn’t sure the letters would be good enough. Maybe there was something they hadn’t found. It was hard to know for sure with only half a conversation. 
 
    “I don’t think he knows his dad,” Lara said, reading through another letter. “Or… he’s dead, maybe?” She read further down the letter and suddenly she rose to her knees, clenching the letter in both hands. “Mom, I think I have it.” 
 
    “Have what?” 
 
    Lara’s eyes flashed from one side of the page to the other, one line to the next, reading. 
 
    “This is it,” she said. “We have to go back.” 
 
    Instead of handing the letter over she came around to the other side of the coffee table and put it down in front of Catherine, pointing to a particular line on the page. Catherine read it over quickly. 
 
    “A picture of him and his dad,” Lara said, before Catherine could finish reading it for herself. “She sent him a picture of his dad. I bet it’s there somewhere. We need to look through everything.” 
 
    “A tie, too.” 
 
    “A what? A tie?” 
 
    “Further down, she says she sent him one of his father’s ties. A red and silver one.” Catherine looked up from the letter. “His father’s favorite.” 
 
    “Well there we go,” Lara said. “Hopefully between the two, one will work. If we can find them.” 
 
    “How do we know it’s emotionally significant or… whatever the hell?” 
 
    “If we find it there, that means he’s kept it for one reason or another. We have nothing else.” 
 
    Catherine looked woefully at the papers spread around them, like a filing cabinet exploded. “I’ll get my keys.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    It was well after dark the second time they arrived at the apartment complex. Quiet as sleuthing children, they slipped back up the stairway and into apartment number eight. 
 
    Catherine had felt bitter disappointment the first time they walked inside. The lack of property had meant a lack of things to choose from. Now, however, it meant less to search through. Lara agreed to start in the living room/kitchen area and Catherine returned to the bedroom, where either of the items were most likely to be. 
 
    She returned to the dresser. She pulled open each drawer. She rifled through every article, digging until she saw the bare wooden bottom of each drawer. There were four drawers in all and none of them contained any photographs or ties. She went to the closet again. All the band shirts. Did he even own any proper dress clothes? Catherine didn’t think so. She slid every hanger across from one end of the closet to the other. At the opposite end, separated from the more casual t-shirts and sweaters, there was exactly one button-up shirt, white. Hanging next to them on some clipping hangers was a black pair of dress pants. There was still a shelf above the hanging rod, however. She dragged the office chair away from the desk and stood on it to get a better look. 
 
    “I found it!” Lara called. “The picture!” 
 
    She came running into the room, waving it like it was a freshly developed polaroid. She was smiling ear to ear. 
 
    “He has a few books on his little shelf out there. This was a bookmark.” 
 
    Catherine was relieved they’d found something. She gave a cursory glance across the upper shelf of the closet and saw what looked to be an old pair of sneakers, a pair of hiking boots, a red aluminum toolbox, and two dress ties. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    One was black, the other red and silver. 
 
    “And I found the tie.” 
 
    She jumped down from the chair and they exchanged their findings. The photo had that old quality to it, the fuzzy coloring. In it was a young man, possibly in his late twenties, sat in a chair with a small boy in his lap. So many years later, Catherine instantly recognized the boy as the young man in her basement, though in the photo he was understandably more… lively. In front of them the father held a children’s book. On its cover was a brightly colored field of flowers, and standing in the flowers was a large gorilla, a blue balloon held by the string in its fist. Seeing himself there, a look of awe in his big, childish eyes, so enraptured in the story that he was entirely unaware a photo was being taken, sparked a wound of guilt so sharp and fine she felt it physically in her body, an aching. She could hardly look at it another second. She thrust it back into Lara’s hand. 
 
    “That should work,” she said. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Tired as they both were, Catherine was impressed when Lara noticed something as they turned into the driveway. The garage door rumbled up, but Catherine stopped there to look herself. 
 
    There was a package on the doorstep. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    They stood together by the front door. Catherine held it, a package about the size of a thick hardcover book, but it was too light to have anything like that inside. In fact, it was so light it felt empty. 
 
    Catherine took the package into the kitchen, where she pulled a knife from the cutting block. She hesitated. 
 
    “I’m not sure I should.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “We don’t know what it might be.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s why we open it.” 
 
    “I’m almost positive I know who left it.” 
 
    “That woman. The witch.” 
 
    “Psychic.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Catherine set the package on the countertop. 
 
    “What could she have sent us?” Lara asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Anything is possible at this point, isn’t it? She already gave me one thing and it seemed to work pretty well.” 
 
    Catherine must have made a good point as Lara didn’t argue further. 
 
    “Like I said before, we got off easy. I don’t think trying to circumvent her business practices sat too well with her. Certainly not well enough to be let off with a slap on the wrist.” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Just throw it away?” 
 
    Catherine looked at the box for an uncomfortable amount of time. There wasn’t a name or an address, as it hadn’t been delivered by post. It had been delivered personally. She wanted to throw it away. There was really no reason not to. Anything in the box would be trouble, she thought. 
 
    “What if it’s information?” Lara asked. “What if it’s something we need to know, or have? What if she returned your phone?” 
 
    That was something Catherine hadn’t considered. The simple notion actually calmed her, like she’d been paranoid expecting anything else. 
 
    “I’ll open it if you want.” 
 
    “No,” Catherine said. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    She slit the tape on both sides, drew the knife down the middle. Lara leaned around her shoulder to see. Catherine winced as she pinched the cardboard flaps. The box wasn’t open two inches before something emerged out at them. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Lara yelped. 
 
    Both their shrieks were borne more from surprise than danger. A gray moth danced into the air, pedaling its tiny wings as it swooped drunkenly from side to side. After the shock wore off, Catherine, realizing just how odd it was, couldn’t help thinking something was amiss. She grabbed for it and it fluttered just out of reach toward the ceiling. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lara said. 
 
    “There’s nothing else in the box.” 
 
    Catherine began to climb onto the countertop to get closer. Lara lifted the empty box up to see for herself. 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    With a groan Catherine hoisted herself up. Her knees throbbed against the hard countertop. She reached for it again, clawed for it like a playful cat, but it drifted away by mere inches and floated toward the living room. 
 
    Climbing back down Catherine said, “It means they intentionally sent us a moth in a box, which means it must be more than just a moth in a box.” 
 
    When they pursued it into the living room, it had escaped them. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    They had the items they thought they needed. They would perform the reversal the next day. Catherine, having to return to work, entrusted Lara with watching the house and making sure the man was taken care of. 
 
    “I’m not changing him,” she said. 
 
    It had all come together somehow. She couldn’t wrap her head around the how of it, even if she had been there all the while. A week prior she had felt helpless, like she’d dug herself into a very deep hole with no rope or ladder. It amazed her she had found the help she had in Beth, and even more so Lara. While she still had a distant buzzing of doubt about her honesty, her intentions, she was glad Lara wanted to be involved, even if it was the most bizarre method of getting closer to her daughter imaginable. 
 
    Catherine went to bed that night optimistic about their chances with the reversal. And not only that—she went to bed optimistic Lara would still be there in the morning. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    No amount of optimism would help her sleep. However thoroughly she imagined the next day, all its possible diversions and outcomes, she couldn’t find satisfaction in being certain it would work out. Based on the past alone, she figured she must be lying to herself in some way, to think things could return to normal. If their day had been any indication, she should expect all facets of their plan to fail. 
 
    She tossed and turned for a couple hours until finally she’d exhausted herself enough to lay in one position for longer than a minute. The longer she lay there, the slower and more vague her thoughts became. Soon she was drifting. 
 
    On the brink of sleep her eyes snapped open. The blank ceiling returned her alert gaze with its empty shadows. She rolled over, sat up in bed. Her door was open and someone was standing in it. A tall shape. Holding her breath, she remained sitting, limbs stiff. She blinked. She blinked again. The dark was unchanged. Someone, not Lara, continued watching. Catherine stared so directly, eyes turning dry, she wasn’t sure if she imagined that the figure swayed from side to side. When her mind mustered up enough denial, she leaned across her bed and flipped the switch on her nightstand lamp. 
 
    The door was open but it was empty. If there hadn’t been a figure, she thought, her bedroom door didn’t open itself. Could Lara have come in for some reason? She threw the blanket off and made her way to shut the door. As she did, abrupt footsteps left the bedroom, footsteps only her ears could detect. Catherine halted at the end of her bed. She waited, listened as they trailed down the hall. She stood in place for a full minute, deciding if she’d fallen asleep after all. 
 
    Without taking another step she called out, softly, “Lara?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She followed into the hallway, turned the light on there. Lara’s door was shut. She tiptoed to the other end of the hall, where the stairs faded into gloom below. She peered down and her body turned stiff again. It was there, near the front door, in the corner. Watching. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    The figure stood in place, and again the longer Catherine stared the more she thought she saw it swaying very slightly side to side. Feeling bold, she took two steps down the stairs. It was unchanged. She hunched her neck, squinted to make it out better, but the darkness offered no details. There was something so foreign about it, she felt oddly safe—or rather, she didn’t feel in immediate danger. Part of her suspected it was nothing, even as she saw its shape plainly, lucidly. She was not asleep, and it was not a coat rack or anything else playing tricks with the shadows. It was a humanoid form, arms at their sides, standing straight, and it moved, she thought. But somehow it was nothing. If she turned around and went back to bed, she would be all right. 
 
    Feeling bolder still, she took two more steps, halfway down the stairs now, and as she did the figure took a step deeper into the corner. Goosebumps raised all down her arms. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    She took one more step down. The edges of the shadow changed. They blurred. Like vines of shadow, its form very slowly spread out behind it, like ink on wet paper. It was as though it were attaching itself to the walls like mold, gradually losing its shape. Disoriented by the sight of its transformation, Catherine took two more steps down. Then another, and then another. The closer she came, the more quickly it dissolved, until she walked directly toward it across the foyer from the bottom of the stairs, challenging it to reappear, and by the time she reached the corner there was nothing and she was alone in the dark. 
 
    Above her the hall light turned off. She spun around. Froze. Hands out front, she made her way back to the foot of the stairs. She grabbed hold of the stair banister, directed her eyes blindly to the top. The lamp in her bedroom must have gone out as well. Pitch black. 
 
    Footsteps again. Up above, in the hallway. They came closer, toward the head of the stairs. Paused. Catherine gripped the banister tighter. 
 
    “Lara?” 
 
    They rushed toward her, stomped down the stairs like someone in a hurry. She retreated away toward the front door, muscles wound tight around her bones, ready to carry her away from this approaching thing at any moment. 
 
    “Lara!” she screamed. 
 
    Her back met the wall just beside the front door and she shrank against it, the footsteps arriving before her. It towered, breathless, noiseless, a presence of watching, its eyes on her. Catherine screamed. 
 
    Upstairs the guest bedroom door opened and instantly it was gone, that feeling, lapped away by the sound of Lara emerging into the hall, and Catherine’s terror was traded with a distinct sense of out-of-place-ness. The hall light illuminated. Lara approached the head of the stairs. 
 
    Through the gloom, silhouetted against the upstairs light, Catherine glimpsed the flutter of a moth. Reflexively she clapped her hands, caught it between them. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    Catherine got to her feet. She opened her hands, saw the death on them, the moth which was not a moth. Its wings like dust on her skin. 
 
    “I got it,” she said, and went to the kitchen to wash up.  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    PART III 
 
    The Glimmer 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    By the Light of His Lantern 
 
   He pushed himself up off the sand. 
 
    The sea waves roared and crashed around him. 
 
    Now you know where. 
 
    He lay in the sand for a moment, catching his breath. He tasted the saltwater on his lips. He touched his wet lips with his now-intact finger. Good as new. 
 
    You know there’s another boat. 
 
    He knew where he could find one. Or at least, someone who did. 
 
    “I’d better hurry,” he said, and climbed up and started walking. 
 
    The man with the fiery eyes would know where he was soon enough. The living ink would tell him. Just now it would be describing his journey across the shore. It would tell of his trek along the tree line, up the slope of sandy boulders, across the grassy plain to the next beach, where a tiny wooden shack lay hidden below like a freckle in the sand, its window lit to reveal a withered old man inside… 
 
    All this would be laid bare in honest detail on the pages of his book, which meant he had little time to waste. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    He approached the tiny shack empty-handed, his voice the only tool he planned to use. When he reached the door he stood thinking, planning, scheming, but ultimately he had little control over how the next few moments would unfold. It was an awkward reunion, to be sure. 
 
    He knocked three times. 
 
    “Huh?” a tired voice said. A chair scooted. The old man groaned. The door didn’t open, however. Instead, he peeked his head out the window. “Who is it?” 
 
    Lewis stepped toward the window, close enough to be seen by the firelight but not within arm’s reach. He saw the confusion in the old man’s eyes melt to recollection, and then harden to fury. 
 
    “It’s you,” he said. “You slimy fuck.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’re the last person I ever want to see.” 
 
    Impatient, Lewis sighed. “I’ve met a handful of others since I saw you last and I highly doubt that’s true.” 
 
    “What do you want from me? Leave me alone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. Now he did step closer. “Please understand. This is all still new to me, and it was newer to me then. I didn’t know what I was doing. What I did, as terrible as it was, wasn’t personal. I was just trying to do what everyone else must find themselves doing at the start.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about you,” the old man said, and he turned away. He sat down at his small table. The table was bare. “And don’t lie to me. Wasn’t personal. Bullshit.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry my ass.” 
 
    “I mean it!” Lewis leaned into the window. “Please. I need your help.” 
 
    “Of course you do. That’s why you’re really here. You don’t care about people. Only when you need them. What about when they need you? You don’t give a shit. And neither should they. Neither do I.” 
 
    “Please. I’ll do anything. What can I do to make it up to you?” 
 
    “Find me another bottomless mug of coffee and we’ll talk.” 
 
    “You know I can’t do that.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Lewis listened to the beach nearby, the waves on the sand. 
 
    “I’m sorry I called you toothless.” 
 
    “You broke my mug.” 
 
    “You cut off my finger!” 
 
    “You took my clothes! And my sword!” 
 
    Lewis chewed his anger, his frustration, the words that wouldn’t come. 
 
    “Yeah, well… You cut off my finger!” 
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I offended you. But you tried to kill me, and everything got a little out of control… Listen, I don’t have much time.” 
 
    The old man laughed. “You have all the time in the world, my friend.” 
 
    “No, really. I don’t.” 
 
    The old man cocked his head toward Lewis, his baggy eyes skeptical but humored. “We both have all the time in the world.” 
 
    “Except I’m alive,” Lewis said. He watched as the humor drained from the old man’s face until all that was left was the skepticism. “Out there, outside this place. I’m alive.” 
 
    “And how do you figure that…” 
 
    “There’s someone after me. He’s not like us, he’s part of this place. The curse. He has these eyes, like fire, that can see in the dark. He has this bird, too… He can sense I’m still alive. He wants to use me, to escape himself. I got away, but I only have a little while before he finds me again. I know where to go, I know the way out.” 
 
    “Boy, you’re being led on a wild goose chase.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “You met one of the loonies. Lost his mind and told you a story. Good to avoid him, but I wouldn’t trust what he says…” 
 
    “It’s true.” He tried to think of anything else he could tell the old man to convince him but there wasn’t much else to tell. And when he thought about it, how could he be sure the fiery-eyed man wasn’t crazy after all? “I need your help. He’ll be here soon, I know it.” 
 
    The old man grew quiet. His eyes settled on a dusty spot on the floor and rested there as he thought. 
 
    Very low, he said, “What exactly do you want from me?” 
 
    “I need a boat. I remember—” 
 
    “There’s nothing out there but waves. Waves that’ll bring you right back, paddle as long as you want. Trust me.” 
 
    “No, I need you to trust me. This is different.” 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    “I’m alive! I have a chance. According to this man, if I go out there, I’ll find it. It’ll reveal itself to me.” 
 
    The old man was silent again. Then he said, “And suppose I went, too. Would I see it?” 
 
    “I suspect you would.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose I’d be able to leave with you…” 
 
    Lewis thought about it. 
 
    “I don’t really know the first thing about it… but I think you might. The man who’s after me… he thinks he can leave with me. I’m sure it could be you instead, assuming it’s real at all.” What he failed to tell him was that his pursuer intended on using his body as his own, as a ‘vessel’. Lewis had no intention of letting anyone do any such thing. But the lie was vague enough, hopeful enough. The old man continued thinking. “But he’s going to be here soon. If we want a chance at any of this, we have to leave now. You told me before you had a boat. Right? You said you tried escaping all kinds of ways, and one of them was in a boat you made. Do you still have it?” 
 
    “I still have it.” 
 
    Lewis sagged with relief. “Please, take me to it. You can come with me, if you want. If we find nothing, it’s only a short trip back to your shack…” 
 
    The man, visibly cheered by the prospect of something he’d long ago given up, laughed heartily. “That it is. That it is…” 
 
    “And maybe, after being cooped up in here for so long, going for a little trip would be—” 
 
    “Don’t try to appeal to me.” The old man stood from his chair. “I know my reasons for doing anything I do. I don’t need persuading.” 
 
    He produced a small knife from a pile of junk he kept in the corner beneath his cot. With it, he cut a piece of wood from his fireplace and put it inside yet another wire-handled jar, larger and clunkier than the one Lewis had previously taken. Lewis watched all of this through the window, never invited inside. 
 
    “Lucky I have a bunch of these trinkets,” the old man said. “You made off with my good jar.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that one?” 
 
    “Nothing is wrong with it. The last one was just better.” 
 
    Lewis didn’t argue. The old man took one last look around his little shack, as though it might be the last he ever saw of it. Then he came out with Lewis. They stood a moment, the old man getting his sense of direction sorted out. 
 
    “Glad to see you took such good care of the things you stole from me,” he said. “I’m sure someone else will find good use for them now.” 
 
    “I said I’m sor—” 
 
    “But never mind that. Hmm. I believe it’s this way!” 
 
    The old man led them toward the waves. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    They followed the shore, the old man leading with the lantern which emitted its soft, safe glow around their feet on the sand. Repeatedly he turned as he walked and gave Lewis the most incredulous stare. 
 
    “What do you keep looking at me like that for?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he said, though his voice willfully implied otherwise. Unable to keep it to himself, of course, he elaborated. “I bet you don’t even remember my name, do you?” 
 
    Lewis didn’t pause in his gait, but he screeched to a halt in his thoughts. Like a pinball, he careened off every corner of his skull in search of it, but he had to admit he hadn’t the tiniest idea. His wavering silence said enough. 
 
    “I knew you didn’t. I was right about that.” 
 
    They walked on and, astonishingly, the old man didn’t press the matter. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Over the sounds of the ocean it was easy to imagine the sounds of something approaching, feet kicking through the sand toward them. A few times Lewis caught the old man doing the same, as he would jerk to his left, lantern out to catch the source of the noise he thought he heard. 
 
    “Always makes me jumpy,” he said. “Going this far away from my shack.” 
 
    “How much farther?” 
 
    The old man held the lantern up ahead of them, as though he could see their destination beyond the few feet of light it provided. 
 
    “Should be very close,” he said. 
 
    “How do you know? What if we pass it? Or… what if it got washed out to sea?” 
 
    “It’ll be there.” 
 
    Lewis supposed he had no choice but to trust him. His eagerness to find what he was looking for made him impatient. What if he somehow managed to fumble it and ruin all his chances? He’d been holding out hope all this time, to be forced to accept his fate after coming so close to what others perceived as impossible would be crushing. 
 
    “I met others,” Lewis said as they walked. “Others like me. Like us.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    “There was a town. Mercy’s Shore. You heard of it?” 
 
    “I’ve been there. Yep.” 
 
    The old man didn’t seem too keen on talking about it. 
 
    “Why do you choose to stay out here by yourself? There are other good people to keep you company.” 
 
    “Who said I want company? I never said I wanted company.” His pace had slowed, his feet dragged more sand with them than before. Tiring. “I’m just fine alone. It’s how I lived my life before this place. Besides my wife, mostly. And it’s how I’ll live it here, too.” 
 
    “You wanted my company,” Lewis said. “Didn’t you? When you told me to come back to your shack that first time, to come find you again.” 
 
    “A lot of good that did me.” The old man scoffed. “I don’t want anyone’s company. I want to be alone.” 
 
    Lewis, normally reluctant to think about life too much, couldn’t help thinking about it now as the old man reminded him of himself in a way. Willfully alone. Why did everyone need so badly to be with others? Could they not rely on themselves? He tried to distance himself and they pawed at him helplessly, tried to lure him into their circles, their lives, as though they didn’t have people enough, or that he must be mistaken for not wanting his own. And for what? So that he could become accustomed to their company and feel lonely without them some day? Then, in recalling this—as though he’d been in this cursed world so long that he’d somehow forgotten—he recognized the hypocrisy in what he now tried to sell the old man. That deep, hollow hunger he’d felt, starving to meet others like himself, to reach Mercy’s Shore not only because he wanted answers but because being alone in this place frightened him more than he could admit. And was it so different back there, in life? He ran from it, closed himself off from it, and yet that loneliness remained. Would that loneliness ever even exist if he truly didn’t want something different? Was he really any different? 
 
    It was sudden, his realization. He felt like a pretender, and he felt small for it. The old man claimed to want solitude, but had he ever had his doubts? As Lewis followed him along the beach, he worried he might someday convince himself he wanted it too. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “Ah, there it is.” 
 
    Lewis sparked in excitement. He was certain they’d find nothing, that the old man was delusional in thinking it would still be where he left it after all this time, however long it must have been. Finally they arrived, and he was one step closer to freedom. 
 
    The boat, if you could call it that, was barely in the shape of one. More like a round wooden bowl. The old man claimed to have built it himself, a claim which was apparent in many ways. 
 
    “You built this?” Lewis asked, as they came to a stop beside it. 
 
    “I know it looks iffy, but it floats. It’ll carry us fine.” 
 
    Lewis feared it might not carry one person, let alone two. 
 
    “What about a paddle, or…” 
 
    “Paddle wouldn’t do much, to be honest, given its shape. Turn you in a circle is about all you’ll get.” 
 
    Lewis was speechless. 
 
    “It’ll work,” the old man reassured. “Here, lets get it to the water.” 
 
    Lewis watched in bitter disappointment while the old man bent and jerked the boat unsuccessfully toward the ocean. The more he pulled the more Lewis expected it to come apart in pieces. 
 
    “Are you going to help or just stand there?” 
 
    Lewis reluctantly shuffled his feet toward the boat when he heard something and waited, looked to the sky. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything. Now come on and help me pull this thing. I’m tired already as it is…” 
 
    It came again, unmistakable this time. Lewis spun so quickly in response he leaned against the boat to brace himself, and subsequently rattled the old man to his knees as the boat teetered in the sand. 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    The circling bird swooped over them, a rush of wind through Lewis’s hair. It swooped again, snapped its beak in his ear. He ducked out of the way the third time, cowered against the side of the boat. It dived again, talon points clipping the flesh of his scalp. Over the ocean foam, over the bird’s cries, a clear thought cut through like a sword through brittle wood—a memory. 
 
    “Oh god,” he said. 
 
    The old man was getting to his feet as well, propped himself up on the edge of the boat. The lantern was in the sand behind him. Lewis crawled toward it on all fours, shielded himself as the bird barraged him with beak bites. He was nearly there. He reached for it. The bird must have realized. It pushed off him then, dived over his outstretched hand to pinch the handle in its talons. Just as it lifted the lantern from the ground Lewis grabbed hold, wrapped both hands around the scalding glass. 
 
    “Fuck you!” he shrieked. 
 
    He lay on his stomach, hands over his head as they played their game of tug o’ war. Through sand-gritted eyes he saw the bird over the lantern, beating its wings, black eyes alight like tiny suns. His hands were slipping. The flame inside the glass flicked and whirled, the wood rolling around the bottom. Lewis focused on it, stared into it until he was blind to anything else he could possibly see. Feet kicked the sand next to him. The old man was there. Lewis watched in grateful awe as he fought the bird away with his knotted, hardened fists. Finally, it relinquished the jar and retreated. Lewis got to his knees. He turned the jar sideways, the flaming wood rolling down. Just before it could spill out, before he could stomp it into the sand and return them to darkness, he saw something. In the flame a black shape appeared. Only a second, just a glimpse. If he’d blinked he’d have missed it. It was a face, blackened with smoke, eyes open to see him through the flames. 
 
    The jar exploded in his hands. 
 
    The old man fell to the ground beside Lewis, stiff as a charred log, engulfed in flame. Lewis lay on his back, lifted his hands to his face, which were dancing with fire themselves. Too pained to move, he flexed his blackened fingers, watched the glass fall out of them into the sand. He felt it in his face when he blinked. 
 
    A giant pair of boots stood before him. Something unfurled, a blanket or a cloak, and he was covered, hands patting him through the fabric until the flames were out. The fiery-eyed man pulled his coat away, wrapped it back around himself. In the light of the old man’s burning corpse Lewis saw him, a hulk of fury and ancient patience finally stretched thin. 
 
    “Are you well?” he asked. He bent over him to observe. Lewis couldn’t help groaning as he tried and failed to move. “Ah. Barely hanging on. Just the way I like them.” 
 
    Lewis remained still, as it was agonizing to move, while the man kicked through the sand presumably checking out the boat. 
 
    “This will have to do,” he said. “Our last boat was much better. But this should suffice.” 
 
    He crouched and lifted Lewis into his arms. Lewis moaned. The burnt skin covering his forearms pulled tight over the sensitive flesh underneath as his arms dangled underneath him. The man set him gently into the bowl of the boat, which he couldn’t fathom how it would carry them both. Then, with brute strength, the man dragged the boat to the water. The entire boat shifted, tipped nearly sideways as he climbed in. He stepped on Lewis’s leg, a bright shot of pain. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    He sat down, pulled Lewis over his lap like a napping child. Any second Lewis expected to feel him stroking his hair affectionately. 
 
    “We have no paddle, but we will get there,” he said. “The ocean, and the darkness, wills it.” 
 
    Slowly but surely, the waves carried them out. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The boat rocked peacefully across the ocean, a cool breeze helping them on the way. The bird cawed and walked around the boat’s lip, claws scraping and tapping. Lewis opened his eyes, only to see those watchful embers staring back at him, the swell of his grinning cheekbones underneath. He closed his eyes instead and did not plan on opening them again. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “It is a shame about your friend,” the man said. 
 
    Lewis, half-asleep, didn’t quite know who the man meant—there were multiple now who had died by his hand—and so he said nothing. He felt the man watching him, waiting for a response even if only physical. 
 
    “Did you hear me, Lewis?” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Terrible thing that happened,” he said. His grin could be heard in his words. “A real shame… Was that your first taste?” 
 
    Lewis wished he could roll over and bury his face into his arms, cower fetal-like the remainder of their time together. As it was, however, even the gentlest rocking of the boat sent his burns and glass-wounds singing. 
 
    “By that, I mean your first taste of bloodshed.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk to you.” 
 
    “I know you have spilled blood here in this world. I can smell that on a person. But you have before as well.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that.” He struggled to speak. The words were strained, a chore to even vocalize the simplest thoughts. “That was an accident…” 
 
    “Perhaps. I have seen bloodlusts started by less. Then before long, you would think you were here all along, like the other beasts…” 
 
    “Not me.” 
 
    The man laughed. “I am only giving you a hard time, my friend.” He sighed, stretched his massive limbs until the boat creaked and whined in protest. “You are not a murderer. Just a coward.” 
 
    Lewis turned his head away. It was all he could manage. 
 
    “A coward. A thief. A liar…” His voice rolled deep in the back of his throat. “That old fool believed you. You gave him a moment of false hope, and in exchange he gave you this boat. Pretty good deal for you, huh?” He laughed some more, until his laughter grew to an overjoyed, shrieking pitch. “I was there, watching in the fire. Old fool. Sad fool…” He squeezed Lewis’s shoulder amicably. “How many others like him are there, I wonder. How many others have you dragged into your misery? I think you have a knack for that.” 
 
    “Please…” 
 
    “I have a suspicion, Lewis. Do you want to hear it? Are you still with me?” He snapped his fingers next to Lewis’s face, until Lewis drearily opened his eyes. “I suspect this talent of yours goes way back. Beyond this place. After all, it is people like you who form the backbone of this world. Did you know that? It is no coincidence the same kinds of people wash up here time and time again. You are far from being the only coward, thief, liar… to roam these lands. Funny. And they say it is the world that is cursed…” 
 
    Lewis felt on the brink of screaming his throat bloody. “Stop talking,” he begged. “Stop talking to me…” 
 
    “I think it is you, Lewis. You, and others like you, who made this world. Not just one curse, but hundreds of them, thousands. A sea of them. People. Walking, breathing curses. Each one of you brings a little darkness with you, and leaves the world whence you were banished a little brighter.” 
 
    He patted Lewis on the side of his smoked face. 
 
    “Ah yes,” he said. “I would like to see how much brighter.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Something rocked the boat, struck it from the underside. The fiery-eyed man said nothing at first. Lewis wondered if they ran into something, or if they were near land. It happened again, harder from one side, and jostled the boat into a slow spin. The bird croaked irritably, nervously. The man sat up. 
 
    “Feels as though we have a guest…” he said. 
 
    Soft splashes. Droplets fell on Lewis’s face. First a couple, and then a stream of them. He opened his eyes, thought it might be raining. The bird took flight in a hurry. Something whispered along the inside of the boat, slithered against the wood, and Lewis squirmed as something slimy and wet pressed against his side. He yelped. Quick as a striking snake, it fastened itself around his arm and dragged him toward the boat’s edge. Metal on metal, Lewis listened to what sounded like a knife or sword being pulled from its sheath. The man growled. The tentacle pulling Lewis by the arm fell limp, slipped away, splashed into the water, and Lewis used all his strength to roll back toward the center. The boat rocked this way, that way, tipped and turned as more appendages worked their way up its sides. The man gave a warrior’s cry, the boat trembled under his maneuvering feet. The bird surrounded them with its screeching. The cool ocean water which had previously dripped over the boat was replaced by hot tentacle blood across Lewis’s torso. 
 
    The wet tip of another tentacle slimed its way up Lewis’s body. He shuddered, shimmied his body to the other side of the boat as it followed. It climbed over him, slipped around his arm, curled up out of his armpit, trailed vine-like to his throat. It twisted around his neck, formed a knot, and flexed around him like a python. He reached with his crumbling arms and wrapped his prickly fingers around its girth. He squeezed. He pulled. It squeezed. It pulled. His face swelled hot and tight, ready to pop like the cap on a tube of toothpaste. 
 
    In the darkness overhead, the spark of fire. Lewis’s eyes, nearly shut in his struggle to breathe, widened at the sight. The man hovered, legs dangled, boots shaking. His head was a torch, a flame so intense it lit the boat like a flare. Sea-creature shadows moved around them like smooth branches. One of these tendrils had hold of the man much like Lewis. Its melted flesh fell in ribbons. 
 
    Something hard jangled into the boat, landed against Lewis’s leg. 
 
    Darkness, different than the darkness around them, constricted his vision. He wondered momentarily if dying might be better at this point. The only downside was he wouldn’t have access to a boat, and who knew how much longer he’d remain alive in the living world… 
 
    He searched the floor beside him until he grabbed hold of the object which had fallen. The man’s blade. A long dagger. He gripped the handle as tight as he could which didn’t feel tight at all. His muscles were weak from head to toe. Any movement he made felt slow and dream-like. He lifted the blade, quivering in his grip, and labored to bring it over himself toward the tentacle at his throat. He pierced it, soft as blubber, dug it in and felt the warm goo run down his hand, his shoulder. He pierced it again, and again, dragged it side to side in a clumsy effort. He pierced it once more, felt the tip of the blade against his own flesh through the other side of the tentacle. With all his strength, bone and muscle alike crying out, he ripped it upward, leaving the tentacle half-severed. He pulled it off from around himself. He gasped for air. The fire above him grew brighter. Hot melted blubber dripped across his already-burned legs. Meanwhile more and more tentacles were rising out of the sea. They crept over the edges of the boat, a dozen of them. He clutched the dagger close to his chest. 
 
    All at once the boat snapped into multiple, splintering pieces and he was briefly airborne. Glistening, monstrous appendages coiled through the air. Then the water swallowed him icy cold. He thrashed his arms, his crispy flesh peeling from his body in excruciating strips. He’d bear the pain if it meant staying afloat. He broke the surface, fought to stay there. He sank repeatedly, inhaled water. Slippery limbs brushed him, threatening to grab hold. He propelled himself upward, face touching the cool ocean surface, coughed up the ocean he ingested, sucked in air like a fish. Maybe if he tried to float on his back— 
 
    Golden light burst overhead, a firework of ember and coat tatters. In the flash of the explosion Lewis saw numerous tentacles blown apart, and their stringy debris rained down around him. Streamers of fire and smoke and blubber and burned fabric fanned the sky. Pieces of the explosion sizzled onto the water. The smoky stench teased his nostrils. He spun, glowing in his panic and confusion, searching the water for danger while the lasting light dimmed around him. In the ensuing dark, after the firelit remains soaked themselves out, only a few embers hung suspended in the air, spiraling slowly down like hot snow. 
 
    Lewis lay floating on his back, doing all he could to keep himself there, paddling his arms and legs gently as he listened to the sounds of things around him pitter-pattering the water, sinking below. It was quiet again. 
 
    He thought again about the possibility of dying, about washing up to another chance at finding a different boat. How long that would take, he had no idea. It might be faster to build his own, but even that was unlikely. By the time he was able to do either of those he’d probably be dead in the real world. He didn’t know how much time he had. And if he did try to go back, would the fire-eyed man be after him again? Did the fire-eyed man wash up, restart like the cursed? Or had he even— 
 
    A hand seized Lewis around the ankle. He screamed, his throat filled with water, dragged down below, raking his hands through the wet at nothing. Another hand, around his other leg. He peered into the smothering ocean and found those eyes staring up at him, tiny little blisters of fire. The man pulled him down, climbed Lewis’s naked body with his pointed fingers. Lewis reached for the surface, pulled it toward him, and he sank deeper instead, his lungs hungering painfully for air. A hand on his shoulder. He looked into the face of his attacker. Bubbles floated past the glowing eyes, his mouth open in a grin as deep as the currents under their feet. Hand thrown over the man’s shoulder, Lewis pulled himself closer. 
 
    The fire wavered. Dimmed. His cruel gaze faltered, drifted down between them. When he looked again in Lewis’s eyes, the fire of his own was veiled by a dark, ascending cloud of blood. He spoke and his words were nothing but whale songs. Lewis drifted away, then pulled himself back, driving the dagger again into the man’s vulnerable stomach. He tore the blade up, gutting him. A thick plume of blood separated them in its eclipse. Shortly after, the embers in his eyes reduced to nothing. The ocean was black. Lewis lifted his feet and kicked off the man’s body toward the surface. 
 
    When he felt the air of the night on his body, he turned and floated on his back as best he could. He was so thin, his legs sank beneath him again and again. It was a tiring exercise. He was already sore head to toe. If he was forced to fight again he would surely drown. But with his arms spread, dagger still clenched tight, if he remained still enough, he stayed fairly buoyant, at least. It was a dangerous rest. 
 
    With no boat and no star in the sky to follow, he let the waters take him where they would. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    If not for the monsters lurking even in the ocean, he thought he might like to spend the rest of his eternity floating like he was should his escape route not pan out. He bobbed over each wave, blinked his eyes in a forever dreamy wakefulness. He was lost but at the same time found, as he might not have anywhere else to be and this was as good a place as any. His choices in this world, his fight, meant very little. When the suffering never ended, it didn’t make any sense to struggle against it. So, let it wash over him instead, he thought. 
 
    He would never be clean. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    A nudge on the shoulder. He winced, prepared himself to be taken under, pulled into the depths of wet and pseudo-finality. Whatever touched him, however, touched him only once and then was gone. He floated onward, charred and bruised and uneasy as before. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    In not much time at all he learned why he was wrong. A person could not drift forever. No matter how still he was, or how monotonous his surroundings, his mind did not melt into the monotony. To float forever would be to lose his sanity. To limit his mind would be to recycle what little it had to occupy itself until those repetitions dissolved him into mindlessness. It was why so many chose community even in a place like this. It was why he sensed the edges of the old man’s sanity already flaking away in his self-imposed seclusion. 
 
    He thought if he floated much longer without reaching some kind of destination, or without being killed off by something else, he would do it himself. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    It wouldn’t be so bad, he thought. He would make his way back to Mercy’s Shore—find an easier way, something faster. He could stay with all the others like himself. Maybe he’d see Shaw again. He could learn to make the best of his eternity like they had. Soon he wouldn’t be any different. If it was true he was still alive, he thought it didn’t matter much. The chances of finding a way out were next to none. It was probable the fiery-eyed man’s theory was only that. That he could be floating in the ocean for days for absolutely nothing was almost funny. Almost hilarious. 
 
    To think he deserved anything less than one false hope after another—he wasn’t sure there was any crueler or more apt punishment for his crimes. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Light shown in the distance, peeking through the silhouettes of trees. Lewis first saw it in the corner of his eye—it was too easy to notice something in the nothing—and turned in the water, inhaling a mouthful as he kicked his legs to stay afloat. All at once, though, his surprise was deflated by cynicism. It must have been as the old man described, he thought. The waves had brought him back, as they always did and always would. It just so happened he was washing up somewhere with light. It was someone’s home, maybe. He imagined the outcome of investigating it, like a moth. Whoever lived there, or owned the light, would surely spell the end of his current life cycle. Maybe they’d even torture him first. 
 
    Whoosh. 
 
    Lewis glanced up at the sound just as something clipped the side of his face. He jerked away, choked on more water as his legs forgot to keep him suspended. It came again, two bundles of claws out of the sky, and scissored across the top of his head, a low, throaty croak as it retreated with his flesh in its clutches. Cursing, Lewis swam toward the shore. Each stroke ripped at him, pain down his sides and under his arms. The bird dashed him across his back—once, twice. Lewis’s stomach was so full of ingested water he thought he’d sink before making it to land. He tried to curse the bird but only swallowed more instead. Soon he was close enough to put his feet down. He trudged toward the sandy slope, barely visible under the dim glow through the trees up ahead. The bird’s purring surrounded him. It squawked to his left. He stumbled away, fell forward into the water. He picked himself up. It hissed to his right. 
 
    “Get the fuck away from me!” he shouted, brandishing the dagger over his head. 
 
    The water was up to his shins. The bird came at him, attached itself to his back, his shoulder. Lewis grabbed for it, fell to his knees. That long, curved beak took hold of his ear, clamped down like a clothespin. It tore his ear in half, pushed off his shoulder in a feathery gust with it hanging from its mouth. Lewis whimpered. He put his hand to the side of his head, felt the warm slick down the side of his neck. It returned, swooped in a furious arc, a death screech leading its charge. Lewis made to swing the dagger, brought it across his chest to unleash it in a horizontal slash, and the bird took hold of his hand, sank its claws between his knuckles, cradled the handle of the dagger in its mouth as he released it. Then it retreated, the dagger gone. 
 
    When it returned, likely having thrown the dagger into the waves, it snipped his scalp, drew another fresh trench down his skull. Blood poured down his face, over his eyes. It circled around and Lewis threw himself onto the sand, dodged its splayed talons by mere inches. Instantly the bird came down, set itself in the sand next to him. He rolled away. Its feet scurried toward him, beak biting. It kicked into the air, dove across him, slid to a stop in the sand on his other side. A slicing pain across his face. The bird snapped a crescent of skin from his cheek. Lewis swept his fist at the bird, which cawed in annoyance but not much else. He pushed himself to his hands and knees, scampered up the shore. The bird chased him on foot, nipping at his heels—almost like it enjoyed the game. These bites weren’t attempts to kill, clearly. 
 
    As he crawled, his hand happened upon a thick rock half-buried in the sand. He clutched it. The bird hopped up onto the shelf of his lower back. Its talons pricked him with each step as it traced his spine to the back of his neck. There, it lowered its face next to his, pecked at his jaw, wings unfurled over them both in its wrath. Lewis grabbed at it. It flinched back, snapped at his fingers. As it bent its head to strike once more he made another grab, seized it around its thick, round neck—barely any difference from the width of its body or head. He pulled it off his back, whipped it against the sand under him, pinned it there. Its beak latched onto the edge of his palm, thrashed side to side. Lewis, biting his lip in focused rage, brought the rock down only once. The bird’s skull crunched. He kept it pinned a while longer, waiting. His hand ached. Finally, he let go of the rock and rolled exhausted onto his back. The gritty sand found all the burning lacerations the bird had gifted him. That was okay. 
 
    “Fuck that bird…” 
 
    He lay catching his breath for a bit. 
 
    He heard something. Movement up the slope ahead, in the trees. He glanced up, too tired to move despite his instincts urging him otherwise. If death wanted to claim him at this point, he thought, it could go ahead and take him. 
 
    “Hello?” a voice said. 
 
    Someone was in the trees. He saw them, upside down, ducking and bobbing between the branches toward the beach. Just a shadow. They moved carefully, precisely, sure not to lose their step in the overgrowth. They emerged from the trees and paused at the head of the slope, feet planted in the sand as they peered down at him, bent forward a little to inspect from a distance. 
 
    “Lewis, is that you?” 
 
    Their voice sent his skin rising with goosebumps. He sat up, twisted around to see them better, though all they were was a shadow in the dark. His lips parted but his voice was delayed—his breath held. He got to his feet, knees wobbling. 
 
    Surely as much a shadow to her as she was to him, he answered hoarsely… 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Spells 
 
   When she awoke her chest was heavy and thick, each lung a jar of honey. There was gravel trapped in the back of her throat when she swallowed. She lay still for several minutes, too exhausted to try rolling out of bed. Under the covers was deathly hot, an oven, but out of the covers and she was kissed by wave after wave of chills. In an hour after waking, the most movement she managed was to reach for her phone on the nightstand which wasn’t there. She’d forgotten. She’d use Lara’s phone to call in sick to work. 
 
    She got dressed—from pajamas into sweatpants—and found Lara in the living room downstairs eating a bagel. 
 
    “Mom…” she said, and her face told Catherine all she needed to know. 
 
    “I know. I imagine I look how I feel.” 
 
    “You must feel terrible, then.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    It was a chore to talk. Every word was a scratch at the lining of her esophagus. She coughed and coughed, felt the phlegm running down the back of her throat endlessly. When she stood or moved around too quickly she was out of breath, and heard a whistle from her lungs when she tried to gain it back. 
 
    “It was her, wasn’t it,” Lara said. “That box, with the moth in it.” 
 
    “That’s… no.” 
 
    “That’s what it was.” 
 
    Catherine didn’t care for the look in Lara’s eyes. It was a look of uncertainty and fear, two emotions you didn’t want someone having in response to the sight of you. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Catherine said, her voice that of a decrepit smoker. “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    Catherine took a seat across from Lara. She tried to stifle her cough but found it too difficult most of the time. 
 
    “You should eat something,” Lara said. 
 
    “I have no appetite.” 
 
    “Because you’re sick. You should still eat.” 
 
    “I don’t eat breakfast most days anyway.” 
 
    “I’m sure that doesn’t help…” she muttered through her last bite of bagel. 
 
    Catherine was too tired to defend herself any further. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    She used Lara’s phone to call in sick to work. 
 
    “Sick, huh? Or are you addicted to the time off now?” Mr. Dougherty laughed over the phone. “No, you sound terrible. Don’t come back until you’re feeling better. What’s a couple more days, anyway?” 
 
    Catherine had learned a lot could happen in a couple days. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “You’re not fine,” Lara said, watching Catherine who was stooped over the toilet. 
 
    “It’s the flu or something,” Catherine said. 
 
    “You felt just fine yesterday, yeah?” 
 
    “It happens…” She wiped the vomit from her mouth and sat against the side of the bathtub next to the toilet. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “She did this to you. After she took your phone and told you that was the end of it, she sent you a bug in a box. A literal bug. And now you’re puking your guts out.” 
 
    “She didn’t do this to me… It’s just…” 
 
    Catherine couldn’t finish before another cramp took hold of her. She grabbed onto the toilet rim, knuckles white, arms shaking. She wretched and heaved. Lara watched, biting her nails. 
 
    “Oh god…” Catherine said, peering into the toilet. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Lara bent over Catherine’s shoulder, grimacing. The toilet bowl was painted black, like tar. 
 
    “I’m taking you to the hospital,” Lara said, and she grabbed Catherine’s bicep to haul her to her feet. 
 
    “No,” Catherine said. She jerked out of Lara’s grip. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Something’s wrong with you! You’re puking up… what is that? Blood?” 
 
    “It’s not blood,” Catherine said. And it wasn’t. Or at least she couldn’t taste anything resembling blood, but then maybe she wouldn’t in her vomit. “I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “All the more reason. You could be dying for all we know.” 
 
    Catherine slouched against the tub again, wheezing. She looked at Lara for a mere second, closed her eyes. She thought. 
 
    “Let me use your phone. I need to call Beth.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Beth didn’t answer, but her husband did. 
 
    “Catherine? Is that you? You sound terrible.” 
 
    “It’s me. And I do.” 
 
    Ned was silent for a moment. He whispered when he spoke again. 
 
    “What did you and Beth do yesterday? She’s sick as a dog, too. Completely fine last night before bed and woke up with it this morning.” 
 
    “Sick? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Throwing up. Her eyes are both swollen shut, too. It’s like an allergic reaction or something. We’re going to the doctor here in a bit, you just caught us on our way out the door.” 
 
    “Could I talk to her?” 
 
    Ned hesitated. “Sure.” 
 
    Catherine waited as he must have made his way through the house to Beth and handed her the phone. She heard him whisper her name. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Beth, it’s me. What happened?” 
 
    Beth asked her husband to give her a minute, then waited as he must have left the room. 
 
    “It was her,” she said. 
 
    “You mean Rosaline.” 
 
    “Whatever it was she gave me…” She paused. “When she sedated me, before the bar…” She paused yet again. It sounded almost like she was distracted by something. Catherine pressed the phone closer to her ear, her voice was so low. “Um… I don’t know. Maybe there was more. And then, um…” 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Catherine asked. Beth ignored her. 
 
    “…I woke up nauseous this morning and it’s only gotten worse since. My eyes are nearly swollen shut… and…” She quieted. “Catherine, something’s wrong…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Beth paused. She whispered very carefully. “I’m hearing things.” 
 
    Catherine didn’t say anything at first. It was a chilling thing to hear—confusing as well. When she realized she didn’t understand exactly what she meant, that she must have misheard her, she said, “Hearing things?” 
 
    “Voices. Other things. I know they’re not real, but I can hear them. Constantly. I don’t… I don’t—” 
 
    “What are they saying?” 
 
    “I’m afraid to tell Ned,” Beth said. “We’re going to the clinic in a bit, for everything else. I don’t know what to say. I’m… I’m hoping it goes away.” 
 
    “What are they saying?” she asked again. 
 
    Beth was starting to cry on the other end. “It was her. I know it was. I don’t know. I don’t know what’s happening to me. She did this. I don’t know what’s going on… but… I’m hoping it just goes away…” 
 
    “Beth—” 
 
    “Sorry, I have to go. I’ll call you when I get back. I have to go.” 
 
    Before Catherine could say anything else the call was ended. She handed Lara her phone back. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Shocked, feeling almost out of body, Catherine said, “I need to go to Rosaline’s.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Catherine, half-naked, swayed side to side as she attempted pulling her jeans on. She fell against the end of her bed and stayed there. 
 
    “I’m getting dressed.” 
 
    Lara, bewildered, helped Catherine pull up her jeans and then put a shirt on. When she was done, she sat on the bed for a minute to catch her breath. 
 
    “You didn’t need to change.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going out looking like I did. In sweatpants.” 
 
    Lara shook her head. “You’re… something else.” 
 
    Catherine stood in front of her full-body mirror, observed herself. 
 
    “I’m like the alien in that movie, the one they put a dress on.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Catherine grabbed her keys from her nightstand. 
 
    “You should let me drive,” Lara said. 
 
    “Drew Barrymore was in it. She was just a kid.” 
 
    Lara, not really listening to what her mother said, extended the flat of her palm to her, demanding the keys. Catherine handed them over. 
 
    They brought with them a large silver mixing bowl for Catherine to vomit into should she feel the need during their drive. A couple times on the way she felt she was about to, felt that sick pain in her stomach, rising into her throat, but nothing came of it. She hoped she wouldn’t any longer. Or if she did, she hoped it could wait until she was home again. 
 
    The purple sedan was there in the driveway, but the work truck was gone. They parked by the curb. Catherine got out of the passenger seat, peered up at the bare, disfigured tree exploding from the center of the yard, knuckle-branches curling like a hand reaching from a grave. The lawn surrounding the tree was pale and wispy and dry. 
 
    Catherine jumped, startled, as Lara slammed her door behind her. 
 
    “This is it?” Lara asked. 
 
    Catherine nodded. Lara joined her on the sidewalk, where they faced the house for an awkward period of time to gather their courage. It was likely anyone home had already seen them and now watched them through the closed blinds. 
 
    “You feel okay? You need to throw up first?” 
 
    Catherine shook her head. “No. Let’s go.” 
 
    They made it halfway to the front door before Catherine started to swoon. She leaned against the tree. 
 
    “You sure you feel—” 
 
    Catherine puked. That same black tar splattered her feet and the base of the tree. She wiped an arm across her mouth, left a black streak there as well. Like black paint. 
 
    “You should leave.” 
 
    They both gasped. It was Rosaline. She stood atop her porch steps, hands on her hips, her thick hair pulled over one shoulder. The door to her home was left open behind her. She’d come out in a hurry, silent as she was. 
 
    “Before you poison my tree with your death.” 
 
    “You did this to me,” Catherine said, one hand against the tree for support. She tried to stand on just her feet but it was all she could do to not fall down completely. 
 
    “You did this to yourself,” Rosaline said. 
 
    Catherine pushed away from the tree, balanced herself on her wobbling legs. 
 
    “What did you do to Beth? What’s happening to us?” 
 
    Rosaline was stone-faced. “You are wasting your time coming to me.” 
 
    “If you think this will stop me…” Her stomach clenched, threatening to betray her yet again. “If anything happens to Beth…” 
 
    “I mean it,” Rosaline said. “You should do something meaningful, with the little time you have left.” 
 
    “Please.” Lara approached the porch. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    “This is her, not me. Consider yourself lucky she has not poisoned you, too.” 
 
    Catherine leaned on the tree once more. “Lara, get away from her…” 
 
    “I know you did this. You have to stop it.” 
 
    “I will call the police and have you removed from my property if you do not leave now. I will not be harassed at my home.” 
 
    Rosaline turned her back to them, moved toward the front door. Lara climbed the porch steps behind her. She stopped as Rosaline whirled around, a flourish of dark hair and darker eyes. 
 
    “Come any closer and I will send you the way of your mother and her friend. Do not test me.” 
 
    “Is she really dying?” 
 
    After a moment, Rosaline’s expression softened with pity. She opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted by Catherine, who staggered toward them from the tree. 
 
    “It’s murder, if this kills me. You know that.” 
 
    “If anyone should be familiar with murder it is you.” 
 
    “I haven’t murdered anyone. That’s why I came to you. I just wanted you to help me.” 
 
    “Nothing is free in this life. I gave you what you wanted, what you paid for. Now you must pay for your indecision. For your trespasses. Nothing is free.” She turned to Lara again. Those hardened, wicked eyes filled with sorrow. “Take your mother home and be with her there.” 
 
    “You can’t!” Catherine screamed. “You can’t…” She doubled over, hacking and wheezing, hands buried in the dead grass. The sun hung over her, bright and dizzying. 
 
    Rosaline stepped inside, turned to Lara a final time. 
 
    “If in the future you wish to speak to your mother again… I charge by the hour.” 
 
    With that she closed the door. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    They were five minutes from Rosaline’s when Catherine found the mental clarity to realize they weren’t heading home. 
 
    “Where are you driving?” 
 
    “I’m taking you to the hospital.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Catherine sat up, head flipping left and right as she only now paid any attention to the world passing by outside. 
 
    “You could die!” Lara said 
 
    “I’m not…” Nausea seized her insides again. She swallowed it down. “I’m not dying. I’ve had the flu before. It’ll pass.” 
 
    “This isn’t the flu. It’s…” Lara couldn’t bring herself to say something ridiculous, but Catherine knew what she meant. “She did this to you.” 
 
    “I won’t set foot in any hospital. I’ll be okay…” Her stomach cramped, warm and rising in the back of her chest. She bent and lifted the bowl up from between her legs on the floor of her seat and vomited. When she was done she replaced the bowl on the ground and leaned back, drained. “If you take me to the hospital, you’ll have to drag me inside.” 
 
    Lara growled furiously, teeth bared. “What’s the point of that? The rest of this shit can wait! You need help!” 
 
    Catherine felt all too exhausted to fight her. She put her head back, looked out the window in a daze. She supposed if she did die, she wouldn’t have to worry about any of it anymore. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Lara took them to the nearest urgent care center. It wasn’t a hospital, but maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. There was almost no wait. All in all they were inside for half an hour. Catherine was given antivirals and told to rest as much as possible. Lara emphasized that her mother’s vomit was black, which the doctor noted could mean blood but he wasn’t too worried. His casual response only served to heighten Lara’s anxiety. They left much the same as they’d entered. 
 
    “Are you happy now?” Catherine asked. Nearly too weary to talk, she still managed to inject her words with sarcasm. 
 
    “Fuck off,” Lara said. She drove with both hands, gripped the steering wheel as though it might spin out of her control at any moment. 
 
    Catherine lolled her head toward her, vegetative. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You don’t get to just give up.” 
 
    She was near crying, Catherine noticed. She watched with mounting guilt and sorrow as her daughter fought back tears. 
 
    “I wasn’t giving up…” 
 
    “Bullshit. You don’t care anymore. I can tell.” 
 
    “Care about what? All I want is to get home and finish this.” 
 
    Lara snorted, nose running. “You care about him. You don’t care about yourself. You don’t care about me…” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “What am I going to do if you die?” She rubbed tears from her eyes before they could roll down her cheeks. “I have nobody else. Nobody. Dad is good as a stranger to me, too…” 
 
    “I’m not going to die.” 
 
    “You want to, though…” 
 
    “I don’t want to die. I just didn’t want to go to the hospital because…” She had to think hard about it, because now that she did, she wasn’t sure why she didn’t want to go. It had seemed like a waste of time? Because… part of her thought that maybe… maybe… “I don’t know why. Because I’m tired and I just don’t feel like dealing with doctors right now. But we did, and it’s over with. I just want to finish this.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lara said. 
 
    Catherine turned back to her window, watched the sunny neighborhood go by in its old, comfortable, mundane familiarity. 
 
    “We’re so close.” 
 
    She didn’t want to die, she thought. Of course not. She wasn’t that far gone. She just wanted things to go back to normal. 
 
    But the more she thought about it, the more she thought maybe that was impossible, too. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    When they arrived home, Catherine announced she would take a short nap, just a few minutes to let her stomach settle if it would. Maybe she could think straight if she gave her mind a small break. 
 
    That short nap turned into a three-hour one. 
 
    When she woke, weaker than she was before, she climbed with aching joints out of bed and dragged her heavy feet down the hall, down the stairs, where Lara sat waiting on the couch. Lara’s phone was off on the table. She was instead holding a framed photograph, and one glance toward the piano told Catherine which it was she looked at. 
 
    “Why did you let me sleep so long?” 
 
    Lara looked up, startled. She glowered. 
 
    “You needed all you could get. He’s still alive down there, so there’s still time for all that.” 
 
    Catherine started to speak and lost her voice to a coughing fit. She sat down on the couch for a minute, coughed some more until she could breathe again. 
 
    “I don’t want to waste any more.” She cleared her throat. “Let’s do it now.” 
 
    First, with what little strength she had, Catherine fed the man another of his smoothies and changed him out of his dirty clothes, including the adult diaper. She cleaned him up—not the most thorough job she could have done—and dressed him in some extra sweatpants she owned, and an old throwaway t-shirt several sizes too big for her. The sweatpants, while they fit around his slim waist, were several inches too short. But they were something. They were clean. She thought it best he wake up in something clean, at least. 
 
    They gathered all his belongings into a single box. The letters, the dress ties, the photograph, even his keys and wallet which Catherine had kept safe in her bedroom nightstand. Catherine stuffed the remaining witch powder into the pocket of her sweats. They gathered it all and brought it into the basement, sat it on the floor next to his body. He wasn’t breathing as well as he’d been when she first brought him home. She was sure of that now. His breath came as a rattling whisper, bone dry. 
 
    “If this works,” Lara said, kneeling before him with her mother, “what happens then? He wakes up, sees us… then what?” Catherine didn’t have an answer for that. “Should we even be doing this here?” 
 
    It was a valid point. Catherine hadn’t thought much about it. It was part of why she was in all the trouble she was. She hadn’t thought about most of this. The past week had been a falling episode, falling slowly flat on her face, hands reaching out too little too late to catch herself. She was throwing herself into the fire, repeatedly, without first wondering how hot it would be. Was it a sign of getting old, she wondered, that she failed to properly think things through first? I’m not that old, she thought. 
 
    “We shouldn’t be doing this here, you’re right. I don’t know. Or maybe it’s a good thing. He’ll be feeling awful when he wakes up. We’ll have to take care of him, I think. Just for a bit.” 
 
    “You don’t think he’ll be pissed at us?” Lara looked at him like he was a wild animal they were setting loose. “He’ll want to know who we are and what’s happening to him.” 
 
    “We’ll get to that when we get to it. For now… let’s just hope it works in the first place.” Catherine dragged the box of his possessions closer. “Now read me the damn instructions.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Long Time, No See 
 
   Her shape moved carefully down the beach. The closer she came the more he squirmed. It couldn’t be her. But it was. She shouldn’t have been there, but she was. When she finally reached him she closed the distance with her open hands. They found his arms. She felt him, took hold of him. Her flesh was warm against his, real. She was nothing but a silhouette, but he knew. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    Her hands drifted from his arms to his shoulders. 
 
    “Where are your clothes?” she asked. 
 
    They stood silently together, questions without answers. 
 
    Finally she took his hand and led him up the beach, toward the trees with the dim light shining through. Her hair was frizzy and full around her head, catching the light in its bushy hollows. He stumbled behind her, his vision blurred with blood, sticky in his eyelashes. There was a comfort about her. Despite the uncanniness, he was eager to follow. 
 
    They reached the tree line and she said over her shoulder, “Watch your step.” 
 
    The trees were narrow but tight. If Lewis hadn’t already been in pain from the dozens of lacerations across his body, he would have noticed the branches scratching and jabbing him in his sides and legs. His mother made her way through the trees as though she’d been through them many times before. 
 
    “Where are we?” Lewis asked. 
 
    “We’re almost there.” 
 
    The closer they came to the other side of the trees the clearer Lewis saw their destination beyond. A house. It was familiar to Lewis, familiar in a way that frightened him, in a way that made his grip on his mother’s hand loosen the farther they walked together, the more it revealed itself to him. It loomed up ahead, white and prim, as far as he could tell by the yellow light coming through the windows. And not just one or two windows, but all of them. Every room in the house must have been lit. The light did not dance. Electric light. 
 
    When they left the trees, it was unmistakable. 
 
    “We’re home,” his mother said. She turned to him, now visible under the warm light overhead. Her pleasant smile hinted at something more, something desperate. 
 
    Before he took another step, he had to ask. “Are you really her?” 
 
    Her smile waned some, unsure. She shrugged. Then she put her hands on his arms again, rubbed them affectionately as though to warm him up. 
 
    “We should get you inside,” she said. “You’re filthy.” 
 
    She moved to the back porch, hand on the door. He stayed where he was, watching, perplexed but curious, knowing it wasn’t as it seemed but half-yearning for it to be—a dream happening right in front of him. She stopped before she opened it, smiled at him standing there, naked and damaged. 
 
    “You coming inside?” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    It was all as he remembered it. The kitchen walls were wallpapered, yellow and blue stripes. The blue curtains on the windows were billowy, puffy, decorative in their lacy trim. The square dining table was high enough that even an adult had to push themselves up on the matching chairs. Lewis sat there, pruned toes barely reaching the floor underneath, marveling at the room, at the refrigerator covered in magnets with nothing pinned underneath, at the cross-stitches hung on the walls depicting various summer scenery—a beachball sitting under a palm tree, an ocean horizon at sundown. A round, red clock ticked audibly. A large wooden plaque was mounted over the stove, which read: 
 
    Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.  
 
    ~ 1 Corinthians 13:4-8 
 
    He knew this house well. It was the house he’d been brought home to as a newborn. It was the house he’d taken his first steps. It was the house he’d invited his friends to for sleepovers as a kid, sleeping on the floor in the living room or in the backyard under the stars—the backyard was gone, however, replaced instead by the surrounding shore of this lonesome island. It was the house where he did his homework and studied for his tests. It was the house where he once had two parents and then had one. 
 
    His mother offered him a glass of water which he gratefully accepted, though was reluctant to drink. He wasn’t certain it would kill him, but he’d heard it both ways and he’d made it too far now to test his luck. And that was all right. Though he hadn’t had anything to eat or drink for quite some time—possibly since he first awoke in this place—he didn’t feel hungry or thirsty. It was curious, he thought. 
 
    His mother watched him while he turned the glass of water in his hand. He smiled, polite and nervous, and she smiled back. 
 
    “You rest here a minute,” she said, and started for the bottom of the stairs through the doorway to the next room. “I’m going to run a warm bath for you.” 
 
    He didn’t want to bathe. It felt so surreal and inappropriate to even think about at a time like this. The house, with its lights and electricity and cleanliness, didn’t belong. It was out of this world. The simple fact it existed at all clued Lewis in to the undeniability that something more sinister was at play. The darkness had made this. His mother, too, was of the same material. None of it was real. He couldn’t help but feel like the fly in a spider’s web. 
 
    He stood from the table. He left the kitchen, wandered into the living area through the doorway beyond the stairs. It was simple and small. A couch was pushed against the wall, a plain brown coffee table in front of it covered in free magazine subscriptions, enough to rival the most crowded doctor’s office. The walls here were less vibrant than the kitchen, painted white and only white. There was a longer, narrower table opposite the couch, against the wall where the stairs climbed from the kitchen. On this table was a series of framed pictures—pictures of him as a toddler and a teen, pictures of his mother and his father. He held a picture of his mother and father together and studied it. It had been a long time since he’d seen his father. Long enough that he sometimes needed a picture to remember… 
 
    He set the picture down and moved on. There was a small table beside the front door holding a lamp and a dish full of those colorful pastel mints. Lewis crossed the living room to this table, drew out a single mint and held it to his nose. He listened to the water move through the pipes in the walls as his mother filled the bathtub upstairs. There were a lot of memories in this house, he thought. It was a shame not many of them were favorable. 
 
    “The bath is ready.” 
 
    Lewis jumped at her voice. He tossed the mint back in the dish and turned around. His mother stood in the doorway, pleased just to see him. He held his hands before him meekly, doing his casual best at hiding his nudity. Being in a real home again, with clean floors and furniture and actual bright lights, his body felt all the more grimy and exposed. 
 
    “I put out a clean towel and some clothes for you in the bathroom.” 
 
    It was getting to be too much. He stared into her, through her, in shock or waiting for the dream to end, he didn’t know. Eventually she came to him, took him by the wrist and pulled him away from the spot where he was rooted and led him to the stairs. 
 
    She pointed up them and said, “First door there on the left, with the light on. I’m just going to clean up down here in the meantime.” 
 
    There was nothing to clean up, he was sure. Unless putting his untouched glass of water away was ‘cleaning up’. But that was her script. She wasn’t real. The darkness choreographed according to his memory. Unfortunately, it’d been long enough since he’d spoken to her that his memory was only a glorified cliché at best. 
 
    Nevertheless, he did as he was told and went upstairs. He shut the bathroom door behind him. The clothes on the counter weren’t his, or any he remembered. A gray t-shirt and a pair of jean shorts. He went to the bath. He touched two fingers to the water and found it warm enough he knew it’d be hot to climb all the way in. That was perfect. 
 
    He eased himself in, wincing as the hot water touched each wound up his body, and watched as the water turned red and brown. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    He stayed in the bath until the water was cold. Not once did his mother come to check on him. There was a bar of soap, which he didn’t touch. He only soaked, let the water loosen the stains from his skin so that he would at least hold the appearance of being clean. Aside from that, the hot water was ecstasy. His weak body surrendered to it entirely. As the bath cooled, he considered draining it and filling it again with new, hot water, but his limbs were so sore and defeated he couldn’t bring himself to move. He partly wanted the bath to go on forever so long as it meant not having to face the rest of the house beyond that door. 
 
    He stood up in the tub, though it took all his recovered energy to get there, and pulled the towel around himself. When he was dry, he stepped out onto the bathmat and finished drying his feet and then pulled the plug from the drain. He dressed himself in the clothes he didn’t recognize. He could guess well enough whose they were. 
 
    When he left the bathroom, his mother emerged from a bedroom down the hall to meet him. She stopped where she was, at a distance, and admired him. 
 
    “They fit you,” she said, satisfied. “About as well as they fit your father.” 
 
    “Don’t I still have any clothes of my own here?” he asked. It was a question purposed for testing the accuracy of his surroundings more than it was a genuine question. But then, after he said it, he wasn’t wholly sure. 
 
    “No. You took them all when you left.” 
 
    Her face darkened. Far away and thoughtful. 
 
    “You should come see this,” she said, perking up and disappeared back into the bedroom. Lewis looked longingly at the stairs behind him. He could leave, he thought. He didn’t have to go along with this. He knew that if he left and never returned, swam out into the ocean and let it have him again, she would cease to exist. 
 
    He followed after her. 
 
    There were multiple boxes arranged on the bed. When he entered she was on her hands and knees dragging out more from underneath. They were boxes he didn’t think he knew anything about. Did the darkness fill in his memory’s holes? 
 
    “What is all this?” 
 
    She heaved the last box up onto the bed with a grunt. “Junk, mostly. But I know there are a few things…” 
 
    A trip down ol’ memory lane. Was that what the darkness had brought him there for? He could almost laugh, if he wasn’t so busy swallowing his growing discomfort. 
 
    She opened the first box and gave a delighted sigh. 
 
    “Do you remember these?” she asked, and pulled out a handful of plastic toy figures, assembled from individual pieces, joints, and gears wielding various weapons. Lewis took a couple from her hands. 
 
    “Bionicles,” he said. “I loved these.” 
 
    “Oh, is that what they’re called? I think I just called them your Legos…” 
 
    “Well, actually they—” He stopped himself, reminded himself none of it was real. The woman he spoke to was nothing more than a hologram to him. He handed them back. “What else is in there?” 
 
    “Looks like nothing but toys in this box.” 
 
    She put the box on the floor and dragged the next one across the bed toward them. Lewis moved closer to the bed, hands in the pockets of his shorts. 
 
    “Oh my,” she said, peering into the next one. “I wonder if you’ll remember these.” 
 
    They were books. Children’s books. She handed him a stack of three. The book on top sent a cold pang of realization blooming in his gut. It showed a black train on its cover, old and rusted. The conductor, a cheery old man with a bushy white mustache, hung out from the side door with his hat in his hand. All the windows in all the cars behind him similarly had passengers leaning out waving and smiling. Curious most of all was the brown dog on top of the train, head up to face the wind through its fur. Perhaps that’s what the passengers leaned through their windows to see… 
 
    He shuffled it to the bottom of the stack, as though looking at the next would distract him. 
 
    “I remember your father would read these to you almost every night when you were just little.” 
 
    He looked at the second book, that queasy feeling yet to settle. What he saw was a whimsical drawing of a small child’s ankles and sneakers on black pavement. Each of the sneakers had a face, two eyes and a mouth. One was grinning, playful—the other appeared sad, distracted. The book was titled “Right Foot, Wrong Foot”. 
 
    That nauseous feeling expanded. It was enough that he wanted to lay down before it became too much. To look at the final book in the stack, he thought, might be enough to make him sick. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” his mother asked. 
 
    He glanced up to see her worried face. “I don’t know. I don’t feel well…” 
 
    She took the books from him, placed them back into the box. 
 
    “I know you miss him,” she said. “Maybe as much as I do.” She sealed the flaps of the box and pushed it away to make room for the next, which she reached for across the bed and dragged it toward them. “You were so young, I worried sometimes you wouldn’t remember him…” 
 
    “Of course I—” 
 
    Lewis stopped short—not because he reminded himself again that conversation here was useless, as this woman wasn’t truly his mother… no, it wasn’t that. He stopped short when he noticed the box on the bed was leaking something, the cardboard at the bottom crumpled and damp. It was dark. He looked beyond the box, where his mother had dragged it across the bed. The blanket was covered in it. Blood. 
 
    “What is that?” he said. 
 
    “Hmm?” She turned and looked at the mess it had made. “Oh my. I don’t think I know what’s inside this box…” 
 
    She started pulling the flaps apart. Before she could open it, Lewis turned away, faced into the hall in the doorway. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said. “I can’t. I need air.” 
 
    He fled the room, down the hallway on rickety legs. He floated down the stairs, as though his feet weren’t there at all. He turned and passed through the kitchen toward the back door. The entire distance from the upstairs bedroom to the kitchen downstairs, all he saw was the box on the bed, the blood oozing from its corners, so that when he touched his hand to the door to go outside, he didn’t remember at all how he’d gotten there, only that he was grateful, that he didn’t care. 
 
    He pushed his way out into the cool breezy black, down the creaking porch steps onto the sand. He bent, hands on his knees, breathing rhythmically. The air was fresh and light on his lungs. He only now realized how stuffy the air had been inside, how old and stagnant. Festering. Had it always been that way? Or was it just upstairs, in the bedroom, in that box… 
 
    He inhaled, exhaled, inhaled, exhaled, until that hot feeling in the pit of his stomach, the rising bile, settled back into place. He kicked the sand, hands on his hips, eyes to the starless sky overhead. Behind him, the back door remained shut. His mother hadn’t chased after him, which was a surprise. He lacked the endurance to go back. If reentering the house meant looking inside that final box, he refused. There was no reason to torture himself. Facing that, whatever it was—he thought he knew what it might be—couldn’t possibly be the answer to his escape. It was too macabre, too cruel. It was the darkness. 
 
    “It’s me in that box, isn’t it.” 
 
    Lewis choked. He stood back, defenseless. Into the weak light spilling down on them from the lit windows, she revealed herself. Her hair was pulled back in a filthy ponytail. She wore little overall shorts, blue denim splotched deep with purple. Lewis’s breath was sucked out of him. She looked up—the biggest, sorriest eyes. 
 
    “That must be why you’re so afraid of it. You’re afraid of me.” 
 
    He couldn’t take his eyes off her. He thought for sure he’d never see her again, not in this place. “You’re not really here right now, are you?” 
 
    Her eyes dipped, stared off. Finally she shrugged. 
 
    “You were inside with us?” he asked. “You saw the box?” She hesitated, thought about it, which was answer enough for Lewis. “Or is it that I saw the box, and you’re in my head. That’s how you know. That’s how you’ve always known.” 
 
    “I feel real.” 
 
    She did feel real, Lewis thought. She’d felt real when she untied him from that table in those psychopaths’ house. She’d bitten one of their hands, he remembered—the man, Grant. Not to mention, the man with the fiery eyes had seen her. He interacted with her. She existed to them. So then… 
 
    “I think I am,” she said. “I know I am.” 
 
    He’d also seen the burning house—Harvey’s house. A house belonging to Harvey’s past. The darkness imagined it up for him, but Lewis saw it too. Not even Harvey seemed to realize others could see it until Lewis asked. This girl, he thought, could be the very same. 
 
    “I don’t think you are,” he told her. He faced the house at their back, all its windows lit. He checked each of them, expecting to see his mother’s watching figure. “You’re as real as this house. It exists, but only here. To show me something. To remind me…” 
 
    “But I knew you were alive,” she said. “I’ve known it all along.” 
 
    “Sure you have.” 
 
    “I have. I tried to tell you.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “After you met those guys. When you woke up from your nap, I tried telling you but you wouldn’t listen. You never listen—” 
 
    “Well I’m here now, anyway,” he interrupted. “So it doesn’t matter. And I’m not sure this is even it.” 
 
    “Even what?” 
 
    “The way out.” 
 
    He kicked the sand, pacing the bottom of the porch steps. 
 
    “I think it is,” she said. “And it does matter. Because… how could I have known that, if I wasn’t real? If I’m just in your head like you think, how could I know something you don’t?” 
 
    Lewis shook his head, exasperated. “I don’t know. I don’t care anymore.” 
 
    “You should care.” 
 
    “What do you really know?” Lewis shouted. He turned on her—her dainty, child’s body shrinking under him—scowling, lungs puffing. “You’re not the one trapped here forever.” 
 
    He retreated to the porch again, turned his back to her as he leaned on the wooden railing with his head hung bitterly. His voice trailed after him, suspended in the silence that followed, echoing in his ears, in his head. He hated the sound of his voice when he became like this—shrill, whining. 
 
    “At least you’re not dead.” 
 
    Her words, simple and honest, tore through his self-pity like fire through a droughted field, until all he had left was the bare shame underneath, scorched and naked for all to see. Though it was only him who saw it, felt it, throbbing in his chest. 
 
    He turned around in an attempt to take it back but she was already gone. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    It was lonelier than he liked after the girl disappeared, as he waited and listened for her to return but she never did. He returned inside. He moved through the kitchen to the bottom of the stairs. The house was utterly silent. Did he call for her, for his mom? It was a difficult word to speak, not only because she wasn’t real, but because it had been so long since he’d spoken to the living, breathing version of her. 
 
    “Are you up there?” he called. 
 
    A brief pause. 
 
    “I’m still here,” she answered. 
 
    He climbed the stairs, followed the hallway to the bedroom doorway. She was still sitting on the bed, though the boxes were all put away. The bed, which had been streaked with blood the last he saw it, was clean. 
 
    “You put everything away?” 
 
    “Put what away?” she asked. 
 
    He said nothing. She stood from the bed and took his hands in hers. She worked his fingers gently between her own. 
 
    “You really aren’t her,” he said. He noticed he was smiling and stopped. He took his hands away. “My mom isn’t the touchy-feely type.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    Lewis was taken aback. “And how should you know?” 
 
    She scowled, hurt. Then she raised her brow, as though she remembered how he could be. “I haven’t seen you in a long time, is all.” 
 
    Lewis decided to let it go. They could probably talk in these circles for eternity. He crossed the room, to the other side of the bed where he looked down on the blanket, now spotless. 
 
    “There was blood on this,” he said. 
 
    “Blood?” 
 
    Lewis gave her a hard look, disbelieving. “From those boxes you pulled out. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    She shook her head. Lewis dropped to his knees and peered beneath the bed and found the floor bare underneath, which was hard to believe in any house, real or not. He stood again, considered explaining it to her, sharing his confusion, and realized it would be no use. They weren’t operating on anyone’s logic here. 
 
    Having had just about enough, he thought he’d get to the point. 
 
    “None of this is real,” he said. “You’re not real, this house isn’t real. I’m trapped here, in this place…” He gestured in all directions. “…because supposedly I’ve been cursed. I was brought here, to this island, to you and this imaginary house, because there’s supposed to be a way out. Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    His mother regarded him tiredly. “You always were so dramatic…” 
 
    She left into the hallway. Lewis followed. 
 
    “Dramatic?” He walked closely behind as she moved to the opposite end of the hallway, to the last door there. “It’s not dramatic, it’s what it is!” 
 
    This final room was his parent’s bedroom—her bedroom. The light was already on. There was a long dresser under the bedroom window. It was there she wandered to, stood looking down at the things on top of it. 
 
    “Don’t you know where you are?” Lewis asked. “You’re on an island, alone. Nothing else besides this house. You’re stranded here, with nowhere to go. Don’t you see that? This isn’t home. None of it’s real.” 
 
    “This is real,” she said. She looked over her shoulder and their eyes met. Her face was softly lighted, full of calm. “Everything you describe is true, and it’s home, and it’s real. To me.” 
 
    Lewis’s frustration reached its peak and he struggled to find words to better get his point across. Somehow she couldn’t understand, and that was all the more to convince him there was no use in trying. She was a mirage. The darkness conjured her, the idea of her, worked her like a puppet doing its best impression, but that’s all she was. Understanding wasn’t part of her act. 
 
    There was a picture on the dresser, which she picked up. She looked it over somberly. 
 
    “You don’t return my letters… I might as well be on an island, don’t you think?” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Lewis said. 
 
    She set the picture down. From where Lewis stood he couldn’t see what it was, but he knew it well enough. He was sure if he took a step closer, he’d see an older version of himself there in the frame. 
 
    “Don’t you know I care about you?” she asked. 
 
    He focused his attention on the other side of the room, to the closet full of clothes and shoes. It didn’t take much looking to spot the men’s dress shirts separated from the rest of the clothes on their hangers. Old and long untouched. 
 
    “I needed to get away.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    He gestured to the closet. “You keep him around, all his stuff, like he’s still here.” 
 
    “What would you rather I did? Forget he existed?” 
 
    “You don’t have to forget. Just move on.” 
 
    “Running away isn’t moving on.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I thought it was.” 
 
    He couldn’t stand being in her bedroom any longer, couldn’t stand the conversation. He faced the doorway and she urged him not to go. 
 
    “Just stay with me a while,” she said. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “A lot of good it’s doing so far…” He leaned against the doorjamb, the head of the stairs at the opposite end of the hallway tempting but ultimately useless. She started to say something but he interrupted her. “The older I got, the more of him you saw in me, and it just… I couldn’t be that.” 
 
    “Be what?” she asked, and startled him, having moved behind him while he spoke. She reached for him and he shrank away, stepped deeper into the room, leaving her by the door. 
 
    “I could tell I reminded you of him, and I… I didn’t want to be this… this weird reminder. I barely remember dad, and I felt like I was supposed to live up to him for you, or like you expected me to stick around in his place forever. It was too much.” 
 
    She was noiseless behind him. He was about to say something more, something superfluous to fill the silence, but decided against it. He had nothing to feel uncomfortable about, he thought. He spoke the truth. But as he waited, he couldn’t will himself to look at her again. No matter how many times he told himself she wasn’t real, the discomfort he felt in her presence grew by the minute. Finally, he turned around and she wasn’t there. 
 
    He ventured halfway down the hall, creaking the floorboards, and peeked into the guest bedroom. Empty. He moved to the head of the stairs and listened. Nothing. He crept downstairs, into the kitchen, and found it empty as well. She had disappeared. Had she even heard anything he said, he wondered? Or maybe she had, and that was the problem. 
 
    As he stood near the kitchen table, he felt a cool breeze against the backs of his legs. He spun around. It smelled of ocean mist. He followed it from the kitchen into the front room. The front door was open. There his mother was, standing in the sand a few feet from the bottom of the porch steps. Her hair moved in the breeze. Having expected something worse, a nightmarish trick courtesy of the darkness, he was relieved to find her. 
 
    “You just walked away,” he said. “I thought—” 
 
    “Do I make you that uncomfortable?” she asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You think I want you to replace your father?” 
 
    Part of him had always known it was irrational, but the suspicion existed regardless. His impression of her was that of someone very lost and desperate, someone who didn’t know what to do with themselves or how to help themselves without being told. He didn’t want to be responsible. He couldn’t be her pillar. 
 
    “I think you’re lonely,” he said. “And you want me to be lonely with you.” 
 
    She appeared as though she’d been struck. “You really think that?” 
 
    “Every day, you never missed a chance to remind me of how sad you were, how hopeless you were, as if you thought it was up to me to do something about it. That, or you wanted to keep me feeling sorry for you so I wouldn’t go.” 
 
    “No, that was never… that’s never what I wanted.” 
 
    “That’s how it felt.” 
 
    She faced the breeze, the sound of the waves, even though there was nothing to see of it. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me that?” 
 
    “I just… I needed to get away.” 
 
    “You were all I had…” 
 
    “I know!” he shouted. She flinched. Their eyes met and he wished he hadn’t raised his voice. “You don’t know what it’s like having that responsibility. I still had my own life to live, and I couldn’t shape it around you and your… your…” 
 
    “My emptiness.” 
 
    She looked down at her feet. Lewis wasn’t sure what to say. Now it was her, he thought, being dramatic. But was she wrong? 
 
    “Even if that’s true,” he said, “it wasn’t on me to make you whole.” 
 
    She nodded, head down. “I know.” 
 
    “I mean… I have to do what’s best for me, too.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I know.” 
 
    Lewis fidgeted quietly, unsure what to say. His eyes moved over her back from head to toe. Her downturned face was partially obscured by her hair. 
 
    Suddenly Lewis noticed the light around them changed. It had grown brighter. It crackled. He looked behind them, up the porch steps to the still-open front door, and his mouth formed an O of horror. 
 
    “Oh my god,” he said. He pried his eyes away long enough to try for his mother’s attention. “Mom. Mom!” 
 
    She didn’t respond. Meanwhile, the light that glowed over them grew hotter and brighter still. It shown in Lewis’s eyes like rubies. 
 
    “You have to do what’s best for you…” his mother muttered next to him. 
 
    “Mom,” he said again. “The house!” 
 
    She turned around, head down. “I just missed you, was all. I had no idea I was asking so much.” 
 
    She started up the porch steps. The front door was alive with flames. She was nearing the top when Lewis realized she wasn’t stopping, and he hurried after her, grabbed her by the arm. 
 
    “Stop!” he said. “It’s on fire! Don’t you see?” 
 
    She didn’t fight him. She didn’t look him in the eyes, either. 
 
    “I’m not real,” she said. “Remember?” 
 
    He didn’t notice it happening, but his hand wasn’t around her arm anymore and she was moving freely toward the fire. He started for her again, reached for her, and the flames singed his fingertips like molten barbs. She stepped through the doorway, her image a wavy mirage through the heat. Her clothes caught. Her hair caught. She smoldered through the living room, a column of fire, until she disappeared into the kitchen. Lewis approached the door again, curious of its heat despite his first touch, and of course the pain once more repelled him. He retreated down the porch steps into the sand and watched from a distance as each window filled with billowing destruction. The house moaned, its innards shriveling. Lewis was reminded again of Harvey and his burning home, his family inside, trapped. Only this time, those inside were inside willingly. 
 
    She isn’t real. 
 
    It was easier to think that, wasn’t it? But it wasn’t just easy, he thought, it was true. 
 
    Right? 
 
    In a single breath of smoke and ember, the roof to the house fell through, and the ceilings and floors collapsed beneath its weight. Lewis watched the guts fall apart from the inside out, shadows of wood and drywall and everything else raining past the open windows until they too began to sag. 
 
    The heat reached new heights, so that Lewis distanced himself farther into the darkness, his back against a tree line. There he waited, watched, as the house’s exterior shown black in the flames, its skeleton. 
 
    The rest burned slow. 
 
    Lewis knelt in the sand while he watched. The flames were huge. They shook like branches in the wind, leaves of bright ash falling upward into the sky. Something else moved within them, a wandering shape. It paced from one side of the gutted house to the other, black and cloudy. A shell within a shell. Lewis squinted to see it, watched it circle what was left of the downstairs, until one instant his eyes lost track of it and couldn’t find it again. 
 
    When the house burned itself dry and dead, and the flames reduced to twinkling hot pinpricks, he continued sitting in the sand, in the dark, not knowing what came next. 
 
    If anything at all. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    It Comes to This 
 
   We forgot the knife,” Lara said, squinting to read the image on her phone. 
 
    “The knife?” 
 
    “For the blood.” 
 
    Catherine, already drooping where she sat, sank further with dread. She probed the long scab on top of her arm where she’d produced blood the first time. Still sore. 
 
    “It’s not your blood,” Lara said. “We need his.” 
 
    “What? His? I don’t remember reading that.” 
 
    “Did you even read it?” 
 
    “I read it!” Catherine said, and as she reached for the phone she tried to smother a cough rising from her chest. The cough won. She covered her mouth, and Lara, holding out her phone, waited long enough for the cough to subside that she set the phone on the ground instead for Catherine to read when she finished. Catherine cleared her throat, picked up the phone, and read the instructions over a second time. “Yes, his. But it says mine too.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Did you even read it?” Catherine said mockingly. 
 
    When she offered the phone back, Lara regarded her morbidly. 
 
    “You’re not getting any better. You sound worse.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You sound like a frog. Or a really old smoker.” 
 
    Catherine stifled another cough. “Thanks.” 
 
    Lara read the instructions again silently. 
 
    “So your blood goes on him. Like the first time, mixed with the powder. Then his blood goes on his belongings. Same symbol on both. Different symbol than the curse.” 
 
    “In any order? Do we need to blow it in his face?” 
 
    “Doesn’t say anything about blowing it in his face. It lists your blood going on him first, but I don’t know if it matters.” 
 
    “We’ll just do like it says. What’s after that?” 
 
    “Nothing. It doesn’t even say what’s supposed to happen once we do all that. For all we know he’ll combust.” 
 
    “That’s not funny.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    They sat on either side of him, looking at him like a puzzle with a missing piece. Catherine reached into the box of all his things and dug through it, through the folded letters that never ended. She pulled out his keys first, sat them on the ground. Next she found his father’s tie. She pulled the photograph out after that and handed it to Lara. 
 
    “We’ll use that. I think that’s the best bet.” 
 
    “None of this makes any sense,” Lara said. “I don’t understand how any of this amounts to anything…” 
 
    Catherine, too weak to talk about it, nodded, blinked lazily. She took a deep breath and knelt over the young man’s sleeping face. 
 
    “Go get the knife and let’s start this. Oh, and rubbing alcohol. In my bathroom under the sink…” 
 
    Lara hurried upstairs. Catherine sifted through the letters in the box while she waited, glanced over words and phrases. Her head was heavy and cloudy. The nausea, which she thought had passed, was coming back. Her stomach cramped. It was milder than before, but steadily getting stronger. After a few minutes, she dropped the letters back in the box and called upstairs. 
 
    “Lara!” Her throaty voice didn’t carry. She clambered to her feet and stood at the bottom of the basement stairs. “Lara?” 
 
    Through the doorway at the top she saw Lara pass by, quick as a ghost. Curious, worried, Catherine climbed the stairs. When she reached the top, stepped into the front room, Lara entered from the kitchen, knife and alcohol in hand. 
 
    “What’s taking you?” 
 
    Lara looked around, eyes drawn to the windows distractedly. 
 
    “I quickly checked the house. Just making sure.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    Lara shook her head. “Nothing, really. Just being paranoid, I think.” 
 
    “Paranoid about what?” 
 
    Lara shrugged, a feeble smile of reassurance. “Just a feeling I had. With all that’s happened, I think I’m a little jumpy. That’s all.” 
 
    “Let me know if you see any moths,” Catherine said, almost joking. 
 
    They started downstairs. 
 
    Catherine took a seat, pocket knife in her lap. It was the same she used the first time. She’d washed it that night, though she planned on using the rubbing alcohol to cleanse it again. Even then, it wouldn’t be completely sterile. Close enough. If she got infected, she thought, it was just another trip to the doctor… 
 
    Lara sat opposite Catherine, both on either side of the young man. She held the photograph. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are you cutting him or am I? I don’t know if I can…” 
 
    “I’ll do me first. Get it—” She coughed into her arm. Her chest ached. Taking a breath when she was finished was a chore on its own. “Get it over with.” 
 
    Catherine took the powder out from her pocket. It was just a little cloth bag with twine around its neck. It was almost empty. Luckily she only needed a little, she thought, enough to mix with her blood and his. The page from the book didn’t specify an amount or anything like that. 
 
    “Maybe the magic is in this,” she said to Lara, waving the powder. “The rest doesn’t have to make any sense. We don’t know what’s really in here…” 
 
    “Yes we do,” Lara said, and held up her phone. 
 
    Catherine shrugged. She unfolded the pocket knife. Its silver sheen was spotless. That was a good enough sign, in her eyes. She poured the alcohol over each side of the blade, let it spill and drip right there on the basement floor. It would dry up. Then she wiped the blade on her sweatpants, aware she was likely defeating the purpose by doing so. She laid her arm on her leg, flesh to spare. The knife in her hand shook uncontrollably. She wasn’t nervous, she thought. Or maybe she was. She was so exhausted she didn’t feel it either way. 
 
    “Can you do it?” Lara asked. 
 
    Catherine lowered the knife by her side. “Yes, I can do it. Be quiet.” 
 
    “Just… don’t hurt yourself.” 
 
    Swallowing another tickle in her throat, Catherine laughed bitterly. She readied herself again, hovered the knife over her arm. She was shaking so badly, years from now—if she even made it another day—people would see her arm and think she’d been in some kind of pumpkin carving accident. She prodded her flesh with the tip of the blade. The old scab was a reminder. 
 
    “You sure you want to do it in the same spot?” Lara asked. She was running her hands over her legs nervously. “Maybe your palm this time.” 
 
    Catherine sighed. “You don’t have to watch if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Nevertheless, Lara watched. Her eyes were glued to Catherine’s arm. She chewed her lip, waiting. Just looking at her, Catherine’s heart started to beat a little harder. Maybe the blood would come faster now. Just a small cut. She wouldn’t slice like last time. Just enough to dab her fingers into. Just enough to mix the powder. 
 
    She stuck the blade into her arm. A nasty pinch. Blood seeped out, pooled around the blade, dark and watery. Rather than slice at all, she simply waited while the blood ran out from the initial puncture. She removed the knife and set it on the ground. 
 
    Lara’s hands were covering her mouth. Her eyes were round and white. 
 
    “That’ll do it,” Catherine said. “I think that’s plenty—” 
 
    Her stomach gave a lurch, throat burning, and before she could comprehend what her body was doing she turned her head and vomited on the cold concrete. Lara gave a startled shout. The bile was black as ever. Catherine wiped her mouth on the shoulder of her shirt. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said. 
 
    Her hands trembled more than ever. The spicy stench of the vomit clouded over them. She dipped her pointer and middle fingertips in the blood still dribbling from her arm. 
 
    “Show me the symbol,” she said. Lara held her phone to her mother’s face. Catherine reared her head back, squinting. “I can’t see it that close.” Lara pulled it away. “Make it larger, though.” 
 
    The symbol was like a sideways J, with a series of dots trailing out from inside the hook. The straight end of the J was capped with a triangular pattern of dots. Catherine started with the triangle of dots. She placed a dot on the far side of his forehead, dipped her finger, another couple dots, dipped her finger, another couple dots to finish it. She dipped her fingers again, pressed them into the wound to really soak them in new blood, and drew the J. She went over it twice to make it even. Then, last but not least, she finished with the final dots beneath the J from its hook. It resembled the example well enough, though her placement on his forehead could have been centered more. Oh well. It wasn’t meant to be art, she decided. 
 
    “You’re pale as a corpse,” Lara said. 
 
    Her daughter couldn’t hide her terror. Seeing that terror was painful and even terrifying in itself for Catherine. She was sorry Lara saw it, and afraid to see it for herself. 
 
    “We’re almost there.” Catherine felt as though she were swaying in place, sitting on the cold basement floor. It was difficult to look around. The room and everything in it appeared out of focus, bubbled, like looking through a fisheye lens. She set the knife on the ground—dropped it, more like. Her hand was tired of holding it, apparently. She wasn’t sure. She felt on the brink of falling asleep. “What do I say to him when he wakes up?” 
 
    “Do we need to take a break?” Lara asked. “Does it matter if the blood dries? I think we should take a break.” 
 
    “No. No break. I have to get this over with…” She shook her head, her brain bouncing in her skull. “We’re so close.” 
 
    “Do you need me to do this? I can do this…” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” 
 
    It vaguely occurred to her that she wasn’t in the proper state to be cutting anyone open. But she wouldn’t need to cut him too badly. Just like she’d done to herself. Pierce him once, a superficial wound. Enough to bleed. Even if she were blackout drunk she could manage that, she thought. 
 
    She picked the knife up, hunched over him. Get it over with, all right. That’s what she’d do. Over and done in a matter of seconds from now. Just as he was waking up, she would pass out. How would that be? Leave Lara to handle all her mess from there. Terrible. And what if he attacked them? He’d be weak, too, surely. Lara… 
 
    It was unclear if she meant to do it or if her hazy, swaying body caused it by accident, but she leaned forward and stabbed the pocket knife deep into his bicep. Lara screamed. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Catherine said. “It’s just… his arm.” 
 
    That was also when she realized she’d forgotten to wash the knife, still dirty with her blood. She dropped it again—clattered to the floor. The blood was flowing freely down his arm in a narrow stream. Nothing major… 
 
    Lara screamed again, or whimpered. Something. She was making sounds. Everything was so loud. Catherine lifted her head, felt like a boulder was tied to the top of it, and looked at Lara who was actually looking elsewhere, toward the stairs behind them. Catherine followed her gaze. She saw what the commotion was about then. 
 
    A young man stood halfway down the stairs, watching them both, pointing something at them both. His expressive face, pulled tight and baring its teeth, was muted. Or everything was muted. Catherine couldn’t hear him one way or the other. She looked between him and Lara, who was frozen on her knees. The man reached the bottom of the stairs. He pointed his gun at Catherine, mouth still jabbering, but she couldn’t hear a damn thing. Had he shot at them? Were her ears ringing? She didn’t think so. Whatever was happening to her hearing must have been related to her warped vision, which certainly didn’t result from any gunshot. 
 
    Beth was hearing things. Was she all right, she wondered? She would be in the hospital by now, of course. 
 
    Was Catherine seeing things? 
 
    The young man—Rob! It’s Rob!—continued speaking to her, continued moving toward her, and just as she was convinced he wasn’t there at all, that the curse was inflicting her eyes with visions, he proved her wrong with his impatience by pushing the gun to her forehead. She felt the cold, open cylinder on her skin and suddenly all sound came flooding back. 
 
    “Don’t!” Lara screamed, her voice exploding in volume like a passing jet plane. Catherine recoiled from the sound of it, away from the gun, and fell back. She barely caught herself on one arm. Rob didn’t seem to mind. His attention was on Lara now. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” he said. 
 
    Catherine couldn’t take her eyes from the gun recklessly pointed in her direction. Lara sat back, hands in her lap. Rob turned again to Catherine, repeated what he must have been saying all along. 
 
    “Don’t move,” he said. 
 
    “What do you want?” She hated her voice. It was slow and groggy. It sounded nothing like her. She found, however, her rising adrenaline reviving all her senses a bit. The room was rapidly shrinking back to its normal proportions, the stretched corners relaxing into something more recognizable. 
 
    “What I’ve wanted all along,” he said. “I know you have money. I don’t care how much or how little. You’re going to give it to me.” 
 
    Why are you here? she wanted to say. Why don’t you just rob a bank? 
 
    “Why me?” she said instead. “You have to steal from me?” 
 
    “Lara told me you have money. A lot of it.” 
 
    Weary-eyed, Catherine looked upon her daughter with disappointment. 
 
    “It’s not true,” Lara said. “I didn’t know what I was talking about.” 
 
    “Bullshit you didn’t.” 
 
    “I didn’t. I just thought it would be easiest…” 
 
    Rob shrugged. “And it still is.” 
 
    Catherine’s neck ached. Her shoulders were stiff. She relaxed them. 
 
    “Put that away,” she said, nodding toward the gun. “You’re not—” 
 
    “I’m not playing.” He pushed the gun toward her, emphasizing how serious he was. “I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “You’re not killing anyone,” Lara said. 
 
    “I’ll kill you too.” He swiveled the gun toward her. “I won’t think twice. And him.” He eyed the unconscious man. “I dare you to test me.” 
 
    “You kill us and you get nothing.” Catherine wasn’t sure if she was trying to reason with him or call his bluff. The whole situation was so off-kilter, she couldn’t read her own motives—couldn’t think straight. She spoke to speak, to fill his pauses. Anything to try and take control. 
 
    “I kill you and nothing changes for me. I’ll go on living my pathetic existence. But you won’t.” He laughed—a stuttering sound, on edge. “Not much to gain, but not much to lose, either.” 
 
    “You’re high right now, aren’t you?” Catherine asked. 
 
    He gave her an amused, screwy sort of smirk. “Fuck off.” 
 
    He must have noticed something then, saw it in the corner of his eye. He twitched toward Lara and bared those yellowed teeth. He swiped at her with his free hand, batted something out of hers. The cell phone spun across the floor to the middle of the room. Rob chased after it, stomped it under the heel of his shoe three times. The plastic cracked, fell into pieces. Lara groaned audibly. 
 
    “Listen,” Catherine said, “I really don’t have anything to give—” 
 
    He advanced on her, and before she could finish he swiped the gun across the side of her head. She toppled over. She held her hand to her head, her wet hair. 
 
    “Rob!” Lara shrieked. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “This is loaded! Do you want me to prove it?” 
 
    “Mom, are you okay?” 
 
    The basement was foggy again, but it wasn’t Rosaline’s curse. She saw stars. The throbbing headache had lit up like a thousand sparklers. She was too stunned to listen. She pulled her hand away from her head and saw the blood. 
 
    “We’re going for a drive,” Rob told them. “You’ll take me to your bank’s ATM and you’ll empty it.” 
 
    “You can’t empty an account at an ATM,” Lara said. “There are withdrawal limits.” 
 
    His eyes darted around the room, flicked between Catherine and Lara so quickly he should have been dizzied by it. He was fuming. He was also likely embarrassed. A dangerous combination. 
 
    “Fine. We’ll take out as much as you can. Then…” He thought. His eyes wouldn’t stop their constant pinballing. “Then you’ll write me a check. You’re old, I know you have personal checks…” 
 
    “Why not just get the check now—” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up.” He turned the gun on Lara again. Staring into its deep eye was enough to cut her off. “I don’t want you writing some bogus check… And I need money now…” 
 
    Catherine’s attention was coming back. She pushed herself upright. 
 
    Her voice was tired still—a chore to enunciate. “For more… drugs.” 
 
    Rob scoffed. “Lady, you don’t know anything.” 
 
    “I’ll write you a check… right now.” 
 
    “No. We’ll go to the ATM. Then you’ll write me a check, and you’ll come with me when I cash it.” 
 
    He waited, shoulders rising and falling in time with his panicked breath. He glistened under the sterile basement light, gallons of sweat dripping down his face. Neither Catherine nor Lara could think of anything else to say. He moved toward Catherine. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s go.” 
 
    “No,” she said, and raised her hands to him, turned her face away. “I can’t leave. Not yet.” 
 
    He struck her hands aside. He wrapped his fist in her hair and pulled her around until she was on her back. Catherine cried. In an instant Lara was up. She leapt, threw her arms around his neck from behind. She reached one arm around him, grabbed him by the wrist which held the gun. He released Catherine. She turned over on her stomach, which churned with the promise of another hot retching. She pushed up on her hands, held herself there, breathed, doing all she could to slow the flood. Although if she did throw up all over herself maybe Rob would be less enthusiastic to share a car ride together. There was an idea— 
 
    Something crashed. A bolt of lightning. It struck the basement, loud as deafness, loud enough to jerk Catherine’s hands out from under her, the untwining of her last thread of nerves. She startled, dropped flat on her chest. Her ears were muffled—a slight ringing. 
 
    When she rolled herself over she saw Lara had decided to join her on the floor. Her daughter lay on her back, chin lifted to a sharp point, mouth open, eyes open, cemented in horror. Rob stood, arms out to his sides uselessly like a scarecrow. His eyes, too, reflected Lara’s. Catherine sat up. She moved toward her daughter, saw her daughter’s hands clutching herself to hold back the red. 
 
    “Oh… oh…” 
 
    Before she could reach her, Rob buried his fingers into Catherine’s arm and hauled her to her feet. He bared his teeth but there were tears in his eyes. 
 
    Sniveling, he said, “Walk with me.” 
 
    Catherine tried to fight him. She was too weak. Instead she let her feet go out from under her. She dipped to the floor, next to her daughter’s body. 
 
    “Forget her!” Rob demanded. 
 
    He tugged Catherine away, dragged her to the bottom of the stairs as she wailed her daughter’s name. There was no will left to go anywhere, to do anything. She slackened her body, refused to cooperate. He tried to lift her, gun juggled in his hand, and she thought it might be great if it went off by accident and put her out of her misery. 
 
    Agitated and unable to move her, Rob leaned in close, “It was an accident. Okay? The sooner we get this over with… I’ll let you go. You can call for help, whatever. I don’t give a fuck.” 
 
    What would that do, she thought? Lara was shot, bleeding out. She’d be dead in no time… 
 
    The gun’s cold metal pressed to her temple. 
 
    “If you really want, I can finish you both off right now.” 
 
    She said nothing—not only in protest, but also because she thought if she opened her mouth she might vomit any second. Then his fist curled up in her hair and pulled her up and she screamed. Her scream was cut short, that hot and bubbly expectation rising quickly up her throat and into her mouth and all over the stairs. 
 
    “Jesus!” 
 
    His feet tap-danced around the oily-black mess. Catherine was at a loss for where it even came from anymore. She should be emptied by now, she thought. Too weak to even wipe her mouth, she looked up at Rob, full of desperation. 
 
    “Take my purse,” she said. “Take my card, my checkbook. I’ll give you…” She burped. She swallowed it down. “—I’ll give you my pin. Just let me go.” 
 
    “You’ll call the police. They’ll be looking for me before I can even—” 
 
    “I won’t. I… I promise.” 
 
    Without a word he picked her up by the hair again and she hollered all the way up the stairs, climbing on her sore knees, wooden step after wooden step. She cast one last look behind them at the basement below. Lara wasn’t moving. 
 
    Dragging her into the front room, Rob dumped her and paced around the couch, around the coffee table. 
 
    “Where’s your shit?” 
 
    He disappeared into the kitchen before returning with her purse under his arm. He dug through his pocket and pulled out a string of keys. 
 
    “We’ll take mine,” he said. 
 
    He tucked his gun into the back of his jeans and picked Catherine up off the floor. She leaned against him, nearly toppled his skinny frame. 
 
    “Don’t pull that toddler tantrum shit again. Walk with me. The sooner this is over…” 
 
    He opened the front door and they stumbled out together down the walk toward the driveway where his car was parked. Catherine shut her eyes against the bright sun overhead. Her skull pounded. Every muscle in her body melted in the afternoon heat. Rob cycled through his keys in one hand as they approached the car—an older vehicle, dinged up on its doors, oxidizing on its hood and roof. Disregarding the chance she might vomit again, Catherine chose that moment to turn her face to the sky and scream as loudly as she could. Someone would hear, come looking, see her in distress, call the police. Her scream lasted all of a second before Rob dropped everything—the purse fell to the ground, his keys—and he clamped a hand to her mouth. He pulled his gun out, pressed it against her hip between them, hidden. He turned around to see who might be looking. Maybe no one, maybe everyone. 
 
    “Do that again,” he said. He pushed the barrel of the gun deep into her side. “Try it.” 
 
    He bent and picked up the keys, then led her quickly around the car to the passenger side where he opened the door and shoved her in. He ran quickly back around, scooped up her purse, and got behind the wheel. He started the car. They pulled out of the driveway into the street. Someone had seen them, Catherine thought. Someone had heard her scream. Someone watched him put her in the car, watched them now as they drove away. They would call the police… 
 
    …and the police would come looking for them, not for Lara. 
 
    “Hurry…” she begged. “Please hurry…” 
 
    “We’ll get there when we get there,” he said. “I’m not drawing any unwanted attention.” 
 
    The car bumped and rolled, its suspension squeaking like an old spring mattress. Each dip sent Catherine’s stomach flipping, her head pounding, her vision spinning. She had the idea she should buckle her seatbelt, but just finding it felt too great a chore. Each turn they made, it was all she could do to sit straight without falling to either side as the car carried them through the sizzling suburb. 
 
    “You killed her,” she said. She lolled her head to the side to face him. “You shot her.” 
 
    His twitchy eyes darted in her direction, eyed her cowardly from their corners. He chewed the inside of his cheek. 
 
    “Is this…” They passed over a speedbump. Catherine swallowed the ensuing nausea down. They were driving past the elementary school now, she saw. “Is this really worth it at this point?” 
 
    “Quiet,” he said, with a surprising amount of calm. 
 
    “Is my daughter’s life worth it?” 
 
    “If you don’t be quiet, I’ll stop the car and make you wish you had. Then it’ll take us even longer, and she’ll lose the rest of her blood waiting.” 
 
    Catherine said what she needed to. He squirmed in his seat, thinking it over. Or maybe he only thought about the money. Maybe he thought about how truly screwed he was, how unlikely it would be that he’d get away with any of this. Maybe he knew he’d come too far to turn back now. 
 
    She shifted in her seat, leaned against her window. She could smell her own sour breath off the glass. She scanned the neighborhood for anyone who might see her, but all she saw when she looked outside was Lara in the basement, holding her life in the palms of her hands. Catherine had done this to her. She’d forgotten her own daughter. And it was this man, too. This child of a man, full of his own sickness that had changed her bright-eyed daughter. Except none of that was right, either. She didn’t know the answer, the cause. Maybe there wasn’t one. Maybe Catherine was fucked up, and maybe their father was a little fucked up, too. But who knows that, really? Who knows until it’s too late that they were never parent material? She certainly hadn’t. And now she’d outlived both her children, if only for a few minutes. The universe was setting everything straight. What shouldn’t have been, now never will be. 
 
    Her daughter was in her basement dying all alone. 
 
    They were coming up to a four-way neighborhood stop. A table and chairs were set up there, a long plastic banner hanging from the front of the table declaring LEMONADE. A mother and father and their child tended the table, sitting back on their lawn chairs. Catherine reached a feeble hand to the crank on her door for the window and, numb in her elbow, turned it round and round. Rob shouted at her to cut it out. The window was halfway down before he leaned over and ripped her arm away from the crank. She lifted herself in her seat and pressed her face to the opening, the wind chilling to her sweaty face. Rob slammed on the brakes as they approached the stop. Catherine fell forward in her seat. Her shoulder hit the dashboard. She fell to the floor underneath. Cursing, Rob stepped on the gas, lurched them forward through the intersection, and Catherine fell the other way. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he muttered. 
 
    She climbed back into her seat, turned herself around and plopped back like a slab of tenderized meat. Rob leaned over, reached past her to crank the window shut. Catherine felt an immediate cramp take hold, her stomach gurgling hot and soupy, and before Rob could finish she doused the back of his neck in her rancid midnight slime. He bolted upright in his seat, shuddering violently, jaw dropped in disgust. He gasped. He reached back to touch his neck but stopped himself, decided that feeling it down his back was enough, he didn’t want it on his hands, too. 
 
    Catherine fell back again, temporarily relieved. She apologized under her breath with the most spite she could muster. She shut her eyes peacefully, feeling no peace at all except that in her stomach. The window was still partially cracked and the wind whistled through. 
 
    “You’re dead,” he said. His voice whined, on the brink of tears. She turned to him, blinked dreamily as she watched him fighting his emotions. He drove with both hands on the wheel, knuckles white as Catherine’s face. She closed her eyes, listened distantly while he sobbed next to her. Maybe it was catching up to him now, Lara’s blood on his hands, the disaster he’d made for himself. Again, like ice poured over his head, perhaps Catherine’s sickness had jolted him back into reality. She looked at him once more, saw he was wiping tears from his eyes, crying so hard it was like he’d forgotten he was behind the wheel of a car… 
 
    “Watch where you’re going!” she screamed hoarsely. 
 
    There was someone in the road. A little girl. Catherine’s heart leapt into her throat. Rob opened his eyes in time to see her, in time to abandon all thought and spin the wheel in any direction that wasn’t straight ahead. The girl stopped, a surprised flash of mouth and eyes through a flourish of hair—a gut-wrenching instant of familiarity in Catherine’s chest, her depleted lungs. Tires squealed. The car rocked up onto the curb, onto the sidewalk. Catherine’s arms flew to either side in search of anything to brace against. They bounced over the sidewalk, rollercoaster-ed down an unexpected drop on the other side. A grassy slope of wild green peered at them through the windshield as they banged and jostled down like a ship along a perilous wave. Catherine slammed her face against the window. Rob cried out, cursing. At the bottom of the slope was a chain-link fence, and through it waited what appeared to be a tree-studded creek. They ate through the fence like a sheet of paper. Rob gave a final, woman-like bark. Catherine moved her hands forward to meet the dashboard as the hood crumpled against a tree. Her wrists cracked, all her weight piled behind them. Rob disappeared out of his seat. A gristly thud. The windshield flowered with jagged fissures. 
 
    Then everything was still. 
 
    Catherine wheezed. Her already-spinning vision was now a pinwheel in a hurricane. Her stomach bubbled. She scooted herself back into her seat, head against the headrest. She blinked, watched the sideways world teeter back and forth, slowly realigning itself more and more each time she opened her eyes. The windshield was webbed from one side to the other. Rob was folded underneath it on the dashboard. Apparently the airbags hadn’t deployed for either of them. A spray of bright red blood marked where his head met the glass. He didn’t move. He didn’t breathe. 
 
    Likewise, Catherine could barely move, could barely breathe. Her chest felt sucked in on itself, as though her sternum and ribs had fallen on her lungs, pinching off any air she might have. She coughed—a knife in her back. A sleepiness so heavy rolled over her, she had to try considerably to resist it. It was easier to rest, but time wouldn’t wait for it. To sleep, she thought, was to die. To let Lara die—if she was still alive. 
 
    She was only just able to pull the handle and unlatch her door. Her swollen wrists lit hot like fire, sparked with pain. She imagined her bones ground like gravel inside them. She saw her own blood there on the window, a cloudy spatter. It dribbled warmly down the side of her face and neck. She’d hit her head, but already she didn’t remember it. With the strength of a six-month-old she pushed the door outward and, when it didn’t budge, found it easier to simply lean against it. The door opened and she tumbled out onto the dirt. 
 
    “Oof!” 
 
    The knife in her back twisted. What little air she possessed released, left her gasping. The world, truly sideways to her now, turned upside down. She lay in the dirt, on her shoulder. This was as far as she was going to get, she knew. There was no part of her which didn’t hurt. She willed her arms to correct her, to sit up. She willed her legs to bend toward her, to get on her knees. Her limbs were on strike. She couldn’t feel any of them. Was she paralyzed? No, she thought. The crash was the least of it. This was her. The psychic. Rosaline. It was worming deeper and deeper inside her, and now it had reached her heart, her brain. This was her comeuppance, and it was final. 
 
    She lifted her dimming eyes to the grass, up the slope where a sunshiny street lay hidden somewhere behind it. The horizon wobbled side to side. Everything blurred in and out of focus. Her own fingers, curled and lifeless next to her face, appeared foreign to her, blended. When a shape moved on top of the hill, approaching from the street, she struggled to see much beyond its general form. A short figure, thin and narrow. The little girl, perhaps. Catherine parted her lips to call for help. Her voice was gone. Once more she willed her arms to move, to wave the child down for help, but her fingers merely twitched. The small figure watched, unmoving, from the top of the slope. 
 
    Don’t be afraid, Catherine wanted to say. Get help. 
 
    The little figure moved toward her, cautious, step by step down the slope. She only descended a few feet before she stopped again. Maybe from that distance she could better see the accident, the violence, Catherine blinking wearily up at her. Maybe now she understood the severity. The emergency. The urgency. 
 
    However, closer now, Catherine saw her better as well. As the darkness moved in from all sides, swelling down from the sky, flooding through the weeds, she focused harder, eyes nearly shut squinting. She fought the nothingness, caught it, fanned it away to her peripherals so that all that remained was a halo of sight, the child on the hill. That familiarity tugged at her again. Her stomach convulsed inside her with something other than nausea for once. They held each other’s gazes. It seemed the longest time they remained that way, Catherine beside the dying car, the little girl up high in the weedy grass. Did she wish to say something, as much as Catherine did? Did they both look at the other with a vague sense of hope, a profound sense of longing? 
 
    Catherine’s tongue danced behind her teeth. The corners of her mouth dared to hint at more than just the pain riddling her body. She couldn’t breathe, yet she smiled. She begged the skies above to carry the whisper lodged in the back of her throat, desperate to speak a name which for an entire year caused her nothing but grief. So long since she’d spoken it fondly. It dawned on her what a shame that was. 
 
    Joy. Joy. Joy. 
 
    It was her, come to deliver Catherine into a different life, now her earthly one was strangled out of her by forces even more dark and alien. I’m here! she thought. I’m here! Come and get me! Let me hold you! 
 
    In the back of her mind it occurred to her what she asked. To be reunited with Joy, if it was real, if it was possible… Did she want it so badly? To have her again, would she leave everything else behind? Could it be that nothing else mattered? And as that thought came to be—blipped quietly into existence under all her mind’s noisy illusions—she heard it, like noticing the sound of a forgotten timer when it was almost too late. 
 
    I can’t, she thought. 
 
    Now she remembered. She’d made this mistake before. She wasn’t sure she could ever make up for it, but so long as she stuck around, she could try. She could do right by her for once… if there was a chance, even the smallest… 
 
    As she came close to accepting her responsibility, another figure arrived. They stepped into view over the child’s shoulder. Taller, slender, feminine. The little girl looked back at the young woman. Like a beacon, she was framed in the light of the sky, growing gloomier by the second as Catherine’s senses slowly failed her. She was assaulted by that same overwhelming recognition. She knew them both. It was the worst kind of knowing. She felt herself physically deflated, her energy pouring out of her like sand from a bag. The young woman wandered down the slope into the darkening weeds, joined the little girl in standing and observing the wreck, observing what Catherine in that moment wished would be the final moments of her life. 
 
    Though she couldn’t utter a sound, or move an inch, tears spilled warmly down her face and she flexed her useless mind against all the universe she could reach, willed it to hear her with head-throbbing magnitude. Her teeth pulsed. She demanded it all be undone. Everything. Take her back in time before that fateful night in that apartment complex parking lot, before she ever met the psychic, before she first looked into the young man’s eyes in that gas station. She would let him be. Let him go. Let it all go. They’d all suffered. Wasn’t that true? Did his suffering at her hand make hers any less? Would it ever? It was impossible to comprehend just how stupid it all was. How stupid she was. And most frustrating of all was the inability to change any of it. This was it. She’d brought herself to this place. Lara, too. That alone boiled her guilt into something angrier, wicked. She deserved this, but not them. This wasn’t the reunion she hoped for. 
 
    I’m sorry, Joy. I’m sorry, Lara. 
 
    Soon she’d join them at the top of that weedy hill. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Make Things Right 
 
   What came next was a voice. 
 
    “Well, there goes that,” the girl said, returned once more. 
 
    Lewis buried his hands in the sand, unearthed them, buried them again. The scent of smoke circled him. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” she asked. 
 
    Lewis shook his head. 
 
    “Maybe this wasn’t the way out after all,” she said. She kicked sand next to him, thinking. “Maybe that guy with the bird was—” 
 
    “Maybe this was the way,” Lewis said. “And I fucked it up.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    She plopped in the sand next to him. He felt her fingers on his arm and he leaned away. 
 
    “Please, don’t. I can’t stand it.” 
 
    “I want to help you.” 
 
    “You can’t help me, you’re dead.” 
 
    “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
 
    In the still dark, Lewis’s sobbing was loud as the crackling fire before it. He couldn’t contain himself any longer. Those tiny fingers touched his arm again and he was too absorbed by the surf pounding inside his head to notice. 
 
    “You’re not here,” he said. “You’re not real. You’re not here. You’re not anywhere, thanks to me!” 
 
    The fingers relented. She moved, got to her feet. 
 
    “You didn’t mean to,” she said. Her voice was so stern for a girl. “It was an accident.” 
 
    “I don’t know why I drove away. I left you there. How could I do something like that… I don’t know why I did that.” 
 
    “You were scared.” 
 
    “That’s no excuse.” He snorted, wiped his eyes dry. “I’m not a kid anymore, like you. There’s no excuse good enough for what I did… I deserve to be in this place. I deserve worse. You don’t get to live anymore, why should I? Tell me that!” 
 
    “Because it was an accident.” 
 
    “Driving away and leaving you there wasn’t an accident.” 
 
    He sat, fuming in the sand until he couldn’t bear it anymore, and jumped up, stomped into the trees away from the ash, away from the girl. She followed after him, naturally. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To the ocean. I’m going back. This is where I belong.” 
 
    He pressed his way through the trees, hands wildly navigating between them. Her soft footfalls gave him chase, skipping and tiptoeing after. He wished he could make her disappear from this place as well. She existed only because the darkness reveled in his torment. Wasn’t that right? He had half a mind to stop where he was, pin her down under the trees and choke her out of existence a second time. Anything to be left alone. He’d go back to Mercy’s Shore and this time, instead of inquiring about ways to escape, he’d ask about ways to put an end to it all, to stop being altogether. In this place and all places. 
 
    She grabbed him by the back of his shirt and pulled him to a stop. 
 
    “Quit it!” she screamed. 
 
    He spun on her. “What do you want? Let me go!” 
 
    “No!” She slapped him once on his chest, her one act of defiance against him. “You let me go!” 
 
    He recoiled. She huffed and puffed next to him, and though he couldn’t see her he felt her scorn nearly setting him aflame. Idly, he touched the spot where her hand had struck him. 
 
    “So you feel bad, big deal!” She paced around him, snapping twigs under her shoes. “So you want to… what, die? Like that’ll make us even or something?” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    “If I were real, and you really were talking to me right now, do you think that’s what I’d want? You’ll make it up to me by making me responsible for your death, too?” 
 
    “That isn’t—” 
 
    “Can’t you just be sorry?” 
 
    “I am! You don’t know how much…” 
 
    “Well…” She stopped her stomping and stood before him, panting. “That should be enough. It’s enough for me.” 
 
    “It’ll never be enough for me,” he answered. 
 
    “Yeah, well… not everything’s about you.” 
 
    Now it was she who walked away, continued through the trees. Lewis, after a moment of trying to process everything, followed her. They reached the other side. The ocean purred gently on the shore. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Lewis asked. 
 
    He would have bumped into her had she not stopped him by the sound of her voice, standing near the ebbing water. 
 
    “If you really want to make up for it…” They were standing side by side. Lewis looked at her, toward her voice as she spoke, and in an instant, miraculously, he saw her. A bright cone of pale white light shone over them, lit them up like gravestones. She peered ahead, eyes above the ocean. Lewis allowed his sight to be guided by hers and he turned to see what it was, the spotlight marking their place on the beach. It hung over the ocean, highlighted the edges of its rolling waves like silver. 
 
    The moon. 
 
    Her final words to him: “Now’s your chance.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The moon brightened, so much so he had to close his eyes against it. His head throbbed. There was an acute pain in his lower back, a need to be stretched or twisted. His neck, too, was suddenly coiled with tension. 
 
    And… was he lying down? 
 
    He cracked his eyes, peeked again at the blinding light. It hung over him, a suspended white orb. Behind it he saw a wall of… wooden beams, running parallel. A ceiling. 
 
    As it began to seep in, and he realized what had happened, where he was—or rather where he wasn’t—in his chest started a steadily increasing thrum. He thought he’d lift his head, sit up, see his surroundings, but wasn’t prepared for the pain running through the nape of his neck, the base of his skull. His muscles were all kinds of knotted. He searched his body in disbelief, patted his belly, his chest. That’s where he found the photograph. He brought it to his face, blinked his tired eyes. It was his photograph. His father and himself, just a child. A mess had been made of it, smeared with something still wet. Blood. An odd pattern of lines and dots, what he could make of it. 
 
    There was a terrible smell in the room but he couldn’t place it. 
 
    Gingerly, he supported himself on his elbows, lifted himself to a sitting position. There was a burning sensation in his arm. He winced just craning his neck to see it. He’d been cut, apparently. The blood on the photograph must have been his. And there was more blood, too, on his other side. A smear of blood on the cold concrete, though that arm appeared untouched. And then— 
 
    He gasped. 
 
    The blood was hers. She lay next to him, on her back, side by side like they’d been stargazing together. Her shirt was soaked red. Her hands, too. She looked at him with pleading eyes. She had the look of someone who couldn’t find the right words to say. The tip of her tongue. Those eyes implored him to understand, and to act quickly. She closed her mouth and swallowed. When she spoke her voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    “Help.” 
 
    It was a couple seconds before his scattered thoughts assembled themselves. He sat himself up, onto his hands and knees. All his joints popped. He got one foot underneath himself and made to stand, only to be caught off guard by the effort. When he did stand, he wobbled, and his head spun with dizzying stars. He paused, reoriented himself. He took a quick look around and one of the first things he spotted was a cell phone. He picked it up, groaned as he bent for it. He was mistaken. It was only most of a phone. 
 
    “No phone,” she croaked. She coughed. “There’s no phone.” 
 
    She rested her head back and closed her eyes. 
 
    Lewis stood at the bottom of the stairs. Whatever had happened down there, he thought, might still be waiting somewhere in the house. He gave one more look around the room before starting up. He stepped in something wet on one of the stair planks and ignored it. Each step was its own trial. He leaned from side to side—left, right, left, right—hands on either side of him for balance. He reached the top of the stairs and, without much pause, saw the open front door—sunlight slanted through—and hurried for it. As he approached the doorway he felt the afternoon warmth move up his legs, his torso, until he was standing in it, shielding his eyes. He’d forgotten how bright it could be. Enough to cause the pounding in his head to solidify into something more constant, something sickening. 
 
    Too much, too soon. 
 
    Eyes guarded under his hand, he moved out onto the porch. Not anticipating his own weight he nearly collapsed down the first step. Eyes peeled, he shuffled onto the lawn. The world was alive with sound. Ordinary sound. Extraordinary sound. The vibrant green of the grass took his breath away. He lowered his hand, eyeing the street, the surrounding neighborhood. Anyone, anybody. A passing car. He cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, “Hey!” but his voice was weak and hoarse. It drove on. As it passed, his attention was drawn to the neighbor’s yard, where an older man was coming out of his garage with a rolled-up hose in hand. Lewis staggered toward him. He waved his arms. The old man looked up and stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “I need help,” Lewis said. “Someone’s hurt.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” the old man asked. 
 
    Voice cracking, Lewis exclaimed, “Someone’s been hurt!” 
 
    The old man appeared flustered, panicked. “Who?” 
 
    “Call an ambulance! Please…” 
 
    The old man took a couple steps backwards, then made a run for the front door. Lewis turned back to the house, hurried inside. On his way toward the basement stairs something caught his eye. A framed picture resting face up on the coffee table. He only glanced for a second and that was enough to recognize her. 
 
    He loomed over the photo. She smiled up at him. He’d never seen her smile before. Everything came together for him then, even though he’d had the pieces already. It was as he had figured—the curse. He thought it possible it could be many other people, though the reasons he could guess seemed petty in comparison to this. This was deserving, he thought. He couldn’t blame them. 
 
    Weighed down by his own heart, he returned to the basement and found the young woman just as he’d left her. She was still alive. She opened her eyes when she heard the stairs creaking under his feet. 
 
    “Help should be coming.” He knelt next to her. “How bad is it?” 
 
    She moved her hands so he could see where she was soaked in blood. Besides that, it was hard to tell, and he didn’t think he could handle getting a better look. Her face was white and dull like soap. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Lewis asked. 
 
    Her voice was a bit stronger than before. “Like I’ve been shot.” 
 
    Lewis removed his shirt. He bundled it up, put it to her stomach, and moved her hands over it. 
 
    “Hold that there. I think that should… help.” 
 
    She did, and she was alive enough, it seemed, to keep a firm hold on it. 
 
    Lewis found himself staring at her, and only noticed how long he’d been staring when she opened her eyes and stared right back. 
 
    “I can’t believe…” She paused. “…it worked,” 
 
    She closed her eyes, swallowed, and said nothing. Lewis wasn’t sure what she meant. Maybe it didn’t matter, he thought. 
 
    He bowed his head. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She took a deep breath of air, held it. When she let it out, her entire body shuddered. 
 
    “This wasn’t you,” she said. She gave a tiny groan, shimmied in place. “I did this… to myself.” 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “My mom… did this to you.” She paused, gathered some strength. “She wanted… to take it back…” 
 
    He looked toward the stairs, thinking he’d heard something. There was nothing. Any moment he expected to hear sirens, but it was quiet as far as he could tell. He was becoming jumpy with anticipation. 
 
    She nudged her chin toward the cardboard box sitting next to them. “Yours. Some letters… your wallet, I think.” 
 
    He regarded it plainly. “How long have I been here?” he asked. 
 
    She had to think—had to build herself up. “… couple weeks.” 
 
    Lewis had another question but hesitated. The answer might not have been good for either of them. “Where is she? Your mom.” 
 
    She took her time responding again, and in coming up with her answer she appeared increasingly pained by the effort. After enough of that, all she could do was shrug. Lewis’s heavy heart grew heavier still. 
 
    They waited a minute more in silence. The longer they waited, the greater his fear creeped up on him—the idea he was in the last place he should be. He was a murderer, after all. He was in his victim’s home. Whether or not the violence that had taken place in his absence had anything to do with him directly, he couldn’t help feeling like he must be responsible somehow. 
 
    “You should go,” she said. The next breath she let out was thin and ragged as a breeze. “Take your stuff and go.” 
 
    Truth be told, he considered it. He left her, grabbed his wallet and his keys from off the ground. He slipped them into the pockets of the sweats he’d been dressed in. It would have been the easiest thing, he thought. He could run upstairs, go around to a back door, maybe. He could leave and they’d never know he’d been there. 
 
    “Hide that box,” she said. It was full of letters. “I won’t tell.” 
 
    Her head was turned to watch him, blinking slowly, exhausted. She knew he thought about it. Of course he thought about it. He continued thinking about it, amongst other things. He scooted the box away into the corner of the basement next to several others. 
 
    Now’s your chance. 
 
    That was the last thing she’d said to him in that other world, he thought. But this wasn’t what she meant. 
 
    He went to the young woman again, kneeled next to her, checked the rolled-up shirt and saw it was soaking up plenty of blood. Her hands were merely sitting on top of it now. He looked around them, looking for anything else that could help. He had no idea what he was looking for. 
 
    “Here,” he said, and he held it down himself. She winced. Another deep breath. After a moment of holding it for her, she relaxed again. “I’m so sorry.” His words trembled. “Your sister… I…” 
 
    In the distance, wailing sirens. They’d arrived. Very quiet, their whining. Growing closer, louder. 
 
    “Tell them you found me…” Her wide, enduring stare was urgent. “I don’t know you.” With a bloody hand she reached up and wiped his forehead. He cringed, leaned away. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Now it looks like nothing,” she said. He didn’t know what she meant. 
 
    In no time, they were there. He listened as multiple cars pulled up, the slamming of car doors. He remained next to her, watching her watching him. He thought over the last two weeks of hell he’d endured, and recognized the hell she was currently in, the hell he’d left her in, and her mother. Soon there were people upstairs, heavy boots stomping overhead. Police and medics. They announced themselves, called into the house. 
 
    With a voice he barely recognized, he called back. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Aftermath 
 
   There were a few seconds of confusion when she opened her eyes and her brain couldn’t remember where she’d been last, where she was meant to be now. The room was strange, her place in it stranger. It was dimly lit, dark almost. Just as it started to come back to her, and as she started realizing why everything smelled so sterile and old and plastic, she noticed the man sitting in the chair next to her and her confusion only heightened. 
 
    “It’s you,” she said. 
 
    He sat forward. “It’s me.” 
 
    He was smiling, which was the damnedest thing. She hadn’t seen him do that in the longest time. Even before Joy died, he hadn’t been happy. Not as far as she could tell. But he appeared happy now, which was incredible because she knew there was nothing to be happy about. She knew the worst of it. Maybe he didn’t. Maybe no one had discovered the disaster that was her home, or the tragedies therein. 
 
    At remembering that, she fell apart. 
 
    “Hey…” he said, and she targeted his attempt to comfort her from miles away. It was not the time for comfort. Shouldn’t he know that? 
 
    “I saw them, Calvin,” she said. “I saw both of them.” 
 
    “Saw who?” 
 
    “I was dying, and they both came to me. Joy was there, and Lara was there, too, and I knew. Oh, I knew…” 
 
    “Catherine.” His arm was on hers. “Lara’s fine.” 
 
    Well, then, she must be dreaming. The tears that had started refused to stop, and she refused to believe. 
 
    “She was there. Rob shot her and I wasn’t there to—” 
 
    “Lara. Is. Fine.” He emphasized each word, and his resting hand squeezed her tighter and tighter, hurrying to get through to her before she got any more worked up. “She’s here, alive. She was in the ICU for a couple days, but she’s stabilized now.” 
 
    She held his gaze, disbelieving, and after a moment when it finally started sinking in, when she realized it wasn’t a dream, that he wasn’t lying to her or confused himself, she closed her eyes and melted into her hospital bed with relief. It was impossible, she thought. But if he insisted… 
 
    “You probably saw the people who found you and called for an ambulance. I spoke with them, apparently they knew you.” 
 
    Her eyes snapped open. “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, I forget what she said her name was. Jennifer? She said you give her daughter piano lessons?” 
 
    A strange sensation washed over her, drizzled between the grooves of her brain like sizzling ice. Surreal. 
 
    “Kellie…” she muttered. 
 
    “She said it was her daughter who sent you off the road. You weren’t driving, though.” 
 
    “My god…” 
 
    “Seeing as the accident didn’t kill you, or the sickness you had when they brought you in, you could almost say she saved your life sending you down that ravine. The man you were with… Robert? They told me he died in the accident. Who knows what might have happened if he hadn’t. What was the story with him?” 
 
    Catherine had nothing to say, she was too busy processing. Her eyes were fixated coldly on her lap, blinking stupidly. 
 
    “You there?” Calvin asked. 
 
    “Oh… sorry. He was Lara’s boyfriend… or friend, or something. You saw him in her car earlier, I think? He wanted to steal money from me.” 
 
    “Hmm. I know this sounds bad to ask, but was Lara involved in that?” 
 
    Catherine shrugged. “I guess. It’s more complicated than that. I mean, I’m not angry with her…” Explaining everything to Calvin felt too strenuous, too tedious. Maybe another day. “How long has it been?” 
 
    “Today’s the third day. They said you were incredibly sick when you arrived. Flu-like symptoms, but they couldn’t say for sure. You were severely dehydrated. They did all they could to keep you going until eventually… I guess you started recovering. Your fever’s gone. You’ve been in and out of consciousness, but with all the meds, never for long. This isn’t the first time we’ve talked, actually, but I’m not surprised you don’t remember. You weren’t really there, you know? Do you remember seeing Ned at all?” 
 
    “Huh? Ned?” 
 
    “Beth’s husband. It was the craziest thing. I ran into him yesterday, when I was here to see you. Beth was here, too. As a patient, I mean. They released her last night.” 
 
    “Is she all right?” 
 
    “Ned said she was sick the same as you. He wondered if maybe you both got food poisoning or something. You were a little out of it when he was here, so you didn’t say much. Worst case of food poisoning I ever saw, if he was right. Anyway, yeah, I think Beth is recovered as well.” 
 
    Catherine was immeasurably grateful to hear it. If anything had happened to her, she didn’t think she’d ever forgive herself. It almost felt too good to be true, that nobody she cared about suffered due to her idiocy. She needed a moment to take it all in—the relief.  
 
    “When can I see Lara? I want to see her.” 
 
    “She’s okay, I promise. She asked me to keep an eye on you, and to tell you she was all right. You should both be resting. Apparently you were close to dying yourself.” 
 
    Catherine exhaled through pursed lips, turned her head toward the window next to her bed. The curtains were dark. Then she remembered something else. Her body jolted at the thought. It was just as she was about to ask, that Calvin spoke almost as though having read her mind. 
 
    “I know it all seems horrific, and it is… but all things considered, the both of you were incredibly lucky. They only got to Lara in time thanks to some random passerby who noticed something was wrong. Can you believe that?” 
 
    “Who?” Catherine blurted. “I mean… how did they find her? Who was it?” 
 
    “A young guy, I guess. Saw the front door open and nobody around. Went to check and I guess he heard Lara downstairs, calling for help.” 
 
    “Was that… was there anyone else? Anyone with Lara?” 
 
    Calvin wrinkled his brow. “No, I don’t think so. Who else do you mean?” 
 
    Catherine was flustered. Luckily her medicated drowsiness masked it. 
 
    “I don’t know. I just… Where is he now? The man who found her?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Lara said she’d never seen him before. Just turned up. And if he hadn’t, who knows how long she’d have waited for help down there. Maybe no one would have helped her. Isn’t that crazy?” 
 
    Catherine nodded. “So he’s gone, then?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think they asked him some questions and let him go.” 
 
    Catherine didn’t want to say any more. It was a lot of news for her mind to chew, but at that last notion she finally felt the first swell of relief in her chest. She’d forgotten what it felt like to take a full breath of air. She let it out slowly. It was almost over, she thought. It was ending. She didn’t know the details of what she’d done to him, and she might never know. He was alive, at least. And so was she. So was Lara. There they all were, back to the start. Although it wasn’t just that. Things would be different now, too, somehow. Something was changed. She wouldn’t be able to put her finger on it for weeks to come, but already she felt it, saw it, breathed it. It was intoxicating. 
 
    Hopefully one day he would come to feel it, too. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Catherine parked her car and waited. She rolled her windows down, though it was almost too hot for even that to help. She fanned herself, turning this way and that, waiting. In her rearview, the restaurant doors opened and a young couple carried their Korean barbecue takeout to their car.  
 
    “Where are you…” Catherine said, sweat dripping from her temples.  
 
    Not long after, the very car she couldn’t wait to see pulled into the parking lot. She could barely make Beth out behind the wheel as she swung into an empty spot, her windows glared by sunlight. Catherine jumped out, slammed her door shut behind her, and nearly skipped across the blacktop toward her best friend’s car. As Beth climbed out, she hardly had time to shut her door before Catherine threw her arms around her.  
 
    “Woah!” 
 
    “Oh my god, oh my god,” Catherine said. She squeezed her tight, both their sweaty bodies displeased by the contact. “I’m so glad to see you.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you, too!” 
 
    Catherine hugged her a moment longer. When they separated, she held her at arm’s length.  
 
    “I know we already talked on the phone, but I just can’t tell you enough how glad I am you’re all right. I’m… I’m just so glad to actually see you all right.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m glad to see you too!” They stood smiling at one another, until Beth gestured toward the restaurant. “But can we please get the hell inside. I’m going to melt.” 
 
    They headed in, where they were promptly seated and handed their menus. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t like this place since last time?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Catherine said. “But I know you do.” 
 
    Smiling, Beth rolled her eyes. “All right, I guess. If you say so.” 
 
    Catherine couldn’t take her eyes off her, and after the third time looking up from her menu, Beth couldn’t ignore it. 
 
    “Listen, I’m flattered, but I’m not on the menu.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You’re staring at me.” 
 
    “Oh! I’m sorry. I know. I’m just…” 
 
    “Really happy. I get it. So am I.” 
 
    Catherine opened her menu finally, knowing she wouldn’t care much for anything she saw.  
 
    “I still feel so guilty about everything… I don’t know what I’d do if anything truly bad had happened to you.” 
 
    “Well stop feeling guilty. I’m fine. I mean… for the most part.” 
 
    “For the most part?” 
 
    Beth shrugged. “I still hear things sometimes. Not as often as before, and not as… loud. Better than it was, at least. I already told you that.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Stop saying you’re sorry. I make my own decisions. I’m a big girl. A big, middle-aged girl.” 
 
    Catherine grimaced. “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “What, middle aged?” 
 
    “Yes, that.” 
 
    “Face it, love. We’re getting older every day.” Then, wanting to change the subject, Beth asked, “Say, how’s Lara?” 
 
    “Good.” Catherine sighed. “Too good, actually. She’s supposed to be taking it easy, but she’s… not. She’s already applying for jobs. Says she doesn’t want to mooch off me.” 
 
    “Well, after what she almost did, I’m sure she’s feeling guilty, too.” 
 
    “I get that. But she’s my daughter.” 
 
    Beth folded her menu, having decided. “Well you’re both lucky to have each other. If anything, she got her crazy from you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that…” 
 
    “So have you heard anything about…” Beth looked around suspiciously. “You know… him…” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Catherine quickly decided on something from the menu as well, not wishing to waste any more time. She probably wouldn’t eat much no matter what she got. She folded it up and set it with Beth’s. “I have no idea. I wish I could see him.” 
 
    “It’s probably for the best you don’t.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “What good would it do? Just let him get on with his life. I’m sure he’s having a hell of a time after, you know… being M-I-A for two weeks.” 
 
    “That’s exactly it. I want to know he’s doing all right. I want to know I didn’t mess him up even worse than he was. What about his job? What if he can’t pay his rent now, because of me? What if…” 
 
    “You could check on him, then. If it’ll make you feel better.” 
 
    “I think it might.” 
 
    “All right, then do it. And… you know I’ll help you, if you need it.” 
 
    However, as their food was brought out, and Catherine picked at hers absentmindedly, talking to Beth about other, less significant things, she couldn’t stop thinking about him. She didn’t think paying him a visit was the right answer. He likely wanted nothing to do with her at this point. But she had to do something. She needed to reach out.  
 
    If for nothing else, she thought, at least just to tell him how she felt.  
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “Write him a letter.” 
 
    Lara rushed by Catherine into the hall, headed for the bathroom.  
 
    “A letter?” 
 
    Lara shut the door, getting ready to take a shower. Through the door she said, “Makes it easier on him. You can say what you need to say, and he won’t have to respond if he doesn’t want to.” 
 
    As the shower started running, Catherine headed downstairs where she sat on the front sofa. There she pondered. It wasn’t a bad idea, she thought. A letter. It was easy. No confrontation… 
 
    She sat there for a while, thinking. And as she did, she looked distractedly to the piano, to the photograph on top. She smiled. Once an old source of torment, but not anymore. She held that photograph as often as ever, studied it like a test, memorizing its every detail so that she’d never forget. She knew it was important sometimes to let things go, but that didn’t mean forgetting, did it? And even then, it couldn’t hurt to hold on a little, either. Sometimes it was all you could do, wasn’t it? Was that unhealthy, she wondered? Does accepting something mean you have to let it go? 
 
    The shower shut off overhead, breaking the spell.  
 
    It was amazing, Catherine thought, how quickly Lara had recovered. Even more amazing, was how eager she was to start putting her life back together. Her daughter was resilient and Catherine admired her for it, knowing she could take little credit. She thought she wouldn’t mind having her there with her always, though it was a silly wish. Lara was an adult, she reminded herself, and it was likely that lure of independence which quickened her healing in the first place. But she was also her daughter, and that would never change. 
 
    No, those things would never change. 
 
    Inspired, Catherine searched for the nearest pen and paper. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    There’s no easy way to start this letter… 
 
    Lewis sat on his bed, a torn envelope on the floor between his feet. He held the letter, hands quivering. At first when he’d spotted the envelope—slipped under his door sometime during the night—he’d feared it was another of the ones he was accustomed, delivered to him personally this time. But it wasn’t one of those. It wasn’t from his mother at all. The envelope had no return address, or even his. All that was written on it was his name. 
 
    He read it with increasing anxiety. Repeatedly he was forced to reread lines, having skimmed over them too quickly, thoughts scattered in other directions even as his eyes moved over the words. He turned the single page over, reading onto the back. She’d been watching him. Keeping an eye on him. Was that necessary? He felt a blush of anger at reading it, a pang of fright. Was there not an unspoken agreement to leave each other alone now, he thought? Couldn’t anyone just leave him alone? 
 
    I want you to know I forgive you. And I hope you’ll forgive me. 
 
    His head drooped. He was shaking all over. He felt hot in his clothes. He straightened, held the letter up so as not to wet it further under his tears. He trembled so badly, clutched the letter so tightly, his fingers were on the verge of tearing it to pieces. He set it on his lap for a moment. Then he set it aside. He stood from his bed, paced the room, searching for some calm. He picked the letter up again and, standing, shaking, through shimmery eyes, read toward its end. 
 
    Lastly, I know we are strangers and it’s not my place to say… 
 
    He had trouble breathing. His throat felt swollen, like an apple was lodged there, and he couldn’t swallow, couldn’t choke it up or down. It was more than he deserved. More than he could ever ask from anyone. He was nothing, and deserved nothing, and so to read her words, written from a place so sincere in its delivery, so selfless in its message, it was all he could do not to weep. 
 
    He collapsed onto his bed. Like a child, he curled up, pulled the pillow toward himself and buried his face, salty and hot. 
 
    There was still more. Not much, but some, and he didn’t know if he could finish it. Not right away. He’d read it all again later, more than likely. But not now. He couldn’t. He had to stop the shaking first. 
 
    He’d finish it the following morning, after waking from a deep and restful sleep. He would read it without a single tear in his eye, because at first he would tell himself he didn’t believe it. He wanted to, wanted her words to be true, but for now he couldn’t permit it. It was far too contrary to what he felt so deeply. He was only punishing himself, and even he knew that, but it was a difficult habit to break. 
 
    Fortunately, over the course of the next several days, the letter refused to leave his mind, demanded that he read it again and again, until finally one day he would believe its every word. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Epilogue 
 
   He rolled the car up to the curb and parked. He pulled the keys from the ignition. He sat there, sweaty hands gripping the wheel. The sun—he still couldn’t help noticing it with a renewed appreciation each time he stepped outside—hung low in the sky, shined brightly across the hood of his car through the windshield with its evening summer rays. He looked away to shield his eyes, across the street toward the place he’d driven nine hours to get to. 
 
    The house hadn’t changed. It was the same as he’d seen it in the curse, which had only been a replica of what he remembered a few years before that. It was a dirty white—in need of a fresh coat of paint. The shutters were black on all the windows. It was narrow and tall, two-story with an attic. There was a garage behind the house, detached, accessible down the driveway. A windchime hung from a corner of the front porch awning, but the air was so still in the summer heat it wasn’t getting any use. The lawn was somewhere between green and yellow, cut far too short. There was a child’s bike on its side on the lawn, and Lewis worried for a second someone else must live there now, someone with young children. But no, he thought. This was the house. It was his childhood house. It was still his mother’s house. 
 
    The letter sat folded on the passenger seat. He grabbed it and stuffed it into his pocket. The reason he was here. It was the reason he thought it might be possible. If she could forgive him, he thought… 
 
    He exited the car and stood in the street, watched in both directions. There were people in their yards, middle-aged, who regarded him behind their sunglasses and under their visors, regarded him with increasing interest as he crossed the street toward the house they probably hadn’t seen visitors for in a long time. Or maybe he was wrong about that. He didn’t know, really. It was safe to assume. Maybe they even recognized him, but probably not. He thought he remembered them vaguely, but neighbors came and went so quickly in those suburbs it was hard to tell. 
 
    He stepped over the sidewalk and made his way toward the house. He shrank as he approached, felt eyes on him through every window. However, as he climbed the porch, stepped over a pair of sneakers stained green from lawn clippings, and stopped at the front door, he wondered if anyone might be home at all. It was deathly quiet. The windows were cracked but there wasn’t a sound from inside, not a television or the radio or a vacuum or anything he might expect. 
 
    He waited by the door maybe three minutes before he saved up the courage to ring the bell. It was a simple two-tone chime. Then he waited another twenty seconds. It was the longest twenty seconds he thought he’d ever waited. Footsteps traveled down the stairs deeper in the house, their creaky scamper traveling to him through the open windows. They arrived on the other side of the door. The lock unbolted. Lewis held his breath. The door opened. 
 
    I can’t… I can’t… 
 
    She recognized him at once. Her expression was that of someone who thought something impossible, like he’d been dead and she only now discovered otherwise. He crumbled on the inside. Then, once she could believe it, she lit up brighter than the sun, eyes smiling with her mouth, and stepped out onto the porch toward him—he’d left a comfortable distance between himself and the front door. She prepared to throw her arms around him but restrained herself. She put her hands on his shoulders instead, appreciating him from arm’s length. He crumbled a little more. 
 
    “Oh my god!” she said. She smiled so broadly all her teeth showed. “I can’t believe it’s you! Just showing up out of nowhere!” 
 
    She laughed and it was hard to look at her knowing how he must look, struggling not to appear so frightened and ashamed. She must have seen it regardless. Gradually the smile faltered, shifted toward concern. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say, though he wanted to say something. But as he tried he felt his emotions getting the better of him. It was easier to stay silent. He shrugged. His mouth quivered. 
 
    She couldn’t take her hands away from his shoulders, his arms. She looked him from head to toe, her eyes lingering on his face, into his eyes, investigating, and he tried not to see her. He’d spent hours, days, preparing for this, and when he finally felt numb to the anxiety, that’s when he got in his car and drove. But here, in the thick of it, he felt entirely unprepared. He could have expected to feel overwhelmed, but he didn’t expect this. 
 
    “You stopped responding to my letters so suddenly,” she said, her voice low, eyes still stitching him together from his hands to his dirty sneakers, to the wrinkled shirt he wore, to the dark circles under his eyes. “You replied a couple times and then nothing. I never had your number, I never… I wanted to come and check on you myself, but…” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. Just two words and he was already losing his voice to the knot in his throat. She gripped him tighter by the biceps, cocked her head in an effort to line their eyes up with one another. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be sorry.” She rubbed his arms affectionately. He only shrugged again. “I should have come to you.” 
 
    He gulped it down. “No. You shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “I worried something bad had happened. Then I just assumed… after how things were before you moved out, maybe you needed some time alone. So I just kept writing. I hoped my letters would be some comfort to you, if you were alone, or if you were feeling—” 
 
    He started to speak and in an instant his feelings betrayed him. His words were mush. Unable to restrain herself any longer, she pulled him close, held him tight against herself. She stood on her toes in order to put her chin over his shoulder. She caressed the back of his head to comfort him. 
 
    “It’s all right. It’s okay.” 
 
    He wished they could have exchanged more pleasantries before it came to this, spent some time catching up, forming the thinnest semblance of a bond they had lost in the last few years. How could she be sympathetic to him, after he left her all alone for so long? How could she not have grown cold to the very idea of him? Surely, if he told the truth, she would not recognize him. She would refuse to recognize him. He was barely her son anymore as it was. Then again, he thought, maybe their bond hadn’t dissolved at all. Not for her, at least. She had always been waiting for him… 
 
    “Something bad did happen,” he said. 
 
    Ugly, uninhibited, he bawled. It felt both relieving and shameful to cry, but the relief was so strong it didn’t matter who heard them under the shade of the front porch. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. “Tell me. It’s okay.” 
 
    The tone of her voice. It was that tone, the nurturing need to understand. He had craved it for so long without knowing it, without any idea it would solve all his confusion. When he heard it he melted into it. He succumbed to it. He could tell her anything, he thought. Nothing could push her away. She didn’t care what, only that she could be there… 
 
    She asked a handful of other times that he tell her, even when he knew she couldn’t have the slightest idea. As he readied himself to spill everything, to share the weights on his back with her, the fear began to mount. It was spreading quick. If he didn’t speak soon it would overcome him. If he spoke too soon he might destroy everything. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid. You can tell me anything.” 
 
    In the dark, they could stand like they were for an eternity with nowhere to go, with nothing to say, and time would stand still for them with no purpose. He could hide there forever. 
 
    But they weren’t in the dark anymore. Or they didn’t have to be. 
 
    “I did something awful.” His hitched breaths sent him bouncing. “I’m scared, mom. I’m fucking scared.” 
 
    In preparing himself for what he considered the inevitable, he accepted defeat. The rest left his lips. His body grew slack in her arms. 
 
    As would always be the case, she only held him that much tighter. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
  
 
  
   
    A LETTER FOR YOU 
 
      
 
    Dear brave, adventurous reader, 
 
    I must say thank you. It’s thanks to you that newbies like me are allowed a paddle in this violent, everchanging sea—otherwise known as the publishing world. Thank you for giving my novel a chance. I hope you enjoyed the ride. Everything I write is with the utmost love and sincerity, so to be granted your consideration and curiosity means more than you can know. You’re truly the best. 
 
    If you have a moment, let me know your thoughts by leaving an honest review. It’s a simple gesture that means the world to us indie guys and gals, and helps other curious readers such as yourself find books like mine.  
 
    Thanks again! There’s more horror to come! 
 
    Visit www.abemoss.com to sign up for announcements on new releases, or to message me personally via the “Message The Author” page. I’d love to hear from you! Let’s talk horror!  
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