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Prologue


She awoke with a terrible feeling in her heart.

She lay awake with it for some time. The ache. She closed her eyes and whispered to herself, slowly, willing it away, willing herself back to sleep. When sleep wouldn’t come, and her mouth had gone dry from all the whispering, she climbed out of bed and scurried through the dark into the hall.

She made it halfway down the stairs before she noticed the noises in the next room. The footsteps. The quiet commotion.

It was awake.

She knew she mustn’t interrupt.

She would be quick, she decided. She would stay out of its way and not be tempted otherwise.

She hurried into the kitchen, passing the basement door along the way. The door was standing open, but she pretended that it wasn’t. She fetched a glass from the cupboard, filled it from the sink, and chugged the water down in one breath. There was nothing so refreshing as a glass of water in the middle of the night, she thought.

She returned to the stairs. Those noises in the next room persisted. She hesitated.

Just one look, she told herself.

She tiptoed to the doorway, peeked around its corner, and watched from the shadows as the shadows themselves animated before her very eyes.

The figure in the dark moved with machine-like efficiency, sweeping back and forth, arms full of molded wax, flattened cardboard boxes, crumpled up packaging materials. It operated without light, without sight, performing on muscle-memory alone, or perhaps with the aid of another unnatural sense entirely.

A green light blinked in the far corner of the room. Between its dashing to and fro, the figure journeyed to that light, punched one of the many plastic buttons on the device’s invisible face, and then returned promptly to the work at hand. Cardboard bent, unfolded, refolded. A shriek of packing tape. In the corner of the room, the device with the blinking green light began its ritual—a series of sharp clicks and mechanical chug, chug, chugging noises, until at last it spat out its newest creation.

From a tall stack, the figure swiped a sheet of paper, folded it neatly, and placed it into the bottom of the shallow box. On top of that pamphlet, three black wax pillars were placed, each as dark as the darkness itself, arranged tightly. Next, a length of crumpled paper was crammed into the box, weaved into its empty spaces to hold its contents secure, before finally folding the box’s top lid shut. Another shriek of packing tape to seal it.

With the spin of a heel, the figure snatched the newly ejected paper from the printer in the corner, whose green light had since stopped blinking. It slapped the paper onto the face of the box, and laminated it down onto the cardboard with several more lengths of packing tape. With the package sealed and addressed, the figure placed it aside with a heavy, satisfied sigh. Another order packaged and ready for shipment.

Watching all the while from outside the doorway, it was only then she remembered herself. The figure started toward her and froze, spotting her there. She froze, too, for a moment. Then she ducked out of sight. She put a hand to her gasping mouth, then hurried back to the stairs on careful feet, moving heel to toe, silent as possible. She kept to the outside of the stairs, where she knew they creaked the least. Not that it mattered. She’d already been seen.

At the top of the stairway she cast a fleeting glance behind her and discovered it was already standing at the bottom, having followed at her heels without a sound. A tall pillar of shadow. It stood motionless. Featureless. But she felt its scolding gaze upon her even still.

“I’m sorry,” she squeaked out. “I… I didn’t mean to…”

“Go back to bed, mommy.”

The child’s voice didn’t at all match the towering presence at the foot of the stairs, but it melted her heart just the same. The ache. Like warm honey into her bloodstream. All the tension in her body bled out of her.

“Yes.” She put her hand to her chest. “Okay, sweetheart.”

The figure didn’t move an inch as she turned away. As she returned to bed. As she climbed back under the covers and closed her eyes and looked forward to the sweetest of dreams.


Part One
Darkest Days
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“I’m worried,” she said.

With the back of his head anchored to his pillow, Kit shielded his eyes with an arm across his face as his fiancée pulled the window curtains apart, letting the late-morning sunlight through. She peered at the street outside for only a moment, an impulsive gesture, meaningless. She let the curtains go as quickly as she pulled them apart, turned on her heel, and paced across the room again, her eyes buried into her phone which she held only inches from her face.

“I’m worried, Kit,” she repeated.

Peeking from under his arm, Kit watched as Faith moved restlessly across the dim room.

“It’s only been a day.”

“Yeah, an entire day.” With her phone in one hand, Faith began chewing the nails on the other. She caught herself, made a conscious effort to resist. “My mom never takes this long to respond.”

“Maybe she lost her phone? Or…”

“My dad won’t answer, either. I’ve texted and called them both and neither of them are answering. Not since yesterday. I’m worried…”

Kit didn’t want to undermine Faith’s concern, but he’d seen this before. She was prone to worrying, prone to imagining the worst. Once he’d taken his car in for a tire rotation on an unexpectedly busy day and as one hour became two, he’d begun receiving texts from his hand-wringing partner wondering if everything was all right. Upon his return home she’d confessed to him that she’d worried he’d gotten into an accident of some kind. She’d laughed then, as she was well aware of these habits, of this separation anxiety of hers. Though, her awareness of the behavior did little to help quell it when it arose.

“And this isn’t just me being me,” she said, returning across the room once more, back to the window. She stopped near the foot of the bed there, scrolling her phone with a slightly parted mouth, the screen’s light illuminating her anxiety plainly. “I know how I can be, and this isn’t that. This isn’t normal…”

Kit sat up at last, propping himself on his elbows, still blinking sleep from his eyes.

“Well, what do you wanna do? We can go over there and check, if you’d like. I’ll go with you.”

Finally Faith peeled her attention away from her phone, her open mouth pursing into an O, her eyes meeting his with stunned gratitude, as though she hadn’t expected him to make the offer.

“Yes. Please. Just in case…”

Kit nodded. He stifled a yawn. He swung his legs out of bed and then had to pause, hunched over his feet, as his body seemed much less inclined to get going than his mind.

This is what being in your thirties is, I guess, he thought.

Before he could even finish putting on pants, Faith was swiping up her car keys and heading for the door.
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They parked at the curb, Faith’s parents’ house—her childhood home—standing prim and proper and quiet under the beating summer sun. Faith pulled the keys from the ignition. Then she pulled her phone out one last time, and placed a final call to her mother’s cell phone. This was her last-ditch effort to reach her, to give them a chance to answer, to prolong the terrible march to the house itself where Kit knew Faith was already imagining the worst must have happened.

When her mother didn’t answer yet again, Faith cursed under her breath and stuffed her phone back into her pocket. Kit had to admit, as he eyed the still, sunshiny rambler before them, that his own heart had begun to beat fast in his chest, as his fiancée’s anxiety leeched into him minute by minute—as he began to worry that she was right to worry.

“Still no answer. I’m going in.”

“I’ll come with you.”

They each climbed out of the car. The sun was scorching. Kit followed Faith across her parents’ green lawn, still slightly damp from being watered earlier that morning. Faith jogged up the few cement steps to the front door. She pulled the swinging screen door open and tried the door behind it. Locked. She knocked fervently five or six times. Then they waited.

And waited.

“Shit,” Faith said.

Shit, Kit thought. “You have a key, don’t you?”

“To the back door. Oh, God…”

“It’s okay.” Kit watched as Faith chewed the literal skin off her lip, peeling it nervously between her teeth. “It’s Sunday. Don’t they go to church every Sunday?”

“Yeah, but that would have been a couple hours ago. They’d be out by now. They’d be home by now.”

Faith returned down the porch steps, where she spun with her hands on her hips to study the house as a whole, before directing her attention toward its side.

“Will you help me over the fence?”

The backyard was entirely fenced in—a six-foot, white-vinyl privacy fence without a gate. As they paced alongside it, Kit crouched down with his hands and knees in the damp grass and presented his back as a platform on which Faith could stand. Without a word, she stepped onto him, pulled herself onto the narrow fence, and slipped over with a grunt as she landed on the other side.

“I’ll unlock the front,” she said, already leaving him there as she hurried around to the back of the house.

Kit straightened, swiping the wet blades of grass from his palms. He returned to the front porch, to the front door, where he stood and waited for one of two things to happen: to hear voices inside, Faith speaking to her parents and asking them why the hell they haven’t been answering their phones—or for Faith to answer the door for him, finding the house empty, nobody home at all.

There’s a third possibility, Kit thought, but forced the idea from his mind in an instant.

He pulled the screen door open, leaned against the door behind it, listening. He listened for what felt like a whole minute but was only a moment, his heart hammering harder all the while.

Answer the door, Faith.

He raised his fist to knock when a sudden scream erupted from inside the house. He flinched at the abruptness of it, at the shrillness of it.

And then it just kept going.

“Faith?” he shouted. He pounded on the door with his fist. “Faith!”

He pounded harder, as Faith’s screams transformed into something else, something hoarse and painful to Kit’s own throat just to hear it, her voice fraying at the seams. She wasn’t just screaming, she was wailing.

“Faith!”
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Kit held her tightly against himself, felt her body trembling against his, listened to her snorting, hitching sobs as the police funneled in and out of her parents’ house with their cameras and forensics. The sun was shining hot and bright as ever but a distinctly dour gloom had settled over them—a pair of sunglasses over his mind’s eye.

On the drive over he’d felt the earliest pangs of hunger nipping at his belly, but now his appetite had fled him entirely. A hollowness had formed in its place which refused to ease. He felt gutted. And if he was feeling this way, he couldn’t even imagine what Faith must have felt.

Like the entire world has fallen out from under her feet, probably. Like she’s still falling, and there’s nothing I can do to catch her.

Kit hadn’t seen anything. He hadn’t seen what she saw. He’d pounded on the door until his fist hurt, until he was about to jump the fence himself to get to her when finally the door opened and she came screaming into his arms, “They’re dead! They’re dead!”

She wasn’t the only thing that came through the door. A smell reached him on the front steps. It wafted powerfully from the gloom, punched him square between his watering eyes. The sickly, pungent odor of what Kit could only describe as expiration. Decay. Bodily fluids, bodily matter, and whatever else trapped in a warm, eighty-degree-Fahrenheit cage for who knew how long.

He’d tried to go in. He’d found himself overwhelmed with some bizarre urge to see what had happened with his own eyes, but Faith held fast to him, begged him not to. She’d told him to call the police instead. She couldn’t do it on her own. She knew she wouldn’t be able to hold a sentence together, let alone anything else. So Kit did as she asked and made the call. He hadn’t known what to tell the police, other than someone had died, his fiancée’s parents had died, they were dead. He couldn’t tell them how or why. “I’m not sure, I’m not sure” he’d found himself saying again and again as Faith fell apart on the porch steps.

Now they were standing together in the yard, where the hot sun had finally burned away the grass’ morning dew, watching the police dart in and out of the house like ants scrambling in and out of their colony, some of them sprinting out with their hands over their mouths in some sad attempt not to lose their lunches.

Faith cried and cried and cried some more, and could hardly stop even when it came time for them to give the police their official statements.
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Kit could do little more than watch his fiancée become an expressionless, shambling shell of herself over the course of the next several days.

She slept for twelve hours or more per day, and spent most of her time awake in bed besides.

Every now and then her aunt stopped by to check in. Aunt Jackie. Kit was grateful for her, as without Jackie the responsibilities of making funeral arrangements and all the rest would have fallen solely on Faith’s shoulders, and she was in no condition to be handling such tasks. She could hardly feed herself, dress herself. When she wasn’t asleep, she lay wide-eyed and staring into the abyss of their bedroom wall from her side of the bed.

Kit tried to make himself useful. He tried to soothe her any way he could, to be there for her any way he could. He cooked her favorite meals, ordered her favorite takeout, put on her favorite shows. She thanked him for these things with a murmur, though she only ever ate a few bites and hardly focused on whatever was on the television.

Sometimes he lay with her for hours when he was able, just to remind her that she wasn’t alone no matter how distant she seemed. He did it for himself, too, of course. He tentatively put his arms around her in bed just to feel close to her, just to let her know that he was still there, if only she might look at him. Her lack of response to much of anything had him feeling rather helpless to make a difference.

He didn’t hold any of this against her, obviously. Their ordinary lives had been capsized. The waves of the aftermath threatened to carry them apart, but Kit would swim himself close to drowning if that’s what it⁠—

No. No, no. Let’s not think about that. Anything but that.

“Faith?” he said gently, as he entered their bedroom with a bed tray of breakfast—scrambled eggs, sausage links, toast with butter and honey, and a glass of pulp-free orange juice. It was 4 p.m. “Are you awake?”

She was lying down but her back was to the room, to the door, so that he couldn’t see her until he rounded the foot of the bed. She was indeed awake. She stared ahead into that nothingness. It was only as he walked the length of the bed that she seemed to notice him, that her eyes rolled toward him for an instant before she closed them wearily, his presence overwhelming her back toward sleep.

“You should eat something,” he said.

With her eyes still shut, she muttered in a near whisper, “I’m not hungry…”

Kit paused with the tray in his hands, trying to decide where to put it. Maybe if he left it on the nightstand, the smell would inspire her appetite.

“I’m going to leave it here, in case you change your mind.”

He quietly set the tray down. Faith remained as she was, withdrawn, avoidant, eyes closed. Not knowing what else to say, Kit bent and kissed the side of her head, then promptly removed himself.

He was halfway down the hall when there came a knock on the front door.

Upon answering the door, Aunt Jackie gawped at Kit as if she’d expected someone else. With the sun glaring down angrily from the sky, her bright yellow dress made her almost hard to look at.

“Kit,” she said, adopting a feigned affection as she opened her arms to him. “How are you, dear?”

Kit accepted her offer of a hug. She was a plump woman, and her hugs were full. Generous. After marinating in his and Faith’s mutual melancholy for days, it was a great relief to hug someone in this way. And it wasn’t out of dislike that Jackie feigned her affection for him, but rather she simply didn’t know him. They were strangers. Anything Kit knew of her was through Faith’s own words.

She hugged Kit very tightly—somehow firm and soft at the same time—and he caught a whiff of her lotion. She smelled like Piña Colada. She kind of looked like one, too, in her yellow dress. When finally she released him, she held him at arm’s length for a moment, and her cheerful expression melted away in an instant, revealing her truer, worry-line-stricken face underneath.

“Where is she?” she asked in a low voice.

“In our bedroom. In bed.”

“Still? At this hour?”

“She hasn’t really gotten out of bed at all this week.”

“Oh my.” Jackie shook her head despairingly. “I just wanted to come by and see how she was doing. Do you think… well, do you think she’s ready for a visit?”

“She won’t hardly talk to me, but you’re welcome to try.”

Jackie hesitated, peering into the house over Kit’s shoulder. Finally she shook her head again.

“That’s all right. I don’t want to bother her if she’s…” She trailed off. Probably because there wasn’t really an accurate way to finish that thought. If Faith was what? Busy? Sleeping? Indisposed? A complete wreck? She looked at Kit again, her eyes softening. She reached out to him, a hand on his shoulder. “How are you doing? I’m sure none of this has been easy for you, either.”

“Oh. I’m fine,” Kit said. It was a lie, but relatively speaking he believed he was doing all right. “I’m just… trying to be there if she needs me.”

“I’m so glad she’s got you, Kit. Really. That’s all you can do. It really is.”

A stiff silence hung between them. Kit wasn’t sure what to say.

“What about you? Alan… he was your brother, wasn’t he?”

A big sigh from Jackie. She grimaced with half her mouth—essentially the shrug of one’s face.

“To tell you the truth, it still hasn’t really hit me yet. I’m sure I’ll feel it at the funeral. I’m always a mess at funerals. But…” Now she shrugged for real, her shoulders hunched around her thick neck. “Alan and I weren’t the closest of siblings. Estrangement runs deep in this family. It takes a very special effort to resist it. Even so, I never would have guessed things were as bad as they were—as bad as they must have been, to have gotten so out of hand. I’m shocked, to say the least.”

A question teased the tip of Kit’s tongue—something he’d been wondering all week. A niggling, morbid curiosity. He couldn’t bring himself to ask it, however. It didn’t feel appropriate. It didn’t feel like any of his business.

Jackie must have deciphered the look on his face perfectly, however, as the next words from her mouth were, “You do know what happened, don’t you?”

One would think after so many days he’d have gleaned something from Faith, but she’d completely shut down since he’d gotten her home that day. She’d yet to recover even a little bit. Whatever it was, whatever had happened, the sight of it had traumatized her into a near-catatonic state.

“No,” Kit admitted. “Faith hasn’t told me much. She doesn’t want to talk about it. Which I get.”

“She hasn’t told you anything? Really? What about the police? You spoke to them, didn’t you?”

“We gave our statements separately. I didn’t really ask. I mean…”

Kit paused. He recalled their first night after the fact, big-spooning Faith in the dark while she wept herself into oblivion. At one point in the midst of her weeping, she’d asked aloud, “how could he do it?” before she was once more overcome with gasping, tear-soaked speechlessness.

“I guess it was something her dad had done. But…”

“Do you want to know what happened?”

In spite of the way his guts tumbled over themselves just thinking about it, Kit’s answer was immediate.

“I’d like to know, yeah.”

Jackie nodded. “Well, the police are calling it a murder-suicide. Committed by Alan. Faith’s dad. My brother…” She grimaced again, her eyes downcast. “That poor girl. To stumble on a thing like that.”

“A murder-suicide?” Kit said, the following question an immediate, “How did he do it?”

“A shotgun, apparently,” Jackie said, as plain as that.

Kit physically winced, as he instantly imagined with greater clarity what Faith must have walked in on that day.

“Jesus…”

“I always knew my brother was a bit disturbed, but I never would have guessed the extent of it. I’m only glad he waited until those girls were out of the house before he completely lost his head.” Jackie froze, mortified by her own words. “God, I shouldn’t have said it like that…”

“Faith’s sister,” Kit said, only now reminded that his fiancée even had a sister, at the mention of those girls. Faith had spoken of her only a handful of times, and vaguely at that. Jackie was right—estrangement truly did run deep in this family. It was only recently beginning to dawn on Kit just how little he really knew of his fiancée’s family. Perhaps it was a calculated distance, on Faith’s part. “Does she know?”

“Grace? Oh yes, I called her. She was… well, it’s hard to say over the phone, but I got the feeling she was quite shocked. Naturally. Who wouldn’t be? Even if she hadn’t spoken to her parents in years. Can’t say I blame her, on that end…”

Suddenly Kit found himself with so many questions he wanted to ask—about Faith’s father, her sister, their estrangement, about the incident, about everything. But these were questions better suited for Faith, not her aunt. It would be a while, he thought, before it was appropriate to start asking.

“Anyway, I won’t take up any more of your time. I’m glad you’re holding up. And I’m glad Faith has someone like you around to keep things… well, you know. She’s lucky to have you, Kit. And please, let me know if you need anything. Seriously, I mean it. Anything at all. I’ve never been the most hands-on aunt in the world, but I won’t hesitate to swoop in if you ask. All right?”

“All right,” Kit said, unsure what else to say. “Thanks. I’ll let Faith know you stopped by. Maybe she’ll even want to talk to you another time, or something.”

Or something.

“Uh huh,” Jackie said, starting down the porch steps. “I’ll be seeing you!”

She waved a hand over her shoulder as she hurried back to her car in the driveway, clearly eager to get out of the sun. Kit shut the door. He stood there a moment, behind the door in the cool dark of the house. The silence at his back was oppressive. Smothering. There were two people living in this house, and yet it felt empty in that moment, as if upon Jackie’s departure, he was entirely alone. A strange sensation. Nonsensical.

To shake it off, he collected himself and made directly for their bedroom again to check on Faith. As he stepped into the doorway, he was surprised to find her sitting up. Her back was still to the door, sitting off the far side of the bed facing the wall, her head bent toward her lap.

“Hey,” Kit said, moving into the room. “How are you feeling? Did you eat anything?”

He glanced at the tray still sitting on the nightstand. The food on her plate was untouched. Cold by now. He came around the end of the bed toward her. With her head hanging like it was, her hair fell around her face, obscuring her.

“Your aunt was just here,” he said. “Jackie. She just… she wanted to come check on you…”

Faith lifted her head finally, turned toward Kit with her eyes bulging and red and glistening with fresh tears. Without skipping a beat Kit plopped himself beside her, hip to hip, an arm around her as she toppled against him like a felled tree. She groped at him, her thin fingers clawing at his shirt, as she sobbed for the umpteenth time. This time felt different, however. A different kind of sobbing. It was like she’d finally surfaced from the shock and at last remembered she wasn’t alone, he was there, a buoy to cling to.

“I saw them,” she gasped, her voice thick and wet and muffled against his shoulder. “I saw them, Kit. I… I…”

“I know,” Kit said, and cradled her with a strong grip, as if she would crumble to pieces without the support of his arms holding her together. “I know…”

“Her face…” Faith choked. She shook violently. “Her face was gone…”

“I know,” Kit said. Lied. He did not know. He did not know, and wasn’t sure he wanted to know. He wasn’t sure what else to say, how else to comfort her.

“And my dad… oh, God…”

“I know.”

“Oh, God, Kit…”

“I know.”

“His head… oh my God…”

Please stop, Kit thought.

He squeezed her tighter than he’d ever squeezed someone before, as if he could stanch the flow of her words with the crushing weight of his love.
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The viewing was closed casket for obvious reasons.

There were many attendees, most of whom Kit had never seen before in his life. Faith cried through most of the evening. When she wasn’t crying, she seemed to fold in on herself, afraid to look around the room lest she meet anyone’s gaze. Many people approached to give their condolences, but Kit wasn’t sure she was even aware of their presence. He stood with an arm around his fiancée’s shoulder and thanked these strangers on her behalf. Most offered some kind words, smiled, frowned, and continued on their way without receiving any acknowledgement.

At one point Kit took notice of a young woman who appeared to have come alone. She wore black like most, but unlike every other woman in attendance she did not wear a skirt or dress, or any formal attire at all, for that matter. She wore black jeans, a black long-sleeved shirt, both of which were stretched to their limits around what Kit could tell was an extraordinarily muscular physique, even at a distance. She gazed around the room with an apathetic, half-lidded expression, clenching her jaw which rippled with muscles just like the rest of her. She looked as though she’d come against her better judgement and dreaded the whole affair. Then she noticed them both from across the room. She made eye contact with Kit before quickly directing her attention elsewhere, putting her whole body into the effort as she beelined toward the caskets, where she observed the large photographs of the deceased on either side, surrounded by lush displays of pastel flowers.

Not that Kit had ever seen her before in his life, but in the brief moment their eyes had met, he thought her features incredibly familiar. Then it dawned on him. She looked a lot like the woman currently huddled against him.

Grace, he thought.

It was Faith’s sister. It had to be. Kit was tempted to point her out to Faith and ask, but refrained. Instead he followed her with his eyes from afar as she moved about the room, stealing glances at everyone she passed, stealing another glance at him, at which point those unenthused eyes of hers narrowed to slits and she escaped into the gentle current of people gliding into the building.

“Hiya, Kit,” someone said, startling him as he continued searching the far side of the room. It was Jackie again. She spoke with a bright but sympathetic lilt. She studied Faith beside him, leaning against him like she was. Faith gave no sign of having heard Jackie’s approach or greeting. Not at first. After a moment, however, she must have sensed her standing near, as she lifted her bloodshot eyes and fastened them to Jackie. “Oh, darling. I’m so, so sorry about all of this…”

Jackie stepped toward them, opening her arms to Faith. Kit relinquished her freely, as she accepted Jackie’s embrace with a renewed bout of hitching sobs. Jackie held her close, sweeping her large hands up and down Faith’s back comfortingly.

“Oh, darling,” she repeated. “You poor thing…”

Standing on the sidelines, suddenly Kit felt out of place. He sensed the room’s eyes upon them. They’d been on them all evening, every newcomer taking their turn to gape and stare at the poor thing in Kit’s arms—the fatherless, motherless woman half of them had never even properly met before. Once again he was grateful for Jackie. He observed the way Faith melted into her aunt’s warmth, Jackie possessing some special ingredient he lacked.

Kit leaned close to Jackie and whispered, “I need to use the restroom. Do you think you could stay for a bit?”

Jackie nodded aggressively, understandingly, and whispered back, “You do what you need to do…”

And so he did. Which was not using the restroom. He’d lied about that. Instead he slipped between the many pools of well-dressed strangers and escaped through the double doors into the cool summer night, where the crickets were noisy but the darkness was calm. The darkness reserved its judgements. He moved away from the funeral home’s entrance and into the shadows along the front lawn, where he finally came to a stop, laced his hands behind his neck, and sighed heavily with his face lifted toward the night sky. It felt good to get away. Just for a moment. Just for a breath of fresh air.

Is it the crowd you’re escaping… or the poor thing?

He shoved the guilty thought aside. He took another deep breath, opening his eyes to the starry black overhead, and caught a sudden whiff of cigarette smoke. It was only then he noticed it—the shadow to his left, standing at the outskirts of the lawn, the bright orange-red blaze of a cigarette butt pinched between their fingers.

“So you’re the boyfriend, huh?”

Grace blew a steady, silky stream of smoke from her pursed lips. Dressed in all black, she was nothing more than a floating head and a pair of hands.

“fiancée, actually,” Kit replied, unlacing his hands from behind his neck and shoving them into his pockets.

“fiancée? That’s cool. And how long’s that been going on?”

“We’ve been together for three years now.”

“Wow, three whole years. Little sister’s all grown up, I guess…”

Grace took another drag. Kit furrowed his brow, scowling, though his expression was obscured standing in the funeral home’s shadow like they were.

He wasn’t at all sure what to think of her. Of Grace. By Faith’s own description, he understood Grace to be a blameless party in their family’s schism—that their parents had made an example out of her for Faith’s benefit. Even Faith had once described herself as being the ‘golden child.’ No doubt Grace would agree with that assessment. All the same, Kit was struck by her cold demeanor now, the uncaring manner in which she carried herself when the only thing separating them from her parents’ corpses was a foot of brick, wood, and drywall. She’d cared enough to show up, however. That had to mean something.

“Well… I’m glad she has a big strong man like you to help her through. She’s lucky to have you.”

“You don’t seem too shaken up about it.”

Grace laughed. Actually laughed. Although it was a bitter sound, not an amused one. “Those fuckers never gave a shit about me. Half the people in there right now have no idea who they’re even mourning, or what kind of people our parents really were…”

“Then why’d you even come?”

“I don’t know. I guess I thought maybe I’d regret it if I didn’t. I think if I was still seeing a therapist, they might tell me something similar.”

“And what about Faith?”

“What about her? Like I said, she’s lucky to have you. She doesn’t need me. Never did.”

“I think you’d be surprised.”

“Yeah, well…” Grace took another deep drag from her cigarette, sent another long plume of smoke into the dark, then flicked the butt into the grass. “Phone calls go both ways, don’t they?”

Without further ado, she started across the lawn, toward the street where so many cars were parked along the curb. Kit watched as she crossed to the opposite side of the street and continued farther and farther along under the street lamps, headed toward no car in particular, it seemed. Then she rounded the block, out of sight, and was gone.
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Kit lay awake that night, with the funeral still to look forward to the next morning. Faith tossed and turned in bed beside him, unable to sleep likewise, before finally she climbed out of bed entirely and whisked herself out of the room, into the hall. Kit watched the door, waiting for a light to turn on in the kitchen. But Faith didn’t turn on any lights. Hearing nothing, Kit counted the minutes. One, two, three. Five. Ten.

He climbed out of bed and tiptoed into the kitchen, where he found Faith standing at the kitchen sink, peering out the window there into the backyard, into nothing. She turned slightly as she heard him coming.

“I can’t sleep, either,” he said, coming to stand behind her. “You wanna talk?”

Faith let out a great big sigh, folding her arms a little more tightly around herself.

“I just… can’t stop seeing them,” she said.

Kit racked his brain for something to say, something comforting, some kind of helpful advice he might bestow despite knowing better, knowing her better. She didn’t want or need his advice. Not now. He was reminded of his short-lived conversation with Faith’s sister, her mention of a therapist, and found himself vaguely wondering when it might be a good time for Faith to start seeing one. Yesterday? When would it be appropriate to suggest it? Now now, certainly.

“I’d just like to be alone for a bit, if that’s okay,” Faith murmured. She didn’t look away from the window as she said it, like she was watching something in the yard outside and didn’t want to take her eyes off it even for an instant. “I’ll come back to bed soon. I promise…”

“Yeah. Okay. Sure thing…”

Kit kissed the side of her head before he left her. He looked back once as he started down the hallway, but she only continued staring into the darkness.
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It was increasingly difficult to guess what was going on inside his fiancée’s head.

Faith didn’t cry at the funeral. She’d worn herself out the night before, apparently. Depleted her reserves. Instead she was stoic, subdued, with hardly a word to anyone before, during, or after the service, and that included Kit. There were dark circles beginning to form beneath her eyes. She appeared tired. Numb. Quietly devastated.

The funeral came and went. Faith simply existed, no better, no worse. No improvement, no further deterioration. She returned to work—she worked from home, so it wasn’t necessarily a sign of any return to normalcy. Kit continued trying to be there for her as best he could. He gently encouraged her to talk on occasion, to ease her open little by little.

How are you feeling?

Fine.

Do you wanna talk?

Not right now.

Do you need anything?

I’m okay, thanks.

Kit couldn’t help feeling as though he wasn’t doing enough, or worse, that he was doing something wrong altogether, that his fiancée needed help he was helpless to afford her. He tried suggesting therapy or counseling, which did not go over well.

“That’s not what I need right now. What I need is for you to leave me alone. I just need time. And space. Can you give me that?”

Days became weeks.

Weeks became a couple months.

Things remained as they were long enough that Kit began to settle into what he considered the new ‘normal.’

“It’s been like living with a ghost,” he confessed to his closest friend, Tyson, over lunch one overcast afternoon. “I hear her. I see her. But she’s not really there. I don’t even know if she sleeps anymore. She spends all night on her laptop in the other room. I keep trying to talk to her, but I don’t want to, like… you know… pressure her or anything. ”

Their work cafeteria was rather empty. It was as gloomy and dull inside as the weather outside. Tyson listened and nodded as he made quick work of his turkey sub, repeatedly swiping his dirty blonde hair behind his ear between bites as he listened to Kit drone on and on about the state of his relationship, his partner’s struggles and his struggles in turn.

With a mouthful of sandwich, Tyson said, “I mean, yeah, makes sense. Both her parents just died…” He gulped down his previous bite. “Not only that, but she had to find them like that? That’s fucked, dude. This is above your pay grade. She needs, like… professional help. She should see a therapist, or something.”

“I’ve tried bringing it up with her, but… I don’t know, it’s a touchy subject. I’m sure she knows. She doesn’t need me to tell her that a therapist might be a good idea. I don’t want to overstep and make things worse.”

“I mean, she’s your fiancée. Obviously you care about her. You’re not suggesting that she see a therapist for your sake. It’s for her, yeah?”

“I guess I just don’t want her to feel like I’m trying to hurry her through her grief or anything. Because that’s not what I want at all. And I don’t know, a couple months isn’t really that long, considering. Like you said, it’s fucked. I wouldn’t expect anyone to start feeling better anytime soon after that.”

“Well, a therapist isn’t going to try and ‘make her feel better’ though. It’s not about that. It would be more about… navigating what she’s going through. Processing what happened. In general. Know what I mean? I don’t think feeling better is the immediate goal.”

Kit nodded. It was all pretty obvious, what his friend was saying. And yet in practice, nothing was ever so obvious.

“Yeah, that makes sense…”

“Therapy’s not about fixing people. It’s more about teaching people, you know? It’s about giving someone the tools they need to fix themselves. When they’re ready, on their terms.” Tyson stifled a burp with his fist to his mouth. “Anyway, whatever happens, man, don’t beat yourself up. It’s not all on you to fix. All you can do is be there for when she needs you. She’s lucky to have a guy like you around.”
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She’s lucky to have a guy like you around.

Kit couldn’t stop replaying those words in his head the rest of the day. Three different people now had told him as much—although one of them had been less than sincere about it.

I’m glad she has a big strong man like you to help her through. She’s lucky to have you.

Grace. Her insincerity might have actually been the most honest, Kit thought. Was Faith really lucky to have him around? He felt incapable of supporting her. He felt himself floundering in the wake of all this tragedy, trying to be available, be sensitive, and only feeling the rift between them deepening from one day to the next. Because somehow he wasn’t doing enough.

She’s lucky to have a guy like you around.

He was still replaying those words as he arrived home from work, as he parked in their driveway and spotted the delivery truck pulling up to the curb behind him. He climbed out of the car and greeted the driver with a brief wave as the driver stepped out of his truck, a small box in his hands.

“Is that for me?” Kit asked.

The delivery driver turned the package to read the label. “If your name’s Faith Mulligan…”

“Ah. That would be my better half. Thank you.”

The driver handed the package over. It was heavier than Kit expected, being the size that it was—about as long as his forearm, perfect for cradling like a football. He carried it inside. Faith was already by the door waiting as he entered, most likely having watched the exchange through the window.

“Is that mine?” she said.

Kit handed her the package. He was tempted to ask what it was, or if it was anything interesting or exciting, but before he could say a word Faith turned on her heel and took the package into the guest bedroom—their home office—where she shut the door and proceeded to open the box in private.

Kit remained standing by the front door, rather stunned. An unsettling, off-kilter sensation dripped over him. A sharp, despairing loneliness. Like he wasn’t even there. Not a hello, not a greeting of any kind. He might as well have been the delivery driver, for all Faith cared.

Oh well.

Whatever she’d ordered, he hoped it was something that would bring her some happiness.
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He woke from a deep sleep. His eyes snapped open to the surrounding dark, wide awake, as if something sudden had roused him. A noise or a touch. But the room was quiet and still. The bed beside him was empty. Once again, Faith was awake and elsewhere in the late night hours.

Kit lay for a moment or two, gathering his coherence. He turned his head to see Faith’s empty pillow, where once upon a time she’d have been sleeping but hadn’t for weeks now, choosing instead to browse and scroll and surf on her laptop into the dead of night.

It was then he remembered the package she’d received. Small but solid. Heavy.

Curiosity took hold of him. Certain that sleep wouldn’t take its place again any time soon, he succumbed to it. He slipped silently out of bed—the bedroom floor groaned under his feet—and stole into the hallway. The door to the guest bedroom was shut. No light shined underneath that he could see. Despite their guest bedroom being without a bed, Kit briefly wondered if Faith might be asleep in there. Perhaps she’d recently discovered that she preferred sleeping on the floor? Not to mention that Faith typically didn’t close the door when she stayed up all night at her desk on her laptop.

Kit’s curiosity intensified.

He tiptoed down the hallway. Then, as he neared the bedroom door, he gleaned the slightest murmur of voices. Faith’s, anyway. He paused as he heard it, heard her. He listened intently. She spoke again, but Kit couldn’t quite understand her, her voice a low, muffled whisper through the door. Her inflection suggested a question, however, her voice curling up at the end. Whatever she asked, there was no answer. She paused as if waiting for one all the same. Then, whatever she’d asked, she asked it again. Kit took one step closer to the door, hoping to hear something, to discern any of it. But her words were only sounds. Then she grew silent once again, waiting.

Waiting.

Kit heard nothing else. No reply. Was she on the phone, he wondered? Who could she possibly be calling at this hour?

As he stood listening, everything fell entirely silent—even more silent than it’d already been. Faith ceased talking. The house ceased its breathing. An ominous idea occurred to Kit—the distinct understanding that their roles had suddenly been reversed. Now it was he who was being listened to, standing stiff as a board in the hallway.

She knows I’m out here.

How he could possibly know such a thing, he wasn’t sure, but he did. He was certain. He could see her now, with her gaze fastened on the bedroom doorway where she knew he stood, waiting for him to go.

Holding his breath, moving as delicately as a cat, Kit stepped away from the guest room and retreated back down the hallway, back to bed.
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She awoke with a terrible feeling in her heart.

It was an ache she felt most nights. Most days. A near constant. She’d gotten better over the years at tuning it out, sometimes for hours, sometimes only for a few minutes before it struck her again, squeezed her chest in its grip and refused to let go until she forced it to let go.

There were limited means of accomplishing such a task—limited remedies. And on nights like this, only one would do.

She climbed out of bed and made her way downstairs, tiptoeing as she listened for its sounds, trying to gauge whether or not it was awake, whether or not it was out. She couldn’t hear anything.

Once downstairs, she peeked into the other room, where she kept her work desk with her computer and printer. The printer’s green light was on like always. The room was empty.

That meant it was down below.

She padded quietly into the short hall to the kitchen, then stopped midway, at the door there. She put her ear to the door and listened. It was quiet.

Sometimes when she listened at the basement door she’d hear screams. Whimpers. Voices calling out for help, pleading. Tonight there was only silence.

She knocked on the door. Four raps of her knuckles. Then she waited. The ache in her chest was profound. A pressure in need of release.

She knocked again, five raps of her knuckles this time, and asked gently through the door, “Hello?”

Although the basement remained as quiet as ever, she felt it stirring. Her eyes widened as it came—the darkness pressing itself to the other side of the door. It waited in kind.

“Let me speak to him,” she told the darkness. She scratched her finger against the door, picking idly at the uneven paint. “Please. I need to hear his voice.”

She waited a moment longer as the thing on the other side of the door considered her request, the darkness breathing in and out. She heard movement. A gentle rattling. Like wooden chimes. Then it pressed itself to the door again, a swell of force, and through the wood there came a muffled voice.

It said, “Hi, mommy.”

Her legs buckled. Luckily she was already leaning against the door, as nearly all her strength bled out of her.

“Oh, honey…” she whispered. Slowly, she allowed herself to glide down the surface of the door, until she was sitting against it, her head resting at an angle there. “How are you, baby?”

A pause. A cold, soft breeze emitted from the crack under the door.

“I’m okay,” the boy said.

“Just okay?” Her face lit up with a smile almost bright enough to light the surrounding gloom. “Do you miss me? I’ve missed you so, so much…”

The boy said nothing. Another cold breeze puffed against her, chilling her where she sat.

“Bradley?”

Following another brief hesitation, he answered, “I miss you, too, mommy.”

Tears sprang into her eyes. She let out a shuddery little breath, trying her hardest to mask her emotions. She couldn’t let him hear her this way. She needed to be strong for him.

“I love you, mommy.”

She couldn’t hold it in. She shook with the powerful sobs that escaped her. She opened her mouth to speak but faltered.

“I have to go.”

“No,” she blurted. She straightened upright. “Wait…”

“I have to go, mommy.”

“Just stay a little longer. Just stay with me a little longer.”

He said nothing in reply. The cold air receded from under the door. The weight of the darkness pushing against the other side let up, the door audibly creaking as it did. Then it was gone. He was gone.

She wiped her eyes dry. She stayed sitting for a little while longer, just listening. Reflecting. Soaking in the moment. The ache in her heart had relented at last. In its place, a solemn serenity.

Steadily, she climbed to her feet. She wiped the dampness from her cheeks. Then she kissed the palm of her hand, placed it against the basement door.

“Goodnight,” she whispered.

And she carried herself back to bed.
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Upon waking the next morning, Kit found Faith’s side of the bed still empty. Still cold. Had she ever returned to bed herself? The window blinds were beginning to brighten with the faintest trace of early morning light.

Something hissed outside their bedroom. An abrupt, steamy sizzle. Moments later the aroma reached him from all the way down the hall, from the kitchen—the sweet and savory scent of maple sausages cooking in a pan.

Kit gathered himself up out of bed and made his way to the kitchen. There he found Faith at the stove, turning sausage links in the pan as they continued to spit and hiss deliciously. She looked up as he walked in, and much to his amazement she smiled. She really, truly smiled. For as much of a stranger as she’d become these last couple months, she almost looked like a stranger again to him now, her face transformed into someone he used to know, someone he was so grateful to see again that he could almost cry tears of joy.

“You’re up early,” he said with a smile of his own, as if to suggest that she’d ever gone to bed in the first place.

“I was starving,” she said, turning her attention back to the sausages. “I saw these in the fridge and thought they sounded good. Did you pick them up? You must have. I know I haven’t gone shopping in a while…”

“I picked them up a few days ago, yeah. I thought they’d be good for this weekend…” Kit laughed. The sound of his own laugh was as foreign to him as the sight of his fiancée’s contentment. “But they sound great now, too, of course.”

Faith stuck a fork through one and lifted it out of the pan. She took a bite, then offered the rest to Kit.

With her tongue reared back in her mouth, she said, “It’s hot.”

Kit pulled the remaining sausage off the fork with his teeth. He hardly cared what it tasted like—was hardly even hungry. He was ecstatic to see her in a better mood, to see her so… alive. A certain, strange kind of nervousness arose alongside his delight, the fear that he might do or say the wrong thing and ruin the moment. He needed to tread carefully. Not overdo it.

This is normal, so act normal.

“You want another?” Faith asked, as she stuck the fork tines into the next sausage.

“Sure,” Kit said, even as his just-awakened stomach told him otherwise. He allowed Faith to feed him another sausage off the fork. He could hardly stop himself from beaming. Faith’s eyes lingered on him for a moment, smiling as her eyes narrowed with suspicion.

“What’s that look?” she said.

“Nothing, I’m just…” Kit tried not to laugh again. “Thanks for the sausage.”

He knew he wore an idiot grin on his face but he couldn’t help it.

Faith turned off the stove. With her head bent, and her hair hanging about her face so that Kit couldn’t see her expression clearly, she said, “I know I’ve been a little… absent, lately.”

“Completely understandable.”

“And you’ve been amazing, by the way. I know it might seem like I don’t notice, but I do. I notice.”

“I just want to make sure you’re okay. You know… relatively speaking.”

“There’s something I want to tell you…”

Faith became quiet. She remained standing at the stove with her head down like she was. Only now did Kit realize that they might be having two completely separate conversations—or at least, that she might not even be listening to his half of it. She was in her own thoughts again, her own head. He hung on every word.

“I don’t want you to freak out. I don’t want you to worry about me, or…”

“What is it?”

“I just… it’s something I’ve been looking into, and last night I finally got to try it, and…” She paused, and a fluttery little breath escaped her. She turned to him finally, her eyes big and pleading, her brows knitted together, her entire body tense and starving for understanding. He was more than prepared to give it, no matter what she was about to say. “I don’t want you to think I’m crazy.”

“Of course I won’t,” he said. “You can tell me anything. You know that.”

Obviously she didn’t or they wouldn’t be having this unusual conversation to set the tone. Or maybe she’d just started to doubt him recently. Kit thought he could understand that, too. He thought he could understand anything at this point.

Without another word, Faith left the frying pan and the remaining sausages on the stove and led Kit back into the hallway, to the guest bedroom whose door was still shut. She opened the door, pushed it wide before them, revealing the new arrangement of the room inside.

“It’s something I ordered online,” Faith said. “The package I got yesterday.”

She’d cleared the floor. Where there had previously been an oval rug across the hardwood, now the floor was bare except for⁠—

“Are those candles?” Kit asked.

Three thick, black pillar candles were placed across the floor in a line. Kit followed Faith into the room as she moved to her desk against the far wall, where the opened cardboard box now sat. She collected something from inside the box. A folded sheet of paper. She handed it to Kit while he stood studying the candles on the floor, their wicks already burnt crispy black from the previous night.

“Is this… some kind of⁠—”

“It’s all there,” Faith interrupted. “In the pamphlet.”

Kit looked at the folded sheet she’d handed him. It was largely plain, both in style and substance. At least the front of it was, anyway. There were no designs, no logos, no imagery at all.

All that it read, in standard black type, was⁠—

“The Three-Candle Prayer,” Kit read aloud. He eyed the three black wax pillars on the floor, verifying the obvious.

Yep, that’s three.

He opened the pamphlet, whose interior was as unembellished as its exterior. Centered along the inside flap was what appeared to be some kind of poem, consisting of three separated stanzas.

“That’s the prayer,” Faith said, watching closely as Kit’s eyes moved along the page without actually reading a word of it. “It’s a spiritual thing. I know you’re not into that kind of stuff, but…”

Without needing to be told anything more about it, Kit could already see where this was headed. He skimmed the short poem again, barely absorbing it, although its middle couplet jumped out at him a bit more than the others this time:

I call to you now, in the spaces between,

Where the dead and the living are said to convene…

Faith was wringing her hands nervously, chewing the inside of her lip. Probably she was right about him, he thought. She knew he would think she was crazy, or that he would think this was all just a silly distraction. It was important—imperative—not to diminish this for her in any way, he knew.

“So, you recite this prayer,” he said, trying to stay open-minded. “And you light these candles…”

“It’s basically like…” Faith faltered, trying to find the right words. “Think of it like a do-it-yourself seance kit.”

Kit fought the urge to laugh. Because it sounded like a joke, didn’t it? In any other context, at any other point in their lives before now, he would have thought so. At any other point in their lives, she would have thought so, too.

She isn’t the same. I’m not the same. Our lives aren’t the same.

He reminded himself that Faith was in a good mood this morning for the first time in weeks. Months, even. With that in mind, resisting his laughter was an easy battle to win.

“A do-it-yourself seance kit,” he repeated. “So it’s kinda like a Ouija board, then, right?”

“No,” Faith said, her voice instilled with authority on the matter. “It’s not that.”

“Okay. You said you tried it last night. Did anything happen?”

Faith pursed her lips, scrunched them, considering the candles on the floor between them.

“I’m not sure yet. I followed the instructions—they’re on the very inside, I don’t know if you read them.”

Kit opened the pamphlet again, then unfolded its innermost fold, where the instructions were printed neatly like the prayer itself, center alignment, no frills. The instructions were a bit longer than the prayer, however.

“The instructions themselves say that it might not work the first time,” Faith went on. “It might take a couple tries before anything happens.”

“And… what are you expecting to happen, exactly?”

Faith’s eyes lingered on the candles. It was like she was afraid to meet Kit’s gaze, afraid to see the judgement in them. He was all too aware of his own face for that to happen, however—extra careful to wear a softened expression, nothing that could be mistaken for judgement or ridicule or even disbelief. He regretted asking the question as soon as it had left his lips. The answer was already apparent. What did Faith expect to happen? Why, of course…

“I just wanted to see if it was possible,” she said. She lowered her gaze even further, peering down at her hands which continued to grope against each other like entangled spiders. She twisted her engagement ring back and forth on her finger. “If I could make contact with them… even if it was just some small sign…”

“So you should try it again, then,” Kit found himself saying, his words at complete odds with his thoughts. When Faith looked him in the eye, and visibly brightened with relief upon receiving the understanding she’d been so desperate for, it became that much easier to lie to her this way. “We could even try it together, if you wanted.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that…” she said, immediately darkening at the mere suggestion.

“No, no, sure. I just meant, you know… if you wanted.” Kit tried not to sound too flustered. “It’s a private thing. It’s personal. I understand.”

“You don’t think I’m crazy for this?”

Kit opened his mouth wordlessly, scanning the candles on the floor once again, gathering up his next lie.

“No, not at all…” He forced himself to focus on her instead. “If it brings you some comfort, or any kind of closure, then I say… have at it.”

She smiled again, stepped into him, threw her arms around him gratefully. Kit was momentarily stunned. After two months with hardly any acknowledgement as her partner, as her lover, as someone she cared for, it was like dying of thirst and having a bucket of water thrown in his face. He put his arms around her likewise.

He reminded himself that this was what normal used to feel like.
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Faith didn’t even pretend to go to bed that night. Kit got ready himself, climbed under the covers, and then tossed and turned for an hour or two, restlessly waiting for his fiancée to shuffle into the room and climb into bed next to him.

But that never happened.

Eventually he grabbed his phone from the nightstand and checked the time. It was after midnight.

He knew what she was doing. He knew what she was trying to do. He knew that having this new thing to focus her attention on was good for her, even if he didn’t believe in any of it. And yet a part of him worried this would only lead to greater disappointment for Faith, when she pinned all her hope and happiness on this one exercise that would never bear fruit. Would her depression worsen then? Would she sink into an even deeper spiral of grief? He hoped not. He only knew he couldn’t discourage it. She didn’t stand a chance if he did that. Or rather, they didn’t stand a chance…

He tossed and turned himself into exhaustion and still sleep wouldn’t come. His mind wouldn’t rest. He imagined Faith sitting in their guest bedroom, on the floor, reciting lines from a folded sheet of paper while candles burned in the dark, expecting to see something, hear something, like a child muttering ‘Bloody Mary’ in the bathroom mirror three times. And the more he imagined it, the less sure he was that he should have supported it in the first place.

No. You did the right thing. What she’s doing is harmless.

He told himself this over and over again, and yet…

If it’s so harmless, then why can’t you sleep?

He climbed out of bed. He tiptoed into the hallway. The guest bedroom door was shut. He didn’t need to get half as close to it as before, when he heard Faith’s voice whispering faintly from inside. He moved a bit closer, careful to avoid the spots where the floor tended to squeak or groan.

Mid-step, he heard another voice.

He froze—one foot flat, the other on its toes. Waiting. Listening. He’d heard someone else’s voice inside the guest bedroom. Not Faith’s. It’d been another woman’s voice he’d just heard. He was certain of it.

No, it was her voice. You’re imagining things. You haven’t slept.

He had to admit he was tired. Not only that, but stressed from a general lack of sleep, night after night. He continued listening a short distance from the door. More whispers, more mutterings. Questions. It was all Faith’s voice now. Only hers. Yet he could have sworn he’d heard another. An older woman’s voice. Mature.

Stop. Leave it alone. Go back to bed.

As he stood perfectly still, with his feet stuck just the same—a kid caught in a game of Red Light, Green Light—he comprehended a brief string of words that came from Faith’s mouth beyond the door, for once intelligible.

“…wish I could see you again, for real…”

Kit’s heart ached. Was she talking to herself? Did she believe she was talking to someone else? Her mother? Her father? His previous doubts resurfaced. He tried to reframe them. For her sake, and his.

It’s harmless.

Perhaps, even if this little game or ritual or whatever you wanted to call it didn’t work, the placebo would provide the same effect. Catharsis. Or, failing that, perhaps the ritual’s ineffectiveness would still allow her some means of acceptance, some means of letting go, in her own time, at her own pace.

Leave her be.

Kit returned to bed. He snuggled into his pillow. He took a great deep breath and melted into place.

…wish I could see you again, for real…

He imagined her sitting in candlelight, broadcasting her thoughts into the darkness and pretending that somewhere, somehow, her parents were listening. There must have been a comfort in that as well. The idea alone. He believed he could understand that.

He believed he could understand that very well.

It wasn’t long before he settled into a soft dreaminess. His own thoughts became gaseous in his mind—spread out, jumbled, abstract. Sleep was imminent. Effortless.

Somewhere in the space between sleep and consciousness, he became aware of the bed shifting as she returned to him, climbing in beside him, the mattress groaning, the bed frame creaking, the rustle of her body beneath the covers. He detected her hovering over him for a moment or two, felt her eyes upon him as she watched him sleep—thinking fondly of him, he hoped…

That sensation went on for far too long.

Kit opened his eyes. He turned his head up from where he lay, listening, anticipating. Then at last he rolled over and faced Faith’s side of the bed and saw that it was still empty.

She hadn’t returned after all.
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Three days after receiving her special package in the mail, Kit awoke to find his fiancée sound asleep beside him as the sun was rising. She was actually sleeping again, and it was reflected in every aspect of her being. Her appetite returned completely. She laughed more, cried less. She was excited to see Kit again when he came home from work, eager to tell him about her own day, her own work challenges, her petty feuds with coworkers shared over Zoom calls. She asked him about his day in turn and genuinely listened, responded, like they were a real-life couple again living under the same roof.

There were moments when it felt like nothing had ever changed—like her parents had never died.

She continued staying up late, however. As Kit brushed his teeth and washed his face, Faith closed the door to the guest bedroom and began lighting candles. Every morning, after getting dressed and ready for work, Kit peered into that room on his way to the kitchen just to see those candles still sitting in their neat little row, gradually melting into themselves, waning closer and closer to the floor. At this rate, Faith would need to place another online order before the month was through.

Which begged the question: how long would this go on for?

Whether or not it was real, Kit’s fiancée had obviously become attached to her little ritual. It was providing her something he never could, apparently—hope and reassurance. She’d lost both her parents so unexpectedly, the idea of being able to communicate with them in some way from beyond the veil was obviously an attractive one. It buffered and softened an otherwise sharp change, making for an easier transition.

Is it a transition, though, or is this a permanent thing?

Kit was over the moon that his fiancée was feeling so much better than she’d been, but couldn’t help worrying that she might never fully process her grief if she never accepted that her parents were truly gone.

But who am I to assume what’s best for her? Who am I to question her journey through grief?

The truth was, Kit knew a thing or two—or three or four—about grief. He was intimately familiar with the process. He knew what it was like to have the world pulled out from under your feet. He knew what it was to be hollowed out from the inside, to be halved…

These days he mostly tried not to think about it.

You fucking hypocrite.

He supposed in the grand scheme of things, what his fiancée was doing was nothing new. There existed all kinds of religions which carried their own beliefs regarding death and the afterlife. Was it a problem, then, that someone might believe no soul was ever truly lost? People visited cemeteries and gravesites to speak to their loved ones all the time. Was this really so different?

He’d imagined there might come a day when he’d be expected to live with his in-laws—perhaps one of them losing their job, either of them unable to pick up the slack, or perhaps Faith’s parents facing an unexpected hardship and needing to move in with them, and vice versa. He’d just never anticipated that her parents would be moving into his guest bedroom in less-than-corporeal form, was all.

None of that’s real. It’s fantasy. It’s a coping mechanism.

Kit told himself he’d support it so long as it eased his fiancée’s suffering.
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Waking in the middle of the night was becoming a predictable pattern. More predictable still was discovering that he slept alone, that Faith had yet to come to bed, or had come to bed and departed again, never staying for long. At the very least, when Kit woke and found the bedsheets beside him bare, cold to the touch, he always knew she hadn’t gone far. She was only ever just down the hall, in her own little private room, in her own little private world…

Tonight, like all the previous nights, Kit woke in a similar fashion: at first confused, wondering what had roused him, only to roll over and find his lover missing, his confusion replaced with a pang of loneliness, and a strange sense of abandonment. This feeling always faded quickly, however. A residual effect of a tired, disoriented mind. However, once he was fully awake, the next emotion that flooded him was always a gamble.

Curiosity or apathy?

Tonight he was curious.

He slipped out of bed and made his way down the hall, to the same shut door as always. His stealth was becoming second nature, his feet remembering all the best places to step, as well as the best place to listen. He stopped just one pace from the door, leaning close to the wall, where Faith’s voice could be heard just on the other side, slightly muffled. The more practiced she became at conducting her little ritual, the more comfortable she became with it and the less discreet her conversations became overall. She barely whispered anymore, speaking at a regular volume so that it was that much easier for Kit to eavesdrop like he did.

“…just wish I could understand,” she said, her voice somehow both smothered and echoing at the same time. Kit stepped a little closer, closer than normal, close enough he could hear Faith’s tiny sniffle as she seemed to hold back tears. “I had no idea what you were going through, and now… now you’re just…”

“I’m sorry, honey.”

A razor-sharp shiver traced the back of Kit’s skull, down the nape of his neck, down his spine. He fought the resulting tremor. He leaned even closer to the door, toward the impossible voice he’d just heard.

A man’s voice. He was sure of it.

Faith became quiet for a time, though she began to sniffle more, her emotions getting the better of her. Kit waited, listening for that voice to speak again. He felt his every muscle tense up, coiled and ready to spring. His mouth turned dry. His heart slammed in his chest. That had been real, that voice. No doubt about it. His mind immediately raced for an explanation, something logical to defend what he understood to be reason.

It’s not real. It’s a game. It’s superstition.

She was actually on the phone this time, he thought. A call over speaker. Somehow that made even less sense. Faith had no close friends. No close family. No other men in her life, that he knew of. Not to mention the hour. No, she was doing what she’d always been doing. Playing with her little game. Her little prayer. There was no other answer. Unless Kit were to open that door right now, right this instant, and barge in to find his fiancée in the middle of a conversation with a real life man she’d spontaneously invited into their home in the middle of the night, then…

Then I can’t make sense of it.

Something moved. Kit’s heart leapt into his throat. He straightened, directing his gaze toward the kitchen where the sound had come from.

Where he discovered he wasn’t alone.

At the end of the hall, peeking just slightly from around the corner, a dark figure had appeared. Tall, solid, black. Kit was already standing perfectly still as he listened in on his fiancée’s conversation, but now he was petrified, rooted in place whether he liked it or not. He stared intently, sensed the figure staring back, watching him all the while. His fight or flight response was jammed. Apparently he’d chosen freeze.

What am I looking at?

It was a moment before he could even think straight. Faith continued to sniffle and snort and clear her throat in the next room, none the wiser. Kit remained fixed in place, fixated on the other leaning eerily into the hallway. As that moment stretched on, and his initial fear exceeded its limits, finally it occurred to him that he might be mistaken.

A trick of the eye. A trick of the dark.

You’re not real, either, are you?

The question bubbled up in the back of his throat, but his sponge-dry tongue was dead in his mouth. As enticing as it might have been, the idea of speaking to the figment in order to break its spell, he didn’t want Faith to know he was out here listening in. So instead he remained frozen. He told himself it was nothing, a mistaken shape, something his eyes couldn’t suss out. The ol’ coatrack in the shadows. But he knew better than that. No matter how long he stared, the illusion refused to dissolve. Its shape refused to make sense.

Someone is standing there.

His heart wouldn’t stop pounding. He swore the figure shifted where it stood, leaning farther into the hallway and back.

A distinctly menacing notion settled over Kit, like a gust of bad breath. He became aware that he was intruding. He was the encroacher here, the infiltrator, the spy infringing on something private, meddling where he didn’t belong. Guilt washed over him. He blushed with it, his guilt, a flare of heat and sweat up his neck and cheeks. He’d been caught. Not by Faith, but by⁠—

By you.

The featureless shadow stood resolute. As Kit studied it, helpless to move an inch, he detected something he hadn’t before. Two wet pinpricks in the dark. The glisten of eyes.

It’s real. And it’s watching me.

Finally he found his footing. He took a step back. Just the one. Then he paused, anticipating that the figure would react somehow, but it didn’t. It stood and watched. He took another step back.

In the next room, Faith began murmuring again, her voice quiet and unintelligible.

Kit retreated farther and farther down the hall, careful not to turn his back on the thing in the dark. There still remained some niggling doubt in his mind, a shred of belief that he imagined all of this, there was nobody standing in the dark, it was just another shadow within a nest of shadows and his sleepless mind was making a frightened fool of him.

At last he reached the threshold of their bedroom. He slipped inside and shut the door. He froze there, his hand still on the doorknob, overcome with shock.

You’re tired. You need sleep. You need to go back to bed.

His ears pricked to the sound of footsteps outside. Slow, measured, traveling along the hall. The floor gently creaked as they came, louder and louder as they approached, until finally they arrived outside the bedroom door. He maintained his grip on the doorknob. His fingers tensed with fear as he prepared to confront whatever, whomever, stood on the other side.

This is crazy. I’m crazy. Go away.

Once again he stiffened. His body refused to move. Whoever stood outside the door was silent, waiting just as he did. Listening as he did. It had followed him, he thought. The figure in the dark. Because it was real. It was out there now, breathing against the door, its wet eyes flickering, waiting for him to make another move. Hoping he’d make another move. He was tempted to yank the door open and shout ‘Aha!’ to the intruder, to see them up close, right there, but ultimately dreaded the idea. Instead he stayed as he was. Still and silent.

Leave me alone.

Had Faith not heard its footsteps as he had, he wondered? Did she not question who could possibly be walking past the guest bedroom door? Perhaps she was too absorbed in her little game to notice.

Perhaps she hadn’t noticed because the thing in the hallway didn’t want her to notice.

Another terrible chill seized Kit. He shivered with it.

When enough time had passed that Kit regained his composure, he let go of the doorknob. He hesitated for a moment or two longer, expecting the door to open in response. But nothing happened. He moved away. He returned to his side of the bed. He paused beside it, watching the door from across the room. Still nothing. No more footsteps. Taking shallow breaths, he climbed back under the covers. The mattress groaned under his weight. He remained sitting up for a time, propped on his elbows, watching the door, eyes peeled, ears alert, waiting for any indication that someone was still out there.

But there was nothing.

Eventually he let out a deep sigh and allowed himself to lay flat, resting his head back against his pillow. He cleared his throat in the dark. The sound of his own voice, a sound of his own making, was a strange comfort.

And then the bedroom door opened.

Kit lifted his head to see it. The door clicked open, just a crack, a sliver of black where the darker hallway was visible. A few seconds after, the crack widened ever so slightly, silently, the door creeping open another inch before it stopped. Kit’s tongue hung suspended in his mouth with a word he wished to speak but couldn’t on its tip.

Hello? he wanted to say. Faith? Is that you?

Whatever it was, he felt it peering into the room, watching him. It wanted him to know it was still out there, he thought, and wasn’t going away anytime soon. His neck grew sore, holding his head up off his pillow like he was. He didn’t dare lay back down. He didn’t dare close his eyes. He knew the moment that he did the door would open a little more, a little wider, until the thing out there might possibly come in, if it wanted.

He tried to remind himself yet again how impossible this was, as he continued staring at the gap in the door, at the featureless shadow surely staring through it.

If it’s so impossible, then why are you so utterly afraid?

The door abruptly opened. The figure swept inside. Kit recoiled where he lay, a scream taking shape in his mouth, until he realized the shape that entered the room was not, in fact, the shape he’d seen standing in the kitchen before. This one was smaller, slimmer, and moved into the room with the casual air of someone coming to bed.

Because it was Faith… coming to bed.

She began to gently climb underneath her side of the covers until she noticed Kit with his head propped up, his eyes peeled wide in the dark.

“Kit?” she whispered. “Are you awake?”

Kit hesitated. “I’m awake.”

“Are you okay? Did I wake you?”

“No,” he answered—though he couldn’t be sure which of her questions he was answering when he said it. “No, I’m fine. I just couldn’t sleep.”

He wasn’t sure why he lied. Would she believe him if he told her the truth? Would she believe what he’d just experienced? He thought she should, after partaking in that spiritual game of hers, but then again…

She’ll resent you for making it scary, for taking the joy out of it.

As Faith slipped under the covers, she leaned toward him, pecked him softly on the cheek, and suddenly the whole thing seemed miles from reality. Just like that, the darkness lost its oppressive flavor. She cuddled up against him, her head on his chest, and breathed him in. He breathed her in likewise, the top of her head resting under his chin. He relaxed in an instant, and all at once it seemed a completely ill-suited time to complain.


9


He didn’t sleep at all the rest of the night. He might have come close, but his mind wouldn’t allow it, maintaining a kind of protective barrier between itself and unconsciousness, never letting him slip under, never allowing him to let his guard down against the might-actually-be-real threats lurking beyond their bedroom doorway.

Faith, on the other hand, seemed to sleep just fine.

Kit couldn’t deny he was in a foul mood when he finally dragged himself out of bed for work. Every little thing he interacted with seemed to irritate him, whether it was the coffee filters he couldn’t peel away from each other, or the way he couldn’t get his hair to behave no matter how many times he wetted it down and combed it through.

He was in the middle of making coffee when Faith joined him in the kitchen, stretching her arms over her head with a pleasant smile lighting up her face. Suddenly her smile didn’t warm him like it usually did. He seethed with resentment at the sight of her, at how well-rested she appeared, how blissfully ignorant she was to that which had kept Kit up all night long.

“Morning,” she said.

As the coffee maker burbled and spat its last drops of coffee into its carafe, Faith fetched her own mug from the cabinet and joined Kit standing at the counter, waiting. He flushed with annoyance. How many mornings now had he made them coffee? When was the last time she’d made it? He thought back on that morning when she’d cooked sausages, reflecting on what a nice surprise that had been. Though her spirits were up—so to speak—she hadn’t done anything like that since. She was in a better mood these days, but ultimately contributed to the household about as much as she’d done in the previous weeks and months, in the midst of her deepest depression. Suddenly Kit found himself resentful of all the slack he’d picked up, and continued picking up.

As these thoughts and feelings flared inside him now, Kit tried to remind himself that he was only sleep-deprived, and not to take these feelings out on Faith.

As soon as the coffee was done, she grabbed the carafe and poured herself a mug. She offered Kit another smile as she did. Her smile was short-lived, however, as she seemed to notice how quiet he was, how he struggled to return her cheery attitude.

“Everything okay?”

Kit pressed his lips firmly together. He watched as she filled her mug nearly to the brim, nearly spilling over so that she had to bend down and sip with the mug still on the counter in order to avoid making a mess.

“How long do you think this is going to go on for?” he blurted out. Already as the words left his lips, he knew he was going about this the wrong way. Abrasive. Confrontational.

Faith frowned, unsure what he meant.

“How long is what going to go on for?”

“You know,” Kit said. “This little thing you’re doing in the guest bedroom. Not coming to bed until two in the morning…”

Faith’s frown became something else. Something heated. Kit’s tone certainly wasn’t helping matters, he knew.

“However long I want,” she retorted. “Why do you care?”

Kit bristled. “Why do I care? Oh, I don’t know… maybe because I’m tired of waking up in the middle of the night, every night, each and every time you climb in and out of bed. I’m tired of waking up tired, if I even manage to sleep at all.”

“Okay, well…” Faith held her coffee close, the steam rising in front of her face. “I’d be more than happy to sleep someplace else, then, if you think that would help.”

“Really?” Kit bristled even more. “You think that’s the solution, then? That we just don’t sleep together anymore?”

“I don’t know what else to say, Kit. What do you want me to say?”

“I think…” He stopped himself.

What are you even doing right now, man?

How had it come to this so quickly, he wondered? It wasn’t even that long ago that he’d felt so grateful to see his fiancée in a better mood, to see her happy again, and to feel like things were beginning to return to the way they used to be. He knew coming between someone and their sleep could make things ugly in a hurry, but was that really the issue? Was that all? Or was there something more eating at him? Something he couldn’t begin to dissect, a surface he couldn’t even begin to scratch because he so badly feared what lay underneath…

“You think what?”

“I just don’t think what you’re doing is healthy.”

As Faith’s expression darkened, and Kit sensed the imminent, defensive rebuttal, he decided to backpedal. Fast.

“Staying up all night, I mean,” he said. “When was the last time you even got a full night’s sleep?”

“Why is that any concern of yours? I’m awake now and I feel great. I feel great, Kit. That’s what should matter to you. If it bothers you so much, I’ll start sleeping on the inflatable in the guest room.”

Their argument was getting out of hand. Kit knew it wasn’t just the lack of sleep bothering him, but he didn’t know how to address the rest of it. Not without possibly coming undone himself. And wasn’t that a funny thing, he thought? It wasn’t so long ago that Faith had been reluctant to share her secret with him for fear of his disapproval.

“Listen,” he said. “Can I be honest with you about something?”

Faith appeared taken aback. She shrugged, her shoulders remaining slightly hunched, her face pinched with confusion.

“I mean, I would hope so.”

Kit took a deep breath, preparing himself to say it out loud, to hear himself voice his true concern, and not just the rationalized version of it.

“Last night, while you were in the guest room doing your… thing… I got out of bed because I wasn’t sure where you’d gone…” This was obviously a lie. Faith’s late-night vanishing act wasn’t anything new at this point, but Kit didn’t want to admit that he’d been eavesdropping on her. “…and I saw something. That’s why I couldn’t sleep. I just knew it would sound crazy if I said it out loud.”

“What did you see?”

Faith’s eyes softened. She lowered her coffee mug, her shoulders relaxing as she seemed more open to hearing him out now. A good sign, Kit thought.

“There was this thing, this figure, standing at the end of the hallway. And I know I wasn’t just seeing things, or imagining things. It was there…”

“A figure?”

“Yes. And I’m worried that whatever you’re doing at night, that maybe it’s… I don’t know…” It was like he couldn’t take a full breath of air, his lungs squashed beneath the weight of this story he needed to get off his chest. “I never believed in anything like this before, but I can’t deny what I felt last night. I thought maybe by the time I got up this morning I’d realize it was all in my head or something, but the feeling hasn’t gone away. I don’t want to feel like this in my own home. I don’t want to experience anything like that ever again…”

Faith was quiet. She stared into her coffee mug, thinking.

“I know this thing you’ve been doing at night has been helping you,” Kit went on. “I just…”

“I don’t like feeling how I’ve felt these last several weeks, either, you know,” Faith interrupted. She straightened, her eyes settling rather coldly upon him—like somewhere behind her gaze a wall had gone up, shutting Kit out from her true thoughts, her true feelings. “You’re right. This has been helping me. It’s been helping me a lot, actually, and… I don’t know what you saw, or what you believe you saw…”

“I saw it,” Kit said. “I’m not confused about any of that.”

Another lie. Even now, he could hardly picture it again in his mind’s eye, the shape he’d seen standing in the hallway. All he could remember was the unsettling emotion it’d filled him with. The fear. That had been very real.

“I just think it’s strange,” Faith continued, “that I finally have something good in my daily routine, something that’s finally helping me process everything that’s happened recently, and now suddenly you’re…”

“And I think that’s great. I’m glad you’ve been feeling better, Faith. Believe me, I am.”

“But suddenly you’ve decided that what I’m doing makes you uncomfortable, and so you’ve concocted this story⁠—”

“Concocted? I haven’t concocted anything. This really happened.”

“Mmm,” she said. An entirely dismissive sound.

“Are you calling me a liar right now?”

“I don’t know.” She directed her gaze elsewhere, like suddenly she couldn’t stand to meet his anymore as her previously cheery mood soured into something else. Her jaw was set, the muscles bulging as she clenched her teeth. “After everything I’ve been through, and you can’t endure just a little bit of discomfort for my sake.”

Kit was momentarily speechless. Of all the reactions he might have suspected she’d have after hearing his story, this wasn’t one of them. A little bit of discomfort? Was she even listening? Had she understood anything he’d just told her?

“A little bit of discomfort,” he repeated.

“I think we both know what this is really about,” she said. “And maybe you’re too afraid to admit it, so you’ve convinced yourself it’s something else entirely.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You don’t? Really?” Her eyebrows raised. “You don’t think this has anything to do with Paul?”

Kit opened his mouth to reply but was speechless. Dumbfounded.

“Paul?” he said, as the circuitry in his brain began shooting hot sparks behind his eyes, his thoughts momentarily clouding with smoke. “What on earth could this possibly have to do with him?”

“Fine,” Faith said, rolling her eyes like she couldn’t believe him. She set down her mug, her mouth scrunched irritably. “We’ll do this your way, then. Maybe you did see something. Maybe you saw something last night that you didn’t understand, and that scared you. Being scared of something, not understanding something, doesn’t automatically make it bad, though, does it? But instead of trying to understand it, you would rather just start making demands of me to accommodate your feelings.”

“Faith…”

“You’re right. What I’m doing is real. It’s very real. And it’s helping me. I… I couldn’t get help like this from anyone else. No amount of therapy or medication could provide me what this has been providing me. You didn’t believe it before, but suddenly you claim to have felt something, and that scares you. I get it.”

“I’m not just scared, Faith.”

“Okay, scared and tired, then. That doesn’t mean you get to tell me what to do, or that what I’m doing is wrong. You think you feel uncomfortable? Try living a day in my skin, Kit. I dare you.”

She took off then. Kit reached for her as she went, but it was no use. She stormed out of the kitchen, into the hallway, into the guest bedroom, where she shut the door behind her, leaving her steaming mug of coffee behind on the kitchen counter. Kit wanted to go after her, to finish talking this out—if such a thing were possible. He even started to do just that, but stopped short just outside the bedroom door.

I can’t believe she tried to make this about that. About him.

He didn’t have time for this. He needed to finish getting ready for work.

Before Kit could take another step, there came a creak of movement down the hallway. He flinched toward the sound—found himself staring at the same spot he had last night, the corner where the hallway joined the kitchen.

Of course, there was nothing there now. Empty space. Nothing but him and the sound.

Get a grip, he told himself.

He might have woken up angry and bitter, but now his head was swirling with too many emotions to even tell them apart.
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He remained sitting in his car for quite some time after arriving home that evening, reciting what he’d planned to say to Faith once he headed inside. He’d spent the whole day thinking about it—about her, about their disagreement this morning.

As soon as he’d left for work he’d begun feeling sorry. About all of it. She was right. She’d gone through so much, and finally she’d found something to take the edge off her grief, to give herself something to look forward to each day, something that allowed her to process what had happened in her own way. It might not have been remotely what Kit would have done in her position, but that wasn’t for him to judge. She was coping in the best way she knew how. Who was he to get in the way of that?

Even if her method of coping carried some… less-than-desirable side effects.

And she’d been right about that, too. Last night had scared him, certainly, but had he actually been in any danger? He’d simply not understood what he was experiencing, which he was beginning to think was the hardest part about it—confronting his own beliefs. What happened last night was real, which meant that whatever his fiancée was doing in their guest bedroom was also real, whether he could accept that or not. Even acknowledging this, however, he was still left with some sliver of doubt.

Denial. It’s called denial.

The sun had already been setting when he first arrived home. Now it was just beginning to slip beneath the horizon, casting its rusty orange light across the smattering of clouds overhead.

Kit made the short walk from the driveway to the front door last much longer than it should, repeating his planned apology again and again.

I’m sorry about this morning…

I shouldn’t have said…

It wasn’t my place to…

I’m just glad that you’re…

That’s the most important thing…

He stopped at the front door. He took a couple concentrated breaths. He proceeded inside.

Faith was already there waiting for him. She approached from the dim dining area before he’d even closed the door behind himself, like she’d been anticipating his return all evening. How long had she watched him sitting in his car in the driveway, he wondered?

“Hi,” she said, and greeted him with a warm, forgiving smile. She stepped close, closer, moved against him and surprised him with a kiss on the mouth. “How was your day?”

“Oh, um… well…”

“Listen,” she said, continuing along. “I’m sorry about this morning. I’ve been thinking about it all day, and…”

“Me too,” Kit said, queuing up his apology. “And I wanted to tell you⁠—”

“I reacted poorly, and I’m sorry,” Faith said, beating him to the punch. “I think maybe I just got defensive because, you know… this is the first time I’ve felt good in so long, and I hated hearing that what I was doing was having any kind of negative effect on you. That wasn’t fair of me. I’m not the only person living in this house, after all. I should have considered your feelings as well.”

“No, I shouldn’t have been so ornery about it in the first place. That was on me. There were… a million different ways I could have gone about that conversation, and I probably picked the worst one.”

“That’s all right,” Faith said, offering a dismissive little hand wave between them. “Really, it is. Like I said, I’ve been thinking about it, and I tried putting myself in your shoes, and… yeah, I’d have probably been a little freaked out, too.”

“Right, but⁠—”

“And that got me thinking,” Faith went on. “What if…” She paused, chewed the inside of her lip, trying to conjure up the words she’d probably prepared for his return home likewise.

In her effort to find those perfect words, she cast a subtle, fleeting glance over her shoulder into the kitchen, into the dining area where she’d first approached him from.

It was only then Kit noticed the half-melted candles arranged on the dining table.

“What if you joined me tonight?” she said at last.

A seemingly simple request. A staggering one, too.

“Joined you?” Kit said. His stomach somersaulted at the prospect but he couldn’t immediately figure out why.

That’s not true. You do know why.

He remembered offering to do this with Faith that first morning she’d revealed it to him. Somehow that already seemed so long ago.

“I thought maybe it’d be a good idea for you to experience it yourself,” she said. “That way you’ll know there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“I don’t know…”

“And maybe it’ll be good for you, too. Maybe…” She hesitated to finish the thought. “Maybe you’ll find some closure yourself.”

Kit stiffened. “What do I need closure for?”

Faith tilted her head, her eyes doting, her mouth smiling in a sad sort of way, as if to say ‘come on, now, we both know what I mean.’

“You could speak to your brother again,” she said.

Kit’s stomach somersaulted a second time. In fact, he felt his insides performing an entire synchronized swim routine inside himself, slithering sickeningly at Faith’s suggestion. He’d come home ready to apologize, to put this morning behind them and perhaps fall back into the new normality they’d made for themselves. This was not the plan.

“You said it once before, remember? You once told me you wished you could see him again. You said you wished you could speak to him again…”

“That was a long time ago, when I said that…”

“It was only a couple years ago.”

“When I said that, I’d meant it as in, you know… I wished that he was still here, that I’d never lost him. I never meant that I wanted to…”

“But he is still here,” Faith went on. “You haven’t lost him. Not entirely. I can show you. If you let me… I can show you.”

Kit didn’t know what else to say, what else to argue, or what else to do but shake his head.

“I just don’t think…” He struggled to find a gentle way to refuse her without offending. “I just don’t think that’s what I need right now. Opening old wounds… I don’t think that would be healthy, either. At some point, you have to just…”

At some point, you have to just accept that they’re gone, was what he wanted to say, but stopped himself. That was the last thing Faith needed to hear right now, he thought.

“It’s not opening old wounds, it’s healing old wounds. Please,” Faith said, literally begging now. “Just this once. Do it with me just this once. You’ll see. You won’t regret it, I swear to you.”

He could already tell this conversation could only go one of two ways. Either he accepted Faith’s offer to appease her, or rejected her and deepened the divide between them.

“I know you’re scared…”

“I’m not scared.”

“I know you’re scared,” Faith repeated. “But I’ll be right here with you. I’ll walk you through it, every step of the way. Trust me, Kit. Do you trust me?”

“Yeah, of course I trust you, it’s just…”

“Don’t you still wish you could speak to him again? Even just once? What if you could tell him goodbye one last time, like you never got to before?”

Kit blinked tears from his eyes. He hadn’t the foggiest idea where they’d come from, why they’d suddenly appeared. His head was a complete mess of emotions. He was afraid, he was annoyed, he was intrigued. He wished his fiancée would listen to him, that she’d take no for an answer… and yet some other, deeper side of him wanted to let it happen, let her guide him into this exercise just to see what might come of it.

Do I want to find out?

“Come on,” she said, and suddenly she had him by the hand, was leading him away from the front door before he’d even had a chance to kick off his shoes.

“Hold on a sec,” Kit said, and ground his feet to a halt halfway to the dining table. “Can I at least put down my keys? Take off my shoes? Use the bathroom? I just got home from work…”

“Oh!” Faith appeared genuinely shocked. She laughed a little, a self-deprecating sound. “Of course, yeah. I got ahead of myself. I’m just excited.”

“I know,” Kit said. “I know. Just… give me a minute.”

He dropped his keys into the dish by the door, on top of hers, then kicked off his shoes, next to hers, and hastily made his way into the bathroom down the hall. He shut himself in, locked the door, and paused there on the other side, with no intention of actually using the toilet. He didn’t need to relieve himself. He needed a moment to think, to compose himself. He turned his head slightly and met his own gaze in the bathroom mirror, and was stunned to see the look of abject terror in his eyes.

What am I getting myself into?

He could always say no, he reminded himself. He could put his foot down and refuse. Would it upset Faith? Probably. She was in a tender position herself. She’d obviously planned this with great hopes that it would bring some understanding to the situation, that Kit could be made to understand, if only he gave it a chance. That’s where it became a lose-lose situation. If he refused, then he was stubborn and scared. If he said yes, he was allowing Faith to walk all over his boundaries, but of course she wouldn’t see it that way.

He quickly rinsed his hands in the bathroom sink. Then he proceeded to hunch there, staring into the drain, dreading going back out and accepting Faith’s offer. Because that’s what he would do, he already knew. He would accept her offer. They’d sit at the table, light some candles, recite a poem. Whatever happened after that…

The instructions themselves say that it might not work the first time…

These were Faith’s own words. Kit recalled them now with a sudden surge of hope. He also reminded himself that it might never work, because the whole thing was just a superstitious trap for gullible, desperate people.

Sure, pal, go ahead and tell yourself that if it makes you feel any better…

How was it possible, he wondered, to be confronted with such an intense fear of something, and denial of that same thing simultaneously? His fear was an admittance of belief, was it not? And yet…

“Kit?” Faith asked from outside the door. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” Kit said, and dried his hands on the hand towel by the door.

He opened the door, where Faith stood just on the other side. She smiled at him, still bubbly with all that eagerness in her eyes, and all at once Kit found his fiancée eerie. He hated it, seeing her that way. She was intelligent. She was down to earth. She was logical, reasonable, with a sharp wit and a propensity for silliness that he’d learned over the years was an absolute must for him, as far as qualities in a partner went. So to look into his fiancée’s eyes now and find himself unnerved by her, as if he didn’t quite know her and was merely tolerating a stranger, an unpredictable stranger… it was a feeling he wished he could erase and forget.

“You good?” she asked him.

She took him by the hand once more, still slightly damp as he’d failed to dry himself completely. She didn’t seem to notice or didn’t complain.

“Yeah, I’m good,” he said. He looked away, unable to stand seeing that look in her eye a moment longer, and peered toward the dining table across the room once more instead. “Let’s give this a go, I guess.”

The house was dark. The sun had already sunk beneath the horizon, leaving the street outside a dim, washed-out blue, getting darker and more washed out by the moment. Night was falling steadily upon them.

Faith led Kit by the hand once again toward the dining table, toward the three half-melted candles arranged there. They were set in a straight line, length-wise from one end of the table to the other—one candle at the head of the table, another in the very center, and the third at the opposite end. Faith directed Kit toward the chair at the head of the table, where a lighter awaited him, along with the same folded up sheet of paper he recognized.

“You sit here,” she said. She dragged another chair from the side of the table beside his, where she sat down herself. “Come on, sit down.”

Kit did as she said. He scooted himself in closer to the table, closer to the candle before him. The wax was coal-black in color, the originally six-inch pillar now burned down to three inches. He peered across the table at the others, looking identical.

Since walking from the bathroom to the table and taking a seat, it seemed the night had already deepened, and the shadows of the house pooled around them like a rising tide.

“So, what’s first?” Kit asked, keen to get this over with. “We just… light the candles, and⁠—”

“Just the first one,” Faith said. She pushed the lighter toward him. Red plastic. “I’ll let you do the honors.”

Kit’s chest was beginning to thump, thump, thump as he took the lighter in his hand. Was it really necessary, he wondered, that he perform it? Couldn’t he just sit in on one of Faith’s sessions, seeing as she’d already done it several times by now? Was it really fair to dredge up his own past, when this shouldn’t have been about him in the first place? If her desire was to convince him of how harmless it all was, why not show him and let him observe?

“You’re sure you don’t want to do it?” he asked, the lighter still in his hand. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just show me what you’ve been doing? I don’t need to… you know…”

“No, this will be good,” Faith said. “It’ll be good for both of us, I think. I really do. Go ahead.”

Kit swallowed his apprehension. He leaned forward in his seat, clicked the lighter once, twice, three times before it produced a flame, then held the flame to the withered wick of the first candle until it caught. He felt no breeze in the room, no disturbance in the air at all and yet the candle’s flame wagged and licked momentarily as if there was one. He sat back in his seat. He studied the flame for a moment, as the room continued to steep in fast-spreading shadows, the candlelight growing brighter and brighter in turn before his very eyes. Faith pushed the folded sheet of paper toward him.

“Now read the prayer aloud. From beginning to end.”

Kit took the pamphlet in both hands. The Three-Candle Prayer. He opened it to its first interior flap, where the prayer itself was typed plainly. He skimmed it with his eyes again, still having never read the thing in its entirety. It was a slight strain to see the words in the dark, only slightly illuminated by the candlelight through the paper. He felt Faith’s eyes upon him, watching closely, waiting with bated breath.

“Couldn’t someone just upload this online,” he said, “and then anyone could perform it? You know, without having to order anything through the mail?”

Faith gave Kit a funny look. “Just read it.”

He was stalling. Even he knew that. He cleared his throat and started at the beginning.

“My mind is clear, my body is whole…” He flicked his eyes toward the candlelight, which continued to waver seemingly without cause. “…my spirit is light, limber, and full.”

The sun must have fully departed now, pulling all its light around the bend of the earth, leaving them with very little, their kitchen almost pitch-black. Or possibly the light of the candle before him made the dark that much darker, as Kit’s eyes struggled to adjust.

He cleared his throat to continue.

“I call to you now, in the spaces between, where the dead and the living are said to convene…”

He scanned the surrounding dark. He glanced in Faith’s direction only to find her half-shrouded in it, the angles of her face illuminated, her sharp cheekbone the gleaming curve of a knife in the candlelight. She nodded supportively, encouragingly, for him to continue.

“If you can hear me, then do as I say. Come out of the dark. Let my light guide the way…”

Kit lowered the pamphlet, having finished the prayer, and watched as the candle’s flame licked left and right, left and right. He wasn’t sure if it was merely his own anticipation, but he felt a certain pressure fall over the room, over him, an overwhelming sense of imminence.

Now what? he wanted to say, but remained silent.

He nearly gasped as the middle candle on the table illuminated. Its wick sparked to life, a flame blossoming all on its own. Kit flicked his eyes toward Faith once more, who looked between him and the candlelight with her own devious smirk, as if she were pleased to see his alarm, his confusion. She said nothing. She only directed her attention across the table, to the third and final candle, yet unlit. Kit watched with his heart in his throat, his breath trapped beneath it. The last words of the prayer still hung in the air:

Come out of the dark. Let my light guide the way…

That overwhelming pressure settled heavily upon his shoulders. He felt himself stooped in his seat, his arms rigid on the table, as those two candle flames seemed to suck all the oxygen from the room. The dark trembled against them.

“Sometimes nothing happens,” Faith whispered. “This was as far as I got the first time I tried it⁠—”

The third candle ignited. Its flame appeared like an unfurled finger, pointing heavenward. The far end of the table was illuminated in its glow, just barely, along with something else—someone else—faintly seated there.

Faith made a sound, a quiet gasp of awe. Kit’s heartbeat thrummed between his ears. The energy in the room shifted. A chill touched upon his knuckles. The weight of the dark seemed to relax, to expand, allowing something else to fill its spaces.

“Say hello,” Faith whispered.

Kit said nothing of the sort. He eyed the figure across the table warily. It had a face, though it was so soft in the shadows, so undefined, it was hard to recognize. He made out its chin, the hollow of its cheeks, the tip of the nose, and nothing else. The candlelight didn’t reach that far, apparently. Kit studied what few features he could, the width of the neck, the shoulders.

Is it him? Could it really be him?

He didn’t know what to say. ‘Hello’ didn’t quite seem enough.

Instead what slipped from Kit’s lips was, “I don’t know who that is.”

The quivering dark throbbed around them. Outward and in. As if the room itself were breathing. Faith didn’t seem to notice it.

“It’s your brother,” she said. Then, a little less certain, “Isn’t it?”

The figure across the table didn’t move at all. It didn’t react to their words. It sat facing them, nestled in the fringes of the light. It vaguely resembled him, Kit thought. His brother. Which of course also meant that it resembled Kit…

But something was off. The stiffness of it. He was reminded of the thing he’d seen the previous night, watching him from the hallway, following him to bed. That oppressive sense of wrongness.

“Who are you?” Kit asked.

It was as valid a question as any. A good place to start. Once more, however, the figure didn’t respond. It didn’t react. It was difficult to know whether or not it had heard him. But whatever it was, whoever it was, he’d called them, hadn’t he?

This is actually happening. It’s actually real.

“Ask him something else,” Faith said.

Kit didn’t know what else to say. All he could do was stare at the vague face before him—half a face, really—and try to convince himself that it was familiar. Perhaps if he squinted, he thought.

Before he could think of another question, suddenly the third candle snuffed itself out. The far end of the table fell pitch-black once again, as the candle’s smoke ribboned into the air. A short-lived visit. They sat in silence for a time, Kit eyeing that silver tendril rising into the air.

“That’s okay,” Faith said. “The first time I saw my dad, I couldn’t get a reply, either. It was like… bad reception or something.”

She laughed, but Kit couldn’t have felt further from laughter. His heart had yet to settle down. He couldn’t understand how Faith could be so relaxed about it all. He supposed if she’d been doing this every night for the last several, she might have gotten used to it by now. He didn’t think he could ever get used to it.

“Next time it’ll probably be better.”

“Next time?” Kit blurted. “I don’t know about a ‘next time.’ I just… I don’t think this is for me. That’s all.”

Faith put a hand on his wrist, his arm still cemented to the table. Then she took his hand in hers, pulled it into her lap, where she closed her other hand on top.

“Well. I’m proud of you for giving it a try, anyway.”

Kit tried to swallow his nerves. At this moment in time, he couldn’t make heads or tails of anything that had transpired in the last few minutes. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to.

For now, he was simply glad it was over.

“Sure,” he said. He inhaled deeply, and let it out slowly. “Listen, about this morning…”

“Oh…”

“I really am sorry. I understand that you’re grieving, and I know it’s none of my business telling you how to do that. I didn’t mean to make you feel…”

“It’s fine, Kit. Really.” Faith gave his hand a squeeze in her lap. “I appreciate the apology, but it’s not necessary. I know this is all… highly unconventional. I know how it must look from the outside—like I’m not coping, or I’m coping with unhealthy habits, or whatever. I don’t plan to do this forever, you know.”

Hearing her say it couldn’t have been a greater relief. It was almost enough to make Kit forget everything he’d just witnessed during his own trial ritual. As Faith massaged his hand in her lap, he gazed across the table to where the phantom had previously appeared, and could hardly believe that’d just happened moments ago.

Funny, how your mind glosses over things it can’t handle.

“Can I ask you something?” he said.

“Of course. You can ask me anything.”

“You’ve been doing this every night this past week… Have you actually gotten to speak to them? Your parents?”

Faith nodded that she had.

“And what have the conversations been like?”

Kit recalled the voice he’d heard from their guest bedroom, the male voice, which he presumed had belonged to Faith’s father, as crazy as it all still seemed to him.

“I’ve talked to them both now. It was difficult at the start, like I said, getting an answer to any of my questions. But each time I tried, I got a little more. First it was only one-word answers. Then it gradually became full responses. Now it’s become an entire back and forth. Actual conversations. I’m not the only one asking questions anymore. It’s… it’s been really incredible.”

I’m not the only one asking questions anymore.

Something about that remark in particular sent a shiver down Kit’s spine.

“And what have you learned?”

“Well, once I started getting full replies I asked my father about that day—the day he did what he did, I should say. I was still angry at that point. I asked him why he’d done it. He told me he was sick, and that there was nothing more he could say about it. Which, if I’m being honest, that pissed me off a little bit. It upset me that he couldn’t give me a better explanation than that. It felt like a copout. There had to be some larger reason why, I thought. But no, he was just mentally unwell. But then, after I thought about it a little bit… it kind of started making sense. It was true, he was sick. Any specific reason he might have had at the time would have just been grounded in that sickness. So what good would it do me, really? It would never have made any sense to us. And now he’s moved on, of course. He’s not sick anymore, because that’s an earthly thing. We don’t carry disease or sickness with us in spirit.”

Faith looked at Kit and shrugged, smiling.

“That’s what I’ve learned, anyway.”

“Do you think you’ve gotten any closure out of it yet?”

“Oh, yes,” Faith said. She sighed heavily as she said it, to emphasize. “So much. Truly.”

Kit considered everything she said—hung on each and every word with immense fascination—and was surprised to find himself feeling rather… reassured by her experience. It wasn’t anything like he’d expected. To be fair, he hadn’t known what he expected. Not only was it real, which still held a fuzzy, hard-to-grasp meaning in his mind, but it was actually doing his fiancée a great deal of benefit. Or seemed to be, at least.

“I’m sorry for doubting you,” he said. “Obviously I was just…”

“You don’t need to explain yourself.” Faith gave his hand yet another squeeze. “Nothing about any of this is normal. I know that. You can stop apologizing.”

She stood up from her chair. Still holding his hand, she leaned over the table, blew out both remaining candles, and then gave him a little tug as she started away, pulling him with her, attempting to lead him.

Kit wasn’t entirely sure where this was headed next, but he followed willingly. She walked him from the kitchen into the dark hallway, into their bedroom, their footsteps padding along in unison until they reached the bed, where Faith took a seat on the bed’s edge, pulled him in close, and began undressing him.
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He slept deeply that night, naked and cool under the top sheet and nothing else.

He woke only once, and briefly.

It was a man’s voice that woke him.

“Come,” it said.

The bed gently shook as Faith climbed out, stealing quietly into the dark.


Part Two
Losing Faith
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She awoke with a terrible feeling in her heart.

Her eyes were already wide open, as though she’d been sleeping that way, her mind finally catching up to something her body already knew.

A great wind gusted against the house, moaning all around her on the second story. In her silk pajamas, she climbed out of bed and navigated the dark into the upstairs hallway, to the head of the stairs, where she stopped a moment and listened. The wind outside pummeled the house, howling through the attic overhead. In between its gusts, the house fell silent.

Well, mostly silent.

Her very special housemate was awake again.

It was moving around downstairs. Quick and nimble footsteps raced from one room to the next and back, all without the use of any light, the windows all curtained, the house below as dark as a tomb.

She took a seat on the topmost step, her feet on the stair below, holding her knees as she listened to it work.

It was most productive in the late night hours. That was when it emerged from down below, to make use of her computer, her printer, her kitchen, anything it wanted, really. You wouldn’t know it by looking at it—what few glimpses she’d managed—but it was incredibly intelligent. More intelligent than she was, even she could admit. She trusted it. And she was more than happy to provide, more than happy to give it free rein of the place, for as long as it wished.

Every now and again on nights like these, when her special housemate came up from the basement and left the door open behind it, she could hear the others’ screams down below. They screamed and screamed and screamed but they were wasting their energy because only she could hear them.

She felt sorry for those poor souls. She really did.

She could hear one of them now. A voice crying out. They sounded so far away, down the stairs and down the hall and down the stairs again into that darkest dark. There was always an incredible amount of fear in their voices. Terror. Desperation. Those screams served as a healthy reminder that, even with an unending ache in one’s heart, things could always be worse.

There was something comforting in that, she thought.

Things could always be worse.

Eventually, when her housemate was finished with its business, it would return to those poor souls down there, and close the door behind it so that she couldn’t hear any more than she needed to.

In the morning she would wake to another freshly sealed box at the foot of the stairs—sometimes two, very rarely three—waiting to be delivered to the post office, a special task she was always proud to carry out. Honored, in fact.

She’d thought about it once before—what she’d be willing to do, the lengths she would go in order to appease and accommodate her very special housemate. And the answer was simple.

She would do anything.

Anything.

Because what it gave her in return was priceless.
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The next morning was Saturday, which meant Kit got to sleep in as late as he liked. And seeing as he slept most of the night alone, there was little to wake or disturb him from his deep and restful sleep.

The other side of the bed was predictably empty when finally he did wake. It was half past noon.

He lay a while longer. Just a few minutes.

Then he began to notice how quiet it was. He sat up suddenly, leaning on one elbow, and peered toward the bedroom door, listening. The door itself was open. There was no noise outside. No sounds from the kitchen, no sounds from the guest bedroom, that he could tell from here. Even the usual little noises were missing. Like the sounds Faith made while reading a book in the front room—the whisper and crinkle of turned pages, the rustle of blankets as she flipped and flopped herself this way and that to get comfortable.

Kit stood out of bed. He grabbed a discarded pair of gym shorts from the floor and pulled them on, then started into the hallway. The guest bedroom door was open, the room inside empty. Next he entered the kitchen, also empty. He shot a cursory glance at the dining table, where he and Faith had shared their strange experiment the previous night, and what he noticed there caused him to perform a double take. He froze.

On the table, the three previously half-melted candles were spread flat now, as melted as melted could be. Puddles. Kit moved closer. The wicks had burned down to their tiny silver cups underneath, the wax having pooled out around them, as though Faith had lit them and then left them. Neglected them. Forgot them.

“Faith?”

Kit turned in a circle, facing the open, empty house. The place was fairly lit at this hour, with afternoon sunlight blazing against the closed curtains, as well as through the opened curtains over the kitchen sink. He called a bit louder.

“Faith?”

No answer. No movement. He paced into the front room where she liked to read and found her reading blanket in its usual spot. He paced back into the kitchen, to the coffee machine on the countertop, and found its reservoir still full from having been refilled the previous day. Faith’s favorite mug stood on the drying rack by the sink, unused.

Kit made his way into the hallway, into the guest bedroom. Faith’s home office. No sign of her there. He returned into the front room, to the front door. The door was locked. Both their keys were still inside the dish on the end table there. She couldn’t have left. She couldn’t have locked the door behind her if she had.

“Faith!” he called.

The back door was also locked. All the same, he unlocked it and stepped outside into their tiny yard. The autumn air was cool. The half-dead grass pricked his feet as he walked a short ways into it, as he made his way around to one side of the house, then back around to the other where Faith’s car was parked, with his parked behind hers. He returned inside.

He stood in their pin-drop-silent kitchen with his hands on his hips, utterly flummoxed at where she could be, where she could have gone. He glanced at the dining table again. The puddled candles had since hardened, the black wax smooth and matte and likely molded firmly to the wood underneath. The plastic lighter used to light the candles was missing. He searched the floor under the table, where he noticed the prayer pamphlet had fallen. No lighter, however.

Then he noticed the seat of the kitchen chair.

“What the fuck,” he murmured.

He bent down to see it better. The seat of the chair was scorched—a burnt patch about the size and shape of a person’s seated butt. He rubbed two fingertips across the seat and they came away black. He rubbed the soot between his fingers and thumb.

“What the fuck,” he said again, this time for personal emphasis.

He searched the entire house over once more—the bedroom, the guest room, the bathroom, the kitchen, the front room—looking for any sign of her, any sign of anything she might have done this morning. He vaguely recalled her climbing out of bed the previous night. It’d become such a routine, however, he could remember nothing more specific. Her phone was still on her nightstand, undisturbed. He tapped the screen twice to see if she’d gotten any calls or texts, and found no notifications whatsoever. Even her primary pair of shoes were by the front door—sneakers with their shoelaces permanently knotted, so that she basically treated them like slip-ons—which meant that, even if she’d somehow locked the door behind her after going out, she’d have done so barefooted.

As far as he could tell, she hadn’t left the house.

As far as he could tell, she wasn’t inside the house.

It was like she’d vanished into thin air.

Kit panicked. He paced the house, repeating his useless search a couple more times just in case, coming up just as empty-handed as ever. He couldn’t even try calling her, seeing as she’d left her phone, which he checked again and again but nothing ever came through. She was simply gone.

“What the fuck, what the fuck…”

He revisited the dining table a handful of times and tried to make sense of it, but couldn’t. Why had Faith let the candles burn down to nothing? Why was the seat of the kitchen chair burnt? It made no sense. Nothing made sense. Some pretty silly ideas popped into Kit’s head, but he couldn’t entertain them. Not completely. Not yet.

He grabbed his own cell phone and proceeded to pace around the house some more with it in hand, considering his options, before finally he sat himself on the sofa in the front room and⁠—

Who am I going to call?

Would he call the police? And tell them what, exactly? If he couldn’t make any sense of it, what would they think? All her things were still in the house. Her phone, her keys, her shoes. Would he mention the candles on the table? Would he mention the inexplicable damage to the seat of his kitchen chair? Would the police believe that his fiancée had quite literally vanished into thin air? Would they accuse him of pulling a prank, of wasting their time?

Would they accuse him of something far more sinister?

He didn’t know what else to do, who else to call. But he couldn’t do nothing. So he dialed the number into his phone.

When the other voice came through on the other end, he said, “I need to report a missing person.”
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He struggled to explain everything over the phone, but did his best to deliver the gist: Faith was gone, none of her things were missing, including her keys and shoes. In his nervousness, he even went into a tangent over the phone about how Faith wasn’t a shoe-collector type, although she was particular about not ever leaving the house or stepping outside without them, as she didn’t like tracking dirt in on the soles of her bare feet.

The police asked if he’d called friends or family yet, to which Kit’s first thoughts were: What friends? What family? He explained that Faith didn’t have close friends, only coworkers she didn’t really care for. He explained that her parents were recently deceased, that her sister was estranged. He wasn’t sure who he might call. He supposed he could call her aunt, whom they admittedly hadn’t heard from since the funeral.

He also explained to the police that Faith had become quite withdrawn since her parents’ passing. It wasn’t like her to take off unannounced like this. At a loss for anything else to tell them, as he himself detected the dead-end-edness of his report, in a moment of weakness he told them about the candles she’d left burning in the middle of the night, as well as the strange damage to the kitchen chair.

It must have been a slow day down at the station, as they informed Kit they’d send someone over to speak with him within the hour.

Kit proceeded to putter around the house, revisiting all the same rooms as before. He revisited the dining table and the melted candles many times, still utterly clueless what to make of it, utterly afraid of what the police might think of it. Would they look at him strangely? Would he be made a suspect in Faith’s disappearance? Was he getting ahead of himself entirely, even worrying about such things?

He was sitting on the sofa when the cruiser finally pulled up. He parted the curtains, watched as the singular officer climbed out of his vehicle and made his way to the front porch. Kit was all nerves as he answered the door. The officer—a pudgy middle-aged man whose face Kit would instantly forget in a crowd—introduced himself as Officer Wooler before he stepped inside and began asking his questions, most of which Kit had already answered over the phone. Kit was more than willing to cover the same territory again, though, if it helped. He showed the officer into the dining area. Wooler studied the melted candles, as well as the soot on the seat of the chair.

“What happened here?” he asked.

“Yeah, I have no idea,” Kit said. “Everything in the house is like it was when I woke up.”

“And when was that?”

“Uh… about twelve thirty.”

“And you say all the doors were locked?”

“Yes, all locked. We make sure everything’s locked before we go to bed usually. But her keys are still here, so I don’t know how she’d have locked the door behind her if she left.”

“You don’t think there’s any chance she had a spare?”

“Her key is the spare,” Kit said.

As far as I know, anyway, he thought.

The officer took a quick look around the rest of the house. Kit trailed after him all the way, watching as the officer glanced into their open bedroom closet, under their bed. For some reason which Kit couldn’t immediately understand, he found tears springing into his eyes, which he quickly swiped away with a finger, but not before Officer Wooler caught him doing it.

“You all right?” Wooler asked.

“Yeah. Sorry. I don’t know why I’m…” Kit cleared his throat. “We’ve had a hard last couple of months, is all.”

“How so?”

“Well, both her parents died a couple months ago. It was a murder-suicide-type deal. Maybe you already know about it.”

Officer Wooler said nothing, giving no indication that he did or didn’t. As they made their way back into the front room, he turned, his lips pressed firmly in thought as his eyes darted all about the place.

“So what do you think?” Kit asked.

“Well, it’s hard to say as of yet. There’s not really a whole lot to go on, is there? No signs of a struggle that I can see, if she was taken, or…” He didn’t finish the thought. “Not to mention, you said the doors were all locked, which is certainly strange. I don’t see how it’s possible. You don’t think there’s any chance she had another spare key? Maybe one you didn’t know about?”

Kit shook his head adamantly. “No. And anyways, like I said before, she didn’t even take her things. If she were out there somewhere, she wouldn’t even have shoes.”

Officer Wooler shrugged. “You’d be surprised, the strange ways people behave when they’re grieving. And you said she’s awake in the middle of the night most nights? Doesn’t sound like someone who’s getting very much sleep, either.”

“But her car’s still here. I mean… if she left, she’d be on foot, barefoot. She doesn’t even get the mail without putting her shoes on.”

“Like I said. I’ve seen stranger things.” With his hands on his hips, Officer Wooler bit his lip, sucking air through his teeth as he peered around the kitchen, the dining area, the front room, taking it all in from a distance one last time. “As of right now, I can’t rightly suspect that she’s in any danger. In the meantime, if you’ve got a photo, we can certainly put out an APB to be on the lookout for anyone matching her description.”

Kit didn’t know what to say. He wanted to be angry, as he felt certain something was obviously wrong, that Faith was in danger, and it didn’t simply boil down to her acting strangely. But also, given the evidence—or lack thereof—her disappearance only pointed in one direction. Perhaps he should be grateful that Officer Wooler wasn’t eyeing him too closely, considering. Or at least he didn’t seem to be.

“Yeah, I’ve got a photo…”

Kit opened a picture of Faith on his phone, of which Officer Wooler snapped a shot on his own phone.

“Is there any kind of timeframe,” Kit said, “where this could be taken more seriously? Like… if she still hasn’t showed up by tomorrow…”

“We’ll keep you informed if we see anything. But you’re welcome to keep calling into the station and asking. As things stand right now, Mr…”

“Wilkins,” Kit answered.

“As things stand right now, Mr. Wilkins, I have no immediate reason to suspect foul play, based on what I can see here, and what you’ve told me. And as far as the law goes… people have the right to go missing, if they so choose. It sounds funny, but it’s true. It’s good that you filed a missing persons report, of course. Just in case. That’s never a bad idea.”

“So people can just go missing and there’s nothing anyone can do about it? She’s my fiancée. I mean, I think I would know whether or not something was wrong, or whether or not I believe she might be in danger.”

“Your fiancée is a grown woman who, from the sounds of things, has gone through an awful lot these past few weeks. She’s liable to behave in ways you might not expect. There’s not a lot we, as law enforcement, can do to account for that.”

“And how often do people just disappear for no reason? Without any kind of proper investigation when it matters most?”

“More often than you’d think, Mr. Wilkins. A lot more often. In instances like these, like yours, without sufficient evidence or reason we just don’t have the manpower to pursue every case. People in your position might hire their own private investigator, though I’m not sure what a P.I. could learn for you, either, given the lack of direction.”

Kit thanked Officer Wooler for his time before showing him out. He shut the door after him, then stood for a moment, bracing his forehead against the door’s cool surface. He felt that he’d done the right thing, reporting her missing. Obviously. What else might he have done? It was beyond frustrating, however, that nothing would come of it as far as he could tell.

Was there really any chance she had a spare key he didn’t know about? Was there any chance she could have planned to leave like this? To disappear? After last night, of all nights?

…people have the right to go missing, if they so choose…

He straightened from the door, turned to see the empty house behind him.

Where are you?
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After Officer Wooler left, Kit plopped himself into bed with both his and Faith’s phones, racking his brain trying to think of what else he might do, who else he might call. The only person who came to mind was Faith’s aunt, but somehow he doubted that she’d know anything.

When a text finally came through on Faith’s phone, partly revealed within its notification on the lock screen, Kit was proven right.

“Hope you’re holding up, darling! Let me know if you…”

From Aunt Jackie. Kit could reasonably assume the text ended with “need anything.” She didn’t know about Faith’s disappearance. Not yet. Not unless Kit called her and told her, a notion which he found increasingly dreadful. It would only worry her, would it not? Was there anything to be gained from doing so at this point in time? Maybe if Faith didn’t turn up by tomorrow morning, he’d make the call.

Just in case.
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Night came. Kit was still lying in bed, though he hadn’t napped or slept a wink. He’d sat there thinking and not thinking in equal measure as the light through the window crawled up the walls, before finally fading into nothing, dark settling into the room.

Lying in the dark, he called into the station to inquire about whether or not the police had seen or heard anything, and their answer was as expected. Nothing yet. But they would be sure to call him if and when something turned up.

Nothing was going to turn up, he thought.

He lay back into his pillow and closed his eyes. His stomach quivered and growled, as he hadn’t eaten anything all day. He didn’t feel hungry even now, despite his stomach’s protestations. And despite lying in bed all afternoon, all evening, he thought he could easily remain there the rest of the night.

I should be doing something. I should be out there scouring the streets myself, searching for her.

I should, I should, I should…

His mind kept circling back to the dining table. The melted candles. The scorched chair. If not for those details, he thought he’d likely be out there looking for her right now, because where else could she have possibly gone?

But I know she’s not out there.

In spite of his skeptical nature, he knew Faith had gone missing from inside their house—from that very chair.

He replayed the previous night: coming home to find Faith apologetic and eager to share her ritual with him, then the ritual itself which already seemed a distant dream, a bad dream, one he was more than happy to forget, followed by what he considered to be a very productive conversation regarding where Faith’s head was at, what she was deriving from her supernatural affairs, and how oddly relieved Kit had felt after hearing her side, despite the lingering discomfort from partaking in the ritual himself. Then she’d taken him to their bedroom, to their bed, where everything had seemed so warm, so hopeful, for the first time in what felt like ages.

And then she got up in the middle of the night again, like usual. Except there’d been something else, hadn’t there? Something else had woken me up. Was it something she’d said? Or had it been someone else…

A sudden noise pulled Kit out of his thoughts and into the present, back into the cool empty bed where he lay in the dark. He lifted his head off his pillow.

Someone stood in the bedroom doorway.

“Faith?” he said, her name flowing off his tongue before his mind could even process it.

The figure—nothing more than a slight column of shadow in the wider darkness of the doorway—turned and moved down the hall, out of sight.

Kit licked his lips. His mouth had gone bone dry.

He jumped hastily out of bed and hurried after her. He stepped into the hall. The house was murky, the hallway and kitchen muddy, yet still the figure showed darker. Vantablack. Now it stood at the hallway’s end. Was it facing him? Or was its back turned? Kit could hardly tell. He considered flipping the hallway light switch right there beside him, but a nagging fear told him she’d vanish if he did. He was certain it was her. He wasn’t sure how, but he knew. Something beyond desperation or hopefulness. In some inexplicable way he felt her. He sensed she wanted him to know it was her.

And if I turn on the light she’ll be gone.

The figure moved ahead, slipping away on silent feet into the front room, out of sight. Kit followed quickly, gently, rolling from heel to toe, heel to toe, as if making too much noise in his approach would frighten her away for good. Because while he was certain it was her, some part of him also knew…

You’re here but you’re not.

He moved into the kitchen, but the figure was lost. Vanished. He scanned the front room from left to right, the shadows in either corner, the pool of darkness near the front door. She’d escaped him, somehow.

“Kit.”

He pivoted to the voice at his back, nearly jumping out of his skin. Not Faith’s voice. Someone else’s. A male voice. A voice he vaguely recognized, but his memory resisted the familiarity. Not a man, not a boy. Something in between.

There was no one standing behind him.

“Help me, Kit!” the voice cried suddenly. Pitchy. Frightened.

Kit stared into the kitchen before him but saw nothing, no one. There came a choke from the dark. Wet. Gagging. Spluttering. Frozen where he stood, Kit put a hand to his heart, clutched the thin fabric of his own shirt. The voice inhaled sharply, gasping.

A violent cough sent a cool spray of mist across Kit’s face and he staggered backward, heart thrumming against his sternum, vibrating him from head to toe. He identified it then. The source. The kitchen sink was alive with it. Water sloshed and spat, pattering onto the hardwood floor. Still clutching his own chest, Kit moved tentatively toward the sound, toward the water. The boy continued gasping for air, his coughs becoming more violent, wetter.

“Kit,” the boy barely managed to say before his voice seemed to submerge.

Kit carried himself to the kitchen sink on phantom limbs. Thoughtless. Terror-stricken. The sink was filled nearly to the brim. The water swept left and right, left and right, turbulent from some unseen force batting it back and forth. The voice was gone. Kit took another step. Dangerously close. The water glimmered faintly, catching what little light there was in the near pitch-black. Some pale shape grazed the underside of its surface, something in the sink, under the water. Floundering. Fish-belly white. Kit didn’t dare get any closer. The shape reached for the surface again, raked the water with its white fingertips.

This isn’t real.

He glanced to the switch above the sink, black against the tan splashboard, and yearned to flip it. It wasn’t a light switch. He might have reached for it, might have powered on the disposal in order to suck the wretched thing down, just to be rid of it, but feared that in trying it might grab hold of him, seize him by the wrist with its cold, drowned prongs and pull him in with it.

Go away.

The words scratched the edges of Kit’s teeth, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it aloud.

Leave me alone.

Suddenly the water in the sink smoothed out. Calmed. Whatever flailed under the surface had sunk deeper, impossibly deep.

“I’m going home, Kit.”

Kit spun on his heel to face yet another voice in the dark. He turned to the rest of the house, toward the front room cleaved in two by the moonlight from the window. There she stood, silhouetted. It was undoubtedly her again.

“I’m going home,” she repeated.

She didn’t move. No idle fidgeting. Just static. She was flat against the light at her back. Featureless. Was this all just a vision, he wondered? A dream? Had he fallen asleep? Was he lying in bed right now, his mouth open, twitching with dreamer’s movements?

Similar to the previous urge of turning on the garbage disposal, Kit now itched to turn on the light. It was close, only a pace away. Faith didn’t appear to be going anywhere.

Kit lunged for it. He flipped the light switch up. The light flashed on, sent the darkness scurrying.

In its place… was nothing.

Kit jerked toward her again, or the place where she’d been standing, and found only empty space, though there’d been no sound of her departure.

Because she was never there.

None of this is real, you fucking psycho.

What’s wrong with you?

“I’m losing it,” he muttered aloud.
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Unless you counted the stiffness of his joints or the bags under his sleep-deprived eyes, nothing changed the following morning. Kit woke to an empty bed, and an even emptier house. He called into the station yet again to ask if anything had turned up, but of course the answer was no.

He finally gathered the courage to call Faith’s aunt to let her know the situation.

“Gone?” Jackie said over the phone. “What do you mean? Since when?”

“Since yesterday morning. I woke up and she just… wasn’t here.”

“You called the police?”

“I reported her missing, yeah. It was the first thing I did.”

After a lot of indecision and pacing around, he thought.

“Have you tried looking for her yourself? She couldn’t have just disappeared, Kit.”

“I know that, Jackie. But she also didn’t take any of her things. Her car, her keys, her shoes. She literally left without anything. I have no idea what happened or where she might have gone…”

The line filled with a long silence. Kit thought he could probably guess the thoughts flitting through Jackie’s head, the unspoken accusations, the suspicion. Because it was suspicious. Even he knew that. But surely if he’d had anything to do with Faith’s disappearance, he wouldn’t go around telling people the unbelievable circumstances surrounding it. Right? Admitting there were no signs she’d even left the house was pointing a finger directly at himself. Surely anyone guilty of foul play would put a little effort into fabricating some false leads, some evidence that drew people’s attention away, not toward themselves. He prayed that Jackie understood this.

“This is serious, Kit,” she said. “It’s been over a day now.”

“I know.”

“Why didn’t you call me yesterday?”

“I don’t know. I guess I was holding out hope that she’d come back and I didn’t want to worry you for no reason. I don’t know…”

“What happened before she went missing? Did you have a fight?”

“No, we didn’t fight…” He paused, realizing that wasn’t entirely true. “Well, we did have a disagreement the previous morning, but we made up that night. Everything was good. I thought everything was good…”

He refrained from telling Jackie anything else regarding the ‘extracurricular activities’ her niece had gotten into. He wasn’t sure how she’d take it. Faith had once described Jackie to him as being ‘very devout’ but Kit had never seen nor heard anything to suggest it. Either way, he didn’t want to throw more confusion into the mix.

“We went to bed together, she got up in the middle of the night like she’s been doing for a while now…” He trailed off. “Anyway, that’s not unusual. She has trouble sleeping most nights.”

“People don’t just up and vanish in the middle of the night for no reason, Kit.”

Kit clenched his jaw. Why did she have to keep repeating his name like that? As if the condescending tone wasn’t enough.

“I know that, Jackie. I’m as worried about her as you are, I promise.” He sighed heavily. “I called the police again last night, then again this morning, and they still haven’t seen or heard anything. They have her photograph, though. They said they’d be on the lookout.”

Another prolonged pause. Kit wasn’t sure what else he could say. He’d called to notify her, he’d done that, now she knew.

“Keep me posted,” she said. “I want to know anything and everything you find out as soon as you do, okay?”

“Yeah. Of course.”

Jackie hung up without another word.

Kit placed his phone against his chest, leaned his head back where he sat reclined on the sofa in the front room. He felt the vibration of his heartbeat against his fingers wrapped around his phone.

She couldn’t have just disappeared, Kit…

He lifted his head wearily, peered across the empty, deathly silent house. He’d told Jackie nothing of the peculiar ritual, nothing of the more-peculiar-still incidents around the house. He’d said nothing of the previous night, his intensely vivid visions, which he still remembered as clear as any memory. More than dreams, more than nightmares. Last night had been real. He’d decided that upon waking this morning, his muscles sore from the tension he’d felt, the terror and adrenaline that had flooded his bloodstream.

I’m going home, Kit.

Faith’s words had been swirling around in his mind all morning long. He’d had a vague understanding of what she might have meant. Now he was certain.

There was one other place he might look.
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He parked at the curb, in the same spot he’d parked the last time he’d come. That’d been over two months ago already.

Time flies when you’re depressed as shit.

He shut off the engine. He peered at the house beside him, the squat rambler looking somehow dark under the autumn sun. The lawn had turned brown, not just from the change of season but the lack of regular watering prior to that as well.

Jackie had been taking care of the place in her brother’s stead. As far as Kit understood, this house had once belonged to their parents, Faith’s grandparents. Faith had even lived alongside her grandmother for a short while, until she passed away when Faith was only eight or nine. Kit forgot the exact age. Now, with Faith’s parents’ both dead, Jackie had inherited the place. That couldn’t have been easy, Kit thought, coming to this place where her sibling had met such a tragic end—even if it had been committed by his own hand.

Kit took a deep breath. He stepped out of the car. The afternoon air was still crisp, and the sun felt good on the back of his neck as he made his way to the front entrance. He tried the door, but of course it was locked. Then he made his way to the fence, the very same spot he’d helped Faith climb over that terrible day. He glanced at the street, the neighboring houses. The quicker he went, the less chances of looking suspicious, he knew. With a single jump, he pulled himself onto the fence, over it, and landed sloppily on both feet on the other side, falling against the fence to catch himself.

Another deep breath.

He made his way around into the house’s rear shadow, pulling Faith’s keys from his pocket as he went, and stopped dead in his tracks the moment he reached the cement patio.

The back door was already standing open.

Kit glanced nervously around the yard, as if someone might be watching. He regarded each of the house’s rear windows, whose curtains were drawn shut.

He approached the back door discreetly. It opened into the laundry room, drenched in shadows. Beyond that, the kitchen was almost equally gloomy. He stood on the doorway’s threshold, leaned into the house, and listened.

Nothing but the autumn breeze at his back.

He stepped inside, then considered shutting the door behind him but decided against it, in case it made any noise. If someone was indeed inside, he didn’t wish to alert them to his arrival.

He cautiously moved through the laundry room and into the kitchen. The linoleum squeaked under his feet. Past the kitchen he arrived in the living room, where he immediately took notice of the dark spray of blood across the carpet. The sight of it brought him to yet another standstill. He drew his gaze over the leftover gore, fanning the carpet toward the living room sofa. From there his gaze wandered ever higher to the breathtakingly violent spatter of blood on the ceiling.

“Shit,” he whispered.

Had Jackie still not hired cleaners? Perhaps she hadn’t gotten the chance. Still, it was jarring enough for Kit to see, he couldn’t imagine Jackie seeing it each and every time she swung by to check on the place.

Kit couldn’t help being reminded of Faith’s words to him shortly after the incident.

Her face was gone…

And my dad… oh, God…

His head… oh my God…

Kit shivered. What his poor fiancée had been confronted with that day, he could hardly believe it. He counted himself lucky, all things considered. For one, that he hadn’t seen it for himself—a fate which Faith had kindly spared him—but also that Faith didn’t unravel any worse than she had. How it didn’t drive her completely mad was a mystery. He’d have understood if it had.

Would you have, though? Really?

As Kit stood staring morbidly at Faith’s mother’s blood in the carpet, a faint-but-unmistakable sound drifted from someplace deeper in the house. A woman’s gentle sobbing. He turned to the nearby hallway. He walked there softly, pausing once to listen. The sound continued uninterrupted. He traced it to the bedroom at the hallway’s end. The master bedroom. He stepped noiselessly into the doorway and discovered her there, sitting on her dead parents’ bed with what looked to be a photograph in her lap.

Not Faith, but her sister, Grace.

She must have noticed him from the corners of her tearful eyes, or sensed him watching, as she lifted her head and spotted him standing there. She flinched at the sight of him. The cords of muscles in her thick neck flexed. Kit raised both hands, palms out, the general gesture for ‘I’m not a threat.”

Grace ceased her crying in an instant, and her previously scrunched face twisted the other way.

“What are you doing here?” she snapped. She set the photograph aside, face down, then swiped at her cheeks beneath her eyes, ridding her face of the evidence that she, too, was a human being with emotions.

“I…” Kit faltered. For just a moment, he’d wanted to say ‘I could ask you the same thing.’ As far as he knew, Grace had been entirely estranged from her parents, from Faith. But of course they were still her parents, and this was still her childhood home. She had every right to come here. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“What are you doing here?” she repeated.

“I know this is probably a stupid question, but… you haven’t heard from Faith lately, have you?”

Grace’s annoyed scowl tweaked with bewilderment.

“You know she and I don’t talk.”

“Right…” Kit rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. “I just wondered…”

“Why, what happened?” Grace eyed him strangely, her eyes narrowing. “Why are you here?”

He supposed he needed to tell her, too, like he’d told their aunt. Maybe there was even a chance she might know something, or know of another place Faith could have disappeared to, despite likely knowing so much less about her sister than Kit did.

“She’s been missing since yesterday morning. I don’t know where she went, or what even happened.”

Because she didn’t go anywhere. She vanished. She winked out from existence while sitting at our kitchen table, leaving only a blackened seat in her wake.

He couldn’t tell Grace any of that.

“Missing?” Grace said. “What does that mean, exactly?”

“I woke up yesterday morning and she was gone. I filed a missing person report with the police, but I’m not confident they’ll do anything. Or find anything. I came here to see if maybe she’d come home for some reason. Things have been rough since… well, you know.”

His eyes darted to the face-down picture frame on the bed.

Grace appeared to struggle processing all of this. She too lowered her gaze to the picture frame beside her for a moment, saying nothing in reply.

“This whole family is sick,” she muttered.

In the quiet that followed these words, they each heard what sounded like a car door slamming outside. Very close. Grace sprang to her feet, bolted for the bedroom window, and peered outside. Kit couldn’t help studying her from behind, once more caught off guard by Faith’s sister’s physique—the width of her shoulders, the ripples of her bicep as she gripped the window curtain in her hand.

“Shit.” She groaned wearily as she hurried away from the window, passing Kit in the doorway and into the hallway. “It’s my aunt. She can’t know I’m here.”

He followed on Grace’s heels, until she screeched to a halt at the sound of the front door opening just around the corner. He promptly bumped into her from behind.

“Hello?” Jackie called.

Grace spun to face Kit, close enough he could smell the cigarette stench on her clothes and the coffee on her breath as she whispered to him, “Don’t tell her I’m here. Please.”

She slipped around him then, escaping back into the bedroom as Jackie shut the front door.

“Hello?” Jackie called again. “Is someone here?”

It was a moment before Kit decided what he’d do. She must have already known he was here, having seen his car parked out front. As Jackie’s footsteps approached the hallway, he strolled ahead to meet her. He nearly bumped into her at the hallway’s entrance.

“Oh!” she exclaimed with a hand over her heart. “Kit. What are you doing here? Is that your car out front?”

“Yeah, that’s my car...”

“How did you get in here?”

Kit shifted restlessly for a moment, before reaching into his pocket and producing Faith’s keys.

“I used Faith’s key to the back door. I’d just wondered if maybe she’d come here. I wanted to check, at least.”

Jackie seemed to think this over, skeptical, before she finally nodded with understanding.

“Still nothing, then?” she said.

Kit shook his head. “Nothing. She’s not here.”

“After you called this morning, I went to the station myself,” Jackie said. “I just wanted to see what was being done…”

And confirm that I was telling you the truth, Kit thought.

“I tell you, they’re useless,” Jackie went on. “Did you know that it’s apparently a person’s ‘right to go missing?’ As if Faith would choose to disappear, like you said she did?”

Like you said she did, Kit repeated in his mind, interpreting her distrust for what it was.

“You don’t think that’s what happened, do you?” she asked. “That she ‘chose to go missing?’”

“No,” Kit answered, shaking his head.

Jackie wrinkled her mouth, twisting her lips as she chewed the inside of her cheek, thinking. She turned away from Kit entirely and paced into the living room, where she stopped and seemed to regard the blood on the carpet, on the ceiling. An ordinary living room made nightmarish by mere crimson. Kit followed behind her, stood beside her, and examined it again for himself, though he would have much rather not. He glanced once over his shoulder and spotted Grace peeking out into the hallway behind them. He looked between her and the back door, a deliberate movement with his eyes to urge her onward and out, if only she could manage it silently.

Then he faced the gruesome mess once again and, in an attempt to keep Jackie distracted, asked, “Why do you think he did it?”

“Hell if I know,” Jackie said with a shrug.

Her answer surprised Kit. The way Faith had described her to him in the past, he would have expected Jackie to say ‘heck’ instead of ‘hell.’

“He was a sick man.” Jackie gave Kit a conspiratorial side-eye. “He was sick for a long time, you know. Longer than anyone would admit.”

“How’s that?”

Kit flashed a fleeting glance over his other shoulder, just in time to see the blur of Grace slipping out of view from the back patio. She was gone. She’d successfully escaped.

Realizing he was now alone, and very much stuck, Kit couldn’t help wondering why he’d helped her like that. He supposed it’d felt like the right thing to do, for one reason or another.

In response to his last question, Jackie let out a great deep breath, like it was exhausting to even think on such things. Probably it was, Kit thought. Understandably.

“I always felt bad for those girls,” she said. “Here. Let me show you something.”

Grace couldn’t have escaped at a better moment, as Jackie suddenly veered around and started for the hallway. Kit was more than happy to follow after her—anything to step away from the ghastly living room. Jackie stopped by one of the guest bedrooms. She indicated the door there, or rather the doorknob.

“Do you see this?” she said. “Notice how these doors lock from the outside?”

Kit did notice. Now. He hadn’t before. He was struck with a hollowing feeling—learning something so significant about his own fiancée from someone else, after more than three years together…

“What all do you know about Faith’s parents?” Jackie asked. “Did she ever tell you much?”

“Well… she told me they were strict. She also said they were a lot harder on her sister, that they made an example out of her. I never really knew how bad it was, though. She didn’t tell me anything about this, for instance. I guess she didn’t like going into details.”

“Well, these are the details,” Jackie said, pointing to the door. “My brother was a Grade-A lunatic. I’ve tried my best at being nice when I speak of him since he died, but since the funeral I’ve been having a harder and harder time of it. I’ve had a lot of time lately to reflect on my family, you know… my brother, and what our parents were like growing up. There aren’t many nice things to say, Kit. And being nice doesn’t really accomplish much, in my opinion. It’s not doing me any favors, anyway. My brother was an unhinged asshole and I’m done being polite about it.”

Kit wasn’t sure where this was all coming from, or where Jackie was headed exactly, but he remained quiet, allowing her to vent what she obviously needed to get off her chest.

“It was always a mystery to me why Faith stuck around like she did. I suspect Alan was perhaps a totally different father to her than he was to Grace. I don’t know. These days I feel guilty for never saying anything. It wasn’t my job to step in, I know, but I knew my brother was making those girls’ lives hell and I did nothing.”

That hollowed feeling only deepened inside Kit. Faith had been his fiancée, his goddamn fiancée, and she hadn’t shared half of this with him. He understood it was her right not to tell anyone these things, including him—that she wasn’t obligated by any means to unbury painful things from her past if she wished otherwise. But he’d told her so much about his. He’d told her about Paul. The idea that he’d confided something so personal, so painful, and that she’d never felt the desire to confide in him similarly… it was a gut punch, to say the least. How much did he really know about her, he wondered? Really know? They’d been together a total of three years, engaged for six months. Was three years really not long enough to know someone? Had she not felt comfortable enough with him to reveal these things about her childhood?

“What are you thinking?” Jackie asked him, apparently noticing the way he stared off into nothing.

“I’m just now realizing how little I actually know about Faith, I guess,” he admitted. He couldn’t take his eyes off the lock on the door—the lock on the outside of the door.

“She never brought you here, did she?” Jackie asked. “Is this your first time setting foot in her childhood home?”

Embarrassingly enough, it was. Was that normal? Was it strange? Had he really never thought about it until now? He and Faith had gone out to dinner with her parents a handful of times. Not a lot, but enough for Kit to feel like he was involved, like Faith’s parents knew him a little and vice versa. But he’d never been invited here for dinner, to their house, to the place where Faith grew up. Had that been their choice? Or had it been Faith’s, keeping him far away from this place for reasons of her own?

Jackie watched him, her gaze lingering until he felt himself sweating under her scrutiny.

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” Jackie said. “You look troubled, Kit.”

“Well, yeah, I am troubled. My fiancée’s been missing since yesterday morning.”

“And you really don’t know anything else? You just woke up yesterday and she wasn’t there? You have no idea where she could have gone? You must realize how odd that sounds. Along with the rest of what you told me—that she left without any of her things…”

“I know.”

“Nothing else happened? Nothing you’re not telling me?”

“I don’t know where she is, if that’s what you’re asking,” he said, a definitive answer to the unspoken question on the tip of Jackie’s tongue.

Did you have something to do with it, Kit?

“Why do I feel like you’re holding onto something?” she asked him.

Oh, I don’t know, because you’re some kind of goddamn mind reader, I guess.

She leaned in, studying the minute movements of Kit’s face, peering into his eyes as if she could see these thoughts of his plainly through them.

“What is it, Kit? You can tell me.”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I did, Jackie.”

To this, Jackie took him firmly by the shoulders, holding him at arm’s length like she had all those weeks ago on his front porch before the funeral—some practiced gesture of hers to center his attention, and it worked.

“Try me,” she said.
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Jackie followed Kit home. He pulled into the driveway, parking once more behind Faith’s car. He waited near the porch steps as Jackie climbed out of her car at the curb and stomped across the lawn to him, her face gobbled up by the giant sunglasses she wore. Kit led her to the front door without a word between them, then let them both inside, holding the door for Jackie to enter first. She appeared hesitant, as if perhaps she still believed Kit responsible for Faith’s disappearance and wished to err on the side of caution, lest he disappear her, too.

She stepped inside. She removed her sunglasses from her eyes and rested them atop her head. She looked around the place, taking in Kit’s home, judging it however she might. Whatever her immediate thoughts, she kept them to herself.

“A couple months after the funeral,” Kit began, “this package showed up, addressed to Faith. This was only a couple weeks ago. Almost immediately after it showed up, Faith was in a much better mood. Like… happy, almost.”

Kit sighed. He dreaded explaining the rest, dreaded Aunt Jackie’s reaction. He walked her into the kitchen, into the dining area, where Faith’s candles were still melted flat to the surface of the table.

“This was what she ordered,” he said. “Maybe you can’t tell now, but they used to be candles.”

“Candles?” Jackie said.

Kit crouched down low and picked up the pamphlet still lying on the floor underneath the table. He stood with a groan. He handed the folded-up sheet to Jackie.

“The Three-Candle Prayer,” she read aloud.

“Basically, it’s like using a Ouija board.” Kit caught himself, remembering that Faith hadn’t really liked the comparison. “Well, Faith called it a ‘do-it-yourself seance kit.’ She used it to communicate with her parents.”

Jackie’s mouth hung open slightly as she looked inside the folded sheet and skimmed its meager contents, clearly unsure what to make of all this. Whatever she’d expected Kit to tell her, to show her, it hadn’t been this.

“Why on earth would you get her involved in something like this?” Jackie said, opening the next fold to see the brief instructions inside.

“I had nothing to do with it. I just told you, she ordered this all on her own. She sought it out. Not me.”

Jackie lowered the pamphlet and eyed the melted candles across the table for a stretch of time. She looked totally confused, Kit thought, blinking rapidly with her thoughts, until finally she shook her head, eyebrows raised in disbelief.

“This is… this is crazy, Kit. This is dangerous. You shouldn’t be messing with these sorts of things…”

“Do you believe in it?” Kit asked.

Her mouth opened again as if to speak, but she couldn’t find the words. Kit watched her carefully, detailing the manner in which her gaze darted between the candles, to the sheet of paper still held in her hands, back to the candles. He wondered what she might make of his own experiences—the voices, the apparitions, or the night Faith had sat him down and made him try the prayer on his own. He already knew he believed. He had no choice but to believe at this point. Not that he understood any of it.

“Whether you believe it or not,” he said, filling the space of Jackie’s uncertainty, “it worked. I didn’t know what to think of it, either, at first. Then I started seeing things for myself. Whatever it was, it wasn’t nothing.”

Jackie visibly shuddered. She lifted her gaze from the table toward the ceiling, to the greater air around them, like she’d detected a sudden breeze. She could feel it, Kit thought. She sensed it. The residual energy inside his home.

She regarded the candles once more. “You should get rid of this. You shouldn’t keep things like this around your home.”

“I’m afraid to get rid of it,” Kit admitted. “I think this had something to do with her disappearance. That’s why it’s impossible to explain…” He prodded around the inside of his mouth with his tongue as he debated telling Jackie what he’d seen last night. He supposed if she didn’t think he was crazy already, the rest of his story couldn’t hurt. “She came to me last night.”

Jackie looked at him, her eyes slitted harshly.

“Came to you?”

“I saw her last night, but she wasn’t really here. She told me she was ‘going home.’ That’s why I went to her parents’ house. I thought maybe she’d be there… as insane as that sounds.”

Jackie shuddered again. In a hasty motion, she tossed the pamphlet onto the table, like she couldn’t stand to touch it a second longer, like a simple sheet of paper held some kind of power.

“This isn’t good,” she said. “If what you’re telling me is the truth…”

“I’m telling you the truth.”

“If what you’re telling me is the truth,” she repeated, “then… I’m scared for you, Kit. I don’t know what else to say. If you’re telling me the truth…”

“I am.”

“I think you should get rid of this. I think…” She clenched her jaw like she could hardly bring herself to say it. “Years ago I’d have told you you were meddling in devil’s business, but I don’t much believe in all of that anymore. Or at least... I don’t know what this is, but…”

“Do you believe me?” Kit asked. “Do you believe I had nothing to do with her disappearance?”

Jackie didn’t say anything for a time, which worried Kit immensely.

“Because I didn’t. I had nothing to do with it. I’m as worried about her as you are. I’m as confused about all of this as you are, Jackie. I promise. I just want to find her.”

“I believe you,” Jackie said finally. Once again, she couldn’t take her eyes off the black candle wax spread across the table.

“So what do I do?” he said, as if Jackie would have some secret wisdom to share. “What if I can’t find her? What if I can’t get her back?”

“I just don’t know,” Jackie said. “I don’t know anything about any of this. It sounds to me like Faith’s been in a very dark place, and judging by the family she comes from, her father… I’m sorry, Kit, but I just don’t know what to tell you.”
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As Kit showed Jackie out of his house, and she left him standing in the doorway as she practically raced back to her car, as though she couldn’t get away from this place fast enough, he knew he wouldn’t see or hear from her again anytime soon.

It was an odd feeling—the relief that she seemed to accept his story, and the hopelessness he felt knowing she wanted absolutely nothing to do with it. She’d seemed so concerned about Faith, invested in getting to the bottom of her disappearance, only to so easily wash her hands clean of the whole situation once it proved to be outside her expectations. She was afraid, naturally. Afraid of the unknowable. So was Kit, but he didn’t have the luxury of running away like she did.

Her tires all but squealed as she pulled away from the curb, hurtling down the street without so much as a wave goodbye or even a final glance to the house she was leaving in her rearview.

As Kit stood there, feeling the cool breeze of autumn air against his face, he peered absentmindedly across the street at the neighboring houses, until suddenly something grabbed his attention.

It was the glassy glimmer of a doorbell camera, belonging to the house directly opposite his.


17


He wasn’t entirely sure what his plan was, knocking on his neighbor’s door. All he knew was that he was desperate and had no information to go on. Anything would be better than nothing.

A woman perhaps ten years older than Kit answered the door. She regarded him warily at first, wondering what this complete stranger was doing on her doorstep, perhaps suspecting he was a solicitor she’d rather not waste her time with.

Kit started by explaining that he was her neighbor. He pointed to his house across the street. The woman nodded with understanding, but her expression didn’t change much. He couldn’t blame her for not recognizing him. Or trusting him. The people on this street mostly minded their own business, a quality for which Kit was grateful.

The situation he described to her was a complete fabrication. He’d realized a story about his vanishing fiancée was too complicated, too sketchy, and he hadn’t the energy nor the desire to explain it in the first place. So in the time that it took for his neighbor to answer the door, he decided on a lie instead. An attempted burglary. He kept the details vague. His neighbor didn’t seem too interested, either way.

“I noticed you have a doorbell camera. Is it motion activated, by chance?”

“Yeah,” his neighbor replied. “It is.”

“Okay… does it work?”

“Yeah,” she said. She considered him, deciding for herself if he was up to something nefarious, casing her house out and the like. She must have decided he didn’t look much like a threat, as she went on to say, “Works a little too well, actually. After so many passing cars and early morning joggers, I had to turn the notifications off.”

“Does it pick up motion from across the street, do you know?”

“If there’s someone walking down that sidewalk, it’ll pick them up, sure.”

“Do you think there’s any chance it might have recorded anything Friday night? Or possibly early, early Saturday morning?”

She sighed heavily, as she detected that this visit would soon become a chore. She reached into her back pocket and pulled out her phone.

“You know what… let me check real quick,” she said, her voice entirely deadpan.

“I really appreciate it.” Kit swallowed, and his throat made an awkward, loud gulp. “I’ve actually been meaning to get one of these cameras myself. I know they come in handy…”

His neighbor made a sound like she was paying attention. Kit fell silent, not wishing to annoy her any further. He watched as she held her phone close to her face.

“What about at night?” Kit asked. “Does it detect things well in the dark?”

“Mhmm,” she said, only half paying attention. “If the moon’s out, it will…” She sighed again. Kit watched as she scrolled and flicked and tapped away at her screen. After another minute she said, “Besides a group of kids walking home earlier that night, all I’m seeing are passing cars.”

She lowered her phone and offered Kit an apologetic grimace. Kit felt deflated. He twisted around a bit, eyeing his home over his shoulder.

“If someone had come to my house that night… or left my house, do you think your camera would have caught it?”

“Probably.” Her voice grew less and less enthusiastic each passing moment. “Sorry I couldn’t be more help.”

“No, not at all, thanks for…”

She closed the door before Kit could even finish.

He started down the porch steps, back across the street toward his own home. He scraped the soles of his shoes along the asphalt, had to make a conscious effort to pick up his feet. He needed sleep.

As he reached his own yard, he stopped for a moment, studying the door, the porch, the driveway where Faith’s car still waited where it always did.

If Faith had left through the front door, and somehow locked it behind her—perhaps with a spare key Kit didn’t know about—then his neighbor’s camera would have caught her on the sidewalk at the very least, he thought. It wasn’t an absolute certainty, of course, but it was confirmation enough for him.

Faith did not leave the house that night.
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Exhausted and overwhelmed, Kit took himself immediately to bed where he collapsed diagonally and fell asleep within seconds.

He dreamed of boats and water and the screams of boys in summer.

When he woke, he rolled over, wiping dried saliva from the corner of his mouth. The sun was already going down. The bedroom was dim, muted in a forlorn manner he didn’t care for.

He turned on all the lights around the house. He couldn’t bear spending another evening in the dark. Not an ounce of darkness, if he could help it. He turned on the lights in the bedroom, the hallway, the kitchen, the living room, as well as the light in Faith’s home office.

While he was in there, he lifted the screen on her laptop and attempted to login, but hadn’t a clue as to what her password might be. He also tried unlocking her phone to no avail.

He collected his own laptop from his work bag and sat himself in bed again, with his laptop across his lap.

He typed into the search bar: three candle prayer.

Nothing came up. Or at least, nothing relating to what Faith had ordered in the mail. That was rather curious, he thought.

He set his laptop aside and returned to the guest bedroom. The box in which the order had come in was still sitting on the corner of Faith’s desk. He grabbed it, studied the shipping label. The package had been shipped from a company by the name of AfterWicks, with a return address that wasn’t terribly far from their own. A few hours, perhaps.

Also curious.

Kit returned to his laptop. This time he searched for the company name: AfterWicks.

The company website was the third result, buried under some unrelated paid ads. He clicked the link.

Surprisingly, the website appeared somewhat professional. It was still amateur, obviously built independently, but it wasn’t the obscure mess Kit had anticipated.

Scrolling the home page gave an immediate impression. This was a site geared toward those with spiritual, meditative leanings. Words and phrases such as ‘self love’ and ‘inner harmony’ and ‘spiritual stability’ littered its passages. Kit clicked on the ‘Our Products’ page and found a whole range of items, from incense burners to wind chimes to hand lotion.

No candles, however.

Although, next to the ‘Our Products’ tab was another that caught Kit’s attention. It read, ‘Spiritual Services.’

This page was entirely black, so that the dark header image blended seamlessly with the rest. It was an image of the three black candles themselves, burning warmly, captioned with an attractive cursive font that read: The Three-Candle Prayer.

Kit looked up from his laptop as something moved outside the bedroom. In the hallway, or perhaps in the kitchen. He straightened his back against the headboard. He glared at the doorway, suspicious. He felt more annoyed than frightened—or perhaps annoyed that he was frightened. When nothing else occurred, he begrudgingly turned his attention back to his laptop.

He scrolled below the image of the candles and read the description, which gave almost nothing away. The Three-Candle Prayer was presented as being purposed for ‘spiritual centering, connecting mind, body, and soul, and much, much more.’ That final detail was the ticket, Kit thought. Vaguely ominous. Aside from that, he saw nothing that hinted at speaking with the dead. But these were the candles, he was certain.

He scrolled below and nearly gave himself a heart attack.

$149.99.

“You’re shitting me,” he said.

Had Faith paid that much? For three candles and a folded sheet of paper?

Never mind that it worked.

Beneath the price was an “Order Now” button, with an italicized addendum that read “Only 6 left in stock! Order soon!”

How had Faith found these, he wondered? She must have stumbled upon some mention of them on an online forum, he thought. Perhaps she’d been looking for a means of communicating with the dead, and some rabbit hole or another had led her to this.

There came another series of noises from down the hall. A creak, followed by a bump against the wall in the other room. Kit looked up from his laptop again, staring unblinkingly at the bedroom doorway.

“Hello?” he called out.

Three more sounds followed—three thumps of feet traveling one after another along the hardwood floor from the kitchen. Kit was sure of it. He lowered the lid of his laptop, but remained frozen where he was, pressed against the headboard.

“Hello?” he asked again.

The last thing he wanted was an answer, knowing perfectly well there was nobody in the house but him to be making such noises.

There came an audible flick down the hall, and suddenly the light outside dimmed. Someone turned the kitchen light off. Those footsteps resumed. One, two, three, four, five. They stopped just outside the bedroom doorway, but nobody was there. No one Kit could see, anyway. He was breathing hard. Practically panting.

“You’re not welcome here,” he told the thing he couldn’t see.

The hallway light turned off with another flick.

Suddenly he could see it: a silhouette standing in the gloom, looking in. Kit reared back, rattling the headboard noisily against the wall as the figure moved into the room. It promptly vanished in the brighter light. Gone, just like that. The floor groaned just inside the doorway’s threshold as it stopped there.

“You’re not welcome here,” Kit repeated, his voice choked with fear.

The light switch on the wall flipped downward with another flick and the room was doused in shadow. And there it was again, standing inside the bedroom with an arm outstretched along the wall, its hand resting over the switch it had just toggled off. There remained a faint light coming from the hallway behind it, from the guest bedroom which the thing hadn’t switched off on its way here.

“What do you want from me?” Kit barely managed to rasp out.

It moved again. It crossed by the end of the bed, coming toward him. Kit reached quickly for his bedside lamp, twisted the little knob. Its gentle light flared into the room, the apparition vanishing once again as those footsteps kept coming, rounding the corner of the bed, coming closer, coming to stand right beside him where it finally came to a stop. Kit scuttled backward over the covers, to the opposite side of the bed where he sprang to his feet just as the lamp on his nightstand switched off, plunging the room into darkness once more and revealing the shadow hunched, its arm beneath the lampshade, its wet pinprick eyes gleaming in his direction.

Kit bolted for the hallway, flipping the bedroom light on again behind him as he went. He flipped the hallway light back on as well. Behind him, those footsteps thumped in pursuit. He looked over his shoulder as he neared the kitchen, just in time to see his bedroom light go out once more, followed shortly by the hallway light again, the shadow reappearing, still coming, tracing his footsteps. He flipped the kitchen light on. A worthless endeavor at this point.

He darted for the front door. He snatched his keys from the dish, grabbed his sneakers from the mat. Those footsteps plodded toward him, pounding the floor in rhythm to the pounding of his heart. He tore the front door open, stepped outside into the cool night, slammed the door shut. He raced down the porch steps, where he stumbled into the grass, lost his balance. He took a seat there on the lawn, the grass cool under his butt as he sloppily stuffed his feet into his sneakers, tied them up, and jumped upright once again.

He stood there for some time watching the house, the door, the windows all dark, his heart racing.

“Fuck.”

There was no way he could go back inside. He couldn’t stay here. Not tonight. Maybe never again. He had no idea whether or not that thing could harm him, but he wasn’t willing to find out.

He pulled his phone from his pocket.

Who you gonna call, he thought vaguely, but couldn’t bring himself to finish the punchline.

But really, truly—who was he going to call?
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He needed some company. He needed desperately to be surrounded by life, liveliness.

Sitting behind the wheel of his car, still parked in the driveway outside his very haunted home, Kit called his buddy Tyson and pleaded to meet with him.

“I think I’m losing it, man,” Kit said, trembling in his seat. “I know it’s a Sunday night, but do you think you could hang for a bit?”

Gracious as ever, Tyson agreed to meet Kit at one of their favorite bars, a place called Sugar Mound Pub. Kit parked across the street. He crossed said street on wooden legs, his whole body stiff as a board as the night’s events clouded around him, perpetually trapped in fight-or-flight mode. He entered the bar and was greeted with its mellow classic rock and the lingering smell of cigarette smoke on its patrons’ clothes. Tyson called Kit over from one of the nearby booths. Just the sight of him, the sight of a friendly face, was enough to clear out some of the doom and gloom circling Kit’s mind.

“Hey man,” Tyson said, throwing an arm around Kit for a quick, tight hug. A decent hug.

Already Kit was beginning to feel immensely better. They each ordered a beer and soon enough Kit was feeling even better still.

They didn’t dive into things right away. A few minutes of normality, a few minutes of idle chatter. Then things became quiet, as Kit stared into his half-empty beer and the actual reason for this meeting swelled over them dark and thundering.

He told Tyson about Faith’s disappearance.

“She’s been gone for two days now?” Tyson said. “And the police aren’t doing anything?”

“They took her photo and said they’d be on the lookout. Other than that, I guess there isn’t enough evidence for them to suspect foul play…”

“Huh. I wonder if things would be any different if you were married.”

“Married? What do you mean?”

“Oh, I don’t know, just… I wonder if they’d treat her disappearance differently if you were married, is all. Like if your concern would amount to more if Faith was your wife, and not ‘just’ your fiancée, you know? I don’t know. I’m just talking out of my ass. But you don’t think she left on her own? What do you think happened, then?”

Kit wanted to tell Tyson everything. He was the best friend Kit had. His only friend, really, which at the end of the day didn’t really mean much. Were they close? Not very. Sort of. Kit believed he could depend on Tyson for just about anything, if he needed it. But in matters such as these, he wasn’t sure how far Tyson’s understanding could stretch for him.

“You’re gonna think I’m crazy,” Kit said.

“I already think you’re crazy.”

It was meant to be funny, but suddenly Kit felt on the brink of tears. It was crashing down on him again, everything that’d happened the last two months. Faith’s parents, Faith’s battle to cope, the distance that had grown between them, the impossible happenings in their home. It had snuck up on Kit. The weirdness of it all. To anyone else, to Tyson, it would sound like too much, like Kit was buckling under all the recent pressure, unraveling from the stress, believing in crazy things.

This is what losing your mind is like. It sneaks up on you.

“Whoa, dude, I was only kidding,” Tyson said, as he must have noticed Kit’s eyes were actually glistening with tears. “What’s going on?”

“I’m afraid to go home,” Kit said.

“I mean… you’re welcome to crash at mine, if you want.”

Kit looked at him then, glancing up from his half-empty beer.

“Tyson… do you believe in ghosts?”

Tyson gave him a funny look. Had he not looked so miserable, Kit was sure Tyson would have bursted out laughing or teased him in some way. Even now, as confusion crawled over Tyson’s face, he saw his friend’s desire to do just that.

“That is your first beer tonight, right?” Tyson joked.

“I’m serious.”

Tyson took a moment to think about it. “No. I don’t believe in ghosts. Why?”

Are you really going to tell him your fiancée was banished into the shadow realm, or wherever the hell she went? Are you really going to tell him you’re being bullied by bodiless footsteps and a ghost that plays with the lights?

“Forget it,” Kit said. He took one last sip of his beer before standing up from their table. “I’m sorry about this. I think I’m just gonna call it a night. Thanks for meeting me, though.”

“We’ve only been here twenty minutes. You don’t gotta leave, man. Tell me what’s going on. I’ll listen.”

“That’s all right. I’m feeling mostly better. Honest. This was a big help.”

“Did you wanna come back to my place, at least? Because I was being serious, too. You can crash on my sofa if you want.”

“No, I’ll be okay. Thanks, though.”

Kit was fully aware that he was being difficult. He was overreacting. Tyson was a good friend. All he’d said was that he didn’t believe. Kit had asked, it’d been an honest question, and Tyson had given his honest answer. No harm done. So then why did Kit feel such an intense need to get away from him all of a sudden?

Because I don’t want to taint him.

He remembered the look on Jackie’s face when he’d shown her into his home, shown her the melted candles on the table. Maybe Tyson didn’t believe in ghosts, but some things couldn’t be ignored. Did Kit really want to drag his friend into this?

“Did I offend you or something?” Tyson said.

“No, no, I promise, everything’s good. I just… I’m a little overwhelmed with the whole Faith situation and I got a little spooked, is all. I haven’t been sleeping well. Being home alone, I mean. I’m worried about her. I’m okay, though. It’s a work night, anyway.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s a work night, you can still⁠—”

“I’m okay,” Kit said, fishing his wallet out of his pocket. “Really. But thanks for hanging out. I really needed this. Seriously. I’ll talk to you later, Tyson.”

Kit placed fifteen bucks on the table and started walking before he could fully appreciate how weird he was being, how avoidant, how sensitive, how⁠—

Crazy. You’re acting crazy.

He slipped outside. The night was somehow chillier now than it’d been only thirty minutes ago. He hurried across the street, climbed back into his car, and took himself home with a half-belly of beer.

He dreaded the sight of it. His own home. His headlights flashed across its face as he pulled into the driveway, sitting so still and innocuous under the autumn night sky. He shut off the engine but couldn’t bring himself to step out of the car. He couldn’t go back in there. He knew it now just as strongly as he’d known it before.

While his meeting with Tyson had helped a little—had breathed an ounce of familiarity back into his life—he was right back to feeling like he had before.

Afraid. Helpless.

Sitting indecisively behind the wheel, minutes turned into an hour, before finally Kit reclined his seat and got as comfortable as he possibly could.
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She awoke with a terrible feeling in her heart.

The ache was strong tonight, about as strong as it usually ever got, strong enough that it turned her stomach sour, her head heavy, her mind gray, and her thoughts soupy.

She got out of bed and made her wobbly-footed journey downstairs. She stopped at the mouth of the downstairs hallway, a hand on the wall, her other hand across her churning stomach.

“Oh, goodness,” she whispered aloud.

She took a deep breath to settle herself. Then she stood before the basement door. It was closed. She listened only for a second, hearing silence down below, before she knocked three times. She couldn’t stand any longer without feeling sick, so she plopped down onto the floor and waited there.

“Oh goodness,” she said again.

It was bad tonight. The ache. Her heart pounded with it, rippling through her upset stomach, vibrating her heavy head like a tolling bell.

Sitting crosslegged, she leaned forward and rapped her knuckles on the door again. Three times like before.

Come on, she thought. I need you.

The darkness beyond the door did not come. Not like it usually did. Her nausea lit up with a pang of anxiety.

“Hey,” she half-shouted through the door. “Where are you? I need you. Please.”

After a brief pause, from down below there came another voice. Distant. Distressed.

Not Bradley’s.

“Hello?” someone called back.

It was not her special housemate, but rather one of those poor souls her special housemate kept from time to time. Her basement had become a kind of hub for them, these sad travelers. They showed up inexplicably, there and then gone, there and then gone, again and again, always so full of pain and so much longing with their desperate pleas to be released, to be spared their inevitable fate.

Eventually they always went quiet.

“Hello?” the voice down below called again. “Is someone there? Please… please, I need your help.”

She opened her mouth to respond but said nothing. This wasn’t any of her business. She didn’t wish to overstep her boundaries. She didn’t wish to offend her special housemate and risk endangering their unspoken agreement.

“Please help me,” the poor soul begged.

“I want to speak to Bradley!” she called louder, not to the poor soul, but to it, the other, the Shadow of Shadows.

“I… I don’t know who Bradley is!” the poor soul wept. “I don’t know what’s happening. I need your help.”

Be quiet, be quiet, be quiet, she thought.

She held her drooping head in her hands. The ache in her heart was especially savage tonight.

“Hello?”

“Stop speaking to me!” she hollered at the door. “Just stop! I can’t help you! I can’t help you!”

She tried to think of anything else, anything to soothe the ache. She thought about the first time she held Bradley in her arms, swaddled in his blue muslin wrap with his pink, pinched little face. She thought about all the sleepless nights like this, comforting him back to sleep. She thought about the incredible expressions he made when he was old enough to begin trying new foods, discovering what he liked and didn’t, becoming an entire little person, a unique soul, a perfect soul. She thought about his first steps. She thought about his first real snow day, how adorable he was all bundled up, helping mom and dad build their first family snowman. She thought about his infectious laughter. She thought about performing CPR on his tiny body when he’d stopped breathing and how⁠—

No, no, no, no, no, no.

She physically winced as the ache hardened like a fist around her heart. She winced again as the poor soul down below began to scream. Hysterical, gut-wrenching screams. She put her hands over her ears to shut it out. Shut it all out…

Think about something else. Think about nothing. Yes, think about nothing. Nothing, nothing…

When she finally uncovered her ears, the screaming had stopped. Something was there, at the door. She felt it all but oozing through the crack underneath. The darkest dark.

“Hi, mommy,” Bradley said.

The ache warmed beautifully inside her. The sickness in her stomach fizzled away. The weight in her head lifted like a gauzy veil. She could have melted there on the floor at the sound of his voice. Instead she placed her hand against the cool surface of the door and wept.

Then, in his sweet, childish cadence he said, “I need you to do something for me, mommy.”


20


It was a rocky night, waking intermittently to the sounds of passing cars, a barking dog, and so on, until finally he woke to the sound of his phone vibrating in his cupholder.

The sun was up. From inside his car, he heard the tweets and chirps of birdsong outside. He released his seat into an upright position, grabbed his phone from the cupholder, and answered the incoming call.

It was his work supervisor.

As tired as he was, he didn’t have to try very hard to sound groggy or ill. He apologized profusely for not calling in sooner, then apologized some more for the fact that he wasn’t feeling well and wouldn’t be coming in this morning.

That was that. He tossed his phone onto the passenger seat and leaned back into his own, his head against the headrest, eyes closed. It was the right decision, he thought. There was no possible way he could go into work and be functional, let alone productive.

As he allowed the last strands of sleep to evaporate from his mind, he periodically eyed his empty home, a great pit of dread forming in his belly as he realized he would have no choice but to return inside.

Just get it over with.

He forced himself into action, out of his car, up the porch steps, through the front door. He shut the door behind him but stood within reach for a moment, listening to the hum of silence, searching the shallow murk for any other shadows that didn’t belong.

He proceeded to flurry about the house’s perimeter, throwing open every window curtain along the way until each and every room was full of morning sunlight.

Once the house was well lit and assuredly uninhabited by strange entities following at his heels, he dumped his keys into the dish by the door, kicked off his shoes, and stripped off all the rest of his clothes on his way to the shower.

Standing under a hot torrent of water, he organized his thoughts and decided upon his next plan of action.

He showered, got dressed, made himself a much-needed pot of coffee, took said coffee into his bedroom, sat himself up against his headboard, and opened up his laptop once again.

He revisited the AfterWicks site, picking up where he’d left off before his terrifying interruption last night. This time he investigated the Contact Us page, where he discovered the only available means of communication was an email address. No phone number. Under the email address was a small note—a promise to reply to all inquiries within twenty-four hours.

He copied the address and began composing his email.

I’d like to ask about your Three-Candle Prayer product/service…

That was as far as he got before his fingers turned stiff on the keyboard.

Someone told me it’ll let me speak to my deceased loved ones, is that true? What happens if something else finds its way through? What happens if my fiancée vanishes out of thin air? What’s your return policy?

Kit sat staring at the blinking caret at the end of his text, feeling sillier and sillier the more he thought on these things, even despite the true gravity of his situation. This wasn’t a joke. There was nothing funny about any of this. This was real. But would anyone else take him seriously? Would anyone believe him?

He continued typing. He explained in his email that he believed something terrible had happened through the use of their Three-Candle Prayer. He made it clear that he did not blame the product itself, or the service it provides, but that he was helpless and didn’t know where else to turn in search of answers.

Surely the person on the other end of this channel was spiritual, or knowledgeable. They could help him, or at the very least point him in the right direction. If they couldn’t help, perhaps they knew someone who could…

Maybe they can put you in touch with a local exorcist.

He’d take anything at this point, he thought. Otherwise he’d reached a dead end.

He sent the email. Within a matter of seconds, he received a confirmation email in his inbox, notifying him that AfterWicks had received his message and would get back to him as soon as possible. Kit sighed drearily, feeling like he’d accomplished nothing.

Next he searched the exact address listed on the AfterWicks shipping label, which he curiously discovered was a residential address. Someone’s home. Surely that wasn’t a safe practice, he thought, listing your home address as your place of business?

It was only a three-hour drive from his own home.

Now what exactly do you plan to do with this information, he asked himself.

It was at that precise moment he received another email. It wasn’t from AfterWicks, however. It was a friend-request notification. He clicked the email, then followed the link. The request was from one Grace Mulligan. Faith’s sister. Kit read her name a few times over, processing. Then he clicked Accept. In an instant his messenger window popped up, with a new message from Grace.

It read: Any news about Faith?

Kit replied: No nothing.

Grace began typing. Then stopped. A long pause. She started typing again. Then stopped again. This went on for a full minute or more. When finally she sent her next message, it read simply: I had the strangest dream last night.

Kit wasn’t sure what to say to that. Luckily he didn’t have to say anything before Grace continued typing.

Next she messaged: It was about Faith.

Without skipping a beat, Kit quickly replied with a question of his own: I know this might seem random but do you believe in ghosts?

It was an incredibly awkward question. Abrupt. Stilted. He winced to himself, as Grace took her sweet time coming back with an answer.

She said: I don’t know. I guess. Why?

That was good enough for him.

I need to show you something, he replied.
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Kit watched discreetly from the living room window as Grace parked along the curb outside his house in her little black sedan. She peered up and down the street as she came, as though she feared being seen here. It was odd, Kit thought, someone of her stature looking so timid, so nervous. She could probably break his neck if she really wanted.

He answered the door ahead of her. She looked relieved to slip inside and away from any watchful eyes.

“You good?” Kit asked, as he shut the door behind her.

“Huh? Yeah. Why?”

“You just look like you’re hiding from somebody.”

Grace shrugged, though her shoulders didn’t have to travel far, she kept them so tightly wound around her neck, her hands shoved into her pockets. She gazed around Kit’s house much the same, searching for waiting boogeymen.

“It’s just a little weird, I guess, walking into Faith-land like this.”

“Oh,” Kit said, as suddenly it made some sense to him. “I can understand that, yeah.”

He promptly showed her into the kitchen. He’d already told her a little bit online, about what Faith had been getting herself into shortly before her disappearance. He showed Grace to the kitchen table, where the black candle wax was still in three hard puddles. He indicated the scorched kitchen chair.

“I think this was the last place she was,” he told her. “Before she vanished.”

Grace studied the chair, then the candles, then the chair again.

“You think she went up in flames, or…”

“No, no, not like that. I guess I don’t really know how it happened. I can only guess. But…” He hated this next part. Sharing his own experiences. He’d hated telling Jackie what little he had, and even that’d been enough to scare her off for good. “I’ve seen things. It started when she started using these to talk to your parents.”

“Using the candles, you mean.”

“Yeah, but it’s more than just the candles…” Kit grabbed the pamphlet and handed it to Grace so she could see for herself. “After she started performing this prayer at night, I started seeing this… thing. A shape in the dark. Some people would probably call it a ghost. It’s been watching me. Last night it fucking chased me through my own house…”

“Chased you?”

“And yesterday, when I was at your parents’ house? I was only there because I saw Faith the night before. Not actually saw her, but she appeared to me. In the dark. She told me she was ‘going home.’ That’s why I thought…”

“You thought she was leading you there,” Grace finished, unfolding the pamphlet as she listened, perusing its contents in a cavalier manner.

Kit sighed defeatedly. “You don’t believe me.”

“I didn’t say that,” Grace said. She folded the pamphlet back up and resumed studying the melted candles on the table.

“A month ago, I would have told you I didn’t believe in these sorts of things,” Kit assured her. “I’ve never seen or experienced anything like this before. Ever.” He scratched the back of his neck, feeling so exposed suddenly. Awkward. “Anyway, you said you had a weird dream last night?

“Oh,” she said, remembering. She seemed hesitant. “Right. To be honest, I don’t know if I’d even call it a dream. It was more just this weird feeling I had. I woke up last night and it was like I was thinking about her as soon as my eyes were open and…” She hesitated again. “Something just felt wrong. Like, really wrong. You know that special kind of anxiety you only get in the middle of the night? I don’t know. Probably I was just worried about her after you’d told me she was missing. But even now it feels worse than that…”

For the first time since she’d walked into Kit’s house, Grace met his eyes. Kit’s heart was beating hard and fast in his chest. It was strange, to feel so afraid and yet so hopeful, just to have someone not only believe in him, but also not running for the door.

He took the pamphlet back from her and said, “There’s more.”
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He brought his laptop out into the kitchen where Grace sat beside him at the dining table, and showed her the AfterWicks website.

“This is where she ordered them from,” Kit said.

“A hundred and fifty dollars, are you serious?” Grace said.

Kit noted that there were only four left in stock now, according to the sales page, whereas previously there’d been six.

“You’re not planning to buy more, are you?” Grace asked. “If this actually had anything to do with Faith’s disappearance…”

“I don’t know,” Kit said. “I don’t know what else to do at this point. I’m at a loss.”

He told Grace about the email he sent, which still hadn’t received a response outside of the automated confirmation. He also showed her the seller’s address, and mentioned to Grace that it was only a three-hour drive.

“And what,” she said, “you want to show up at a stranger’s house asking about your missing girlfriend?”

“fiancée,” Kit corrected. “And it’s not just that Faith is missing. These things only started happening once she started using the prayer. Maybe the seller has no idea something like this is even possible? Or better yet, maybe they do know a thing or two about this kind of stuff and could help us.”

“You’re desperate.”

“Of course I’m desperate. She’s my fiancée. She’s also your sister.”

“Yeah, I know she’s my sister. I haven’t forgotten.”

“Well, you said you’re worried about her. Isn’t that the reason you’re here? And if the police aren’t doing anything…”

Grace sighed, leaning back in her chair, away from Kit and his laptop.

“Well, realistically, you should consider yourself lucky the police aren’t doing anything. Unless you expect the police to track her into the spirit realm, the only other possible lead they could have is you, right? You’re the only plausible suspect in this.”

“Right,” Kit said. “But that’s also why I know I’m the only one who can do anything. And if I choose to do nothing, then…”

Then this is already over, he thought. She’s gone and I’ll never get her back.

“One way or another, I need to talk to the seller,” he went on. “There’s no phone number, and I don’t know when they’ll get back to my email. It’s only a three-hour drive and, yeah, I’m desperate.”

“Don’t you work?”

“I called in sick this morning. Don’t you work?”

Grace peered elsewhere, eyebrows raised.

“I’m self-employed. I make my own hours.” She sighed as she gazed from Kit’s laptop to the melted candles to the paper pamphlet. “Anyway… are we driving to this place or not?”

Kit ballooned with gratitude. He couldn’t rightly say why Grace would suddenly take such an interest in this endeavor—perhaps her intuition last night had really gotten to her—but he was thankful for her company nonetheless.

“Yeah,” he said. “Let’s do it.”
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Apparently Grace had issues with trusting others behind the wheel, so they took her car. Kit didn’t complain, although he soon learned her mistrust was rather ironic considering her short temper as a driver, irritated left and right by just about every other driver on the road. Her road rage was enough to keep him silent for the majority of their trip, neither of them trying too hard to stir up conversation as the minutes accumulated into an hour, then two hours.

It was unpleasant, to say the least.

Sitting bolted against the passenger seat, Kit repeatedly found himself distracted by the bulging cords of muscles and veins through Grace’s arms as she steered them along the interstate. Twice she’d caught him staring. The third time she laughed.

“What do you keep looking at me like that for?”

“Nothing,” Kit answered sheepishly. “I just couldn’t help noticing that you could probably fold me into your glovebox if you wanted. Do you go to the gym every day, or…”

“Jesus,” Grace said, though she was smiling as she said it, shaking her head. “Yeah, I go to the gym every day. It’s kind of my thing.”

“Your thing?”

“I’m a personal trainer.”

“Oh. That makes sense…”

“I’m always accepting new clients, by the way, if you need some… guidance…” She gave him a fleeting glance, up and down.

“I’m perfectly happy with my body, thank you very much.”

“I’d be curious to hear what my sister has to say about that…”

At the mere mention of her, Kit felt himself wilt again, any humor between them lost. A cold punch to the stomach. If he thought too long about what they were doing, he began realizing what an aimless mission this was. He doubted they’d learn anything useful. It was simply the best he could do for now.

“How did you two meet, anyway?” Grace asked him.

Kit fidgeted in his seat, readjusting his seatbelt against his chest.

“Nothing too interesting,” he said. “We just met online. As you do.”

“As you do,” Grace repeated. “I’m sure it was a very cute first date. Very sweet. Let me guess, coffee? Ice cream? A walk in the park?”

“Frozen yogurt, actually,” Kit said. “Followed by a walk in the park, yes.”

Grace blew air through her nostrils, amused. “Knew it.”

“Can I ask you something?” Kit said.

“Sure.”

Kit paused, choosing his words wisely.

“In the time we’ve been together, Faith’s told me a little about your guys’ childhood. Not a whole lot, not many details, but… some. Yesterday your Aunt Jackie told me some things that surprised me.”

“Surprised you?”

“Yeah. I guess I was surprised that Faith never told me herself. About how bad it really was. Jackie told me your parents would lock you both in your rooms? Even she didn’t go into that much detail, but she seemed to think it was pretty bad…” Kit turned to see Grace then, and noticed the way she tensed up even thinking on these things. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. I was just curious.”

Grace glanced into the rearview. As she leveled her eyes on the road ahead once more, her gaze was hardened, perhaps a bit somber.

“They went a lot easier on Faith, that’s for sure. I definitely got the worst of it. It was our dad, mostly. He was controlling as hell. Even the word ‘controlling’ is an understatement. He was neurotic. Sometimes I got locked in my bedroom for days at a time. For the stupidest shit, too. Innocent shit. And while he was always the lead disciplinarian, my mom was complicit in everything. She would call my school and tell them I was sick…”

Grace laughed to herself about this, though Kit couldn’t find anything worth laughing about.

“I tried running away a couple of times, but I was only little so of course I never managed to get very far. Once my mom called the police and they found me several blocks away from home. I remember telling them what was happening, about my parents locking me in my room for literal days and they just laughed at me. They seriously laughed. Kids say the damnedest things. I’ve never liked cops since then. They make me nervous. I can’t help it. Then when I hit puberty, things got even worse. I started putting on weight, and so my dad started starving me a little, too.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. I have no fond memories of that house. Well… I have some, I guess. The ones I have of Faith. We got along for the most part. As kids, anyway. We were even kinda close for a while, until things got worse for me. I still don’t know why my dad singled me out like he did. Maybe because I was older, I guess? Because he needed to make an example out of me? I don’t know. I never got the chance to ask him before he did himself in.”

Did himself in, Kit thought. He grimaced as he remembered the bloodstains on the carpet, on the ceiling.

“Not that I would have asked him, anyway. Once I got out of that house, I never looked back. I cut all ties. Which included Faith. I’ve always felt bad about that, I really have, but I knew our dad would find a way to use her against me. I did think about reaching out to her again, you know, after she’d grown up and moved out on her own, but… so much time had passed. I guess I just assumed she must hate me. And she never reached out to me, either, so it was easy to think I was right.”

“She doesn’t hate you,” Kit said. “And she doesn’t blame you, either. For anything. Honest.”

Grace focused on the road, though she wrinkled her mouth up to Kit’s words, blinking her eyes a little excessively, like she was trying to squash her emotions down.

After hearing her story, Kit thought he could understand why Faith might not have told him all the details. There was a decent chance she felt guilty, having watched her sister’s abuse all those years and feeling powerless to stop it.

“What about you?” Grace said, changing the subject, or at least shifting the attention away from herself. “Any siblings?”

Kit cleared his throat, caught off guard by the spotlight being turned on him this way.

“A brother,” he answered. “But he’s gone. He died, I mean.”

“Oh. Sorry to hear that.”

“It’s all right.” Kit found himself doing the very same thing she’d done moments ago, steeling himself against the rising tide of emotions that always accompanied the subject.

“Big brother? Little brother?”

“Uh, technically my big brother. By about thirty minutes.”

“You’re a twin, then?”

He cleared his throat again, more forcefully this time. “Yeah. Or at least I was.”

With the same smooth maneuvering that Grace had displayed only moments ago, he changed the subject with a point of his finger, to the looming sign ahead.

“I think that’s our exit.”
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“What happens if we get there and no one answers?” Grace said. “Or if someone does answer, but they don’t want to speak to us?”

“Well then I guess we’ll have driven here for nothing,” Kit said. “But we’ll have learned something about the seller one way or another. Let’s just get there and see what happens.”

Their directions led them into a rather unkempt neighborhood, lined with old trees and even older homes, most of them neglected, their faces sun-weathered and flaking, their overgrown lawns lush with wild grass and weeds alike. Kit spotted multiple rain gutters sagging or broken. Cars littered driveways and yards.

“Where the hell are we?” Grace said. “This place looks like⁠—“

“This one here,” Kit said, pointing.

Grace parked along the street. She left the car running for a moment, as she hunched toward Kit, peering through the passenger window at the house they’d been brought to.

The dead lawn nearly matched the house’s faded brown siding. The windows were so dirty, upstairs and downstairs, that the afternoon sun could hardly glare against the glass. Several shingles were missing from the rooftop. There were no vehicles parked in the driveway, and no garage to speak of, attached or detached. By the looks of the place, no one was home.

“Does anyone even live here?” Grace said.

“Only one way to find out.”

Grace followed close behind as Kit traced the weed-choked sidewalk to the front porch, to the front door, upon which he was about to knock when he felt a cold breeze against his wrist. He stopped, his fist raised. The door was already open. Just a crack, like someone had failed to shut it all the way.

“It’s open,” he said.

Pressing herself against him from behind, leaning over his shoulder, Grace said “Well would you look at that.”

She skirted around him, pushed the door open farther, and began stepping inside.

“Wait a second,” Kit said. “You can’t just⁠—”

“Hello?” she called into the house.

Kit stood just outside, waiting for someone to reply. Even with the door wide open he couldn’t see all that much, the house was so dingy. Grace took another step inside, leaving him behind.

She called out again, “Hello?”

Kit wanted to tell her to wait, to come back, that this wasn’t what they’d come here to do, when she looked over her shoulder and said to him, “We noticed the door was open and wanted to make sure everything was okay. Simple enough?”

Kit pressed his lips firmly, a discouraging expression, though Grace didn’t see it as she continued inside.

Fine. Whatever.

He cast a nervous glance to the street behind them before following her in. He left the door open, just in case.

“Hello?” Grace called a third time. “Anyone home?”

Despite the rather abandoned appearance outside, the house was fully furnished. Someone definitely lived here, Kit thought. Though, as he moved through the foyer he couldn’t help noticing the pale layer of dust covering the place. A green sofa’s upholstery was so encumbered with it that it appeared almost gray. The baseboards were layered with so much dust, some of their finer edges were lost. In less than a minute of stepping inside, Kit had to stifle a sneeze.

“This place stinks,” Grace said.

They approached the foot of the stairs. Grace peered toward the top, and called out again.

“Hello?”

There was no answer. No movement. Not a groaning floorboard, nor the echo of footsteps. Nothing.

“What are we doing?” Kit asked. “If there’s nobody home, then…”

“Faith?” Grace called out next.

Kit had to resist rolling his eyes. Even after everything he’d already encountered this past week, the idea that they would find her here seemed too far-fetched. It was that magical denial again, his mind torn between rationalization and the ludicrousness it’d been faced with time and time again in recent days.

Grace moved into the short hallway beyond the stairs. Kit stayed close, following at her heels. The kitchen waited at the hallway’s end, but they didn’t make it that far. As they passed the first door along the hall, there came a thump from the other side—the undoubtable bang of something knocking against something else. Grace froze there. Kit stopped just beside her. Together they leaned toward the door, facing each other with their ears nearly touching its surface.

“Hello?” Grace said.

Something creaked. A wooden stair. Grace’s eyes widened as she heard it, and Kit couldn’t stop his from doing the same. This must have been the door to the basement. There was someone there, he thought, on the other side. Were they trapped? Were they hiding?

“Hello?” he called, throwing all previous caution to the wind. “Is someone down there?”

Grace tried the doorknob but it wouldn’t budge. Locked.

“I bet I could kick this in,” she said.

“I think the door opens toward us, so I doubt it,” Kit said, surprising even himself with the fact that he wasn’t entirely against the idea. “The hinges are on the outside, here.”

As strong as Grace surely was, he didn’t think her capable of busting the door down with her legs alone.

“Okay, then I’ve got another idea,” she said.

Without another word she stomped past him, back through the foyer, through the front door, down the porch steps and into the autumn sunlight through the weedy yard. Kit followed just a few steps, stopping in the open doorway. He scanned the surrounding street as Grace popped the trunk of her car and leaned inside. A cloud passed over the sun, the street falling under its blue shadow. Kit gazed heavenward and noticed a whole gang of them on the horizon—gray clouds rolling in.

Leaving her trunk open, Grace promptly returned with a tool in her hand. Not just any tool, Kit quickly noticed, but a hammer.

“And what are you gonna do with that?” he asked as she jogged up the porch steps, hurrying past him into the house.

“I’m gonna bust the doorknob out,” she said. Kit followed her back into the hallway. “Seems to me like whoever’s behind this candle shit is responsible for Faith somehow, and they listed this address for a reason. Also I didn’t drive three hours for nothing.”

“I’m not arguing,” Kit said.

Grace made a face—her tongue curling up across her front teeth, a look of concentration. She gave the doorknob a few good smacks with her hammer, denting its polished surface with each swing until it broke loose and rattled to the floor, exposing the bare cylinder lock mechanism underneath. She swung some more, this time at the door itself, obliterating the round wooden hole surrounding the lock until the whole thing fell to pieces. On the other side of the door, the other half of the doorknob hit the stairs and bumped noisily to the bottom. Kit pulled the door wide open, flat against the wall of the hallway. As expected, a dark stairway waited before them, bare wooden plank steps leading down.

“Hello?” Grace called. “Anyone down there?”

“If someone is down there, they’re hiding from us.”

“Probably because they’re up to some bad shit,” Grace said. “And they know it.”

Another doubt occurred to Kit then, one he thought warranted questioning.

“Why was the front door left open like that, though? It’s like they were waiting for us.”

Grace peered toward the door in question, considering this. It was still open, giving them a nice narrow view of the cloud-darkened street outside.

Kit focused on the stairway. The darkness below was impenetrable. Opaque. Any windows down there must have been either covered or overgrown from the outside, because no light was getting in. Grace pulled out her phone, toggled on the flashlight, then held it through the doorway, toward the dark.

What the hell…

The darkness remained as solid as ever. Kit looked to the stairs themselves and noted that not a single extra step was illuminated in Grace’s light. It was as if…

“Are you seeing this?” he asked aloud.

Grace moved through the doorway, stepped onto the first stair, extending her phone even farther into the dark.

“What the…”

It was the same thing. Her light revealed nothing. The darkness remained in place, the same number of steps revealed, the same number of steps enshrouded. Kit imagined that if Grace continued down the stairway with her light, she would be swallowed into that dark, her light along with her. A thick, black fog. Only it wasn’t fog. It wasn’t moving or gaseous in the least, it was…

“What is this?” Grace asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Should we go down?”

By the tone of her voice alone, Kit could already tell it was the last thing she wanted to do. On that, they were in agreement. There was something emanating from that darkness. A bad feeling. A bad-dream feeling. An insidiousness. It crept over Kit little by little, moment to moment.

“Do you feel that?” Grace said.

“Yeah, I feel it.”

“There’s someone down there looking at us.”

Kit felt it with his whole body. His whole being. Someone at the bottom of the stairs peering back. Someone hiding behind the curtain of unmovable shadow.

Grace leaned forward slightly, extending her phone as far as she could reach without taking another step.

“Who’s down there?”

“Can you see anything?” Kit asked, on the off chance that either of them were seeing different things.

“No,” Grace said. “I can just feel it.”

Finally she pulled back. She retreated into the hallway, off the stairs entirely. She turned off the flashlight on her phone, stuffed it back into her pocket, turned to see Kit beside her, and promptly gasped at what she saw standing behind him.

Kit flinched, spinning on his heel. He turned to face them. Their actual watcher.

“What are you doing in here?”

A young dark-haired woman stood in the open front door. Her mouth gawped. Her dark eyes darted between Kit and Grace and the basement door, then to the pieces of doorknob all over the floor at their feet.

“I said, what the hell are you doing in my house?”

Kit was speechless. Grace must have been equally so, as she didn’t reply, either.

“Are you the owner of AfterWicks?” Kit blurted out.

The woman dug into the purse hanging from her shoulder. For an instant Kit feared she was about to pull a gun on them both. Instead she produced her cell phone.

“You need to leave,” she told them, though her attention was entirely on her phone as she said it. Kit could easily guess the number she was dialing.

“Wait a second,” he tried to say.

“You need to leave,” she repeated, putting her phone to her ear. “Get out now, before I call the cops.”

“Shit,” Grace said.

Grace moved first. The woman stood aside, giving them as wide a berth as possible. There was worry upon her brow, but Kit also noticed an incredible amount of contempt behind her fiery gaze. He supposed he couldn’t blame her, stumbling upon two trespassers who’d caused damage to her home. Following Grace to the door, Kit tried one last time to appeal to the woman.

“Please,” he said. “I’m here because my fiancée used your Three-Candle Prayer, and⁠—”

“Get. The fuck. Out!” she screamed, jabbing her finger violently to the door. “Now!”

Kit did as she said. Her footsteps were light and agitated behind him. He wasn’t two steps onto the porch before the front door slammed at his back and the deadbolt audibly locked into place.

Grace was already halfway down the walkway, toward the street and her car, where she tossed her hammer back into her trunk, shut the trunk door, and hastily crawled behind the wheel. The engine fired up before Kit had even made it to the passenger side. For a brief instant he worried she’d forget about him, that she’d escape in a squeal of rubber and leave him standing at the curb. He climbed in, fumbled about with his seatbelt. Before it even clicked into place, Grace put her foot to the gas and they were off.
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They headed straight into the oncoming storm. Grace drove in silence, no radio, no idle chatter, as the rain started to plink and splat off the windshield. Kit didn’t say anything, either, as he replayed everything that had just happened, analyzing his memory in hopes of realizing something significant he’d missed.

“I’m starving,” Grace suddenly announced. “You mind if we stop for a second?”

She exited the interstate before Kit had even given his answer, although taking a brief respite from his thoughts sounded ideal either way.

They stopped at a small, greasy burger joint. Hunching under the cold autumn rain, they ran from the parking lot and through the double doors inside. The place was entirely empty. A single worker stood behind the counter, browsing her phone as they entered. Grace ordered a triple-patty cheeseburger, while Kit ordered large fries and nothing else.

With their food in hand, they sat at one of the far tables by the window. Kit pushed salty fries into his mouth one by one, watching traffic go by outside as the rain grew heavier, filling the street gutters.

“So do you think that was her?” Grace asked. She took a bite of her burger, speaking with her mouth full. “The owner of the website, I mean…”

“I honestly don’t know,” Kit said.

“Do you think Faith was in there?”

“No. I don’t know. Probably not.”

“So… did we learn anything coming here, or was this all just a giant waste of time?”

Kit didn’t know how to answer these questions. His head was still spinning. With miles between them now, he couldn’t quite put his finger on what he’d felt in that house, that indescribable dread standing at the head of those basement stairs, the sensation of being watched by something at their feet.

“There was something there,” Kit said, his words a little more cryptic than even he preferred them to be. “I don’t know what it was, but I felt it. We both felt it. Right?”

Grace took another big bite, leaned back in her chair, turning her focus to the storm outside. She chewed pensively. When at last she swallowed, and leaned forward to take another bite, the next words out of her mouth had little to do with anything, as far as Kit could tell.

“Is it true what they say about twins?” she said. “That you have some kind of psychic connection with each other, or something like that?”

Kit’s spinning head abruptly spun the other way. Whiplash of the mind. He had to think about it.

“Well, I wouldn’t call it psychic, really,” he said. “But there’s an unspoken thing between you, yeah. It’s what happens when you spend so much time with someone. All your time with someone. You get to a point where it’s like you know each other inside and out, so that it’s almost like you can read each others’ minds sometimes.” He paused, as the next part was always the most difficult when it came to talking about him. About Paul. “When my brother died, it was like… like I’d been untethered from something. Like he was the only thing keeping me grounded and suddenly nothing could stop me from just blowing away. I don’t know. For a long time, it felt like I was just half a person.”

Grace watched him closely as he spoke, listening intently, turning over her own thoughts while she absorbed his.

“I know I wasn’t very close with Faith, obviously,” she said. “Not like I’m sure you and your brother were. I don’t know what it was, or if I’m just being ridiculous and in my own head or something, but… I’m pretty sure I felt her there. I felt something. I don’t know. It wasn’t a good feeling, whatever it was. And I still can’t shake that awful feeling I woke up with last night. It’s like this unsettling pit in my stomach, like the worst has happened…”

In the wake of her words, a question surfaced in Kit’s mind. It had already been eating at him for a while now—something he didn’t dare ask himself because he was becoming more and more afraid of what his honest answer might be.

“Do you think she’s dead?”

Seeing as he believed he already knew Grace’s answer, he didn’t think the question should come as a surprise to her. The look on her face, however, told him he was wrong. Or maybe she just hadn’t expected him to voice the possibility so bluntly.

There was a single bite of her burger left sitting in its unfolded wrapper, which she eyed for a prolonged moment as Kit’s question seemed to fully wash over her.

“I don’t know,” she said. Then she looked annoyed for even saying that. “This is all just a bunch of ‘I don’t know’ at the end of the day, isn’t it? Why, do you think she’s dead?”

Kit didn’t think he was ready to put his thoughts into words quite yet. To hear himself say it would make it too real. But he knew his answer. He’d known his answer from the moment he’d heard her voice that night.

I’m going home.

To answer Grace’s question he shrugged, and even that felt horrible.

Grace took her last bite. She washed it down with her cup of water.

“I think it’s weird that woman wouldn’t even hear us out,” she said. “I think she knows something. I think there’s some bad shit going on in that house.”

“Well, to be fair, we’d barged into her home and started destroying her stuff. It’s understandable she’d be pissed.”

“It was just a doorknob.”

“Yeah, but we were strangers in her home…”

At that moment, Kit’s phone illuminated on the table beside him. He’d received an email notification.

“Oh. I got a reply from the candle people,” he said.

“What’s it say?”

He opened the email, cleared his throat, and read it aloud for them both.

“We are so sorry to hear that our Three-Candle Prayer system did not meet your expectations. Unfortunately, we are not able to issue refunds or process returns at this time. Please accept this twenty-percent-off coupon for your next AfterWicks purchase…”

“You’re fucking kidding me,” Grace said, scoffing.

Kit met her gaze from across the table, saw the disbelief in her eyes, and all at once they both bursted out laughing. It felt wrong to laugh. And yet Kit couldn’t stop. Apparently neither could Grace. The wrongness somehow made it all the more irresistible. All the more necessary. Kit was on the brink of something, he could tell. Was it despair? Insanity? The heaviness in his heart suggested the former. His laughter suggested the latter.

Everything was just so relentlessly ugly, it was all Kit could do to stop from crumbling in on himself.
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Grace parked in front of his house. It was raining here, too, albeit just lightly. It was getting dark, the sun on its way out, though they couldn’t see it for the storm clouds. Kit could hardly wait to stretch his legs, but he lingered a moment, reluctant to return home again, to another night alone.

“I slept in my car last night,” he blurted out.

“Oh?” Grace said.

“That thing I told you about… following me through my house. I couldn’t stay in there with it. So I slept in my car.”

Grace twisted around and produced something from behind her seat. A pillow.

“Welcome to the club,” she said. “Though… I sleep in my car for entirely different reasons.”

“Are you…”

“Between homes? Yes. I couch surf a lot. It’s not a big deal.” She casually tossed the pillow onto the backseat. “I could stay the night if you wanted. If you’re too scared to spend the night alone.”

“Oh, well… I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.”

“Why, because I’m Faith’s no-good runaway sister?”

“No, it’s not that, it’s just…”

“In case it’s not already crystal clear,” Grace went on, “I have zero interest in jumping your bones. And that’s not a knock against you or anything. I’m on a strict sapphic diet, is all.”

This almost made Kit laugh again. Almost. For an instant, he forgot how much he was dreading going back inside.

“You’re funny,” he said. “You actually remind me of her, in that way.”

“What, Faith? She was funny? Or is funny, I mean…”

There it was, Kit thought—that accidental admittance that she didn’t believe Faith was of their world anymore.

“She’s hilarious,” he said. “Funnier than most people expect. It’s probably my favorite thing about her.”

“Huh. Interesting. I always thought her sense of humor was dry as sandpaper when we were kids, but to each their own, I guess…”

“Are you seriously offering to spend the night in an intensely haunted house?”

“Well, I’ve never heard of any ghosts that could hurt people, except in the movies. I don’t spook too easily. Not to mention, I’ll take my chances with the ghosts if it means I don’t have to sleep in my car for the third night in a row. You know what that’s like now, right?”

“Then you’re welcome to spend the night at my place,” Kit said. “Just be warned, we might both be sleeping in our cars before it’s over.”

Grace grabbed her pillow again from the backseat and brought it with her, following Kit to his front door. He unlocked the door and stepped tentatively inside. The house was dark and quiet. He immediately turned on the light in the living room for them.

“Lights have a tendency not to stay on for long,” he told Grace.

He dumped his keys in the dish. Then he made his way into the kitchen, into the shadows there before flipping the light switch. The kitchen illuminated. It was then Kit noticed something on the dining table.

“Uh, hey,” he said, a cautionary call for Grace’s sake, as she was busy getting the couch in the living room set up for herself.

“What’s up?” she said.

Kit approached the dining table, where a squat cardboard box now sat—a box much like the one in Faith’s office. This box’s flaps were folded beneath each other in such a way to keep it shut without the use of tape. Grace arrived behind him, seeing it for herself.

“What’s that?”

Kit’s heart was already slamming in his chest. He knew what it was, knew what it would be before he even pulled the cardboard flaps apart in each of his hands. He opened the box, and despite his certainty he gasped all the same.

In their absence, a brand new Three-Candle Prayer had been specially delivered right into his home.
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“Someone was obviously here,” Grace said. “After we left.”

Kit couldn’t take his eyes off the fresh new candles in the box. An additional pamphlet had been slipped into the box as well. A whole new order.

“How did they get inside? You locked the door, right?”

“I did,” Kit said listlessly.

He looked up, looked around them, from one dark corner to the next, to the dark hallway, pondering, imagining.

“What if it was her?” Grace continued. “The woman who chased us out of her house? What if she left this here and then followed us back?”

“It’s possible,” Kit said. “But there’s no way to know for sure. I want to search the rest of the house.”

Grace helped. Or rather, she followed Kit from room to room as he opened closets and checked underneath his bed, behind his shower curtain, looking in all the places a person might hide. After a quick but thorough search, it was clear nobody else was in the house with them. He also checked each of the windows just to ensure they were all locked tight.

The rain thickened outside, enough they could hear it thrumming on the roof.

Grace perused the pamphlet in the new box, confirming it was exactly the same as the other. Kit found it difficult to stop pacing, even with nowhere else to look, nowhere else to go.

“So what do you think?” Grace said. “Should we give it a spin?”

She held up the pamphlet. Kit gazed into the box and felt a cold pang of fear through his belly. He hated this feeling—this violation, knowing that someone had somehow entered his home while he wasn’t here, despite every door and window being accounted for. If someone could get inside his locked house, was it possible then that Faith had, in fact, left the house that night? That someone had locked up behind her?

My neighbor has footage that says otherwise, Kit reminded himself. No one came or went.

“Obviously whoever left this here wants us to use it. So we should be wary of it, right?”

“Okay, so what’s the next plan of action, then?” Grace said. “We’re no closer to knowing what happened to my sister. We didn’t learn anything going to that house. If something really did happen to her… and she’s gone…” Grace shrugged, like there was no other way to say it without saying the word itself. Dead. “What better way to find out than to talk to her?”

“Through the prayer, you mean,” Kit said.

“Right.”

Although the possibility had been floating around in his subconscious, Kit couldn’t bring himself to fully acknowledge it. He didn’t want it to be true. And if it was, he didn’t think he was ready to know definitively.

“Faith believed she was speaking to your parents when she used this,” Kit said. “When I tried it myself, my brother appeared to me. Except I had this gut feeling that it wasn’t really him. I can’t explain it. Whatever this is, I’m not sure we can even trust it.”

“It sounds to me like you’ve already invited something into your home,” Grace said. “We have no other leads. How much worse could it get?”

“We could end up like Faith. Whatever that means.”

“Well, at least then we’ll finally know what happened,” Grace said, smirking a little as she said it.

This was all a game to her, Kit could tell. Their amateur sleuthing had probably been something of a game, too. They were playing detective. Grace’s connection to her sister was nothing like Kit’s connection to his fiancée, so while Faith’s disappearance was very much real, the gravity of the situation seemed to weigh upon them quite differently.

“Are we doing this or not?” Grace asked.

“I don’t have a lighter,” Kit said, despite knowing he also kept a box of matches in the kitchen junk drawer. “The one Faith used is gone. I don’t know where it went.”

Grace appeared unimpressed as she reached into her pocket and produced a lighter of her own.

“You’re lucky I’m so full of bad habits,” she said. “I’m trying to quit, though. Promise.”

Against his better judgement, Kit relented. One thing she’d said had been right—they had no other leads. He reasoned with himself that they could stop as soon as anything got remotely out of hand.

He fetched a spatula from his kitchen drawer and used it to break apart and pry the old hardened wax from off his table, which he threw in the trash. Grace set the new candles out across the table roughly in the same places the previous ones had melted. Kit turned off all the lights. They sat side by side, where Kit and Faith had sat together only a few nights ago. Grace did the honors of lighting the first candle, transforming their place at the head of the table into a kind of bubble, the surrounding darkness solid and deep.

“Do you wanna read this, or should I?” Kit asked, offering the pamphlet to Grace.

“It’s all yours,” she said.

Kit had privately hoped she’d read it. He opened the folded sheet, taking a deep breath to steady his nerves.

“My mind is clear, my body is whole, my spirit is light, limber, and full.” He resisted glancing at Grace, as he felt her eyes on him, felt her judging the silliness of the ritual and him reciting it. “I call to you now in the spaces between, where the dead and the living are said to convene. If you can hear me, then do as I say. Come out of the dark. Let my light guide the way…”

Nary a second after finishing the prayer, the second candle on the table ignited. Grace gasped. Kit was satisfied to see the look of awe upon her face. He remembered feeling similarly the first time, and still felt it a little now, even. The two candle flames wiggled as though caught in a breeze. Rain continued to pitter-patter against the house.

The same question as before floated into Kit’s mind: now what?

It entered the room so covertly, he wasn’t altogether sure of it at first—the weight upon his shoulders, his chest, the slight tingle up the nape of his neck, along the crest of his scalp. The darkness grew heavy. It was all the candlelight could do not to succumb to it, the light itself trembling against the shadows as the flames trembled on their wicks.

The third candle ignited. The opposite end of the table was revealed, and with it there appeared a face. Half a face, anyway, hovering in the glow. A woman’s mouth and nose. She wore a neutral expression. Kit and Grace studied her in silence, breathing softly beside one another, as the woman’s mouth gently spread into a smile. Kit didn’t think he recognized her, or at least not the half of her face he could see.

“Oh my God,” Grace murmured. “Mom?”

The woman across the table said something in reply, but Kit failed to hear it. Her face moved—the lips parted, the mouth opened, the teeth winked in the candlelight, the tongue glistened behind them, but no sound emitted, no voice to accompany its words.

“Mom,” Grace repeated. “Is that you?”

The floating mouth repeated itself. Still inaudible.

“I can’t hear you.”

Kit stole a glance at her then, at Grace, and noted the unrestrained manner in which she wore her yearning. Just like that, this was no longer a game to her. Kit was reminded of yesterday, finding her in her parents’ house, crying in their bedroom when she’d thought she was alone…

“Mom, I can’t hear⁠—”

“Hi, darling,” the woman said at last, her voice coming through loud and clear, startling them both.

Her mother’s voice stunned her into speechlessness, it seemed. Grace couldn’t respond. She withdrew her hands from the table and into her lap, and in doing so Kit saw how badly she was shaking. How long had it been, he wondered, since she’d last heard her mother’s voice?

“Is that…” Grace faltered. “Is that really you?”

“Yes,” her mother answered. “It’s really me.”

Grace tried to calm herself. She took a deep breath, straightening in her chair. She glanced awkwardly in Kit’s direction, aware of him, and aware of the fact that this private moment wasn’t really so private. She focused on her mother’s half-visage again with a look of determination. And something else…

“All right, then. Tell me, what was my favorite TV show growing up?”

It wasn’t quite the direction Kit expected this reunion to take, but he could see it written plainly in her eyes now—her skepticism, her leeriness.

“I don’t understand,” her mother answered.

“Just answer the question,” Grace said, her previous yearning giving way to suspicion. “What was my favorite TV show growing up?”

Her mother fell silent for some time. Twenty seconds perhaps. Kit watched Grace from the corner of his eye, but she paid him no mind at all, her vision singularly tunneling their ethereal guest across the table.

“Well,” her mother said finally, “there were several. I remember you loved Blues Clues as a little girl. Then, when you were a bit older, you couldn’t get enough Buffy the Vampire Slayer…”

And how easily the suspicion collapsed. Grace’s mouth quivered, buckling under the downpour of emotion she must have felt, the emotion she fought tooth and nail to conceal. She remembered Kit watching again and promptly swiped the tears from her eyes that’d yet to spill. Even still, she couldn’t hide her feelings. She squirmed in her chair, unable to find her voice again. She looked uncomfortable as hell, Kit thought.

“I don’t mean to interrupt,” he said, taking the reins into his own hands, “but can you tell us anything about Faith? Do you know where she is?”

Once again their mother was silent. Andrea, Kit reminded himself. Faith’s—and Grace’s—mother’s name was Andrea.

“Do you know where your daughter is, Andrea?” he said.

“Faith is here,” she answered. “With me.”

Kit’s insides flipped. “With you? What does that mean?”

“Here,” Andrea said. “Why don’t you speak with her yourself…”

Andrea’s visage faded before their very eyes, dissolving into the greedy shadows which were still vying for territory at the other end of the table. The candlelight wobbled precariously. Grace, meanwhile, was still struggling to keep her emotions in check.

“I’m sorry,” Kit said. “I didn’t mean to get between you and…”

“It’s okay.” She batted a dismissive hand toward him, still wiping fresh tears from her eyes. “We’re doing this to find Faith, anyway. I just… didn’t expect any of this. I’m fine.”

She smiled then, as if to prove just how fine she was.

Her smile dropped near instantly as there came a series of noises at their backs. A soft scraping. A knock. They both flinched toward the sounds, turning in their chairs toward the hallway. The darkness there was too deep to see anything, but Kit didn’t detect anyone or anything standing nearby. Not with his eyes, at least. The tension in his neck and shoulders might have told a different story.

Next there came the abrupt sound of a scooting chair. Kit and Grace turned their attention back to the table, to the chair opposite them, where Andrea had seemed to be sitting previously. The chair was empty as ever, but someone—something—had apparently taken her place.

“Faith?” Grace said. “Are you here with us?”

Kit couldn’t stand the question. The idea behind it. A part of him hoped that no one would answer. Not Faith, not anyone. The ritual would end there, their day together would finally be over, and it would be time for bed, time for work, time for…

“Kit?”

It wasn’t Faith’s voice that entered the room, but it was a voice Kit recognized at once, regardless. He recognized it so deeply, in fact, he shivered with goosebumps.

“Is that you, Kit?”

In an instant, Kit had forgotten his own skepticism. A spontaneous lump lodged in his throat. He could hardly speak over it.

“Paul?”

Over half his lifetime later, and he still knew his teenage brother’s voice better than his own. For some reason, unlike Andrea’s voice preceding him, Paul’s voice was smaller, farther away, as though he were calling through an open window from outside and not from the chair across the table.

“Is that you, Kit?”

“It’s me,” Kit said.

Kit shrank into himself as he felt Grace’s eyes upon him. How quickly they’d traded places, he thought. He flushed with embarrassment. He’d interrupted her reunion with her dead mother only to now find himself chatting up his dead twin. This wasn’t the plan. None of this was according to plan. The whole point of this exercise had been to learn something about Faith, something about⁠—

“You look different,” Paul said.

You look like nothing at all, Kit thought but didn’t say.

When Paul spoke next, his fourteen-year-old voice cracked a little, sounding tearful. “Where are you?”

“I’m… I’m in my house,” Kit said.

“You look… older.”

The lump in Kit’s throat swelled twice its size. He tried clearing it away with a cough to no avail.

“That’s because I am. I’m thirty now.”

“Oh.” A long, thoughtful pause. “I’m not.”

Now it was Kit’s mouth quivering. He clenched his teeth to stop it. Nothing helped.

There were so many things he wished to say but knew now wasn’t the time. Even so, it was hard to resist. He tried to remind himself that this might not even be real, but the hot coals behind his eyes blinded him to that possibility.

“There’s someone else here,” Paul said. “Someone that wants to talk to you.”

Kit was tempted to stop him, to shout across the table ‘Wait!’ but instead he said nothing at all as the energy around them shifted. The shadows moved, disturbing the fringes of light.

Then, like a calm breeze a new voice slipped into the room, louder and clearer, and Kit understood that his brother was gone, departing as quickly as he’d arrived.

“Hello?” the new voice said, emitting plainly from the chair opposite them.

Kit’s stomach dropped—a queasy, free-falling sensation. The ball of angst in his throat remained firmly in place.

“Faith,” Grace said. “Is that you?”

From across the table, another face manifested in the candlelight. It formed slowly, gently, appearing at first like an illusion, a trick of the light. Like her mother before her, Faith’s lower visage appeared, everything above her sharp cheekbones invisible in the gloom.

“Hi, Grace,” Faith replied. She sounded peaceful. Rested. Content. “Hi, Kit.”

Kit couldn’t manage a full breath of air.

“Where are you?” he said, his choked voice tinged with frenzy.

“I’m home.”

Her answer settled over him like a cobweb. Nasty. Irritating. He and Grace exchanged looks, and he could see the same dissatisfaction in her expression.

“Where is home?” Grace asked. “What does that mean?”

“Everyone’s here,” Faith said.

Not exactly an answer to Grace’s question, Kit thought.

“You mean mom and dad?”

“Everyone. All of us.”

Another shiver traced the back of Kit’s head. He couldn’t rightly guess why.

“What happened to you?” Kit said, finally wrangling his nerves by sheer impatience alone. “You just disappeared. We went to bed together, and when I woke up, you were just… gone.”

“It was time for me to go,” she said. “It was time for me to let go…”

“Let go?” Kit said. “Let go of what? What you’re saying doesn’t make any sense.”

“It was time for me to let go of my worldly troubles,” she said. “If only you knew how much more there is to life, Kit. How much more is waiting for us. All of us…”

“This is bullshit,” Grace said, sitting back in her chair, her arms folded across her chest.

“Listen,” Faith went on. “I can’t stay long. I just wanted to let you both know… that I love you.”

“Wait,” Kit said.

“I love you, Kit. I love you, Grace.”

“Wait a second,” Kit urged. “Faith, wait a second, please.”

The third candle extinguished itself. Or something extinguished it, rather. The flame blinked out, sent a thin wisp of gray smoke into the dark, the burnt scent instantly stinging Kit’s nostrils. There was something else about that smell he couldn’t place but didn’t care for…

“Well shit,” Grace said.

Kit sat quietly, watching as the two remaining candles’ flames went still, or at least much less wild than they’d been. For so long he’d felt eaten up by his anxiety, his fear, his dread, and now suddenly he felt entirely consumed with… anger.

“What was the point?” he said. “What was the point of that? We didn’t learn anything.”

“Yeah, that seems to be the ongoing pattern here,” Grace said. “So, do you think any of that was real?”

Kit looked at Grace then like she’d lost her mind.

“I mean, was it real or was it something else,” she clarified. “I’m well aware that was all beyond the scope of any hoax.”

Kit wasn’t sure how he felt about any of it. Not now. Not with it all so fresh and stinging.

He’d spoken to his brother. Or at least, he thought he’d spoken to his brother. It was entirely unbelievable and yet he felt himself wanting to believe. Grace had also spoken to her mother, who’d shared details nobody else could have known. Surely she couldn’t be doubting that, right?

“Your mom seemed to know things about you,” he said. “You think there’s any chance that wasn’t really her?”

“I think we’re both a little too out of our depths to be making any assumptions,” Grace said. “I don’t know the first thing about ghosts, or about this… prayer. Do you? If there’s any chance those voices didn’t truly belong to my mom or your brother or Faith, I mean…” She scoffed. “Who are we to say what such a thing is or isn’t capable of?”

Kit nodded in agreement. “That’s true. You’re right.”

She was right, he thought. He wasn’t just saying that.

Except the idea that there might exist something out there that could dig into their brains in such a way, and use their loved ones against them like that…

He thought that was scarier than anything.
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She awoke with a terrible feeling in her heart…

…as well as the intoxicating aroma of cooked meat in her nostrils, drifting into her bedroom all the way from the kitchen downstairs.

She lay wide-eyed as she remembered the day’s events—the trespassers she’d come home to, defiling her private space with their snooping eyes and their probing fingers and their destructive hammer. She would need to repair the basement door now. Of course it wasn’t just the lock they’d broken, but the door itself, hammered and chipped to pieces.

She’d been so angry then. She hadn’t felt angry like that in quite some time. It’d gotten her aching heart racing, that was for sure.

As soon as she’d chased them out and slammed the door behind them, she took to the basement stairs and apologized profusely to the darkness below. She thought she must have left the front door unlocked. So stupid. She never left the door unlocked. She couldn’t imagine what must have come over her to forget something like that.

“It’ll never happen again,” she’d assured her housemate. “I promise.”

She worried it would abandon her, that her home would no longer serve as a sufficient shelter for its secrets.

She worried she’d never be able to soothe her aching heart again.

So as she lay awake now, and inhaled those familiar odors, and listened to those familiar sounds, she was relieved. It hadn’t left her yet. Not tonight.

Letting her anxiousness get the better of her, she climbed out of bed and slinked into the hall, to the head of the stairway where she could hear the cabinet and cupboard doors squealing on their hinges down below as it pulled them open and slammed them shut, gathering and sorting through its many ingredients—items she was expressly forbidden to touch, but had glimpsed many times.

She possessed a basic understanding of their purpose.

For instance, she’d seen the bloodied bucket that it left in the kitchen sink, with stringy bits of meat still clinging to the inside that never made it into the pot, along with the thick, glass, cylindrical molds which often still had flakes of black wax residue along their bottoms. She’d seen the large plastic tub it kept in her refrigerator, filled with a mysterious yellow-white goo she eventually learned was rendered fat. She’d also spied the bags it kept in her cupboards, one labeled ‘Paraffin’, another labeled ’Stearic Acid’, along with a dozen or more unlabeled cloth sacks and glass jars full of fragrant herbs and roots she knew nothing about.

But she knew what they were for.

Candles.

It was a long while before she ever got to see them—the finished product. Like her anxiousness, her curiosity was always getting the better of her, and one day in the post office parking lot she’d torn open one of its packages and saw them: thick, black, marble-smooth pillars of wax. She’d held one in her hand, turned it around, sniffed it, marveling. Then she’d resealed the box and shipped it off like normal, as instructed. As requested.

One of her housemate’s many requests. Like the one she’d carried out just this morning, for instance. A special delivery. A long, long drive across multiple county lines, to that quiet little house with its door left unlocked, as promised.

She didn’t ask questions. She simply followed orders, and was never anything less than grateful to play her role.

The Homeowner.

The Friendly Face.

The Delivery Driver.

The Harborer of Shadows.

Eventually, as she stood listening at the top of the stairs, she heard its movements fade into the basement, closing the busted door behind itself as it went.

Can’t forget to replace that tomorrow. New door, new lock.

Waiting, confirming that her housemate had retired for the night, she allowed her curiosity to guide her downstairs and into the kitchen, hopeful to see traces of its work, to feel surrounded by the lingering shadow of its presence. Because it did linger—a kind of melancholic stillness left in its wake. Tranquility. The same feeling that usually followed after a good, cathartic cry.

She flipped on the light.

The dirty flesh bucket was in the sink, as expected. She swabbed her finger along the inside, gathering the thinnest film on the pad of her finger. She tasted it. Coppery. Meaty. She shivered, disgusted, and yet smiled with the thrill of it.

It could always be worse, she reminded herself.

There were no glass molds in the sink tonight, however. She opened the fridge and checked the plastic tub of fat and could see that it was fuller. No new candles had been made yet. Just rendering new fat.

She eyed the basement door on her way out of the kitchen and felt a pang of anxiety. She hooked a finger through the open hole where the knob should have been, and pulled the door ajar. The darkness below was black as ever.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’ll stop by the hardware store on my way home from work tomorrow, I promise. I’ll fix this.”

The darkness down there was of a different variety. No light could dispel it. It swallowed any you tried to shine through it, and would swallow you, too, if you tried wading into its depths. She felt it staring back, smelling her, tasting her at the top of the stairs.

“I’ll keep you safe,” she said. “Always.”
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Kit was amazed by Grace’s bravery—to sleep alone in a stranger’s house, on a stranger’s couch, mere minutes after conducting a ritual like the one they just had, without any display of reluctance or unease. He was simply amazed.

“Still beats sleeping in my parents’ house,” she said, which Kit hadn’t even considered.

There was an entirely empty house over there she could be sleeping in, if she really wanted. Assuming she could still get inside, of course, if her aunt hadn’t already changed the locks after finding Kit there.

Kit slept in his own bed, naturally. Falling asleep was a bit of a struggle. For one, he couldn’t get their ritual out of his mind. Hearing his brother’s voice again had done something to him, like a switch had been flipped, something turned on which he’d forgotten was off. It was an ache in his chest—a deep longing, as well as the loneliness that accompanied knowing that such longing would forever go unsatisfied.

Oh yeah, that’s right. I lost something I can never get back.

And then there was Faith. If anything they’d heard had been real, Kit was clueless what to make of it. He tossed and turned replaying their very brief conversation over and over again, unable to understand.

It was time for me to let go…

Those words kept him awake the most. The idea that his fiancée had given up, not just on life, but on him.

It was time for me to let go of my worldly troubles…

Was that what he was? Another worldly trouble? Had he not been worth sticking around for? Had her other troubles been so insurmountable that she could no longer try? She’d lost her parents. Kit believed he could sympathize entirely with her on that. Was the rest of their future together so uncertain, so unforeseeable, that she couldn’t see the point?

Eventually he did manage to fall asleep. For a short time.

He awoke to the feeling of someone standing near. It was still dark. Still the middle of the night. He sat up, blinking tiredly, and saw them. A figure at the end of his bed. They stood perfectly still. Just watching. Watching him sleep.

“Grace?” he whispered.

There was no answer.

He rubbed some more sleep from his eyes, and noticed that the figure, while slender, was still rather masculine. Or boyish, rather.

“Paul,” Kit said. Not a question.

The figure dissolved. It spread into the rest of the dark, until Kit could only wonder if he’d really seen anyone standing there at all.
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Grace was gone when he woke the next morning. Much to Kit’s relief, however, so was her pillow, as well as her car, signaling that she’d actually left of her own volition rather than vanishing in the night like her sister. He hoped she’d decided to leave for her own reasons, however, and not due to being antagonized by something in the late hours of the night.

He decided that today would be a normal day. As normal as it could possibly be, of course, considering. He still needed his job. He still needed to pay rent. So he made himself coffee and got dressed for work. It was a surreal feeling, going through the motions of normalcy despite carrying such a bleak burden on his back. After so much, they’d learned nothing.

That’s not true, he reminded himself on his way to work, behind the wheel. I learned that Faith is gone. Really gone.

His mind still skirted around the actual word. Although it blipped in the background of his thoughts like a swooping bird, or an annoying fly that he needed to keep shooing away from himself.

Dead.

That word carried too much baggage, too much weight he still wasn’t ready to process.

He just wasn’t ready.
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He grabbed lunch with Tyson, who appeared genuinely glad to see him again.

“Man, after you called in sick yesterday, I wasn’t sure…”

“Yeah, I’m okay,” Kit said. “I just needed the day off.”

“Listen, about the other night…”

“No, no, it’s fine,” Kit said. “Honest. Don’t even worry about it. We’re cool.”

Tyson didn’t look like he believed this, the way he looked at Kit from across the cafeteria table.

“Any news, then? On your fiancée?”

“No,” Kit said. “Nothing yet.”

“Fuck, dude. I’m sorry. That’s just… I can’t even imagine…”

“It’s all right. I’ll figure it out.”

This was the emptiest thing Kit could have possibly said, and he knew that. That he felt the need to say such empty things to Tyson told him everything he needed to know about their friendship. They were strictly surface level. He could never tell him the rest.

Or perhaps that was merely Kit’s own assumption, his own manifestation. Perhaps Tyson could be brought around to believe, to support him so long as he believed, but the energy required to navigate such a dynamic was more than Kit could muster for now.

He didn’t feel the need to convince anyone anymore.

It is what it is, he thought.

And there was nothing he could do about it.
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Returning home from a long shift, he pulled his keys from the ignition and proceeded to stare ahead at nothing at all. The silence in his car was deafening.

The rest of his shift had been a blur following his lunch with Tyson. He’d been productive, at least. Incredibly so. It was easy to focus on work when it provided a necessary escape.

It is what it is, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

Now there was no escape.

His aimless gaze wandered over the body of Faith’s car, still parked alongside the house, unmoved since last week.

It is what it is and there’s nothing I can do about it.

She was gone. There was nothing more to be done about it. Not enough evidence to warrant an investigation, nor any tangible leads for Kit to conduct his own. She was simply gone, and that was that…

She’s not gone. She’s dead.

Without warning Kit’s face screwed itself up, as tears flooded his eyes and blinded him. He gripped the steering wheel in both hands, holding on as he felt himself coming undone. Coming untethered.

Again.

I can’t do this. I can’t do this.

Again.

He dropped his head, hung low between his arms at ten and two, squeezing his eyes shut, squeezing the droplets right out of them and listening to the sound of his emotions dripping on the seat between his legs, his breath hitching in the back of his swollen throat. A quiet whine escaped him. Like letting air out of a balloon. That’s how he felt. Like a balloon filled to burst, his face full of blood and tears. He couldn’t hold it in. It was pathetic, he thought. He couldn’t remember the last time he cried like this. A long, long time ago. It felt almost as good as it felt bad, so he allowed himself to go on, weeping himself into a tired sense of calm.

When finally he finished, he checked himself in his rearview, his eyes red and swollen. He climbed out of his car and headed inside. The cool October chill nipped at his damp face.

Inside, he kicked off his shoes, dumped his keys into their dish, along with all the rest of his home-from-work ritual.

Ritual.

He changed into more comfortable clothes. Sweats and a t-shirt. He heated up some food in the microwave, and while the timer counted down he stared curiously at the dining table, with its three candles and prayer pamphlet.

Last night seemed so far away from him now. Had he truly spoken with his dead brother? After all these years? There was so much he didn’t get to say. So many questions he didn’t get to ask.

Was it wrong that some part of him wanted to do it again?

He startled as the microwave finished, bleeping out its alarm. He took his food to the couch in the living room, where he turned on all the lights and scrolled his phone while he ate, enjoying some halfhearted distraction which only halfway succeeded. Even as he scrolled, his thoughts continued to circle back, his eyes on his phone, his mind in the kitchen, at the dining table…

He jolted in place to a sudden, loud thump. It came from the kitchen. A solid, wooden knock. He waited a moment, listening. Then it came again.

Knock.

He set his plate and phone aside and stood between the living room and the kitchen. He eyed the back door for a moment. Then he opened it and poked his head outside, the night even chillier now than when he’d first arrived home. There was no one there. No one outside. He shut the door. Around him, the kitchen was steeped in shadow despite the light he’d turned on in the living room.

“Hello?” he said. Then, pausing, “Faith?”

There was no answer. No further noise.

“Paul?”

Another knock. He looked directly at the sound, at its source. Bodiless knuckles rapping the dining table’s surface. Had that been a response? An answer? From Paul?

His chest beating fast, Kit replied, “Okay, then,” and began rummaging through the kitchen drawer for a box of matches.
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With the first candle lit, he recited the prayer once more, this time alone.

“My mind is clear, my body is whole, my spirit is light, limber and full. I call to you now, in the spaces between, where the dead and the living are said to convene. If you can hear me, then do as I say. Come out of the dark. Let my light guide the way…”

The middle candle’s wick bloomed with fire. His heart bloomed with exhilaration. That imperceptible breeze moved through the room, causing the flames to lash and lick. Within seconds, the third candle followed suit, and the house around Kit swelled beyond its natural bounds, the darkness transforming, transporting.

Tentatively, Kit asked, “Hello?”

The chair opposite him moved. He saw it with his own eyes this time, the way it bumped slightly, feet squeaking on the floor as someone put their weight into its seat. Then silence.

“Is there someone here with me?” he said.

He focused on the empty chair, on the semidarkness between it and the candlelight. He caught himself bouncing his leg under the table and willed it to stop.

“Kit?”

A boy’s voice. Paul’s voice.

“Paul?” Kit replied, his heart rate soaring.

“Kit?” another voice asked.

“Faith?”

Both were in the room, both seemingly speaking from across the table. Kit was momentarily disoriented. Why were they appearing at the same time? Did they not understand they were speaking over one another?

“I miss you,” a third voice said.

Kit didn’t recognize this one at all. It wasn’t Paul’s voice. It wasn’t Faith’s voice. It was that of an older woman. Or at least Kit believed so.

Peering around himself, he couldn’t see anything he knew. The walls of his home weren’t revealed in the dim light, not even a little bit, not like usual. The darkness in the room kept shifting. Whereas the previous times he’d felt it closing in, pressing against the candlelight, now it felt far too open, expanding, growing all the while around him, from a kitchen of darkness to a warehouse of darkness to a parking lot of darkness to a countryside of darkness…

He tried to focus on the matter at hand.

Am I trying to reach Faith again? Am I trying to reconnect with my brother? Do I even know what I’m doing? Do I even know what I want?

Was that the problem, he wondered? Was the ritual responding to his own conflicting desires?

He understood where his priorities were meant to lie.

“Faith, if you’re there, talk to me,” he said.

A shape materialized across the table. The surrounding shadows appeared to pull together in tiny, almost indiscernible grains, gathering until they were more, until they created depth, until the faintest hint of a face leaned into the light and said⁠—

“Hi, Kit.”

Kit scooted toward the edge of his chair, leaning forward on the table toward the candlelight, toward her.

“Hi, Faith,” he said. Then, with a bitterness he hadn’t expected to emerge from within himself, he asked, “So where are you now?”

“I’m home,” she said, repeating her answer from last night.

That anger boiled up in him again. He gritted his teeth.

“Why are you being so mysterious? Just answer the question. You don’t even sound like yourself. The real Faith would never be so vague.”

“I’m dead, Kit.”

Her words hit him like a battering ram, punching a hole straight through his chest.

“How?” There was no answer at first. The house was silent. “Faith?”

“I chose this,” she said. “This is what I wanted. I’m sorry.”

“What do you mean you chose this? You chose to die? You chose to leave me here? Why?”

“Because it’s better here. Everyone’s here. All of us. You would love it here, too, Kit. It’s so much less lonely.”

Kit shook his head, perturbed.

“But I’m not lonely. Or at least… I wasn’t with you.”

“Yes you were,” she said. “And so was I. Don’t pretend.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“No one could ever replace him.”

It was a moment or two before Kit’s mind could make complete sense of it, what she said.

“You mean Paul? Paul’s been gone almost sixteen years…”

“And you’ve been lonely ever since. Not even I could fill that void. You think the last couple months have been hard for you, Kit? Dealing with me and my grief? I’ve been dealing with yours for three years now.”

“That’s not fair. That’s not even the same.”

“Isn’t it?”

“No, it’s not. I grieved Paul. Past tense. I moved on with my life. You and I were happy together, weren’t we?”

“You’ve only ever been half a person, Kit.”

Kit’s eyes narrowed, watching the indistinct form of her mouth from across the table. An expressionless mouth. Unreadable.

“How can you even say that?”

“I think we’ve only ever been two halves, you and I. That’s how we found each other. That’s why it felt right. We were both so… stunted.”

“No,” he said, although he wasn’t even sure he disagreed. He opposed her merely because he had to, for his sake. He had to hold himself together. “You’re wrong. You’re not really even Faith, are you? She would never say these things.”

“I am, and I would. Because I’m not stunted anymore. Everything is clearer here, Kit. Here, I’m whole. Like I should be. Like you could be, too.”

The darkness moved. A subtle whisper, a muffled groan, as though shifting its idle weight. Kit glanced warily around himself, could feel the empty space stressing under all that weight.

“You could join me here,” she said. “We could be together again, this time as two whole people instead of the halves we were. The psychological burdens of a worldly existence don’t plague us here.”

“I don’t want to be dead, Faith.”

“Your brother’s here, too.”

It imploded then. The darkness. It raced to meet him, a surge of nothingness from all sides, all its pressure swarming him at once, cold and black and heavy. He leaned further against the table, against the edge of his seat, hunched as close to his candle’s flame as he could get without burning the stubble off his chin. In the back of his mind, he realized perhaps it had been a terrible idea, to do this alone.

Before he could respond, Faith’s cold visage faded into another.

“Kit? You there?”

Paul. Unlike the previous night, his face now partially manifested in the low light, small and angular with youth, but impossibly grave. It was an expression far too serious for a boyish face like his. Like the darkness, Kit’s emotions crowded him at the sight of his brother, spawning another painful lump in his throat, igniting hot coals behind his eyes, even as he reminded himself of the possibility that none of this was real, none of this was true.

“I’m here,” he managed to say.

“Why are you sad?” Paul’s voice was much softer than his stony face would otherwise suggest.

“I don’t know. I guess because everyone I care about keeps disappearing.”

The darkness hummed. The flames of each candle lashed in reply.

“What about mom and dad? Where are they?”

The mention of their parents was an immediate lump-breaker. Kit swallowed it down, felt his watering eyes turn dry as the Sahara.

“I don’t see them anymore.”

Paul seemed to think on that. “Why not?”

“Because they blame me for what happened.”

The darkness stirred. The house groaned. The teenage boy sitting across from him didn’t move a muscle. His form might as well have been a poorly lit photograph.

“Do you miss me, Kit?”

“Every day.”

A chill swept over the table, a breeze Kit actually felt this time, as his whole body pricked with goosebumps, as the three candle flames waggled in place. The whole room seemed to drop in temperature. Kit took a moment to pull his chair in, sitting more comfortably in his seat while staying close to the table and the first candle’s light.

“We could be together again, you know,” Paul said. “Everyone’s here, Kit.”

With the arrival of the cold, Kit felt himself become cold in turn, inside and out. He regarded the boy opposite him, the thing, the entity, believing he could see it now for what it truly was.

Not him. Not real. None of this is real.

“You all keep saying that. You and Faith.”

“Because it’s true,” Paul said. “One day mom and dad will be here, too. And when they are, they’ll see. Everything will make sense. Everything is clearer here. For all of us.”

Something softly moved behind Kit. A creaking footstep. He glanced over his shoulder into the darkness there, toward the hallway he couldn’t really see, and saw it.

It.

It stood in the dark, blacker than the rest, a deeper shadow except for the slick dots of its unblinking eyes as it observed him from afar.

“What are you?” Kit asked. But there was no answer. “What do you want from me?”

“Don’t look at it,” Paul said. “Look at me.”

“Do you know what it is?” Kit asked, refusing to take his eyes off the thing. The other.

“It’s not important. Just focus on me.”

Kit struggled, but did as Paul said, squinting over the candlelight to see him.

“How do I even know you’re really Paul?”

Another creak. Another footstep. Kit looked back and found the figure had come closer.

“It wasn’t your fault, what happened.”

Kit faced forward once again. “What do you mean?”

“We were just kids. We didn’t know any better. We couldn’t have known any better.”

“Tell me,” Kit said, defying the pain he knew the story promised, should the phantom be able to tell it. “Tell me what happened.”

“You swam out without a life jacket,” Paul went on. “You didn’t realize how tired you’d get. Or how cold the water would be. You didn’t realize you wouldn’t be able to keep yourself afloat long enough to make it back. So I swam out to you. To get you. That was my choice, Kit.”

Kit was stunned by how quickly his emotions could turn. On a dime, as they say. Back and forth. He felt gagged by them once more, as his head filled with them, as his eyes ached with them.

“But you wouldn’t have made that choice if it wasn’t for me. And then dad…”

“Dad could only save one of us,” Paul finished. “And I’m glad it was you.”

It was a losing battle to hold it back. It didn’t take much to forget his doubts, for the boy across the table to become real to him again, whether he truly was or not.

Another footstep. Kit felt it looming, taller, towering.

“We could be together again. If you wanted.”

Kit’s voice faltered, turning wet and glassy so that his words could hardly find purchase, hydroplaning across the surface of his thick tongue.

“You mean… if I go where you are. If I…”

“We could be whole again, the two of us. Like we used to be. You’ll never be alone again. You won’t have to experience losing someone ever again. Because we’re all here.”

Another footstep. It was behind him now, right behind him, breathing its cold breath down the back of his neck.

“Do you really want to wake up again tomorrow?” Paul asked. “All alone? And every morning after that? Do you really just want to spend the rest of your life replacing lost things?”

It gripped the back of his chair. Kit felt the tension, the wood against his back straining in its grasp.

“Don’t look at it, Kit. Focus on me.”

Kit tried. He did. He focused on his teenage brother’s face as the candlelight between them swelled. Brightened. He felt hot suddenly. Sweating under his clothes, even as the thing’s breath continued to plume down over his head. A feverish chill. He wanted to move but couldn’t. Petrified. Dreamlike.

Am I even awake right now?

It felt too much like a dream. A bad one.

The candlelight continued to grow brighter, hotter, and him with it. God, was he hot. Yet still he couldn’t move. The hands upon his chair gripped harder.

“Focus on me.”

Except Paul was gone. Kit couldn’t see him for the light. And his voice was different somehow. Rougher. Someone’s breath panted in his ears. Loud and exhausted and heaving. Or was that his own?

He lifted his head at last, craned his neck to see the thing standing over him, all hair and teeth.

And then the candlelight consumed him.


Part Three
Saving Grace
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Grace startled upright as she opened her eyes on Kit’s living room sofa, forgetting where she was or how she’d gotten there. A disorienting sense of misplacement. Then there was something else as well, another unpleasant feeling which lingered long after the first, long after she remembered where she was and why.

Get out of here. Now. Go.

Something had awakened her. Not a sound, but…

She peered around Kit’s dark living room, half expecting to see something—an ominous figure, a ghostly woman watching from a distance. Instead she saw only the shadows, as well as the faintest traces of early morning light coming through the window curtains over the sofa where she lay.

You need to leave.

You shouldn’t be here.

It doesn’t want you here.

These thoughts came rapidly and she hadn’t the slightest idea what they meant or where they came from. Her body hummed with anxiety she couldn’t place.

She decided not to question it.

She hurriedly collected her things, her pillow from the couch, and stole outside into the chilly autumn morning, the half-dead lawn crisp with cold frost as she stomped toward her car at the curb.

Once behind the wheel, she took a moment to breathe. A moment to collect herself. She studied Kit’s sleeping house, its rooftop only just beginning to taste the finest sliver of sunlight along its tan shingles. She remembered everything in a noxious rush—their trip yesterday, the mysterious house, the basement with its impenetrable darkness, the special delivery made to Kit’s dining table in their absence, the ritual itself and everything it conjured.

For whatever reason, she couldn’t stand to think on any of it for long. She needed distraction, anything to pretend yesterday hadn’t happened. So she took herself to the one place she could always rely on for some diversion, a place she could truly exercise her demons away.

Yes exercise, not exorcise.

She parked, grabbed her bag from the trunk of her car, and stormed into the gym like a sinner to church.

Two hours later Grace stepped into the locker room showers and, slipping under the hot water, was immediately confronted with every thought and memory she’d wanted to avoid.

Hi, darling…

She couldn’t keep her mother’s ghostly visage out of her mind. She also couldn’t decide whether or not she trusted anything she’d seen. Her mother had known her, from beyond the grave. How else could that have been possible if it hadn’t really been her?

Grace couldn’t deny she wanted to try it again. The ritual. This time not for Faith, but for them. Their parents. She could ask them anything, make them answer for everything. Some part of her wanted that very much. Some part of her still wanted answers, despite having spent so many years telling herself she didn’t care, telling herself she didn’t need them to survive, to thrive.

She lost track of time in the shower thinking on these things.

A twenty-minute shower? Shit.

She dried off, got dressed, and hurried to meet her first client of the day in the gym lobby.
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It was late afternoon by the time she finished with her final client. After a quick smoke in the gym parking lot, she grabbed a bite to eat—two smothered chicken burritos with a side of garlic fries—and then headed straight to the one place she’d been obsessing over all day long, desperate to put these thoughts to rest and her mind out of its misery.

She pulled up to her parents’ place. Her childhood home. It looked sterile under the chilly October sky, with no trees to shade it, hardly any landscaping to texturize its facade. The knowledge that it contained no life whatsoever within its walls didn’t do it any favors, either.

It was just the kind of house her father would live in, she thought—ordinary to a fault on the outside, darker than you could imagine on the inside.

She didn’t bother with the front door. She sneaked around back and used her key to get in through the back door, whose lock hadn’t been changed once during her lifetime.

She glanced morbidly into the living room as she passed and came to an unexpected halt. It appeared her Aunt Jackie had hired someone to come shampoo the carpets since Sunday. The blood was gone, miraculously. It’d even been scrubbed from the ceiling.

Would you look at that, she thought.

She continued into the hallway, passing the guest bedrooms on her way to the master. She stopped in the doorway for a moment. The photograph lay exactly where she’d left it, face down on her parents’ bed. She entered the room, stood with her legs against the edge of the mattress.

My parents used to sleep in this bed.

She regarded the headboard, the pillows, and imagined her parents lying side by side here not so long ago.

She picked up the framed photograph and turned it over. Her breath caught in her throat in an instant.

Why do I do this to myself?

It was a family photo taken some twenty-odd years ago, when she and Faith had just been kids. A family barbecue, in the very same backyard she’d just infiltrated on her way to the back door. Her father wore the stereotypical grilling apron, posing with his arm around their mother, Grace and Faith standing with their shoulders overlapped against each other, both as physically and emotionally close as they’d ever been in their lives.

“Grace?”

She screamed. She spun around to face the voice at her back. Aunt Jackie stood in the bedroom doorway. Grace put a hand over her heart, which thumped a little too hard for her liking.

“What the fuck?” she said, panting as if she’d just finished a few laps around the track. “What are you doing here?”

Jackie frowned. “I’ve been staying here the last couple nights. Just while I get the place cleaned up a bit. I thought it was time. I’m sorry I startled you.”

Grace allowed herself to calm down. Jackie’s answer made more sense than her frightened mind ever would.

“I’ve been going through some things, too, here and there. Sorting junk from all the rest. You know…”

Jackie’s eyes were drawn downward, when Grace realized she was still holding the photograph. She set it down on the bed immediately, like it might burn her if she held it a second longer.

“I figured you’d been here before when I saw that on the bed,” Jackie said. “I decided to leave it out for you, in case you came back. You’re welcome to go through stuff, too, if you’d like. Anything you want, you can take it. It’s yours.”

“I don’t want anything,” Grace said. “I don’t even like being in this house.”

“Nothing? Not even that?” Jackie gestured to the photo on the bed.

“I don’t know…” Grace could hardly think straight. She didn’t want to talk about these things, if she could help it. So instead she blurted out “Did you know that Faith is missing?”

Jackie’s frown returned, deeper than before.

“Yes. Kit told me. That’s her fiancée…”

“Yeah, I’ve met him,” Grace said. “Did he tell you anything else? About what was going on before she disappeared?”

“I know enough,” Jackie said, nodding although she suddenly seemed unable to look Grace in the eye.

“Do you believe in that sort of thing?”

Jackie clasped her hands, looking rather wooden. She shrugged.

“You know what a zealot I used to be, Grace. I don’t know exactly what Faith was getting herself mixed up in, but… whatever it was, I shudder to think. I really, truly hope she’s safe, wherever she is…”

“Kit and I spoke to her.”

Why am I telling her this, Grace asked herself. Perhaps it was too much to keep inside, too big a secret to keep alone, she needed to tell someone else, anyone else. Telling Jackie was a lot better than surprising one of her clients at the gym with a hokey ghost story that would surely elicit strange looks and cancelled sessions.

“You spoke to her? When? Where? Where is she?”

“Not like that,” Grace said. She watched as her aunt’s hope twisted into confusion, before fizzling away entirely with a dark understanding. “We spoke to her the same way she was able to speak with mom and dad.”

“Oh, Grace,” Jackie said. She brought her clasped hands up, pressed them firmly between her breasts. “Don’t do that. Please, don’t do that. Not again. Promise me you won’t do it again…”

“But it worked.”

“Nothing good can come from of it,” Jackie insisted.

“But it worked, I said. We spoke to her, and…”

“You shouldn’t meddle in things you can’t possibly understand. No one can. It’s dangerous. You’d be smart to stay away from it, Grace. Promise me you will.”

“What do you even care?” Grace said, prickling at this strange concern she’d never seen her aunt express before in her life.“The second I leave this house, we’ll cease to exist to one another. None of this actually matters.”

“That’s not true. I know I haven’t been the best auntie over the years, but I do care about you. I worry about you. I’m always hoping you and your sister are safe and happy…”

Grace rolled her eyes. “Okay. That’s enough for me. Listen, it was nice to…”

“Wait a second,” Jackie said, and stopped her as she tried slipping past in the bedroom doorway. “There’s something I should show you before you go. Something you need to see, I think.”

“Okay? And what’s that?”

Jackie leveled her gaze on Grace with a look that said ‘prepare yourself.’

“Follow me.”

Grace pursed her lips as her aunt turned away, leading down the hall. After a brief pause, she followed after her.

Jackie stopped outside one of the guest bedroom doorways—Grace’s old bedroom doorway. She bowed her head slightly, eyeing her hand on the doorknob, like she needed to gather courage before continuing inside.

“What is it?” Grace asked.

Without a word, Jackie opened the door and proceeded inside. Grace stopped in the hallway, cautious to remain on this side of the threshold as she eyed the backwards doorknob with its lock on the outside. Too many bad memories gave her pause.

“What is it you want to show me, Jackie?” she said, becoming impatient.

Her childhood bedroom was not the cliché untouched child’s bedroom from the movies—those saccharine movies where the parents kept everything just the same, just like it was, in case their sweet babies ever decided to return home one day. Instead Grace’s bedroom had been made into something of a reading room, with full bookshelves on the far wall, and a plush reading chair in the corner, as well as several boxes of various nothing spilling out of the closet—stuff that couldn’t be stored in the garage or down in the basement, apparently. From these stacks of boxes, Jackie grabbed one in particular and carried it toward her in the doorway.

“Take a look for yourself,” Jackie said.

She extended the box in her arms. Grace hesitated, then tentatively folded back the cardboard flaps and peered inside.

“I found these a few weeks ago, just going through some things,” Jackie said. “I didn’t think much of them at the time, or the little pamphlet they came with, but then Kit showed me what Faith had been up to these past couple weeks and I couldn’t believe it…”

Inside the box were three black pillar candles, each of them burned down by a third, by Grace’s estimations. The little white folded instruction sheet was in there, too.

“Where did it come from?”

“I have no idea, of course,” Jackie said. “It only dawned on me when Kit showed me his. Or Faith’s, I should say.”

“But that’s impossible…”

“The only thing I can possibly think of,” Jackie went on, “is that your mother had been using these shortly before… what happened. Keep in mind, these weren’t stashed away in some forgotten corner. This was one of the first boxes I went through. After Kit told me everything, I wondered…”

“You think this might be why he did it,” Grace said, speaking of her father. Perhaps she wasn’t quite following Jackie’s train of thought, but it was what immediately sprang to mind.

“I know for a fact your father wouldn’t touch these, so it had to be your mother,” Jackie said. “And I also know your mother’s sister died a couple years ago, and how hard that was on her. There’s a chance she got ahold of these hoping she could reach her somehow… even if she knew how dangerous it was. If your father found out she was using something like this… God, I can’t even imagine how crazy that must have made him. I know I used to be intense, but you understand your father was always on another level.”

Grace’s head was spinning. Too many horrors, too many revelations. For one, she’d never even known her other aunt had died—her mother’s sister. How could she? She hadn’t been on speaking terms with her family for years.

“But your dad was sick, Grace,” Jackie said. “This changes nothing as far as that’s concerned. I’m sure he did what he did because he believed he was saving them both from something, from whatever he believed had been invited into their home, perhaps. As crazy and stupid as it sounds, I could see him thinking something like that.”

“This is insane,” Grace said. It was all she could say. All she could think.

“I have no idea how this managed to find its way into both your mother’s and your sister’s hands months apart, I really don’t. That doesn’t make sense to me at all, but…”

“This stupid family,” Grace murmured. She stared into the open box in Jackie’s arms, at the half-melted wax inside. “This stupid fucking family. It’s like we’re being sucked into a black hole, one by one…”

Jackie folded the flaps back into the box, stealing its contents away from Grace’s gaze.

“That’s why I want you to promise me that you won’t go messing around with it anymore,” Jackie said. “You’d be smart not to, Grace. Leave it be already. I might not be the same religious nut I was, but I’ve still got superstition enough to play it safe, and you should do the same.”

“Yeah, sure,” Grace said, her voice limp, trailing away with her unspooling thoughts. “I promise. Listen… I gotta go.”

“Oh, Grace…”

“Thank you for showing me this, though. Really.”

Grace turned and fled down the hall and into the living room as Jackie called after her, “Please be careful!”

This time she left through the front door.
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Under a darkening sky, she drove to a nearby coffee shop with free Wi-Fi, grabbed her laptop bag from behind her seat, and headed inside. The rich coffee aroma was lovely. Soft, upbeat jazz music played. She ordered herself an Americana and took it to a corner table, where she opened her laptop, logged into her account, and clicked on Kit’s profile.

Under his profile, under Kit’s list of Friends, Faith’s picture appeared like a colorized obituary snapshot—at least, that’s how Grace’s mind interpreted it. Not someone, but a remnant of someone.

Because my sister is dead.

This was a recurring notion these last couple days, but somehow only now did it really sink in. Seeing as they hadn’t been close in years, it was fairly easy to keep her feelings for Faith at arm’s length. That included her feelings about her disappearance, as well as the revelation that she was⁠—

Dead. My sister is dead.

Grace clicked on her sister’s picture, opening her profile in full. She was immediately confronted by a whole slew of other pictures in her sister’s timeline—photographs of Faith and Kit together on their various outings and adventures the last three years, as well as engagement photos of the ring on Faith’s hand following Kit’s proposal. They looked so happy together here. Both of them, but Faith especially. Grace wasn’t sure why, but her sister’s happiness surprised her. She couldn’t help looking at these pictures and wondering: How did you get away from it all? How did you manage to find happiness? After everything…

And how quickly that happiness had turned upside-down, she thought. Their father had found a way to ruin both his daughters regardless. Typical.

…like we’re being sucked into a black hole, one by one…

Scrolling further along her sister’s profile, something else jumped out at Grace. A cold flare of anxiety. She stopped upon reaching her sister’s Friends list. One of the faces there struck her as oddly familiar. She studied the photo. She’d seen this woman recently, she thought. Dark hair, dark eyes. There was a mysteriousness about her even in her profile picture, the way she appeared to be smiling and not smiling at the same time, though not at all in the charming Mona Lisa way. Grace racked her brain, trying to remember where she knew this woman from. She wasn’t a client, nor was she gym staff. But the familiarity was fresh. Recent.

And then it registered.

“No,” Grace murmured aloud. She leaned closer, hunched in her chair toward her laptop screen. She clicked on the woman’s picture, opening her profile next. “There’s no way.”

The woman’s name was Hannah Sharpton. She was forty-seven years old, and she lived in a dusty old house in a city only three hours away.

Get out now, before I call the cops…

Grace remembered her clearly now. The homeowner. The potential owner of the AfterWicks site Kit had shown her.

But how does she know Faith?

Out of curiosity—as well as the unsettling intuition that had led her down this rabbit hole in the first place—Grace clicked on Hannah’s Friends list.

There were hundreds and hundreds.

There was a faster way to check, she realized. She returned instead to Faith’s page, to Faith’s list of friends. She scrolled until she reached their mother. Andrea Mulligan.

Once again Grace was given pause as she happened upon her mother’s smiling, sunshiny photograph. This was much more recent than the framed photograph in her parents’ bedroom. Due to the whole closed casket situation, she hadn’t been able to see her mother at the viewing, so it was jarring to see her this way after not having seen her properly in so long. Older, and looking much happier than she should have, Grace thought.

She clicked on her mother’s profile.

Andrea Mulligan’s social media was much more bare bones than others. Scrolling through what few photos she had, it was clear she must have only used social media as a means of staying connected with Faith, as well as some members of her church. She had very few online friends… which made it all the easier to spot her again.

Hannah Sharpton.

There she was, smack dab in the middle of Grace’s mother’s Friends list. Her suspicions had been right. That unsettling intuition grew heavier, crushing. This woman had found her way into both Faith’s and their mother’s lives via social media, both of whom had subsequently purchased and received their very own orders of the Three-Candle Prayer. That was no coincidence, Grace thought.

“She knew,” Grace murmured to herself as she stared at Hannah’s eerily solemn photo. “Somehow she knew…”

Somehow this person had known that their mother had recently lost someone. Somehow she’d known that both Faith and their mother were perfect targets for a product like the Three-Candle Prayer.

Kit had shown Grace the webpage for the Three-Candle Prayer, and how its description made no mention of its true purpose. Grace believed it was safe to assume the only people who would be convinced to buy such a thing, at such a premium price, were those who had somehow been informed of what the prayer really provided.

If not for their father’s violent intervention, would their mother have also gone missing eventually, like Faith?

Grace returned to Hannah Sharpton’s profile, to her lengthy list of friends. She scrolled through several pages of names, several pages of faces, and wondered how many of them were victims. How many of them had vanished similarly?

“Fuck.”

Grace said this a little louder than she intended. She looked around herself, at the cafe workers giving her strange looks from beyond the counter. She shut her laptop, slipped it back into her bag. She’d barely even sipped her coffee but tossed it into the trash anyhow on her way outside.
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She parked outside Kit’s home, now under a sky of stars, and was relieved to see his car parked in the driveway. She hoped he wouldn’t be annoyed by her dropping in unannounced—she’d failed to message him. Oh well. Although it appeared all the lights were off inside. Perhaps he’d already gone to bed?

This is important, she reasoned.

She knocked on the front door, then rang the doorbell for good measure.

The night breathed calmly at her back—inhaling cricket noise, exhaling a cool breeze. She peered at the street behind her while she waited, hearing nothing from beyond the door inside. No approaching footsteps. She pressed the doorbell several times. Perhaps he slept with earplugs, she thought.

She tried peering through his living room window but it was so dark inside she couldn’t see a thing.

Wait. No.

She did see something. A faint, warm light from across the room, from the kitchen.

Candlelight.

“Goddammit.”

She pounded on the door, rang the doorbell again and, already knowing there wouldn’t be an answer, she turned and fled around the house, along the side between the house and Faith’s car, into the backyard, to the back door. The door was unlocked when she tried it. She pushed inside, directly between the kitchen and the dining table.

She was struck by the incredibly bitter scent of something burnt as she entered, something scorched. The candles were lit too long, their melted wax dribbling down the sides of the pillars and pooling onto the table’s surface. Kit was nowhere to be seen. The chair at the head of the table…

“Oh my God.”

Grace pulled it out, its feet scraping the wooden floor, and could feel the warmth still emanating from it as she observed its blackened surface, even blacker than it’d already been last Kit showed it to her. The entire back of the chair was coated in a fine black soot, along with an even thicker coat along the seat.

“Shit,” she said as she peered toward the hallway, toward Kit’s bedroom. “Kit?”

She knew perfectly well she wouldn’t get an answer. She knew perfectly well that Kit wasn’t here. Not anymore.

Several instincts assaulted her at once. The first was to run, to go. Instead she blew out the remaining candles. Then, as she headed for the door she was stopped by a noise in the dark. She turned to see it, sticking close to the back exit in case she needed to bolt.

“Kit?” she repeated.

The house stirred with something, some intangible thing which could only be felt, not seen. She’d felt something similar yesterday in that woman’s house, peering into the darkness of the basement.

Combing the shadows with her slitted gaze, she saw it. It stood tall, cumbersome, watchful. A pillar of black between herself and the living room. A chill broke over her, sending gooseflesh rising all along her arms, her neck, her scalp.

“Fuck you.”

She stepped outside, closing the door behind her as she went. She raced around the house’s shadow once again, to her car waiting in the street.

Go, go, go, she told herself. You need to hurry.

She dumped herself breathlessly behind the wheel. She pulled her seatbelt across her chest, turned her key in the ignition. The engine rumbled to life. She pulled into the street, her foot heavy on the pedal, and raced against the dark.
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Kit opened his eyes to pure darkness. He blinked, lying on what felt like cold cement, half his face throbbing. He lifted his head, pushed himself up onto his hands and knees. He ached in so many places. He stopped there, kneeling, and looked blindly around himself as he realized he hadn’t the faintest idea where he might be.

There was a breathiness about the place, a chilly echo like that of a cave, only this obviously wasn’t a cave judging by the smooth cement. His own fearful breath overlapped the rest. He tried holding it, in order to better listen. Nothing.

He climbed to his feet. They were bare, the cement cold under the pads of his heels. He reached with both arms and promptly touched the wall beside him. Rough brick. With one hand on the wall, he reached ahead with the other, taking small steps until he found the next clue to his surroundings. A cold, smooth, metal bar fell nicely into his hand. He gripped it, then found another beside it with his other hand. He reached again, found another, then another, a whole series of metal bars before him.

Like a jail cell.

He stepped on something—small and smooth under the arch of his foot. He crouched down and picked it up.

A plastic lighter.

He instantly recognized it was Faith’s lighter. The same one they’d used together that night, the same one that had gone missing the following morning…

He clicked the lighter twice before it produced a flame. Miniscule, barely any light, but enough to see what lay immediately before him. The steel bars of his cell glimmered where they weren’t stained with grime. He reached through the bars with his lighter, just a short ways, and saw nothing but more cement floor on the other side. He pulled the lighter back through and turned his gaze on the rest of his empty cell. The cement at his feet was a mess of dark stains. Various shades of rust.

Dried blood.

With a trembling hand, Kit traced the square of his cell, first along the bars until he reached the opposite wall, which he then followed to its rear corner, then across again to the corner opposite that, back where he first started along the brick wall and the beginning of the bars. He was alone. The cell was empty, aside from those stains of past prisoners—smeared handprints, footprints, signs of countless struggles.

He returned to the bars, gripped one in his fist as he extended the flame of his lighter into the dark beyond, as far as he could reach, but the darkness was unyielding.

Until it moved.

Kit pulled back with a gasp as the shadows pressed toward him, toward his light, swarming the edge of his cell so that nothing was revealed beyond. He stumbled away from it, away from the faint reflection of the metal bars and what stood just on the other side.

This was no ordinary darkness.

He’d been here before.

“Kit?”

Her voice was clear. Kit furrowed his brow, squinting blindly in her direction. He opened his mouth to speak but could hardly force the word from his lips.

“F-Faith?”

Something rustled in the dark. It moved toward him. A tiny, fearful footstep.

“Kit?” she said. “Is that… is that really you?”

He could hardly speak, could hardly breathe. He blinked his eyes, holding out his lighter but not daring to step any closer to the cell bars, to the curtain of darkness across them.

“Faith?” he said again.

“Oh my God,” she said. A tired exhalation. “It’s you. It’s really you. I can’t believe it…”

He moved closer. Just one step, the bars at arm’s length.

“Is this real?” he said. “Faith, are you really there?”

“It’s me,” she answered. Her voice swelled with elation. Relief. “It’s me, Kit.”

He couldn’t bring himself to move any closer. His feet refused, glued to the bloody cement.

“I can’t see you.”

She moved closer. Another small swish of movement, small feet gently padding toward him.

“I’m scared, Kit,” she said. She stayed wherever she was, lost in the shadows.

He vaguely reflected on his last conversation with her, via the ritual at his kitchen table, and how dreadfully cryptic she’d been, how dreadfully lifeless she’d sounded. She’d even told him as much—that she was dead. So how could it be that she was here now, he wondered, speaking to him this way, her voice brimming with fear, with emotion, sounding very much alive?

“I can’t see anything,” she said. “I’m so scared… I don’t know what’s happening.”

“I know. It’s okay. I’m scared, too.”

“Will you hold me?”

Kit wanted so badly to do just that, but still he couldn’t move, and still he couldn’t see her. Couldn’t she see the flame of his lighter? Was she lost in that unnatural dark? The dark that wasn’t really the dark?

“Take my hand, Kit.”

“I don’t…”

Kit didn’t get a chance to say anything more before something came toward him, tossed through the bars of his cell. It thumped off his chest. He startled, stepped back. It hit the hard cement with a soft thud. Kit gazed upon it, with his lighter shaking violently, and felt all the blood drain out from his face.

A severed hand lay at his feet. A pale, grisly thing, torn at the stump of the wrist. On its delicate ring finger, a pretty diamond. An engagement ring.

“Take this one, too,” Faith said.

Something else flew between the bars. Kit recoiled as a second lifeless hand smacked against him. He staggered back step after step until he hit the rear brick wall, stuttering madly.

“And this.”

Something bigger was lobbed into his cell. It bounced sickeningly off the cement once before it slid to a stop before him. An entire foot, torn above the ankle, its toes as pretty and petite as the fingers on Faith’s hands.

“And this.”

“Stop!” Kit screamed, as the second foot tumbled into his cell.

His stomach lurched. Hot, acidic bile churned inside him, rising.

“Hold me, Kit,” Faith said. “Please, won’t you hold me?”

Those light footsteps approached. Kit stared in horror as something emerged from the darkness, barely revealed in the faint glow of his lighter, hovering as it pressed to the space between the bars. Too large to fit. It was a face that greeted him there. A bodiless head, wearing the gray, dead-eyed gaze of his fiancée.
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She drove for nearly forty-five minutes—a third of the way to her destination—before the gas light popped on her dash.

“Oh, come on…”

She needed to stop soon, before she was running on fumes. She begrudgingly took the nearest exit and swung into the first gas station she came across. She pulled up to one of four vacant pumps and climbed out into the eerily quiet parking lot, just the gentle rush of traffic in the distance.

Her credit card declined at the pump.

“Oh, come on…”

She checked inside her wallet. Twenty dollars in cash. Good enough for now, she thought. At least enough to get her there.

You’re already too late. He’s dead. You’re walking into something you don’t understand. Something you can’t understand. Something you won’t be able to walk away from.

She filled her tank up with twenty bucks’ worth of gas. For her little car, that was half a tank.

You’re wasting your time.

As she fitted the gas nozzle back into its holster, she realized how badly she needed to pee.

Oh, come on…

She checked the surrounding lot, all the other pumps still vacant, then started quickly toward the convenience store. Two other vehicles were parked just outside. The door jingled on her way in. She exchanged something like a smile with the young woman behind the counter and then promptly found her way to the dingy hallway leading to the restrooms. She entered the women’s, a single-person bathroom. She locked the door behind her. Sitting under the oddly-greenish bathroom lighting, she checked her phone as she relieved herself.

She’d received a text from her Aunt Jackie, which read: Please be safe. I really do worry about you.

That’s nice, Grace thought wryly.

She finished up and washed her hands in the little sink. She tore a paper towel from the dispenser, and just as she did the bathroom light went off. She froze. Waited. Only the faintest glow from the hallway outside slipped underneath the door. After a few seconds, she felt her way to the place she knew the light switch had been. She toggled it, up and down. Nothing. No light. She hastily finished drying her hands with the paper towel, tossed it carelessly in the general direction of the toilet, then made for the door. She grabbed the handle.

It’s locked, dummy.

She twisted the lock. Pulled the handle. It wouldn’t budge.

“What the…”

She jiggled it, rattled the door back and forth to no avail.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake…”

Something moved behind her—the sound of a body straightening from the wall it’d been leaned against.

She shook the handle harder. She twisted the lock again, which only resulted in the handle actually being locked once more. She twisted it back.

Behind her, someone sniffed.

“Hello?” she called against the heavy door. She rattled it back and forth again, just for the noise. “Hello!”

“Grace…”

A man spoke just over her shoulder. She flinched away from the sound, from the cold breath along the outer edge of her ear, pressing herself against the door. She knew it wasn’t real, that none of this was real, if only she could get the door to open, but obviously it was stuck somehow…

“You can come out… once you’ve learned your lesson…”

“Somebody!” Grace hollered. She jerked the door as noisily as she could. She pounded her fist, harder and harder, hard enough she could already feel the bruise she would earn along the bottom of her hand. “I’m trapped in here!”

“I want you to think about what you’ve done…”

“Please! Someone open the door!”

“I want you to think long and hard about what you’re doing, Grace…”

“I can’t open the door!”

She nearly screamed as the handle turned in her grasp all on its own, as the door pushed open against her, bumping her backward, the dim light from the hallway slicing through. Someone’s hand slipped along the wall and flicked the light switch, showering her in that garish light that suddenly seemed as bright as the sun.

She didn’t wait. She pressed past the young female clerk with her hand on the light switch, exchanging the briefest glance as she went, noting the bewilderment in her eyes, the judgement in them as Grace shuffled into the dingy hallway swiping tears out of her own.

She looked once over her shoulder at the young woman, whose mouth was moving as she watched her go, forming the words “Are you okay?” except Grace couldn’t hear them over the beating of her own heart.

“I’m sorry,” she managed to choke out, as she stole outside on fast-slapping feet, into the chilly parking lot, to her car still waiting at the pump.
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Whatever held Faith’s head let it go, letting it fall and thump onto the cement. Kit’s stomach clenched. He turned into the corner of his cell and retched there. He fell to his knees, one hand on the wall to brace himself, and un-clicked his lighter in the process, all his light vanishing. His legs were shaking, unable to get standing again.

The thing in the dark began to laugh.

It’s voice was a choir of voices, so many laughing together in unison, underlaid with the strangest sound of all, like chattering teeth. Too many teeth. Too many mouths. It was standing outside the bars of his cell, unimaginable, laughing with its many voices.

“What’s the matter?” Faith’s voice asked.

It laughed again, as her voice melded into another.

“Is your tummy upset?”

Kit recognized this voice, too, though he hadn’t heard it in years.

This is impossible. All of this is impossible.

“Are you not feeling well?”

He turned to see it, still crouched and trembling like he was. Only he could see nothing but the black, of course.

“How do you know my mother’s voice?” he asked.

“Because we’re all here,” his mother replied. “Everyone’s here.”

“It’s okay, man,” another voice announced.

That was Tyson’s voice. Kit couldn’t understand how this thing was replicating the voices of people from his own life, people who had never come into contact with the prayer or anything else.

Because it’s coming from you. It’s gotten inside your head.

“You shouldn’t worry so much,” Tyson told him. “Everything’s gonna be okay.”

“Stop,” Kit said. “Just stop. Leave me alone…”

It laughed again. A swell of voices, a clatter of bones and teeth.

And then there was light.

In a sea of darkness, it was easy to notice. A single prick of light appeared in the dark. It was a moment before Kit was able to discern how far away it was, the size of it. It was a flame. A lit candle. It sparked to life several paces from his cell, in the middle of the floor out there, creating a halo of light upon the surrounding cement.

“If you’ll excuse me,” the thing in the dark said, using the fragile voice of an old woman Kit didn’t recognize at all.

He watched as the entity moved across the basement, briefly passing in front of the flame so that Kit glimpsed its horrifying silhouette—covered in fur, a confusing amount of appendages propping it upright. Its body made all kinds of strange noises as it took a seat beside the candle. Rattling, creaking, popping joints. Gathering its various limbs against itself, only faintly aglow in the candlelight, it almost resembled someone sitting in a ghillie suit, Kit thought. Shaggy, confusing to look at. There were bulging lumps beneath its fur, which appeared to twitch restlessly of their own accord. The longer Kit studied it, the more incomprehensible it became. Ever-shifting details.

To the candle’s flame, in the old woman’s voice the entity spoke: “Hello, sweetheart.” Then it paused for a moment, waiting and listening, before it continued, “I’m glad to see you, too. I always look forward to these little chats of ours.”

An unspeakable terror bubbled up in Kit as he realized what was happening, what he was witnessing. He was getting his very own front-row glimpse from the other side, from the other end of the line, so to speak—a behind-the-scenes look at the Three-Candle Prayer. The entity’s candle was akin to a telephone, igniting to announce an incoming call. On the other end of that flame, someone believed they were speaking to their mother, their grandmother, whomever.

He had never spoken to Faith. He had never spoken to Paul. Faith had never spoken to her parents. He wondered about the rest of it—the apparitions, the late-night ghostly visitations. Was it all meant to frighten him? To intimidate him? To what purpose? Had it sensed his investigation, had known he would go digging into things he shouldn’t, and intended to scare him off? Or had it meant to entice him into using the prayer himself?

He sat flat on the floor, his back to the brick, watching and listening to the thing outside his cell as it conducted its farce.

This is where Faith has been all along.

In pieces.

He looked to the places where he knew she was scattered, her remains, and was glad he couldn’t see them for the dark.

Soon he would be next.
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Get a hold of yourself. It wasn’t real.

It knew she was coming—whatever it was. That thing standing in the gloom of Kit’s house. She still couldn’t decide. That feeling she’d had when she woke this morning on Kit’s living room sofa was all over her again.

This isn’t right.

Stay away.

It meant to unnerve her, to scare her off back where she came from. She tried to remind herself of this as she escaped back into her car and wiped more tears from her eyes—tears she couldn’t make any sense of, nor stop from dribbling out long after she’d already pulled out of the gas station parking lot and resumed her journey on the interstate.

The problem, she believed, was that it was real. A real deception, a real diversion. It wasn’t really her father whispering in her ear in that gas station bathroom, but it was something whispering in her ear nonetheless.

I know where you are.

I know what you’re doing.

You don’t scare me.

Except it did. And badly.

“I’m coming for you,” she said in spite of her terror, and pressed her foot more firmly onto the accelerator.
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An hour and a half later she reached her exit. She followed her GPS’ directions onto the city streets, making her way to their outskirts toward the bordering suburbs. All things considered, she’d made good time. Her stop for gas had barely made a difference, as she’d more than made up for it with some additional speed.

Then she felt her guts sink into her groin as flashing lights appeared behind her—twirling, red and blue, mildly blinding in her rearview mirror.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” she said, grinding her teeth.

A tremor moved through her body. Nausea. Lightheadedness. She remembered to signal as she pulled herself over along the gutter, with late-night traffic slowing to gawk at her as the police cruiser came to a stop behind her. She smoothed her shaking hands down the thighs of her jeans.

It’s okay. Everything’s okay.

She exhaled slowly. She glanced into her rearview, squinting through the flashing lights, and could make out the shapes of two officers inside the vehicle. Both men, as far as she could tell. The driver stepped out. He traipsed leisurely along the side of the road, coming to stand outside her window which she rolled down just as he got there. He bent to see her. He was younger than she expected—too young to be wearing such a stern expression, which read immediately to Grace as trying too hard.

“License and registration,” he said.

Grace pulled her license out of her wallet, then removed her registration sheet from her glovebox. She handed them both over.

“Sit tight for just a moment,” the officer said, and stepped away.

Grace watched as he returned to the cruiser, sat behind the wheel again with the door still open, one foot planted on the asphalt. She took another deep breath, let it out nice and slow. She watched them as their silhouetted heads turned to one another in conversation. Then the officer returned to her. He handed back her things.

“Do you know how fast you were going?”

Grace had to fight not to roll her eyes. Did he really need to ask that question? Was he aware that he was a walking cliché at this point?

“How fast was I going?” she said.

“Fifteen over the limit, I’m afraid. Where are you headed in such a hurry?”

Tell him. Tell him the truth.

Maybe not the whole truth, she reminded herself.

“I’m trying to get to my friend. I… I think he’s in danger.”

The officer furrowed his brow. “And what kind of danger is that?”

“Well…” She looked ahead at the city street, lined with street lamps and glowing apartment windows. “Actually, maybe you could even follow me there. I’m about ten minutes away. He’s⁠—”

“What kind of danger is your friend in?”

Grace sighed, exasperated.

“It’s hard to explain. I think he’s being held against his will.”

“Held against his will?”

“I have no way of reaching him. I’ve spent the last three hours driving here just so I can try⁠—”

“Three hours?” the officer interrupted. “You’ve come all this way and you didn’t think to report it first? If it’s an emergency, like you say…”

Truth be told, she hadn’t even considered it. How would that have gone, anyway? What would she have told them? Help me, I think my friend’s been abducted by a ghost!

“You been doing any drinking tonight?”

Grace positively gawped at him then, so perplexed by the question, by his utter idiocy. The leap didn’t make a lick of sense to her.

“Do I seem like I’ve been drinking?”

“That’s not an answer to my question,” the officer said.

“No. I haven’t been drinking. I’m telling you my friend is in trouble. I mean real trouble. I swear, you can even follow me…”

“I’m afraid my partner and I don’t have time for wild goose chases tonight.”

“But you’ve got time to ask me stupid fucking questions.”

She bit her tongue. Far too late, anyway. This wasn’t the first time her temper had gotten her into trouble before. Too many times to count. It was precisely why her previous living arrangement had been so short lived, actually. As well as her previous nine-to-five…

“Ma’am, I’m going to need you to step out of the car,” the officer said.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Please. I’m sorry. I’m just… I’m telling you the truth. I’m just worried about my friend. I need to get to him. Now. I promise I’m not making this up.”

“Step out of the car for me.”

She peered ahead once more, at the quiet, mostly deserted street. A light sprinkle of traffic passed along the nearest intersection, there and gone. That’s what she needed to be right now. Gone.

“Ma’am…”

“Would you just… please…”

“Step out of the car.”

She gripped her steering wheel hard, hard enough she thought she could twist it into a new shape if she really wanted.

“I’m not going to ask you again.”

“Listen,” Grace said, “I’m sorry about this, but you’re really starting to piss me off…”

She threw her car into DRIVE, heard the tiny ‘oh!” the officer let out as she peeled away from the curb, into the street, into the night, praying deep down in the pit of her nauseous stomach that Kit was still alive and she wasn’t doing this for nothing.
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He watched and listened for what might have been ten minutes or thirty minutes as the thing in the dark cycled through a variety of personas, until at last it told its caller that it needed to go and the candle’s flame went out, leaving the basement in total darkness once more.

For a short while then, all was silent.

Kit imagined it still sitting in place by the snuffed candle, watching him, somehow able to see him while his blind eyes stared hopelessly into nothing.

“Oh, Kit…” it crooned in her voice. Faith’s voice.

“Stop,” Kit replied without hesitation, as if protesting would make any difference. He held no power here.

The entity picked itself up off the floor with a tired groan. Many tired groans, actually, each with their own distinct voice. The sounds it made sent shivers over Kit’s body. Then it shuffled toward him, stopping just outside what he perceived to be the bars of his cell.

“I didn’t waste her,” it said, its voice unclear, not singular. “I ate what I could.”

Kit pulled his knees against himself, buried his head down into his folded arms. It wasn’t enough not to see it, he didn’t want it to see him, to feel its watchful gaze taking him in, studying his cowardice.

“Soon what’s left of her will be processed and boxed and sold just like the others. Like you will be, too.”

There were many questions blowing around in Kit’s mind, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask, to converse with the abomination. And what did it matter, anyway? These questions only surfaced because he was afraid, and his fearful mind sought to make sense of the thing it feared. Was there any answer that could assuage such fears? Was there any explanation that would make this horror understandable? No, he thought. He wasn’t meant to understand this. No one was meant to understand a thing like this.

A thing like this could only be endured, and nothing more.
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She turned the wheel hand over hand, bouncing violently through the gutter as she cut sharp across the next intersection, into the dark and quiet suburbs. She eyed her phone’s illuminated screen from the corner of her eye, tracing its navigation as she went.

She wasn’t sure how, exactly, but she’d managed to put some distance between herself and the police cruiser. She took another turn at random, against her GPS’ instruction, just for the sake of adding another layer of obstacle in their chase.

She fretted that this would lead nowhere. Kit was already dead. Or perhaps he wasn’t even there. Perhaps she was wrong about the woman called Hannah, about everything.

Only one way to find out.

She pulled the wheel hard once again, bringing herself back onto the original route. Hannah’s house was one minute away. So close and yet so far. She made frequent glances into her rearview in search of those flashing lights in pursuit. They were nowhere to be seen. She couldn’t believe it.

“You’re making a mistake.”

Her heart leapt into her throat. She hazarded another glance into the rearview, where she saw the silhouette in the backseat.

“You’re not real.”

“Are you a glutton for punishment, Grace?” her father asked. “Haven’t you made enough mistakes in your life already?”

“Yeah, probably,” she said. “So what’s one more…”

Her GPS announced that her destination was coming up on the right. Everything looked different under the dark night sky. She hardly recognized this neighborhood from before. In the backseat, her father’s apparition sighed disappointedly.

“Grace?”

She flashed her eyes to the rearview once more. Now there were two bodies back there. Two shadows. Two figments.

“Don’t do this,” Faith pleaded. “Please. Turn around.”

The little blue line on her navigation ended approximately four houses away.

“You’re making a mistake,” both Faith and their father spoke in unison.

The old house was in view, its face drenched in shadow with the moon at its back. Grace swerved along the curb, braked to a rough stop, which pulled her seatbelt taut across her chest. She glanced one last time into her rearview, where her father and sister were still propped like cardboard cutouts in the backseat. Between them, in the distance the flashing red-and-blue lights floated into view down the street, still following.

“You still have time to change your mind,” Faith said.

“There’s no coming back from this,” her father said.

“Shut the fuck up.”

She put her car into park. Without stopping the engine, she unbuckled, threw her door open, staggered out into the street. She hurried across the sidewalk, cut the corner of the lawn onto the walkway toward the front porch.

She tried the front door and predictably found it locked.

You’re on the right side of the door this time.

If this had been any other house, a newer house perhaps, with a sturdier door that had been installed within the last fifty years, Grace might have really struggled at this point, even as physically capable as she was.

She kicked the door once, her foot thumping the sweet spot by the doorknob, and heard something crack. She kicked it again, a little more preparation this time, a little more balance, a little more of her muscle and weight behind it, and broke the door wide open, the lock splintering right out of the doorjamb. The door banged noisily against the inside wall, wobbling in place as she pushed inside, into the dark, into the unnerving silence.

She moved past the stairs, into the little hallway. The basement door was still in disrepair from her hammer. She pulled it open. She faced the devouring darkness down below…

…and it faced her likewise.

You still have time to change your mind.

There’s no coming back from this.

“Kit!” she shouted.

She prepared to take her first step onto the basement stairs when the floor beside her creaked with movement.
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She awoke with a terrible feeling in her heart.

Something had crashed downstairs—a startling bang in her ears that jolted her upright in bed. Was it awake, she wondered? Had it dropped something? Knocked something over?

God, please, let it be that.

Hannah had failed in her mission to replace the basement door like she’d promised. She’d tried, however. She really had. She’d visited her nearest hardware store only to be told she would need to place an order for delivery tomorrow at the soonest, unless she was equipped to transport and install the door herself, which she was not.

Breaking into an immediate sweat, she threw off the covers and darted to her bedroom door, where she peeked into the hallway, listening. She tiptoed to the head of the stairs, where she stopped again. There were footsteps down below. Not its footsteps, however. Someone else’s.

An intruder.

She glided down the stairs as quietly as possible, until she saw what had caused the loud bang that had awakened her.

The front door was wide open.

Even from halfway up the stairs, she could see the splintered debris on the floor from the broken doorjamb and the crunched-in door itself, where it’d obviously been kicked. Heart pounding, she hurried down the rest of the stairs, swung herself into the narrow hallway toward the kitchen.

And there she was.

It was the same young woman from before. She was built like a man, Hannah thought. Even in the dark, the bulk of her gave Hannah pause. Just for an instant.

“Kit!” the woman shouted.

She was preparing to head down into the darkness. She was preparing to disturb it. A pang of guilt twisted up Hannah’s insides, as she once more remembered she’d failed to keep her promise.

She took a single step toward the young woman and the floor gave a quiet groan, betraying her. The woman jerked back in an instant, pivoting toward her. Hannah froze.

“I called the cops,” she blurted. “They’ll be here any second.”

“Fine by me,” the woman said.

Another painful ache. A nervous tension in her shoulders.

“I mean it. You’d better leave if you know what’s good for you.”

“You’d better keep your distance if you know what’s good for you,” the woman replied.

She moved into the basement doorway, getting ready to descend.

Hannah stood frozen as ever, though her fingers curled into fists, and her pounding heart ignited with an angry heat. She couldn’t deny she feared this woman… but she feared the thing downstairs even more, and what it might do should she fail to keep her end of the bargain.

With a growl in the back of her throat, Hannah lunged through the dark, threw herself upon the woman’s back. The woman stumbled forward, dangerously close to the edge of the basement stairway. She corrected herself, over corrected, stumbling backwards, crushing Hannah between herself and the wall. A breathless croak escaped her, the air squashed out of her lungs. She released the woman, staggering sideways into the kitchen doorway.

She turned just in time to see her coming, following, her fist cocked behind her head as she came. The pale flash of knuckles. Hannah’s nose crunched. A gooey burst of blood in her mouth. She went down like a heavy sack. She backpedaled where she sat, bumped into the kitchen counter behind her. She spluttered fearfully, wet blood running down her lips. But the woman wasn’t coming anymore. She’d already directed her attention back to the basement, Hannah being nothing more to her than a pesky fly.

Hannah picked herself up, using the countertop for support, and glimpsed the cutlery block there—the perfect answer to her problem. She drew the largest blade into her hand. Winking silver. She stifled a cough, as she struggled to suck in all the air she’d lost. The woman still stood at the open basement stairway, obviously hesitant to go any farther.

Stupid, Hannah thought. So frightened, even after coming all this way?

“Kit?” the woman called again.

Gripping the knife, Hannah advanced in three swift paces, legs swishing, when something drew both their attention—flashing lights in the street outside. Police lights. Hannah stopped for a moment, confused. She hadn’t actually called the police, she reminded herself. Had a neighbor heard the commotion and called? In truth, the police were the last thing she needed in her home…

“Grace?” a voice called from down below.

The woman returned her gaze to the dark stairway, and in doing so caught Hannah from the corner of her eye. Hannah raised the knife in both hands. The woman turned, her reflexes lightning fast as Hannah brought the knife down in a gleaming arc. The woman caught her by her wrists, their arms tented over their heads, the knife quivering dangerously between them. Hannah kicked at her then, tried to knee her, tried to throw her off balance. With her back to the basement stairs, the woman had nowhere to go. She held the knife at bay with relative ease, doubly as strong as Hannah, at least. Hannah was shaking from her arms all the way down into her legs, her bare feet struggling to hold their place as the woman threatened to force her back.

Over the sounds of their panting breaths, car doors slammed outside.

She couldn’t stop this on her own.

She needed help.

Focusing all her weight onto her feet, into the woman, Hannah gave one final push. The woman barely budged against Hannah’s force. Then her foot slipped off the threshold, onto the basement stair. From there, Hannah pushed again, pushed harder. With her hands still clamped tight around Hannah’s wrists, the woman pitched backwards, pulling Hannah down with her.

It was inevitable. It was necessary.

With a mutual scream, they each fell onto the basement stairs in a mess of tangled limbs and jouncing joints, rolling and tumbling with the knife lost somewhere between them until⁠—

They crashed upon the cold cement at the bottom of the stairs. A heap of aching. The woman rolled off of her, wincing as she went. Hannah tried to sit upright and winced likewise.

A terrible, agonizing spasm went through her. She stopped, unable to sit up for the several inches of steel lodged in her belly.

Oh no, she thought.

“Oh no,” she whispered from her blood-slicked lips.

Around them, the basement’s darkness stirred.
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It all happened so quickly, so unexpectedly. One moment Kit was ruminating on his inevitable demise, imagining himself in so many pieces, and the next there came an enormous crash from upstairs, followed by thumping footsteps overhead.

For a short while after that, everything fell silent again. The thing in the dark made not a peep, yet Kit could still feel it there, could almost sense it holding its breath while it listened, too.

“Kit!”

She shouted his name down into the basement. Her voice echoed off its bare walls. The darkness tensed. Somehow he sensed that as well—the darkness pulling into itself. He couldn’t understand it.

Because the darkness down here isn’t only darkness.

He opened his mouth to reply, to shout back ‘I’m here!’ when suddenly there came a great commotion. A scream. A shout. A colliding of bodies, of feet and sneakers squeaking off the hardwood floor. There came another thud, followed by the loud bang of a body spilling onto the floor above. Kit gazed at the black of the ceiling, tracing their movements blindly in the dark.

“Kit?” Grace called again.

He climbed to his feet in a hurry, stumbled over fleshy bits as he moved to the bars of his cell. The darkness turned to see him, anticipating his next move as much as hers.

“Grace?” he called back.

For a short while, Grace said nothing in reply. But there was movement. Heavy panting. Grunting. Another struggle. How had she even managed to find him, he wondered? It was a miracle. And yet, he had no idea what more she could do. The thing in the dark was a mystery. Unpredictable. What was it capable of? In his bloodied cell, Kit was currently standing amongst the answer to that question.

He flinched as something came tumbling down the basement stairs. Two pained voices. They came to a stop, both gasping, both groaning. Kit felt his heart in the back of his throat, between his ears.

“Grace?” he said. “Is that you?”

In the dark, a weak voice said, “Oh, no…”

It wasn’t Grace. It was her. The woman upstairs, the woman who’d shooed them away yesterday. He was sure of it. Her voice was low but the hurt was loud.

“Kit?” Grace said.

Just by the sound of her, Grace seemed in better shape, Kit thought. She scraped and rustled about as she picked herself up on the other side of the room. Between them, the darkness flexed. It seethed. Kit could practically see the shadows baring their teeth.

So many teeth.

“Grace, be careful,” he told her. “We’re not alone down here.”

At that moment, additional footsteps appeared above their heads. Heavy boots stomped their way toward the head of the basement stairs, where suddenly a bright beam of light tore through the darkness, illuminating them at the bottom of the stairway.

Kit distinctly remembered how Grace’s light hadn’t been able to shine through the dark before. Something had obviously changed since then. Or perhaps it’d changed just now. The thing in the dark had pulled back. The previous menace Kit had felt, the smothering threat of its watchful eye, had diminished.

At the bottom of the stairs, Grace was crouched beside the other woman who lay on her back. The other woman’s hands hovered around her belly, where Kit noticed the black protruding handle, as well as the faintest wedge of red-sticky steel that was otherwise mostly embedded. Had Grace stabbed her, Kit wondered?

“Hold it!” one of the men atop the stairs shouted down.

“Please,” Grace said. “Please, I was telling you the truth. He’s here!”

The meaning of Grace’s words was lost on Kit. One of the men at the top of the stairs started down. One step, two steps, until he was illuminated by a second beam of light at his back which revealed the uniform he wore, as well as the handgun he wielded. They were police officers. All at once Kit surged with relief, with hope. Had Grace called them? He stepped closer against the bars of his cell, taking two of them in his hands.

“I’m over here!” he said.

The first officer swept his light toward Kit, revealing the empty, bloody basement between them.

“Holy shit,” the officer said. “What the hell is this?”

The second officer shined his light on Grace at the bottom of the stairs, along with the woman with the knife sticking out of her gut, still struggling to do anything besides lay there and gasp.

“Did she do that?” the second officer asked, prompting the first officer to follow the second’s gaze.

“No!” Grace said. She put up both her hands as if to demonstrate how harmless she was. “I came here for my friend and she attacked me. We fell down the stairs together, and⁠—”

Grace was interrupted as the second officer spoke into his radio, calling for backup at their location. Kit’s relief only soared higher. He was so light with it, he almost didn’t notice the deeper dark under the stairs, huddled there amongst the rest. That’s where it had retreated, he realized, pulling that unnatural gloom around itself like a cape.

The first officer continued down, coming to stand before Grace and the injured woman.

Dying woman, Kit corrected. That’s gotta be fatal.

“Please,” Kit said. “You have to let me out of here…”

The officer shined his light on him again, then at his feet, at the floor of his cell where Faith’s remains still lay discarded around him. He took another step closer, gun and flashlight both pointed in Kit’s direction. The second officer remained by Grace and the other woman, radioing in again to report that someone was wounded.

The first officer continued toward Kit, briefly swiping his flashlight across the bare cement along the way, all of it as bloodstained as the floor in Kit’s cell. In the sweeping flashlight beam, he caught sight of the singular half-burned candle in the middle of the floor, the flashlight lingering there. Then the officer aimed his light farther along, toward the peripheral walls

“Jesus Christ,” he said. Then, to his partner he said, “Jefferson, you seeing this?”

“The fuck is that?” the officer called Jefferson said.

In the far corner of the room, there sat a heaping pile of accumulated hands and feet and sparkling bones in between. The sight of it brought the officer to a screeching halt. Behind him, the thing under the stairs moved. Swelled. Just the slightest expansion, followed by a contraction.

“Careful,” Kit warned. “It’s still down here.”

The officer shined his light on Kit, confused.

“What’s still down here?”

“I think that’s it,” Kit said. “Over there.”

The officer swiveled, drawing the beam of his flashlight across the bloodied walls toward the other side of the basement, toward the stairs and the thing hidden underneath.

“What the…”

“What is it?” the second officer said.

The first officer’s light found it—the impenetrable darkness. A cocoon of shadow their light couldn’t hatch. The light itself disappeared into it, a black hole of nothing, quietly stirring, swirling, an inexplicable illusion Kit’s eyes couldn’t grasp.

The officer moved toward it.

“Wait,” Kit said. “Don’t mess with it. Just… please just let me out.”

On her knees, Grace looked between Kit and the others, hesitant to make any sudden movements, lest she either get shot or disrupt the tenuous calm of the thing under the stairs. The woman on the floor beside her put her head back against the cement, blinking her eyes very slowly, still alive, still awake. Her mouth was moving silently.

“Let me out first,” Kit said. “Please.”

He had no idea how they’d let him out. They’d need keys. Where would those be? Where would a creature such as this keep its keys?

The officer ignored Kit anyhow. He took another step closer, flashlight and gun trained unflinchingly on the writhing mass of darkness.

“Stay away from it,” Kit warned.

It’s dangerous, he added, but only in thought because his words were useless.

It was all too late.
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Watching the officer point his gun willy nilly all over the place, all over her, Grace didn’t dare move a muscle. Beside her, Hannah let out the most god awful rasping, her breaths like a tattered tarp caught in one continuous wind. She would probably be dead soon, with or without the help of paramedics should they even arrive anytime soon.

The other officer was moving toward the thing under the stairs—a cloak of nothing which Grace seemed unable to hold in her gaze, her eyes attracted only to the things around it which they could see, and not the strange bottomless pit hovering in between.

“Stay away from it,” Kit warned.

He’d since vanished in the darkness on the other side of the basement, as the officers’ lights were pointed elsewhere, but Grace could hear the strain in his voice, the terror. Whatever that thing was, he’d been down here with it for hours now. He knew better than they did.

Even so, Grace was baffled as the first officer moved closer, close enough to try and nudge the darkness with the barrel of his gun.

“Don’t touch it!” she yelled.

All at once the darkness erupted. Expanded. It unfurled into the room like a bomb—a silent, frictionless bomb that swallowed everything into concealment. The officer and his flashlight vanished. The second officer standing before Grace flinched back, stepping on her knee in the process with the heel of his boot. He tripped, stumbled, barely managing to keep his gun trained on the nothingness before them.

In the swell of shadows, the first officer began to scream. Gunshots popped off. Three total. The officer’s screams were then interrupted by his own high-pitched shriek.

Something appeared from the black. A tall, lurching shape. The second officer took aim at the emerging figure, until they both realized it was the first officer, wobbling toward them as a torrent of dark blood gushed from the exposed socket where his arm should have been.

“Shit!” the second officer yelped as his partner collapsed onto the cement between his feet.

The darkness expanded once more. A widening storm. Grace couldn’t so much as blink before it enveloped her, before all she could see was nothing, with her eyes opened or not.

Oh god, oh god, oh god…

She stood up off her knees, nearly tripping across Hannah’s legs. She caught herself against the wall at the foot of the stairs. More gunshots clapped the darkness. It had grown over everything now.

Kit called her name from across the basement, but Grace couldn’t reply. She needed to get out. She needed to save herself. There was no fighting this, no surviving this.

She kicked the bottom stair. She precariously climbed onto them, one step at a time, one hand on the wall to guide her.

The second officer howled in excruciating pain before he was abruptly silenced, his voice stuffed back into itself with a gruesome crack. Something thumped the wall down below—a body tossed aside, perhaps.

Grace steadily made her way up the stairs, blind the whole way. Footsteps followed at her heels. Many footsteps. Unnatural footsteps. It took hold of her, a series of narrow, hard-clamping fingers around her ankle. She gave a shout as it yanked her feet out from under her. She hit the steps, was dragged down several more before she managed to grab a single plank. Her hands, wrists, and arms pulled taut as it jerked her, thrashed her, trying to drag her down. Her fingers steadily slipped from the stair, up each knuckle, sore and raw across the rough wood as it shook her like a dog with a rope in its mouth.

She let go.

She bumped down the rest of the stairway, fingertips groping for each stair along the way and finding no purchase. She hit the floor at the bottom, knocked her chin against the cement, her teeth sinking through the meat of her tongue. Wet warmth flooded her mouth. The coppery taste of blood was instantaneous.

Next it dragged her over the speed bump of Hannah’s still body at the foot of the stairs, where Grace’s fumbling hand discovered the handle of the knife. She grasped it, pulled it free with a slick gulp.

It reeled her farther into the basement, into the pit of its deepest dark. There it flipped her over, straddling her with its many limbs—legs or arms, she could scarcely tell the difference. It was dripping something. Saliva? Or was it blood? Had the officers managed to land any of their shots? Again, no way to tell.

“You should have stayed away,” Faith’s voice growled from the thing. Impossible.

Grace lay crushed on her back as its hands scurried across her body, finding her throat. She brandished the knife against it. There came a cacophony of shrill whines in response. Its slender, skeletal fingers tightened around her thick neck. She felt the strain of her muscles, her tendons, the tension as it tried to force her head up off her shoulders.

She thrust the knife between them, sticking the thing somewhere in its middle.

Those voices erupted again, a whole wave of them emitting from across the creature’s body, some of them right in Grace’s ears, lumps of mouths scattered up its arms all letting loose their agony. That unnatural darkness around them wavered. It collapsed inward, strobed outward, then inward again, giving Grace the briefest glimpses of the thing that straddled her, caught in the glow of the flashlight beams aimed across the floor where the officers lay dead.

The thing that held her was an animal. A beast.

The hands around her throat grabbed hold again, squeezing, prying. She pulled the knife and drove it home again. Its ice-cold blood dribbled down her hands. Another chorus of screams. An additional cluster of bony appendages seized her by the wrist. Grace let out a scream of her own as it bent her, her wrist snapping in its grasp. The knife clattered onto the cement beside her, before another hairy limb swiped it away, sent it skating into the dark.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, she thought, her mind exploding with frightened nonsense thoughts.

I’m about to lose my head.

She grabbed uselessly at the limbs around her throat, its fur crunchy against her fingers. Dry. Brittle. Like weeds. In the midst of everything, an idea occurred to her. Possibly genius, probably moronic, desperate regardless. She stuffed a hand into her pocket where she kept her cigarette lighter. With her heartbeat pounding in her ears, she pulled it out, clicked it once, sparked a flame.

The creature batted her hand and the lighter went soaring.

Her vertebrae popped one by one as all the slack in her spine pulled taut.

“Grace!” Kit screamed from the sidelines.

Something skipped across the floor, bumped against her shoulder. Smooth and plastic. She grabbed it, knew the shape of it in an instant. She held this one much tighter than the last. Secure. She clicked Kit’s lighter once, twice, sparked another flame, and punched the thing in its matted chest, holding the flame there until it caught.

And holy shit, did it catch.

Its grip around her throat loosened. Grace shimmied and shrugged out from under it. The basement came aglow with firelight as the thing went up like straw. Dazzling. Sulfuric. Grace choked on its pungent odor, face pinched with disgust. She turned her mouth into the crook of her arm, as if to escape it. She glimpsed something on the floor beside her. She quickly grabbed it—one of the officers’ handguns. She aimed it at the thing in the middle of the room, a monstrous torch, howling and writhing and patting itself with its many arms. The impossible darkness which had previously protected it was gone, evaporated. With her faced turned slightly from its heat, she advanced, bringing herself within point-blank range.

“Grace, please!” it screeched in her sister’s voice. Even in the heat of its fast-spreading flames, a cold wave of chills covered her from head to toe. “Please, don’t do this!”

“You’ll regret this,” her father announced, the thing’s unbridled suffering seeping into his voice, turning it uglier than usual.

“Sweetheart,” her mother said, cracking in torment. “Stop. Please stop. We’re in here. We’re all in here.”

“Do it!” Kit screamed, clinging to the bars of his cell, his face alight with fire and terror and rage.

Grace didn’t know where to shoot, truthfully. The thing was armored in fur and teeth, so many mouths, it was impossible to know what was and wasn’t its head, or if it had one at all. Perhaps that didn’t matter.

Perhaps any number of bullets would do.
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She awoke with a terrible feeling in her heart.

She was fading in and out. Slipping and waking. There was an even worse feeling in her stomach. Something lodged there. No, there had been something lodged there. It’d since been removed. It left a gaping, throbbing wound in her. She couldn’t move. Her bodily warmth was spilling out of her moment by moment, spreading in a lukewarm pool beneath her.

Her thoughts were dreamy, hard to hold onto. Clarity returned to her in brief snippets, in unison with the snippets of pain in her belly. Drifting, drifting, drifting, followed by a sudden twisting inside her that startled her awake again.

This was what it felt like to die, she thought.

She’d almost done it once before.

She remembered it like it was yesterday—when she’d almost succeeded in taking her own life. It’d happened in this very basement, in fact, where she’d strung a rope through the exposed ceiling with the help of a wooden stool. The ol’ reliable.

She recalled how that had felt, with the noose digging into her throat under the shelf of her jaw, her head exploding with the incredible pressure of her own blood, her own heartbeat, her mind fading in and out much like it did now.

That was the night it’d first appeared to her—her very special housemate—as well as her sweetest Bradley, returned from the darkness at last in order to save her from it.

It was in this very basement they’d first struck their deal.

Now the basement filled with light. More light than she’d ever seen down here, ever. She turned her head on the cool cement to see it. The crackling, screaming fire. Its screams echoed off the bare walls, layering the room with its haunting harmony.

“Help me,” he said.

Her little boy’s voice was crystal clear in her ears, despite the sound of the fire, despite the raucous choir of all those poor souls trying to shout each other down. They were trapped in there, she thought. Their vessel was burning down around them.

“Help me, mommy.”

She wished she could. She wished she could pick herself up and smother the flames with her own body, but she couldn’t even lift her head off the ground.

The muscular woman emptied the gun she held into the flames. It fell over sideways, toppling like a big heap of dirty, burning laundry. The scent of burning hair was thick in the air. Hannah didn’t even possess the strength to cough as it entered her lungs. She watched it burn, watched its body crumple and flatten under the flames. The woman glanced her way briefly, but barely saw her as a threat. Instead she turned her attention to the young man in the makeshift cell across the room.

Hannah blinked her tired eyes. She resumed watching the fire. The voices withered with its body, consumed.

In the basement’s shadows, a silvery smoke gathered along the ceiling, growing thicker. Hannah watched that instead. The swirling smoke. Only it wasn’t just smoke, she knew. It was something else. Somehow she could tell. The smoke moved in a strange way as it gathered, spiraling larger. A coiled snake.

When finally it had all gathered up there, the whole mass of it moved. The others weren’t privy to it at all. Hannah followed it with her delirious gaze as it drifted across the ceiling, curled up the stairway, serpentined through the basement door, and was gone.

As the others began searching for a means of letting the young man out of his cage, Hannah rested her eyes.

She wondered if her spirit would unspool from her body likewise when the time came. The time was coming. Soon.

She wondered if she would see him again when it did. She hoped so.

She hoped so very much.
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The creature burned up faster than Kit would have expected. Its body became mangled and crisp, curling in on itself like paper until the flames dwindled to mere fingertips clawing at the dark.

He could only keep watch while Grace conducted a thorough search using one of the officer’s flashlights. Each swipe of its beam revealed new horrors, whether it was the pile of remains in one corner, the pile of torn and bloodied clothes in the other, or the officers’ dismembered bodies strewn across the open floor in between.

Every now and again Grace shined her light on the woman at the bottom of the stairs, as if to confirm she hadn’t moved, which she never had. She was quite dead, Kit thought.

There were only so many places to look, so many things worth searching through. Mostly the basement was empty, and there didn’t appear any signs of a key. Not even a simple hook on the wall.

Grace returned to his cell to examine the door, double checking that a key was even necessary.

“Damn. I don’t know. Maybe it’s got the key,” she suggested, shining her light on what was left of the entity. “I’ll have to wait for it to cool off before I start digging into it…”

Grace froze.

“Wait. You hear that?”

Kit did hear it. Distant voices. Not just voices, either, but what sounded like more officers gathering upstairs, perhaps outside, along with the distinct beeps and chatter of their radios. Grace turned away, starting for the stairs.

“Wait,” Kit said. “Don’t leave me down here.”

He felt cowardly for saying it, but he couldn’t stand the thought of being left alone for another second in this place—this place of death and darkness, this chamber of cruelty, a nest for a hideous thing. Grace considered the stairs, considered him. She nodded.

As footsteps banged into the house over their heads, she craned her neck and shouted, “We’re down here!”

As she shouted this, the candle in the middle of the floor ignited. Grace didn’t notice, but Kit did. Its flame sprouted to life from seemingly nothing, wagging skittishly in the cold basement air.

Grace shouted again, in case the officers hadn’t heard her. Further footsteps stomped about the house. Flashlights beamed down the stairs from above. Another set of legs started down, pausing halfway to shine their light into the room, onto Grace standing outside Kit’s cell.

Kit only watched the lit candle—some poor soul somewhere in the world waiting for an answer that wouldn’t come, and might possibly never come again.

Another set of legs followed down the stairs. A second, female officer. There were even more footsteps still upstairs. How many were there?

The candle on the floor went unnoticed, even as the officer reached the bottom of the stairs and shined his light onto the woman’s body there, then onto the torn bodies of his colleagues, as Grace nervously blurted her explanations to them.

At last, the candlelight winked out. A silver tendril of smoke appeared from its burnt wick, the poor soul’s call gone unanswered.

Then Kit had to squint as multiple lights abruptly shined into his face, blinding him.

After so much darkness, he didn’t even mind it.


Epilogue


Faith’s viewing was closed casket just like her parents’ had been. And much like her parents’ funeral arrangements, hers had mostly been handled by Jackie, for whom Kit would be eternally grateful. She was a godsend. He truly didn’t know what he’d do without her.

He also felt similarly about Grace in the days leading up to the funeral, whose company was invaluable to him. He believed the feeling was mutual. Without the other, each of them would have otherwise been strangers in a room full of… well, lesser strangers.

The funeral itself was a quick and quiet affair. Grace scarcely left Kit’s side. After the casket was lowered, and family and friends departed, Kit stayed behind with Grace, each of them watching as the others slowly crawled back to their cars under a cold, gray November sky.

“Now what?” Grace said, peering across the sloping cemetery with slitted eyes, a plume of warm breath.

“Now what?” Kit repeated. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, what do you have planned for the rest of the day?”

Kit was slightly taken aback. He was so constantly lost in his own thoughts—about Faith, about the funeral, about everything that had happened these last few weeks—he could hardly understand how Grace remained so forward-thinking, how effortlessly it came to her, or seemed to. Anyone who didn’t know her would have probably assumed she was heartless. Kit knew that wasn’t the case. She simply wasn’t one for dwelling, he thought. At least not openly.

“I’ve got people coming over this afternoon,” he answered. He folded his arms, as the morning chill nipped him even through his jacket. “To look at the house.”

“Oh. You’re selling?”

“Yeah. I’d like to move into something smaller, I think…”

And less haunted, he thought.

Although he hadn’t experienced any further activity these last couple weeks—not since everything had come to such a violent end that night—he knew he couldn’t remain in that house even still. There were just too many memories, and the bad were almost on the brink of outweighing the good.

“Good for you,” Grace said. She rubbed her hands together, breathed into them for warmth. “I’ve been helping Aunt Jackie fix up my parents’ place to sell, too. She told me the money’s mine if I want it.”

“And…”

“And hell yeah, I want it,” Grace said, without even a hint of humor in her voice. She stared at Kit from the corner of her eye, as the corner of her mouth quirked with the hint of a smile. It only lasted for a second. “Sorry. You’re probably processing all of this a lot differently than I am.”

“It’s okay. I get it.”

“I’ve got a selfish streak in me, I guess.”

“I think we’ve all got a bit of that.” Kit cleared his throat. “By the way… I haven’t really gotten a chance lately, with all the funeral stuff, but… I wanted to say thanks. For everything.”

That ghost of a smile reappeared. “For everything.”

“Yeah, for everything. I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you.”

Grace kicked at the grass. “Just tell me you’ve already gotten rid of all that stuff…”

“Of course.” Kit looked around them, at the deserted cemetery, at the lingering workers at the gravesite where Aunt Jackie was still conversing with one of the groundskeepers. “What about you? What are you up to the rest of the day?”

“Not much. I’ve got a hot date later tonight, is all.”

Kit wanted to laugh, though he wasn’t feeling especially capable at the moment. “Really, a date? Today?”

“Don’t judge me,” Grace said. “I’m sure my sister’s funeral will make for great conversation.”

“Jesus…”

“I’m kidding,” she said, eyeing him again, quite severely this time. “You know that, right?”

“About the date, or your choice of small talk?”

Kit smiled then, but even that felt profane, like he was somehow betraying Faith’s memory by even pretending at something that wasn’t grief.

For fuck’s sake, she’s literally being buried in the ground as we speak, not even twenty steps behind us.

The phony smile melted from his face in an instant.

“Sorry,” Grace said yet again. “I don’t know why I make jokes.”

“Because that’s how you’re coping.”

She kicked at the grass again—a fidgety mannerism.

“Sure. I guess. Let’s go with that.”

They stood silently for a time, as the cars in the distant parking lot pulled out one by one. Then they both turned to the sound of someone approaching.

“Hey, you two,” Jackie said. She offered Kit a sympathetic smile before focusing on Grace with a great big sigh. “I’m about ready to head over to the house. I’ve got a couple more carloads of stuff to take to storage, if you wanna help. You’re welcome to join, too, Kit. If you’d like.”

“Kit’s got his own work cut out for him today,” Grace answered. “But I’ll meet you over there in a bit.”

“All right,” Jackie said. “Don’t be afraid to holler if you need anything, Kit. Any time.”

“Thanks, Jackie. I will.”

She gave them both a cursory wave as she started her careful journey down the sloping grass, toward the parking lot a short ways below. Then it was just them again, standing silently as they watched her go.

Grace cleared her throat and said, “Well, I’d probably better get going, too…”

“Yeah,” Kit said. “I think I’ll⁠—”

Grace startled him as she pulled him in with all the unexpected strength her chiseled arms possessed. A crushing embrace. Kit very nearly wheezed.

“Stay in touch, okay?” she said in his ear. “Don’t go blowing away on me.”

She squeezed him tighter, forcing something like a laugh out of him then.

“I’ll try not to.”

She let him go, but remained standing close, eye to eye. “I mean it. If you start feeling like you’re… coming untethered, like you said… call me. You can always call me.”

Her sincerity was almost frightening. Kit wasn’t entirely sure what to make of it. Then suddenly her eyes were wet. Brimming.

“I know you made her happy,” she said. “And I’d rather have that to remember her by than anything in that shitty house.”

All at once it washed over him—understanding.

“Yeah. I’ll keep in touch.”

“You’d better. Because even if you won’t, I will.”

Kit smiled. He couldn’t help it. He never would have thought receiving a threat could feel so reassuring.

“I’ll see you around, then,” Grace said.

“I’ll see you around.”

He stayed back and watched as Grace made her way through the cemetery, all the way back to her car, where she turned to see him watching from atop the hill and gave him one last parting wave, which he returned.

Once she was gone, he turned back to the gravesite, now filled in with dirt.

Two steps was all he could take toward it.

Horrendous images flashed in his mind’s eye. Hands. Feet. A dead-eyed gaze floating in the dark. It took a conscious effort to force those images out, to willfully replace them with something else, something better. He squeezed his eyes shut with the effort. Without her standing before him, however—the real life Faith Mulligan—it was almost impossible. His memories were fuzzy for some reason, as if those nightmarish ones were erasing the good.

Standing and staring at his fiancée’s fresh grave wasn’t helping. He wished he might have some final, poignant moment here, some slight brush with closure. Instead he only felt warped inside. Sick.

He couldn’t spend a second longer in this place.
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He stood before his dining table with an open cardboard box placed there, and three half-melted black candles sitting inside.

He’d lied to Grace. He hadn’t gotten rid of it all just yet. He was preparing to, he really was, he just…

He’d tried it again only two nights ago. The prayer.

Just in case.

That’s what he’d told himself, anyway, as he’d sat there all by his lonesome with a box of matches. He’d lit the first candle. He’d recited the prayer once again, and hadn’t even needed the pamphlet to do it. Then, like before, the second candle’s wick had caught fire of its own accord.

But it’s dead now. We killed it.

Right?

He couldn’t decide if he was relieved or disappointed when the third candle never illuminated.

His prayer hadn’t been heard.

Good. It had never been real, anyway.

The police hadn’t any clue what to make of that night. They’d poked around at the thing’s shriveled remains, where they’d finally discovered the key to Kit’s cell from a crispy fold in its flesh to free him. Then he and Grace had given their statements, their stories, and received such blank stares in response despite the clear evidence that something not of this world had torn the police’s colleagues to shreds in that basement, along with countless other victims.

Is it over?

Kit asked himself this now, staring at those black candles in their cardboard box. It was up to him, he knew. Whether it was over or not. Whether he was ready to declare that it was over or not.

He wanted so badly to hear her voice again.

He wanted so badly to hear his voice again.

He folded up the box’s flaps. He carried it through the back door, to the garbage can at the side of the house along the driveway. He tossed the box in, let the garbage lid fall shut with a bang.

That was that.

He returned inside and took a seat on his living room sofa when his phone gave a buzz inside his pocket. It was his realtor, letting him know the potential buyers were on their way.

At that moment there came a scraping from the kitchen. He looked up to the sound, and caught the strangest, most subtle whiff of smoke. It tickled his nostril almost to the point of sneezing, and then it was gone. Faint and fleeting. He itched his nose.

It’s nothing.

He grabbed his keys and was about to leave—to make himself scarce for the walkthrough—then stopped by the front door, taking in his quiet home, breathing deeply in an effort to catch that scent again, or decide that he hadn’t actually smelled anything at all.

After another moment of listening, of sniffing, he decided to open a couple windows to let in some fresh, chilly air before he left.

Just in case.
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MORSELS
SAMPLE CHAPTERS


1.

She sat on her bed with a 9mm pistol in her hands, held loosely in her lap, and imagined what it would be like to blow his brains out. How violent could it be, really? How much blood? How long would he remain upright as the life blipped out of him? Would she do it from behind, or would she do it face to face? The latter was the more attractive option, she thought.

She thought.

She’d never killed anyone before. She’d never wanted to kill anyone before. Anyone else, at least. These thoughts had been running through her mind for some years now. Thoughts of confrontation. A spilling of truths. A spilling of blood. A fantasy she hoped to bring to fruition soon. Very soon.

There was a niggling doubt in the recess of her mind, however. Of course. She wasn’t a monster, after all. Not like him. Not like the rest of them.

Faint, early morning sunlight began to claw at the window curtains.

To her credit, she imagined the event with no frill. No melodrama. It would go down quickly. The quicker the better, in fact. Less chance for snags. Less chance for that niggling doubt to find its way to the foreground and freeze her up like the nervous, nail-biting mess she knew she truly was.

“This is for you,” she murmured.

Bang.

She turned the pistol over in her lap. Black, nylon-based polymer. A tiny thing. Ten rounds. It didn’t belong to her.

She imagined it all again. His dimwitted face. She lifted the gun in both hands, aimed it at her bedroom wall, one eye shut, and imagined that dimwitted face stricken with fear—beading sweat, a twitching mouth, dawning realization.

“This is for you,” she murmured again.

Her body trembled. Somehow tears sprang into her eyes. She lowered the pistol, cradled it in her lap once again, and allowed her mind to go blank for a time, until the cold rush of anxiety finished flushing through her. Her heart was pounding. She liked to think she was ready for this, that she’d been ready for years now, but only time would tell.

No. I am ready for this.

A single tear dripped from her eye and she hastily swiped away the rest on the back of her hand.

“He deserves this.”

She squashed that ever-looming doubt down as best she could, but it was like holding an inflated balloon underwater. Hopeless. Before she could lose control of it, before it could slip from her grasp and pounce into her mind as a full-fledged notion, she sprang to her feet and placed the pistol into the small hardshell suitcase opened on her bed, already packed with enough clothes for a one-night stay.

One night, she reminded herself. A soothing thought.

And perhaps it wouldn’t even take that long.

2.

Leaning against the passenger window, Connie Jacobsen watched the ash-colored clouds with dreamy eyes, the midafternoon sun hidden somewhere behind them. Those clouds promised rain, but they’d yet to see a single drop all day. She yearned for it. A little rain always helped to settle her nerves.

Bored of the sky’s teasing, she turned to the driver and watched him a while instead. He was especially easy on the eyes, his handsome face endlessly pleasing to her. Judging by the furrow of his brow and the idle manner in which he chewed the inside of his lip, it was clear he too was in desperate need of something to settle his nerves.

He sensed her watching. His concentrated gaze flickered in her direction. His restless mouth formed a coy, lopsided smirk.

“Can I help you?”

“Just admiring,” Connie answered smoothly. “You look like you’re thinking real hard about something. I can’t imagine what it could be…”

“Mhmm,” he answered. “Sure you can’t.”

Evan Caldwell squeezed the steering wheel a little tighter as he took a deep breath, and exhaled a slow and steady sigh—his own way of settling his nerves, Connie had come to learn. For him, a deep sigh was rarely a sign of relaxation.

As she continued watching him, he glanced her way again just to be sure, and that uncomfortable smirk broke into a full grin.

“What?”

“Tell me about it,” she said.

“I’ve already told you about it.”

“Tell me about it some more, then. If it’s bothering you…”

Another deep breath, another long sigh. He glanced nervously into the rearview, despite not having seen another vehicle on these long, green, southern roads for miles.

“I’m just ready for this weekend to be over, is all.”

“But we’re not even there yet.”

“I know.”

“And it’s only for a couple days.”

“I know.”

“It’s going to be fine.”

Of course, Connie couldn’t actually say this with any certainty. She knew nothing of Evan’s family besides everything he’d already told her—most of it through a bitter lens. Based on everything she did know, she imagined it would be an unpleasant experience all said and done. But for the sake of both their mental health, she’d decided from the start she’d be their equalizer—the silver lining to Evan’s rain cloud.

“And what do you predict will be ‘fine’ about it?” he asked.

“Well, it’ll end eventually,” she said. “We’ll survive. We’ll go home. Everything will be as it should be.”

“Yeah.” Evan squinted a little as he turned these things over in his mind. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.”

“It’s the only way to look at it without worrying yourself to death.”

Connie turned back to her window, where the green leaves and wild grass continued to blur by. On roads like these, it was hard to imagine ever ending up anywhere.
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There was a break in the clouds as they stopped for gas, so that the station ahead appeared as a beacon of salvation to them, doused in shimmering sunlight, its surroundings remaining dull and darkened—a respite from the gloom. Evan pulled alongside the first pump. There were only four. Aside from their vehicle, one other was parked near the convenience store, which Connie guessed belonged to the attendant inside. Evan climbed out of the car, and in less than a minute he opened his door again and leaned inside.

“These pumps don’t even have working card readers,” he said. “I’ll have to pay inside. You need anything?”

Connie focused on her bladder, and tried to gauge her current need to alleviate it.

“How close do you think we are now?” she asked.

“Honestly pretty close. Ten minutes? I’d just rather fill up now instead of tomorrow on our way out. Why, you need to pee?”

“I think I can wait.”

Admittedly, Connie held a certain squeamishness regarding gas station bathrooms. Even if she believed she could go, she would much rather hold it until they arrived at Evan’s parents’ summer home.

Evan remained stooped in the driver’s door, grinning as he read her mind like no one else could. “All right, I’ll be back then.”

Connie watched him make his way across the glittering parking lot, the sunlight especially bright somehow—its rays condensed through the opening in the clouds overhead like a magnifying glass. As soon as he ducked inside, however, the light shifted. The clouds shifted. Connie actually watched their shadows move across the parking lot, darkening the blacktop at the pace of a slow mudslide until the sunlight was entirely gone once again.

Alone in the car, now it was her turn to take a deep breath.

She was more nervous than she realized. She felt it now—that pit in her stomach coming to life, blooming icily inside her. She shivered with it. Perhaps a bit of nerves, a bit of the departing sun…

She gazed along the road ahead, which forked in two directions, each direction as choked by woods as the other.

It’ll end eventually. We’ll survive. We’ll go home. Everything will be as it should be.

When she looked to the gas station again, she startled.

A plump, scruffy man stood leaned against the corner of the building, one hand in the pocket of his jeans, the other already raised and waving playfully before she’d even realized he was there.

Waving at her.

She glanced to the gas station entrance. The windows revealed nothing, offering only reflections of the parking lot. Of Evan’s car. Of her sitting inside looking even more startled than she realized she was, her mouth hanging open in stunned silence.

The man was still waving when she looked again. He wiggled each of his fingers daintily. Mockingly.

“What the hell,” she muttered with a scowl.

She shook her head at him—a look that said ‘what’s your deal?’—and promptly faced forward again, peering toward the fork in the road, toward the dark blue-gray skyline over the trees. Her heart rate had increased a little. She took another deep breath. From the corner of her eye she could still see him, only vaguely. Was he still waving? Still twinkling his fingers with a crude smile?

Something else teased the edges of her vision. The front doors swinging open. She turned to see Evan emerging outside. He regarded her along the way with that boyish smirk she could never resist. The waving man had apparently moved. Her eyes darted left and right searching for him. But he was gone. Vanished.

Evan worked the gas pump. As he stood and waited beside the nozzle, Connie continued surveying the building, bewildered by the speed in which the strange man had taken his leave. That hadn’t been the attendant, obviously, she thought, or else Evan couldn’t have paid for his gas inside. She eyed the singular car parked near the entrance and deciphered no occupants inside.

She flinched as the gas nozzle audibly shut off. It clinked as Evan shook it around a bit before returning it to its holster, then promptly made his way back around the car. He climbed behind the wheel with a tired groan.

“Did you see anyone else when you went inside?” Connie asked before he even had his door shut.

Evan pursed his lips. “No. Just the guy behind the counter. Why?”

Connie turned to face the building again. “There was a man standing over there after you went in. He kept staring at me and waving…”

Evan leaned out of his seat, across Connie, peering through her window where she pointed.

“What did he look like?”

“Other than being creepy as hell, just a normal guy. He had some facial hair, I guess.”

“Oh, weird…”

Evan continued scouring the building, his expression hawkish, as the silence between them stretched steadily into an awkward one. Connie directed her attention to him, her head pulled back to make room for him there. She caught a whiff of his aftershave. Minty and fragrant. His parted lips slowly quirked into a grin, and it became all too obvious he prolonged his position deliberately.

“I think he’s long gone by now,” she said.

Leaning across her lap, Evan craned his neck to look at her directly, their noses an inch apart. “You think so?”

“Mhmm.” Connie held back her laughter. “It turns out the weirdo was sitting beside me all along.”

“What a twist,” Evan said.

He kissed her. Connie kissed him in kind, long and sweet. He smiled dopily for a moment, holding her gaze, before finally settling back into his own seat, taking his wonderful scent with him. He started the engine and buckled himself in.

As they pulled away, Connie searched the station one last time but saw no sign of the man.
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“Are you nervous?” Evan asked, as he checked the clock on the dash for the umpteenth time since filling the tank, counting down the literal seconds until their arrival, it seemed—mentally grasping at them, most likely, as if he could clutch the seconds in his fist and slow time outright, so that they might never reach their destination.

“A little. Are you asking me because you’re nervous?”

“You already know I’m nervous.”

“So tell me some more about it,” Connie said, repeating herself from earlier. “We’ve got… I don’t know, at least five more minutes to spare for conversation.”

“And you want me to waste them repeating what you already know?”

“It’ll help. Trust me.” She watched as her boyfriend seemed to process this, resisting it. “Tell me what you’re so nervous about.”

Evan took yet another great big deep breath and blew it out forcefully.

“Well. I’m nervous about being stuck in the same house as them all weekend. I’ve been dreading it for weeks. If it wasn’t for you coming with me, I don’t think I could even stand it, or that I’d have come at all.”

“And why are you so nervous about being stuck in the same house as them?”

Evan made a sound, something like laughter in the back of his throat that couldn’t quite escape. He shrugged. Then he proceeded to sit with the thought, whatever had almost made him laugh, and became suddenly grave with it.

“They’re not good people,” he said finally. He sat with that thought for a moment as well, as if surprised to realize it. He’d expressed as much to Connie before, though never so succinctly. “Money and reputation matter more to them than… anything. More than being an actual family.” He turned and met Connie’s gaze for a moment, taking his eyes off the road to do so. “I’ve told you all of this before.”

“I know.”

He looked to the road once again. Connie could see it in his eyes, the way he stared through the road, beyond it, beneath it perhaps, his mind touching on other things entirely.

“I’m nervous about introducing you to them,” he let out next, almost like a confession.

“Why?”

“Because I don’t think they’ll understand you. Or us.”

“What don’t you think they’ll understand?”

“Well, for starters, my mom and dad never loved each other. Ever. It wasn’t the basis of their marriage. And judging by how they raised us, I’m positive they don’t even know the meaning of the word. Love and affection aren’t in their vocabulary…”

Do we love each other? Connie wondered. She only wondered this tongue-in-cheek because they’d yet to say the words. Her boyfriend didn’t even seem to realize he’d all but confessed it just now. She smiled, keeping these thoughts to herself as he continued.

“They one-hundred-percent expected me and my siblings to marry like they did. Not for love, but… you know. Myles lived up to their expectations that way. I didn’t. Riley didn’t. So… yeah, I’m nervous as hell to introduce you to them. Not for their sake, but yours. I’m worried I’m about to subject you to something terrible. Maybe it’ll be too much. Maybe you’ll even look at me differently for it…”

“What?” Connie broke free from the exercise with genuine confusion of her own. “You know that won’t happen.”

“Do I? I’m not entirely sure you realize what you’re getting yourself into. Maybe I haven’t properly prepared you for it…”

“I’m prepared to meet a group of people who may or may not come across as vain or snobbish…”

“And cold,” Evan said. “My parents are practically reptilian. They all are, really.”

“So I’ve been warned,” Connie said. “So long as I get to retire to a bedroom with you and only you at the end of the day, I am sure I will survive. In fact, I think you’ll be amazed at my ability to smile through every second of it. Like this.”

When Evan looked at her, Connie offered him the biggest, cheesiest grin she could muster.

“Oh, God,” Evan said. “Just like that, huh?”

“Just like that,” Connie repeated. She leaned out of her seat and kissed him squarely on the cheek. “Your family will be shocked at how relentlessly sociable I am.”

3.

Following a few seemingly aimless turnoffs, watching the roads get narrower and more private in feel, Connie almost couldn’t believe her eyes when the estate came into view. First there were only trees along the winding road, and more trees, and then there it suddenly was, nestled into them like an abhorrent secret. Abhorrent because it didn’t belong.

What had simply been described as a summer home turned out to be so much more than that. It was as if someone had plucked a full-size, colonial-style home straight out of the wealthy Washington D.C. suburbs and plopped it into the woods. Warm brown brick, black roof, with black shutters on the numerous windows. By all means it was attractive—pretty, even—but entirely out of place. At least Connie thought so. Then again, she wasn’t familiar with anything remotely ritzy or lavish. Anything in a place like this would have struck her as out of place. She could only imagine what Evan’s parents’ primary residence looked like.

They pulled slowly along the final stretch toward the waiting estate, Evan clutching their last seconds alone together with a crushing grip.

“If this is your parents’ summer home…” Connie murmured, leaning forward in her seat. “I can’t imagine…”

“Only one of a few,” Evan said. “They like this one for its seclusion, I guess. Makes them feel woodsy.”

“Wow. Talk about roughing it.”

The single paved road they followed joined into a round, looping driveway. Two vehicles were already parked and waiting along its inner edge—an SUV the size of a boat, and a white luxury sedan parked behind it.

“So who’s here?” Connie asked. “Do you recognize those?”

“The SUV will be my parents’,” Evan said. “If I had to guess, the white car is my brother’s.”

“So who are we still missing?”

Evan pulled behind the sedan. He shut off the engine.

“My uncle, who pretty much never misses a family gathering. And Riley… who I’m still not sure is even coming. I hope she does, but I’m doubtful.”

Riley was Evan’s sister. She was the youngest, and from what Connie had gathered, the most troubled of them. The black sheep of the family, as Evan had described her, which was precisely why he always spoke so highly of her. Connie could tell Evan wished to be closer with his sister, but just as she knew from experience, familial relationship dynamics were never so easy or reciprocated.

With the engine off, they sat for a moment longer in a mutually understood silence. Connie used that moment to study the house a little more closely. Despite being late afternoon, and the sky being as gray as it was, she noticed the curtains were drawn in each of the windows, upstairs and downstairs.

“To be honest,” Evan said suddenly, “if not for Riley, I don’t think I’d have anything to do with this family anymore. I wouldn’t have brought us here, that’s for sure. She’s the only one I actually want you to meet. If I could accomplish that outside of a family gathering, I would…”

“You don’t talk at all, just the two of you?”

“I have no idea how I’d even get ahold of her,” Evan said. “I don’t think she even owns a phone.”

“Your parents must have some means, if they’ve invited her like the rest of you. Right?”

“Oh, well, of course,” Evan said. “I’m pretty sure they still support her for the most part. Financially, I mean.” Evan sighed. “Messy, messy. You ready to dive in?”

“I’ve got my proverbial snorkel on and everything.”

Connie delighted in the look on her boyfriend’s face. Amused in spite of himself.

“See, it’s comments like that,” he said, “that my parents will not appreciate.”

“Their loss.”

“Their loss, indeed.”

They climbed out of the car and fetched their bags from Evan’s trunk—two luggage cases, one for each of them. As Connie dragged hers out onto the pavement, she repeated one thought like a mantra in her mind.

One night. Just one night.

Evan slammed the trunk closed. With yet another sigh he said, “Here we go.”

The wheels on Connie’s luggage bumped and rattled along the sidewalk to the entrance. The front door was fitted with a large, round window, the glass dark and murky and secretive.

Just one night.

They were three paces from the door when it opened to them. Two paces as someone pressed themselves into the widening gap to greet them. Connie realized her heart was hammering in her chest.

END OF SAMPLE

Ready to read more?
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