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Strangers in the Night

	 

	It was an oak tree that marked the border between life and death. At least, Carl thought it was an oak tree. He had never cared much for botany or arboriculture. He wasn’t certain that was even a word in English, even if it followed grammatical rules.

	The oak tree was not on Shane’s property. It was not even on Berkley Street, but one street over in a yard that had been abandoned since Carl first took notice of it many years in the past.

	Despite the vastness of the yard, nothing lived there. Nothing thrived. The birds did not sing in the trees, and even the insects avoided it. The house was, after all, a place of death.

	The influence of the house, the creepy aura of death that seeped from it like water from a burst pipe, could only spread so far, though. And the oak tree was the only definite landmark Carl had identified. There were birds in the branches, and he had seen a squirrel gathering the acorns.

	Death had limits. Eternal death was not so eternal; it had its borders.

	Carl had not purposely sought the limits of the house’s influence; it was merely a thing he observed by chance. He had taken to going for walks at night sometimes when Shane was not around. Shane could be gone for days at a time, even weeks sometimes, and the house would weigh on Carl.

	The other ghosts were company, after a fashion. But they were as confined as he. The sisters had no fresh stories to share. Eloise and Thaddeus were amusing in small doses the way children are, but they were not comrades. They couldn’t be friends. And even a dead man could eventually grow bored.

	He could only travel so far outside, but the world was still alive even if the house was not. That meant it grew, and it changed, and that had a kind of excitement Carl could not find within the cold walls of the mansion.

	The oak tree had become his destination more often than not. He’d walk this way or that, flit through neighborhoods nearby and listen to people sharing their lives on phone calls or over drinks, but the tree was somehow more satisfying. It was like him, he decided. Rooted in place and watching the world move around it. But unlike him, it was alive. He envied that.

	It was at the oak tree that Carl first met her. She was there before him that night. Waiting, maybe. He never asked, and she never said. How long ago was it? Time had little meaning to him anymore. Was it five years? Twenty? It was all the same now.

	Her name was Annalise, and she was dead. The dark circles under her eyes, her thin and almost birdlike frame, and her prominent cheekbones and collar all spoke to a tragic demise about which he never asked. Had she starved? Wasted away in some bedroom where no one came to see her until it was far too late? That was her secret. She never asked how he had died, either.

	She lived, for lack of a better word, in a house just south of the oak tree. It was not as opulent as Shane’s, not a mansion from another age. It was an American home made by American builders at the height of American expansion and the depths of creativity. It was ugly and squat and plain. From the 1950s, she had said.

	The house was condemned and due to be plowed under any day now. It had been so for many years. The lawn was overgrown with weeds and scattered with trash. The walls were tagged with graffiti and burn marks, and part of the ceiling had caved in long ago under the weight of rain and rot.

	They would look at each other some nights. He did not appear every night because that seemed obtrusive to him. And on the nights he did show, she was not always there. He wondered what she might be up to, in her abandoned and rotting home. Was she remembering days long past, when she could still feel the cool of the night or the warmth of the sun? Did she still long for the life she once had?

	Carl sometimes thought about his life and how things were before. He would sometimes get lost, not in the memories, but in the search for them. There were chunks of his life he could not remember at all some days. Some days, he could not remember that he had ever been alive.

	At first, they just watched each other on the nights when they were both at the oak tree. It was always good to be cautious, Carl knew. Like the dark ones in the cellar, this woman could have been a danger.

	Annalise spoke first. It happened in the winter. There was snow on the ground, but the oak still held its orange leaves, refusing to give them up even in the dead of the season. Birds still sheltered there.

	“Is it your tree?” she asked. Her voice was like a body being dragged across gravel. It did not have emotion.

	“No,” he said simply. “I thought it might be yours.”

	“Do you think the dead can have things?”

	“No,” he said again. That she had been the one to ask struck him as ironic.

	“I think we can.”

	The contrary nature of their brief conversation should have been frustrating, but he found it curious. Shane would never have spoken in such direct contradictions.

	She said nothing else, and neither did Carl. Instead, she vanished into the night, and he stayed under the tree, listening to the night birds. They did not speak again for days.

	During their next meeting, she asked him again if it was his tree, and he again denied ownership. He feared perhaps that she was one of those lost souls, caught in some confusing half-realized consciousness and not able to hold a memory any longer than a goldfish.

	“I want to have things again,” she said.

	She was closer to him this evening. It was springtime, and the leaves were growing from new buds. More birds had returned.

	“What things?” he asked.

	She circled the tree while he stood by the trunk.

	“Things I used to have,” she answered.

	It was a vague answer, but it made sense. Carl had wished the same before. He had things when he was alive, and they were gone now. Though he was in the house with Shane and the others, he never felt like it was his. He didn’t own it. He didn’t own anything. He didn’t need to, but need and want were not the same.

	“Do you have anything?” she asked, as though reading his mind.

	“No,” he said again.

	Always a simple answer. He didn’t think she wanted more of an answer. He didn't want to give more. If he had anything, then maybe that was it. Answers. He wanted to keep them close so she would keep asking, keep wanting more from him.

	“I do,” she said.

	It was confusing, and she did not elaborate. Now he wanted to ask, but that was not who they were. Not yet, he thought. But maybe they could be.

	They spoke again in the summer.

	“Do you have anything?” she asked once more.

	“Yes,” he answered.

	He had reflected on the question, and he had been wrong before. He no longer had anything physical in the world, but that did not mean he had nothing.

	Shane had come home from some mission, a terrible battle that nearly cost him his life. It was good to have him home, and Carl was relieved he had survived. He was glad to see his old friend once more. Shane was something he had. Shane was his friend.

	“Is it dead?” Annalise asked.

	“No,” Carl replied.

	Could he have a thing that was dead, he wondered? Maybe. But he did not.

	“How about you? What do you have?” he asked her.

	She smiled, and it was joyous and sad at the same time. Her teeth were gray like metal.

	“I have an empire,” she said, extending her arms.

	Carl looked around them. The world was as it always had been. The tree was there. Her dilapidated home. A homeless man shuffling toward a nearby underpass.

	“My empire of dirt,” she said.

	Her voice lilted and ended with a giggle, and Carl smiled. An empire of dirt was a thing any spirit could lay claim to, he supposed. There was a sweet innocence to her saying. Not naïve, but tongue-in-cheek. She was playing with him.

	“Forgive me for trespassing then, Empress,” he said, offering her a deep bow.

	Annalise giggled again and stood before him.

	“You are always welcome here,” she told him.

	He felt silly, but she was joining him in it, and that made it okay. He did not think he would have acted this way in front of Shane. Or anyone. But under the oak tree, in a place where life and death mingled, he decided it was okay.

	They spoke again in the autumn. Then the winter. Then the summer. Years passed, and their conversations grew longer. Sometimes, Carl spent an entire night with her, and she told him fanciful stories of things that couldn’t possibly be true. Sometimes, she told him about protecting her empire from evils and demons and spoke in a gruesome but poetic detail that he found spellbinding.

	She spoke of her battles against demons the way Carl remembered fights on the battlefield in the war. The spilling of blood, the feel of a man’s life draining from his eyes, and the power and horror in your fingers when you take a life.

	It should have been disturbing and revolting. It should have made Carl cringe in horror and flee. But he was dead. And she was dead. How could death disgust him? How could he revile such a thing? Instead, he found it oddly beautiful.

	“Have you ever fought a demon?” she asked him one night.

	“I can’t say that I have,” he replied.

	He had killed men. As a soldier, and sometimes not as a soldier. But not demons. He did not believe in such things. Men were as evil as anything in the world. The idea of demons was unnecessary. But he had grown accustomed to her eccentricities and welcomed them as a respite from Shane’s tendency to be blunt and logical.

	“I bury them in the dirt,” she said.

	“A good place for them,” Carl agreed.

	Sometimes she talked about the stars as though they were alive. They spoke to her, she said. They whispered secrets. She never said what they were because they were secrets. Carl did not pry.

	One day in the summer, they were together under the tree. There were toads somewhere, and he could hear them croaking. The crickets joined in and so did a songbird, like a symphony of the night. They listened for what seemed like a very long time but surely could not have been more than an hour.

	Shane was away. He was pursuing a group that traded in ghosts and had gotten many people killed in the process. He was a driven man, though he often claimed otherwise. He was tormented by his abilities and yet beholden to them.
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