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Chapter 1

They had been talking to people in a rural area about a dark lady, maybe a specter in paranormal parlance. She appeared in a black Victorian dress—of course—and turned up in various places near a couple of Louisiana towns not quite into Cajun country. That began somewhere south of Riverland Parish.

Bryn Hudson peered across the Accord’s electric-blue top at straight, leafy green soybean rows stretching through brown dirt for what looked like miles until a stand of pines put in an appearance. Someone had planted the beans using farm equipment since acres were involved. She caught no sign of humans tending the fields now. The plants were not overly tall, but they appeared fairly healthy in spite of the fact news reports had indicated hardships. A drought followed by heavy rains had resulted in shorter-than-desirable root patterns. Farmers around here must feel they just couldn’t win, Bryn supposed, but an effort had been made here to battle the problem.

She lifted her black-framed glasses, the ones Michael called her hipster specs, and wiped perspiration from the bridge of her nose. The sun was high and blazing. The ground remained damp, they were in Louisiana to begin with, and the air felt extra heavy and oppressive.

From beyond the Accord’s open hood, Reyes Segarra cursed in Spanish, and that didn’t bode well for getting the car or the vehicle’s a/c going again soon.

“Air filter’s wet,” he said.

So it was maybe a little clichéd that the guy was checking the engine, but she didn’t possess many automotive skills other than driving. She’d grown up in the Northeast and relied on public transportation for much of her youth.

A few miles back, they had driven across a patch of road covered by water to get to a pocket community where the Victorian lady had been sighted. Bryn had driven enough to know all advice cautioned against that, but the water had not appeared that deep.

Reyes had taken it slow, and the water indeed hadn’t been that high and the Accord had glided through fine. Going.

Must’ve been a little higher when they returned, heading back this way, or he’d hit it just a little faster. Brown water had seeped into the floorboard about the same time the engine hacked and died. Reyes had steered and maybe half-floated it to the road’s gravel shoulder not far beyond the water.

“What do we do?”

He put the air filter on the right front fender.

“See if it dries out and try to start it again maybe. Could be the filter’s the worst of it. Damn, I was stupid.”

Reyes was not that. They had both been impatient to get back to Aimsley, what passed for a city in these parts. The agenda had included hotel rooms with good a/c, drinks and dinner at a nice restaurant on the Bizarre, Weird and Uncanny expense account. All the perks that made working for a high-strangeness concern worthwhile.

She’d considered herself a real reporter until a few months back. A different life.

A lot of things had been different a few months back, and a lot had happened since, with Michael, with life, career, with everything.

“I drove trucks through worse than this,” Reyes said. “You sit higher in a truck.”

Still kicking himself, maybe a little embarrassed.

He had spent some time in the military, but she hadn’t picked up indications he’d been in transportation before his main assignment. That must’ve been from some other point in his life.

He had let go of many military trappings. For one, he had let his hair grow into a collection of loose curls, and he wore a not-overly-tended nor overly-thick beard that somehow accentuated the dimples when he smiled. He liked to slip little jokes into exchanges, dropping asides and commentary that actually helped fight the boredom on long assignments.

They had been on one of those for a couple of months now. They’d been teamed and chasing stories of ghosts, psychics, UFOs—though the bosses were moving toward UAPs in their ‘casts, cryptids and other high strangeness in Texas and Louisiana. Cryptid was a term that encompassed any creatures that didn’t exist, as far as Bryn was concerned, and Chupacabra was passé.

“So if that dries out, we should be good?”

“Unless we got what’s called a hydrolock,” Reyes said.

“What’s that?”

“Bad.”

“Can it be fixed?”

“If you disassemble the engine and dry everything piece by piece, yeah.”

“We’re not eating at that chop house tonight, are we?”

Reyes leaned around the edge of the hood, scanning the road behind them. He looked the other way then. The road stretched miles in that direction without curving, looking almost the same. It also looked like a djinn had conjured a harem of dancing girls to dance across the asphalt. When you could the heat things felt warmer than ever.

“I won’t sugar coat it. It’s not looking good,” he said.

He played up his pronunciation of the oo sounds, not quite generating the humor for which he’d hoped.

That was it. Bryn’s hair was going into a tie. She walked around to the passenger window and leaned in to grab a band from her bag. She’d usually worn her black tresses shoulder length, but she had not seen a stylist as frequently in recent months. Hair spilled down her back, and in this humidity it felt like a heavy wool scarf against her neck.

She wound it a few times and secured it and thought about unbuttoning and tying the tail of the royal-blue blouse she’d chosen for today at her sternum. The color wasn’t that dark, but it was still absorbing heat well enough to make her consider a bare midriff. She wasn’t a big fan of perspiration.

Her abs had not had a chance to be stretched too far nor modified that drastically during her pregnancy, and she had spent a good bit of time at the climate-controlled gym for  a while after losing the baby, driving herself, running on treadmills, doing crunches and a bit of toning, mostly fighting the feelings that overwhelmed her. It was the old notion. Running had been to escape her thoughts.

She hesitated on the midriff issue now only at the thought of who might come along this side of the water hazard. She might actually attract a little help a la It Happened One Night, but she envisioned a gaggle of ogling rednecks in a Silverado tricked out for off-roading, not a happy Cajun.

Though they had encountered some people with interesting accents among those who’d reportedly sighted the dark-clad specter, maybe she’d hold off on the buttons and hacking her jeans at the thigh. She could tough it out until they figured out what they were going to do.

“You getting any coverage?” Reyes asked, stepping around the car and wiping his brow with a bandanna he’d had stashed somewhere in his khakis.

She hadn’t even checked. The last time she’d looked at her phone, they’d been moving along a road with signs periodically reading: DRIVE CAREFULLY SUB-STANDARD SURFACE.

No bars. Verizon had come through in some pretty remote places, but this wasn’t one of them.

Reyes’s carrier offered nothing either.

“So do we wait for someone to come along, or do we walk?”

“Do you recall how far is it to the first hint of commerce?”

“‘A ways’ as they say in these parts,” Reyes said. His speech bore the inflections of growing up in a home where Spanish and English were interchangeable.

“They say that?”

“Have you not been paying attention to the local patois? Cecile has been spotted ‘a ways’ out in the sorghum field.”

For some reason Cecile had caught on as an identifier for the specter, perhaps because Evangeline had been taken, and Cecile sounded vaguely Cajun, and Cajun seemed to come to mind first for those everywhere outside the state. The name had caught on with the locals as well as outsiders.

“No one said that.”

“Maybe not sorghum field, but she’s been ‘a ways’ out here or there.”

“I’ll stipulate. Should we walk?”

Reyes shaded his eyes and looked at the sun.

“You up for it? It’s hot for that, but the car’s gonna turn into an oven.”

“I had arrived at that notion,” Bryn said. “There’s supposed to be more rain, but who knows when that’s coming? It’s hard to guess how long it might be before someone comes along. No guarantee they’ll be friendly either.”

“It’s good to keep a positive attitude,” Reyes said. “You don’t have to assume catastrophic danger around every curve.”

“You’ve seen Deliverance, right?”

“And Southern Comfort. Still, lot of the people we’ve run into have been nice,” Reyes said.

“The people we’ve been talking to believe they’ve seen a ghost in Victorian dress in the middle of a Louisiana sorghum field.”

She leaned back into the car, found a baseball cap she’d discarded and threaded her pony tail through the back. That would keep a little sun off her brow. Too bad she hadn’t sprung for that sun hat with a super-wide brim she’d seen on Amazon. She reminded herself she hadn’t been planning a hike when she’d been shopping.

“I guess the Kiwis took out insurance on the car,” she said.

Bizarre, Weird and Uncanny and its accompanying podcast was the brainchild for three New Zealanders with an interest in strange phenomena and a tendency to cave to their confirmation bias—in Bryn’s University of Missouri J-school opinion anyway.

Their show and site were popular enough that they employed reporters and photographers to hammer out articles and snag photos and videos in the United States. New Zealand was an island, after all. While it had its share of UFOS, goat men and even a phantom Fiordland moose, it was worthwhile to cover a strange phenomenon on the ground in America, if it was persistent and of sustained interest.

“Hopefully we can get it towed before there’s a total loss,” Reyes said. “Driving over a flooded road might be considered risky behavior by insurance adjustors.”

“Still gets down to the Kiwis doing the wrangling on that front doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, Marlon might complain. He’s more or less the CFO.”

“The Pennypincher,” Bryn said.

“Yeah, he will query pretty quickly about expense accounts. But there should be coverage. These things happen. Kenneth Gandy lost a scooter in a mudslide, I think. Lucky he made it out.”

Bryn cut that off. “Let’s just walk a while and be on the lookout, see if we can get somewhere with coverage or a phone.”

“Or someone selling Gatorade,” Reyes said. He grabbed a half-full Dasani bottle and his backpack. Optimist or no, he wasn’t trusting his camera equipment to human nature. Bryn decided her iPad didn’t need to bake either and grabbed her small day pack. She slipped her phone out again as they started walking, holding it skyward to check again for bars. Wasn’t happening. At least the roadside gravel beside the black highway remained damp and wasn’t adding red dust to her stylish orange-and-pink Nikes.

After a half a mile at a modest pace she started thinking about her shirt-tail again. Maybe Reyes was right, maybe odds were good whoever happened along would be a decent human being, and maybe the bare midriff would help them get a ride would just be smart and not betraying all of feminism. It would certainly be cooler.

She was so far from her newspaper work, serious work, not stalking reports of ghosts and cryptids; the professional train had left the station. She’d strived to get the truth out of politicians and public officials, masters of double-speak and verbal sidesteps. She’d been known as tough, persistent but fair, the balance for which you hoped in school, even in a changing landscape with newsrooms shrinking to barebones staffing, reduced publication schedules and a treacherous climate with weaponized lawsuits.

As perspiration broke out on her forehead, she adjusted her cap brim to shield her eyes more. The sun was staying fiery. It was as unyielding as the sameness of this band of roadway.

She reminded herself the journalism environment had just been a part of what brought her to this moment. Online news sites were the Wild West, many devoid of the parameters of journalistic practices and ethics. She worked a publication with its own set of rules at least.

Jobs had just been a part of the chain reaction that led here if you really traced the sequence. It felt most of all as if Michael had been the trigger, the catalyst if you held to the metaphor. He’d definitely been the catalyst for the job with Bizarre, Weird and Uncanny.

She had not planned on working for a while after the events at The Townsman. The time had seemed right for starting a family. That hadn’t quite worked out, and her thoughts flared as fiery and hot as the sun as Michael came to her mind.

Goddamned Michael.

She didn’t feel shrill nor histrionic when anger boiled up about him.

He had inflamed her investigative instincts anew. That was for sure.

At first, she’d thought his emotional distance was due to the pain and that he couldn’t manage to open up about it. Pain she could understand. She’d felt pain. She had felt the physical pain. Then the emotional pain.

She had tried to penetrate what she thought was his agony, thinking it matched her own, that she had failed to acknowledge it. She had worked hard to be understanding even as she dealt with her own gloom. Then the name had started to turn up in texts.

“There was a quick stop, right?” Reyes asked. He’d been singing a popular song softly under his breath, at least she thought it was a popular song—she found it hard to keep up with those these days. He had cut it off abruptly.

Anger and anguish had been passing the time just as the song had for Reyes, but she thought they’d probably been walking just under a mile. His patience usually held much longer than hers.

“I believe we settled on ‘a ways,’” Bryn said. “It’s going to feel like it takes forever on foot.”

They looked together back up the roadway in the direction they’d come then back in the direction they were headed. Each view presented what now looked like endless stretches of highway. A long black ribbon of non-hope.

“We’re not going to hold up to this for long.” He uncapped and sipped from his water then passed it to Bryn.

The fields around them had not changed. Row on row. Almost perfectly straight, green soldiers hiking toward horizons on right or left.

“You had marches worse than this in the Army didn’t you?” Bryn asked.

“With a seventy-pound backpack, but then I was assigned to public relations. I spent a lot of time escorting journalists onto Army posts. I was thinking more of you.”

“Girls, eh? Can’t hack it? I’m good for a while.”

He laughed. “I didn’t mean it that way, exaltada.”

“What does that mean?”

She had some Spanish, but she hadn’t used it enough in ages. Some words escaped her, and Reyes spoke one occasionally in exasperation, reasonably confident she wouldn’t get the full weight.

“Passionate,” he said.

“Right. Fine, let’s keep walking. The marauders we aren’t dwelling on will probably only kill you.”

“Ah, you’re forgetting who got the worst of it in Deliverance, mi amiga?”

“Fine, we’re both guilty of stereotypical assumptions, and we’re both in danger of exploitation by our theoretical marauders.”

“I am a very good-looking man,” he said.

“Let’s just end the pissing contest and keep moving.”

“We should remember we’ve been in some rural areas so far, and we didn’t step into Deliverance or a Mad Max movie,” Reyes said.

“Crap now I’m thinking of that guy with the Mohawk.”

They focused on a forward horizon that didn’t seem to change and trudged on. Bryn tried focusing straight ahead. Eventually the strip of black nothing and the bean fields would have to yield to a signpost or a store. They’d passed a store coming this way, dammit. Place with refrigeration cabinets full of Canada Dry ginger ale. Suddenly chilled soft drinks had become a topic of indulgent fantasy.

True, ginger ale was lighter than most sodas, not a strong thirst quencher if her childhood recollections remained accurate. Gatorade or some other sports drink might be more what they needed, but suddenly she longed to pop the tab and gulp bubbly, lightly-flavored swallows.

With any luck, a vehicle would finally appear on the horizon. Maybe rival paranormal investigators also looking for Cecilia. That would be benign, and they could get a lift to a store or somewhere there was cell coverage.

They had passed so much time in the car, breaking up the boredom with conversation that Bryn found herself searching for a topic. She’d heard about Reyes’s siblings and shared as much as she cared to about The Current State of Bryn. They’d been over movies as well. He liked Empire better than New Hope and thought Return of the Jedi skewed a little too kiddish.

They hadn’t moved past plans for dinner as far as the short-term future, so she asked: “You have any big plans for when you get back home?”

“We make it in time, there’s a concert. They do this thing called Sounds of Summer and different acts come in. They have a country singer who’s up and coming, but you know not far from my apartment there’s an actual jazz club.”

“You like jazz?”

“I like the club. Get a drink, listen to the music. It’s more the notion of hanging out at a jazz club. Makes me feel hep.”

Bryn chuckled.

“We need to get another assignment in New Orleans. I’ve heard there have been some sightings of a ghost at a club down there, place with several different rooms. I think she turns up in the folk music room.”

“Maybe we’ll fit that in,” Reyes said.

He had no girlfriend at the moment. Because of the traveling and not because he was wrong about being hot as hell. He was in his early thirties, but he hadn’t added any girth to his trim waistline since leaving the military. In another time and place that might have been a consideration, and Bryn knew he’d assessed her, but they’d avoided any inclination or temptation. Or she had and had sent out enough vibes that he read the cold messages before he’d even fomented an appropriate pick-up line or invitation or whatever you called it. Would make working together awkward anyway.

She was wondering if the numbness tinged with anger inside her would ever alter when Reyes glanced back over his shoulder then turned, while still walking, and faced in the direction they’d just come.

She glanced back to see the black truck coming their way.

Not black but a dark blue, hint of metallic, that looked almost black in the sun. The chassis sat on massive tires, so it must have come through the patch of water with ease.

It moved at a moderate speed toward them.

In spite of all the scenarios they had considered, Bryn did not have bald-white-guy-with-Satan-Van-Dyke-in-a-Ford on her bingo card.
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“That your Honda back there?”

The guy had eased up beside them and rolled down the window on the passenger side above a door bearing a logo with the words Lovegrove Farm over a painted image of green fields, a red barn and a sunny horizon. A circle around the scene read Riverland Parish Louisiana over the top and Family Farm, LLC, curving under bottom.

The driver looked out with an expectant expression, waiting for an answer.

“That’s our rental,” Reyes said.

“Water got in?”

“Misjudged how deep it was over the road,” Reyes said.

“Didn’t look good,” the driver said. He had stone-dark eyes, and it was hard to tell if he was friendly. He gave a mild nod, quick-up-and-down, like he was delivering the final pronouncement on a corpse.

“Need a lift?”

Reyes waggled his phone. “Unless you have coverage out here.”

“Service is for shit out here. We’re down at the tip of the parish. Not much but open fields. I can take you up to the Lovegrove house, use the landline. That’s closest.”

Reyes glanced Bryn’s way, lifting eyebrows in query. Should they trust the guy?

He had a logo on his door. She shrugged.

Reyes leaned her way, tilting his head down and keeping his voice low. “You could stay here and hold him off while I run for help,” he said.

When Bryn scoffed with an expulsion of breath, he popped the door handle and pulled it back, gentlemanly but also inviting Bryn to sit in the middle. The truck was big but had no back seat.

She’d been around truck country enough to observe it was traditional for the woman to sit in the middle, but she gave Reyes a secondary glare. The driver looked clean enough. He had a tall frame folded into his spot behind the wheel. A dark denim work shirt was even pressed.

They were perspiring more than he was, but she would be in stab-first range if he turned out to be a serial killer.

“I won’t bite,” the guy said, sounding both impatient and jovial. No drawl, Bryn noted.

She hesitated a moment longer but gave up and slid in, trying not to look impolite, and placed her feet carefully on the passenger side of the drive shaft. Reyes slid in after her and closed the door, and the a/c felt like a blessing from heaven.

“This heat’s rough even for Louisiana,” the driver said as he turned a panel vent their way and introduced himself as Wade Mitchell. “The Lovegrove headquarters is not too far up this road, but like I said the house is closer.”

“It’s a big operation?” Reyes asked.

“Lot of threads. The office is skeleton crew today. Mr. Lovegrove told the clerical staff not to come in because more storms are expected, but most days the place is buzzing, and they have Zoom conferences going on a big screen with subsidiaries. Impressive if you ever catch it.”

Bryn and Reyes exchanged glances.

“You don’t seem to be from around here,” Bryn said, working to keep any irony from her voice.

“I’m from Washington State, really. I drifted a bit, worked up in Alaska as a commercial fisherman. Did a lot of farm work in Cali, decided to see a little more of the country. I’ve been here about a year. Mr. Lovegrove’s been good to me.”

Bryn’s initial image of a gentlemanly farmer in a work shirt like Wade’s morphed into a man with a crisp shirt and khakis.

“Hopefully we can find you a tow truck somewhere closer than Aimsley and get you on your way. They’ll charge if they have to drive all the way out here.”

Bryn realized she’d be sitting in the middle of a tow truck’s cab too. Way of the world.

Another half mile up the highway, Wade hit the blinker and turned off onto a well-tended asphalt road. Across a cattle gap, it stretched back through the fields, giving way to a tree-lined stretch, tall oaks forming a shading archway of twisted and intermingling branches. If a house stood beyond, it was lost in curves and shadows.

Bryn focused on her breathing to loosen the knot in her stomach, reminding herself she’d seen too many horror movies in general and heard to many weird stories on the current job. No reason to think anything but a farm house waited.


Chapter 2

Bryn might have thought twice about the propriety of staging a wedding at the place, but she had to admit the house was impressive. It must have been a restored plantation home. That was part of Louisiana’s heritage. The place sat amid more ancient, towering oaks with descending branches, a white structure with creamy columns and ornamental balustrade bordering the second floor that matched the green shutters. Dormer windows stretched up from the roof, and a widow’s walk with its own balustrade topped everything.

“L’il more impressive than the headquarters building,” Wade said.

Reyes turned from the house and looked toward the driver. “I’m sure it would make a better postcard.”

The truck traced a driveway around to the side of the house where a concrete apron accommodated another truck with the farm logo, a sedan and a small red sports car. It allowed space for more.

They entered through a side door into a kitchen far more modern than the front of the place would have suggested—stainless sub-zero fridge and an impressive gas range, granite countertops, an island with shiny copper pots hanging over it and one end featuring built-in shelves with an array of cookbooks. This was a residence area and not a show piece, though it could be considered both.

A hanging, tiered basket near one counter held a variety of fresh fruits. It would’ve been right for a spread in Town and Country or whatever magazine did spreads on great kitchens. Bryn supposed she ought to know the specifics on that if she wanted to work her way out of chasing paranormal stories. Maybe she would check and query a couple of publications.

“Landline’s through here,” Wade said. He called out a hello then, apparently an advance warning to make his presence known to anyone else in the house.

They pushed through a swinging door into a short hallway that branched out toward a living room. It might have called a parlor in its day. Another thing Bryn might need to learn.

Even with the warning, they seemed to have interrupted a young woman with reddish-brown hair, just a shade darker than strawberry-blonde. She wore a zippered black blouse with black bracelets encircling parts of each wrist and forearm, though she didn’t quite project a goth vibe.

She had been heading toward a flight of stairs but paused mid-stride, giving them a sidelong and circumspect gaze, her expression somewhere this side of an actual snarl but not completely lacking hostility.

“They’re with me, Delaney. Travelers in distress looking for a phone.”

She gave a slight nod of acknowledgement, tossing the wavy locks. Her expression didn’t relax, and her eyes even seemed to harden as she looked directly at Bryn. A moment of assessment passed before the girl sighed and headed on up the stairs. Apparently Bryn and Reyes had been found lacking.

Not long ago, Bryn had included dealing some day with a teenager’s attitude on her list of anxieties. It had been a distant speck on her horizon, but one of the notions in line behind diapers and finding a good pre-school. Those had almost slipped from memory. A spasm of pain aroused it for a second.

She watched the girl climb for a moment longer, her form lean, toned from activity that enhanced youth and natural grace. Must be a student athlete.

“The office is this way,” Wade said.

He led them down a hall to a back corner room with plush carpeting and a broad cherrywood desk, U-shaped with connected bookshelves and a space for a slim iMac. A lamp with a Tiffany-looking glass shade and a business-looking phone sat beside that. Classic and tech age co-existed.

“You can use the Internet to check phone numbers if you need,” Wade said. “That should be working, and it’s not as slow as you’d expect out here. The old man paid some shekels to get a good line.”

“The rental agency has an 800 number. Let me call for instructions first,” Reyes said. He took a seat in the desk chair, shuffling business cards he’d tucked into his wallet.

“Was the young lady Mr. Lovegrove’s daughter?” Bryn asked.
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