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Grim

“Celeste Bonacoeur, from Celeste’s Bests, coming to you live today from Erie Cove, North Carolina.” The sexy influencer catches my attention as she speaks into the camera at the end of her selfie stick. 

“I’m spending the next few days here, hoping to learn the secret of why this has become the hottest Halloween destination in America.” She steps back, sweeping her free hand out, highlighting the area around her.

“Mom, look! It’s Celeste from Celeste’s Bests!” I turn around in time to see a Bigfoot mom pull her young daughter back toward the coffee shop they just exited. 

“Come on, Lola,” the mother says in a firm tone, dismissing her daughter’s excitement.

“But, Mom—” is all I hear as the closing door drowns out the young girl’s protests.

I catch Celeste looking quizzically at the place they were just standing. I don’t think she understands what all the hair and ribbons mean as the mother and daughter rush inside. Taking a deep breath and squaring her shoulders once again, Celeste looks into the camera on her phone and smiles. 

“It’s safe to say that Erie Cove is the best Halloween spot the Southeast has to offer.” She brings the camera closer to her face and whispers with animated excitement, as if she’s hosting a scandalous reveal-all show instead of a short internet video. “What is it that attracts hordes of people here each Halloween? And what keeps them coming back?”

I’m tempted to approach her and tell her she’s better off not doing live streams here. Something will go wrong, and she won’t be allowed to expose anything juicy for her followers. The fact that she’s here threatening to uncover magical secrets means she very well might not walk away at all. That’s why I was encouraged, okay, bullied, into taking my much-needed, much too short vacation here, until Halloween night. Just in case.

As much as I’d like to warn the sexy young woman about the dangers lurking in the shadows, I can’t. Her knowledge and affirmation of the supernatural world would shift the balance of power in the universe, especially if she broadcast it before she could be stopped. I would find myself on the wrong side of the “Powers that Be,” and no one wants to be there. Dead or alive.

“Poor Celeste,” I sigh to myself. “She doesn’t stand a chance.” Not against the things that go bump in the night. And if I were to befriend her, she might follow me to the cemetery on Halloween night for the annual celebration. Humans surmise, but I can’t be responsible for validating the truth.

One thing is for certain: Celeste stoked the ire of the Justices of Destiny by treading too close to the fire, and now she’s stuck between a rock and a hard place. Even if she rights her course and leaves immediately, she’s going to disappoint the thirsty minions who wait for her videos to drop. She’ll serve up a giant-over-hyped-nothing burger that will make her a laughing stock. 

Subscribers will turn away in lieu of someone more authentic, and her endorsements will dry up. All she will be able to prove is that Erie Cove is a family-friendly small town where people enjoy celebrating Halloween. That’s all. It will be something akin to Geraldo Rivera’s disappointing opening of Al Capone’s safe.

“She wasn’t even born when that shit-show happened,” I mutter to myself, feeling old. Lucky. She didn’t have to wade through the non-stop media hype of the mustachioed one promising something spectacular, only to find out that one of America’s most notorious mobsters stashed away... nothing. 

No guns. No cash. And no jewels. 

The safe was one hundred percent empty. A major bust. Much like the story Celeste thinks she’s going to crack. Sure, she’ll still have followers, but their need to wait with baited breath for her next video will become an “I should,” and then an “if I can,” until she’s as irrelevant as a broken-down car wash.

“Wow, was that almost four decades ago?” I stroke my jawbone, an old habit I never broke. Normally, I don’t realize I’m doing it, but as I’m currently disguised in human skin, I revel in the ancient sensation. “It feels like just a year or two passed.” 

That’s the bright side of roaming the earth for centuries. You don’t feel the weight of each three-hundred-and-sixty-five-day rotation around the sun. Years turn to decades, and before you know it, decades to centuries. And then you find yourself . . . bored.

Don’t get me wrong, I have plenty to do. There’s no sleeping on the job. I’m always guiding spirits here and there, but at the end of the day, I’m alone. Reapers are, by default, solitary creatures. Seeing one of us can be frightening, but a group of us would send the dead and the undead alike into a tailspin. 

“Excuse me?” The vibrations of Celeste’s sweet voice pull me back to the movement. She sounds clear. Confident. And unaware. I sigh, wishing I had the power of mind control so I could stop the oncoming train wreck. 

Celeste rushes in front of a couple leaving the Mummy’s Tomb Cafe. “What wonderful costumes you have!” She gushes, looking them up and down and laying it on extra-thick. It wouldn’t be as funny if she herself weren’t dressed to resemble a giant pumpkin—orange sweater, black skirt patterned with orange jack-o-lanterns, and orange socks with flying witches and black cats. “Do you mind taking a minute to answer a few questions for my audience?”

The poor woman she accosted pales as she turns her head away from Celeste and into her male companion’s chest. She hides the exposed side of her face with her hand. I’m not sure if she’s afraid of the camera-wielding woman or that her image won’t show on camera. 

“I’m sorry, my fiancé, Raven, is quite shy,” The young man explains with a disarming smile.

“‘Fiancé’?” Celeste says as if it’s a dirty word. “Are you even of legal age to marry?” With a slight shake of her head, she doesn’t wait for an answer before speaking again. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Celeste addresses the woman, who has moved behind the man and hides her face behind his back. “I just want an interview. I swear, I’m not a stalker or a freak like—” Catching herself, Celeste continues to walk in step with them, focusing the camera on the man. “You can tell your family and friends to watch. I promise, millions of people will see this. I expect these videos to go viral, and I have over ten million followers.”

Liar. She only has nine million, nine hundred and eighty-nine thousand, seven hundred and fifty-three followers. Since learning that she was a possible assignment, I did my homework. The uncertainty in the man’s eyes has me wondering if he recognizes her.

It’s hard to be one of the most popular faces on multiple social media platforms and not be recognized at every turn. Celeste has big-time sponsors as well as paid endorsements. Most game apps today open with a cookie leading to some product with her face on it.

But despite her success, Celeste is still young, and she either doesn’t care about the couple’s reluctance or doesn’t recognize it. At twenty-three, she should be aware enough to at least notice something is off. She’ll learn with age, but not if she insists on broadcasting the world’s worst-kept secret: Monsters live and exist among us.  

“So,” Celeste begins again, her eyes wide and excitement bubbling out of her. “I’m trying to understand the secret of Erie Cove,” she says, her face close to the man’s, her hazel eyes narrowed and laser-focused on him as if he’s a witness under interrogation. 

Away from the view of the camera, the pale vampire girl stops walking. She straightens and evaluates the scene before her. Her mouth opens in shocked silence as she watches her boyfriend and Celeste interact. 

“Come on now,” Celeste says with a playful tilt of her head as she twirls a long strand of her chocolate-colored hair around her finger. I wonder if she means to flirt with him, or if her move is meant to relax and draw him in. “I’m sure you know that Erie Cove has been the most popular Halloween destination on the East Coast for the last two years. Behind Salem, Massachusetts, of course.” She adds quickly. “I mean, what could scream Halloween more than a night of magic and haunting on the site where so many witches were burned at the stake? Am I right?” She forces a laugh, and even though I know it isn’t real, the melodic sound vibrates through me.

With wide eyes, the shy woman glares at Celeste. Oh, I see, she thinks the faux reporter wants her man. Perhaps that is why she rushes to catch up to her winged companion and links her arm through his. Celeste needs to watch herself. Exposing secrets may not be the only thing that puts her in danger.

“Sorry,” the young man says with a shrug, wrapping his arm around his companion and tucking her against his side. “I don’t think we’ll be much help. Erie Cove is my home, and I have nothing to compare it to. I’ve never stepped foot outside of this town.”

“Really?” Celeste asks in disbelief. “How is that possible?” Her tone slips, and instead of sounding curious, she sounds snobby and judgmental. That threatens to get her into a supernatural mess that she can’t see coming.

The young man looks at his girlfriend. Even from a distance, I can see the stars in his eyes as he shrugs. “I have everything anyone can ask for right here.” Lucky girl. Not everyone is so lucky to be so loved and cherished. I’ve seen many people walk through life alone.

“Aww. Did you hear that?” Celeste pulls the selfie stick with the attached phone close to her face again. “This couple is so head over heels for each other, they don’t need to leave Erie Cove. They probably don’t even realize how ridiculous they look dressed up and walking around in costume days before this children’s holiday.” 

With a final smile, she drops the selfie stick. “That’s a wrap,” she says to the couple who have already started back on their way. Frustrated, she lets out a sigh and folds her arms across her chest, selfie stick still in hand. After a few breaths, she turns her head, searching for her next victim. 
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