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      Janine slowed down and started talking, more calmly this time. “Trevor and I got pregnant about two years after we got married. It was a normal pregnancy, a normal birth, and a normal childhood. I had a lot of morning sickness, but I’ve been told that’s normal for the first time. Melanie was a normal kid. She cried a lot, but no more than any other baby. The crying was all normal!”

      I wasn’t quite sure where this was leading, but it was obviously going to be a long story. I sat back in my chair, opened up a drawer, and took out a box of candy. Those little starlight mints that come individually-wrapped? They’re pure sugar, but what can I say, I’m an addict. I offered Janine the box, but she shook her head. She blew her nose and seemed to be settling down. I’ve seen and dealt with plenty of emotion in my years here, but rarely have I seen anything compared to a mother defending a child. She seemed to be getting control over herself now. “Go on. Everything was normal, until…?”

      She looked up. “Until Melanie turned five. It was actually on her fifth birthday that it all began. She’d been asking for a puppy since, well, forever. She was five, and we figured she was old enough not to be too hard on the poor thing. We had a box punched with holes, and wrapped it quickly. She squealed with excitement, and didn’t even get around to opening her other presents. The puppy took to her immediately, the two were inseparable for the rest of the day. I was a little uncomfortable when she wanted to leave it in her room to sleep with her, but it curled up on the little bed we’d bought for it, so we figured it couldn’t hurt anything.”

      Now she was going into more detail than I needed, but she was finally at the point where she wanted to talk, so I wasn’t going to interrupt. I nodded in encouragement and continued taking notes.

      “We all went to bed, and she gave me this huge hug. She really loved that puppy. Around midnight, we heard the screaming. We rushed in, turned on the lights, and there she was on the floor, covered in the dog’s blood. The dog was not just dead, it was torn apart. We found one of its legs out in the hallway, it was that bad.” Janine looked like she was going to break down again, but she held it together.

      “She had so much blood on her that we didn’t notice the tears then. Not that time. We buried the dog in the backyard, and that was the end of that. A week later, she brought home a kitten that her friend had given her when theirs had a litter. The friend's mother called and asked if it was all right; I never knew what happened to the puppy, but I couldn’t believe Melanie would do anything to it. Trevor was suspicious, so he brought home a big cage for it, and we locked it in the cage before bed-time.”

      By this point in the story, I had some idea where this was heading, but didn’t let on at all. These things heal better when they come out at their own pace, so I let her continue at her speed. I nodded, “Go on,” I prompted.

      She paused and looked at the floor for a bit, trying to find the right words to describe what came next. “Again, right at midnight, we heard a howl and ran out. The cat was dead; torn apart just like the puppy had been, but the cage was still locked. Melanie didn’t have a key, Trevor and I were together in our room, and the cage wasn’t damaged. I don’t know how it could have happened. We went into Melanie’s room to check on her, and she was lying in bed, sniffling. When we turned on the light, she sat up, and her cheeks were covered in blood. She’d been crying tears of blood. We examined her carefully, and she didn’t have any blood or… cat parts on her. The only blood on her was coming out of her own eyes.”

      “She didn’t ask about the kitten until morning, and we told her it ran off in the middle of the night. She was a little upset about that, but she had no idea what really happened to the cat, or even that anything bad had happened to it all. She'd been really traumatized by what happened to the puppy, but the cat-- She didn't know about the cat.”

      “At that point, we were both freaked out, but still didn’t really make a connection between Melanie and the animals' deaths-- We just couldn’t see any way she could have been involved, especially with the kitten in the cage. We moved on, but I think we both knew there wouldn’t be any new pets in our family after that.

      “Everything got pretty much back to normal for a couple of months. Melanie started kindergarten, and I had a lot of time on my hands at home after she got on the bus. I took up writing. I thought it would be relaxing, and it was.

      “One morning, I’d just walked Melanie to the corner to get on her bus and was walking home when there was a crash behind me. I turned to see someone had T-boned the school bus. I ran back and opened the emergency exit, helping the children out. Melanie didn’t come out, so I went in after her. I spotted her immediately, crouched on the floor, crying blood again.

      “I helped her to her feet, and started to lead her back out the door. Then I saw the little boy in the seat in front of her. He was obviously dead, covered in blood and, well, dismembered.”

      “Hurt in the accident?” I asked.

      “That’s what I thought at the time, but as we got down from the bus and gathered with the other children, it occurred to me that the accident was further up along the bus, and other than a few broken windows, there wasn’t that much damage. The police blamed the boy's death on the accident; the other driver was drunk and he made an easy target, but there wasn’t that much real damage. Something else killed the little boy. Melanie hadn’t cried blood since the night of the cat, and before that, I'm sure she did it the night of the puppy, too.”

      She started to break down and cry. I didn’t rush her, I wasn’t in any hurry. “I don't understand the connection, but she was clearly causing the problem. The dog, the kitten, and now that sad little boy, were all dead. Somehow, she either caused it, or made it happen accidentally. I really don't understand how this happens, but somehow, she was definitely connected to it. When Trevor finally came home in the evening, I tried to explain it to him, but he wasn't having any of that. we got into one of our biggest fights ever after that discussion." She looked up at me. "Can you do anything?”

      Finally, it was my turn to speak. “Yes, I think I can. I haven’t seen anything exactly like this, but it fits the profile for possession. We can do the exorcism tonight? Trevor is OK with this?”

      “No, he’s not, but he is out of town tonight for work, so he doesn’t have to know. I know, and that’s all that matters. Is that going to be a problem?”

      She was on the edge of hysteria, so I put my hand on her shoulder reassuringly. “No problem at all. Eight o’clock?” When one spouse wants to do an exorcism when the other is out of town, there’s usually a reason, and I’ve learned not to insist. The families of the possessed usually don’t stay together after a case of possession, even if the victim survives. If the family is likely to break up anyway, it’s not my place to insist on informing both parties. I know, I know-- it’s cynical, but I’ve done this enough times to know which battles to fight and when to let nature take its course. The demon possession is a far more serious problem than a failed marriage.

      She looked at me as if she were surprised that I didn’t object to her secrecy. She recovered pretty quickly, all things considered. “Yes. Eight o’clock is fine.” She wiped her face with a tissue, somewhat calmer now that she knew we were taking action.

      I closed the door after Janine left, and took care of the other appointments I had that afternoon. Most of them were distraught people trying to justify what another family member had done; all sad situations, but not real demon possessions. Most of my visitors each day simply have mental issues or are dealing with someone who has mental issues; despite what you see on TV, true demon possession is quite rare. I wasn't absolutely convinced about little Melanie yet, but it fit the profile closely enough that I wasn't going to take any chances.

      I arrived at Janine and Trevor’s house a little early and waited outside in my car. At precisely eight o’clock, I walked up to the door and rang the bell. Janine answered, in tears and shaking all over.

      “What’s happened?” I asked urgently.

      “They’re gone. They’re just… gone,” she moaned. She tossed piece of paper at me, which I snagged out of the air.

      It was a carefully-typed letter, short, but very direct.

      
        
        Janine,

        I’ve had enough.

        You can blame our baby all you want, but I know it was you who killed the cat and the dog. You’re sick, and it’s only getting worse. It’s only a matter of time until you get to Melanie too, and I can’t allow that. I’ve taken Melanie and gone to Terry’s house. Don’t call me, I’ve left my phone at home. I’ll call you tomorrow to sort out the paperwork.

        Trevor

        

      

      I looked at Janine, who was now sitting on the sofa sobbing quietly. I’ve been an exorcist for twenty years now. I spend all day interviewing people with misunderstood psychological problems, and there have only been a handful of those cases where actual demons were involved. This was probably one of the real ones, I could tell. “Who is Terry? Where is that?”

      “Terry is Trevor’s brother. He lives in Alaska. He doesn’t get cell service there.”

      “When he calls tomorrow, you need to get her back here, at least for a few hours. I can remove the demon, but she has to be here; I can’t do it from a distance.”

      “You don’t understand. Terry lives in a big cabin in the woods with his wife and three children. There are only two bedrooms. All the children will be going to sleep in the same room tonight. All in the same room!” She started crying again.

      I let out the breath I was holding, defeated. No phone in the cabin, no cell service. Hundreds of miles away, and it was already starting to get dark outside...
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      When you buy a hundred-and-fifty-year-old house, you expect to hear things. Drafty rooms, creaking floors, rattles, shakes, and thunking pipes, that sort of thing seems normal in a house of that age. You don’t typically expect to see things, but I have learned that’s an option too sometimes. We moved in to the house on Walton Street about ten years ago. My husband, my two cats, and I chose the old house as it looked like a fixer-upper that had some real character. It had been built in the 1860s, but had been upgraded and renovated several times in the years since. Countless families had lived there over the years, and the house had probably had a few deaths as well.

      Moving in was quite the experience for first few days. We picked out the house, waited for the closing, and then took over a truckload of stuff. Then another truckload of stuff because we underestimated how much crap we had. Finally, we got everything unloaded and decided to move the cats. We thought we’d move them last, as they weren’t used to traveling, and we thought they’d adjust better upon finding familiar furniture and items already there.

      It didn’t help. They meowed and cried all the way to the new house. A four-hour drive with crying cats is no fun, let me tell you. Eventually, we arrived and let the little monsters go. They always got along wonderfully at the old house, but that first night they were upset, scared, and a little disoriented. They hissed and fought all night, so much so that I had to forego the bed and sleep in the living room with them.

      They calmed down, and things started getting settled on the third day. I woke up and fixed the cats their morning dish of canned food. As I was putting the plate on the floor, Sparkler walked between my legs and started chomping down on the food as usual. A moment later, Spangle came around the corner and dove in as well. As I stood up and turned toward the other room, just out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw a dark shape moving along the floor toward the two cats. For a moment, I could have sworn there was another cat there. I blinked, and there was nothing there but the two cats and their food dish.

      The months passed as we worked on the house and got on with our lives. Every once in a while, of course only when I was tired, I’d see the dark shape from the corner of my eye. I always attributed it to being sleepy or walking around in the half-dark, but it was a common enough occurrence that I noticed it happening. I started to joke about the “ghost cat.” Years ago, I once heard a late-night radio show talking about the supernatural and things called “shadow people.” I totally preferred to think of it as "our ghostly cat" rather than one of those horrible-sounding things. Cats are a lot less terrifying.

      We worked on the house intensely those first few years, and eventually got everything into a livable condition. The cats settled down into their own routines, and of course, so did we. Our cats were always playful, and would often go upstairs and chase each other around, as cats do. I’d hear one run from the north end of the house to the south. Then I’d hear the other one following a few steps behind. Once in a while, I’d hear what sounded like a third player up there, and I always wondered how they got back to the other end so quickly.

      One time, I accidentally locked them in the basement after finishing doing the laundry. I heard Sparkler’s loud “MEOW”, and then Spangle’s much-softer “Mewp.” Then came the shocker. There was a loud, gargly-sounding “Mreowowowowr!” It was definitely a cat-like sound, but I’d never heard either of ours make that sound. There was definitely another cat in the basement. My husband and I went down there and searched every corner, behind every piece of furniture. Nothing. We only had two cats, despite what my ears told me.

      After we searched the basement, my husband told me that he’d heard unaccountable things occasionally too, and he wondered if we had some hole somewhere in the house where a neighbor’s cat had gotten in, but he never could find anything. Nor was there ever any evidence that a real cat had ever been there. The right amount of food for our two cats was always eaten, and there were never any… surprises in their cat boxes.

      We made jokes about it. Back when we’d gotten Sparkler and Spangle from the rescue center, they were in a cage with their brother, Firecracker. All three were from the same litter, and apparently, someone had a list of Independence-Day-related names to hand out when they were born. We felt bad about only taking two of the three siblings, but we didn’t have room for three, and we figured two girl cats would be less trouble. Poor Firecracker got left behind. It was a good shelter, and we just assumed he’d been adopted by another family later on, but we always wondered what became of him. Whatever, that was years ago, and we never really knew what became of that third cat. Anyway, we started jokingly calling our imaginary cat “Firecracker the Ghost Cat.”

      "Firecracker" never showed himself, not really, although every so often, we’d steal a glimpse of something in a dark room, or at the bottom of the basement stairs. Once in a while we’d hear a “thump” that sounded like a cat jumping off some furniture upstairs… when both cats were on our laps on the main floor. Again, the house was really old, so we didn't think too much about the random sounds; we certainly didn't take the "ghost cat" thing seriously, even on the rare occasion that we saw glowing eyes from under the bed in the spare bedroom. That was the creepiest thing-- I'd turn on the light, and nothing was there. I had nightmares the first time THAT happened.

      All this started ten years ago, and a lot has happened since then. Spangle died from cancer about three years ago, and my husband shortly after that, from the same damned thing. It’s just been Sparkler and me here since then, and the house is just too big to maintain on my own. They say that when two pets have been raised together that the surviving animal will miss the deceased one and have trouble adjusting to the loneliness and solitude. I didn’t see any of that with Sparkler; she’d still chase back and forth, playing with her own imaginary friend. She didn’t seem to miss her dead sister at all, which I thought was odd, because they'd always been inseparable.
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