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The Locket
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Fiona followed the directions she had memorized. An older couple wanted her to fetch some valuables from their abandoned house, vacated suddenly when things went to hell, and didn’t think they could make it back. But they wanted the items and offered to pay either Fiona or someone like her to get their things.

Electricity didn’t work the way it used to in parts like this town. It was unreliable, and the closer Fiona got to the house, the more the light on her motorcycle flickered, unsteady in the weighted darkness. Eventually, she came upon the address she had memorized and killed the bike. It’s rumbling halted, and she grabbed the leather saddlebags to take with her slung over one shoulder.

The lock was somehow rusted, even though locks this new weren’t supposed to rust. Still, she managed to use their key to get the door open.

The darkness was heavier in here, stifling, somehow both cold and stuffy. The floorboards creaked, the only light coming in from the too-bright streetlight shining in through the front windows. The back of the house was too dark to see.

Fiona produced a flashlight with symbols scratched into the finish, hit it a few times, and it flickered to life. The symbols glowed a faint light orange as she looked around.

A little girl stood at the head of the stairs as she looked around. Fiona waited to follow. As she looked around for the jewelry the couple wanted, the sounds of a child laughing drifted through the house, disjointed from reality. The dead areas were quiet, too quiet, as things that once lived no longer inhabited those areas. Still, Fiona brushed it aside and poked around.

Eventually, she turned towards the stairs and started climbing. She examined the bedrooms, starting with the smallest. There were items that were leftthe  behind, children’s things older than she was. Fiona didn’t pay attention. She wasn’t here for those things.

In the master bedroom, in the on-suite bathroom, stood the ghost girl. She was young, maybe 10, with stick-straight reddish-brown hair and soulful hazel-green eyes. “It’s here,” the ghost said, lips not moving, but pointing to the bathroom vanity.

In one of the drawers Fiona found the jewelry she had been tasked with looking for. One of the items was a locket. She opened it to see the dead girl with the long reddish hair and weighted gaze.

“Are you taking those back to them?”

Fiona looked at her as she packed away the valuables. “Yes.”

“So I don’t have to guard them anymore?”

Fiona lifted the saddlebags back to her shoulder, prize firmly hidden in their depths. “No.”

She looked around briefly. “It wasn’t their fault. I hope they’re not upset.”

Fiona thought about the couple, how their only daughter had died in the first wave, about how they had to abandon all their things as they fled, how they could only scrape up enough money to pay her for her service for the locket. “They’ve moved on.”

The ghost nodded once. “Good.”

Fiona switched the flashlight to the other hand and held out her dominant one, lightly pointing at the specter. “Your task is over. You may rest.”

The house exhaled a sigh of relief as Fiona spoke, and the ghost faded away. The darkness lifted somewhat, and she could make out vague furniture shapes behind the light of her flashlight as she walked back out to her motorcycle.

Fiona secured her bags, straddled the motorcycle, and wouldn’t start. She sighed, tracing faint symbols painted on the gas tank, and turned the key again. The motorcycle roared to life, the headlight dimmer than usual, but there wouldn’t be anyone to worry about here.

Fiona spared the empty house one last glance and pulled away. The house had guarded the items so that they could be retrieved, but now that the items were gone, it was just a house. There was nothing left to pick through now.
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Piri’s Nightmare
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Piri stood at the front of the room, accepting condolences she didn’t think were meant for her. Her mom was to one side, sobbing and unaware of the people trying to comfort her. There was no coffin to view as her dad had wanted to be cremated, so instead family and friends shuffled by to see the memorial she organized. Her mom’s grief had overshadowed everything else, leaving Piri to make the arrangements alone. 

The faces blurred together as Piri struggled to stay out of the past, but all she could think of was him. One of Piri’s aunts came to collect her and her mom once everyone had said their part for the meal afterward. Piri excused herself instead and left, not wanting any more to do with the whole affair. She was ready to let her brother handle it. He had always been the favorite, he could step up for once. 

***
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The freezing water crushed Piri as she sank under the surface, siphoning the breath from her body as the liquid fought her efforts to escape. It surrounded her, offering none of the comfort she had seen others take in it, stealing her life instead. The silent behemoth held her under its surface with ease, not caring that she didn’t want to be there. Piri opened her mouth to scream and sucked in a mouthful of water. She began to drown.

It had been Rex, the family dog, to pull her put, jumping in to save Piri from her fate. Her older brother, only seven top Piri’s three, watched slack jawed as she sank. Her mom came running out, screaming her name as the family dog dragged her 8 from the pool. Her mother, her protector, shoved Piri’s brother out of the way and batted at Rex to grab the girl, who was coughing and vomiting. She bundled her daughter up in her arms, kicking the dog away as she turned to the pool and threw Piri back in. 

***
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Piri woke up with a gasp, whimpering and shaking as she woke up. It had happened so long ago that she remembered very few of the details; her brother had been trying to teach her to swim by pushing her into the pool. Her dad had the dog euthanized because he was more comfortable believing the family dog had tried to kill her. But the dream was just that and not an actual memory; it told her to be afraid. And she was. Those seconds spent under the water kept her in its icy grip, trapped as she had been as a child. 

The phone rang, startling her. She took a deep breath and forced herself to stand up and go into the kitchen to answer it. It’s just a dream. Nothing more. “Hello?” she said, trying to smooth out her voice as she picked up the receiver. 

“Well, it’s about time you were home.” The woman on the other end sighed. “I worry when I don’t hear from you.” 

Piri looked from the calendar to the clock. “I’ve been busy.” 

“I see. That doesn’t mean you should ignore your mother like that. I just want to make sure you are okay, after all.” 

“I know.” 

The silence lingered between them, a wealth of things unspoken. 

“I was talking to some ladies, and they gave me the number of a grief counselor. I would like you to go see him. It would be good for you.” 

Piri’s temple throbbed. “Mom, I’m fine.”  

“Just please write down the number. I know you don’t think you need to see someone, but it might help. Especially now that your father isn’t with us anymore.” There was an impatient sigh at the other end. “I want to make sure you are all right, Piri.” 

“I know.” 

The oppressive silence was thick and choking. “Well, I have errands to run, and Aunt Denise was going to take me out to eat this afternoon. Are you sure you’re okay?” “I’m fine, Mom. Really. Have fun.” 

“Of course. Take care.” 

Piri didn’t bother saying bye as she hung up the phone. It didn’t matter, as it wasn’t what her mother wanted to hear, after all. And besides, she wasn’t the only one with plans that day, either. 

***
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Piri dreamt she walked down the aisle of the church, drawing ever closer to her father’s coffin. It was the same dream she’d had since his death, her as a child going to see him lying dead, only to find it filled with brackish liquid. The water churned as she approached it and two hands shot out, her father’s dead bloated face swimming just underneath as he grabbed her and pulled her in with him. 

Why did my father have to drown? Piri asked herself as she woke up from the dream, panting and slick with cold sweat. Within seconds, the memories resurfaced, and she remembered. He didn’t. He was in a car accident.  

Throwing the blankets back, Piri stood and started her morning routine. A glance at her phone showed she was up two hours early. She also knew trying to sleep more would be useless. At least at the office, she could get more work done. 

***
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Piri was on her lunch, dream forgotten, when she received a message from one of the dating apps she had signed up for. They had both matched, and so she took a chance. They had been talking for a week, and he seemed nice enough that she gave him her number and set up a dinner date. 

***
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Piri knew she was dreaming, but was helpless to stop. She had been driving when she lost control of the vehicle and it veered off a cliff into a lake. Try as she might, the door wouldn’t open. The water poured into the car, lapping at her ankles, but the door would not budge no matter how hard she pushed. There was no escape. 

***
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“What do you do?” Piri asked him over coffee, startled back into the here and now. 

“I just got out of the Coast Guard. I’m looking for a civilian job right now.” 

Piri blinked a few times as that registered. “Oh.” 

“Do you swim?” 

“No, I had a swimming accident when I was three. I fell in my parents’ pool and almost drowned. So I don’t get into water unless I have to.” 

“I can help with that,” Doug replied, laughing. 

***
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The water trapped Piri in the car as it sank. Something drifted by windshield and she pounded on it. Her father’s dead and bloated face swam into view, eyes wide and unseeing as Piri tried to scream and sucked in a lungful of water instead. She began to drown. 

“I’m glad you got out with someone,” Piri’s mom told her on the phone. “Is he nice?” 

“Very. But there’s a problem.” 

“Oh?” 

Piri recalled the last nightmare she had; wasn’t it about drowning? “It’s probably just me though.” 

***
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Piri stood on the beach, waves breaking around her legs, listening to the haunting melody off in the distance. It was a Siren, calling out to stranded sailors. The call wasn’t for her, but it didn’t erase the stomach knotting horror of knowing what the Siren wanted. Step by step, she walked into the surf. As the waves flowed around her, it brought with it the electric pain of memories too far away to recall, but it wasn’t enough to stop her. 

***
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Piri came back to reality when she realized Doug had asked her something. “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?” 

“Have you tried therapy?” 

“No. I didn’t think talking to someone about it would help.” She fidgeted with her napkin, not willing to make eye contact. 

“It might not help to only talk about it, but exposure therapy helps loads of people.” 

Memories of her dad’s dead, bloated face crossed her mind. He didn’t drown. Did he? 

“I’d love to, but I can’t afford therapy. No health insurance.” 

“Well, I can always take you out. I’m not a therapist, but I can at least show you water isn’t dangerous. As someone who just left the Coast Guard, I can definitely keep you safe,” he said, chuckling. 

“Another time.” 

Doug smiled. “Sounds like a date,” he said, smiling. 

***
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Piri was in the family pool, but she was an adult and Doug was with her. She walked up to him, the water offering resistance, and found herself being held under the water by Doug. Piri sucked in a lungful of water to scream, and choked instead. She began to drown. 

***
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Doug had asked if he could pick the place they ate at, and Piri agreed. He chose a spot on the wharf. “I hope you like the food here. It’s one of my favorites,” he said, helping her sit.

“I’ve never been here.” 

“I recommend the plateau de fruits de Mer, it’s fantastic. Have you been out this way at all? There are some great places.” 

Piri hesitated, the Siren song loud in her ears for a moment. Her heart thudded in her chest, threatening to break free. “We can try, I suppose,” she found herself saying instead of the other thoughts swirling around her brain. 

“I know the perfect place,” he said, smiling. 

***
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Doug and Piri stood in the family pool again, with her dad on the other side. She tried to scream as her dad grabbed Doug and held him under the water. 

Piri blinked and found herself in the deep end, with no idea how she got there. She sucked in a lungful of air as she sank, inhaling water instead. She began to drown. 

***
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Piri shook her head as she inhaled sharply, catching Doug’s attention as he stopped speaking. She blinked a few times. “Sorry. Can you repeat that?” 

“Why don’t we we go for a walk? My friend has a boat and invited us out to see it today.” 

Piri hesitated. They had been coming to the wharf for a while now, but he hadn’t ever mentioned this friend before now. That would be okay though, right? Doug used to be in the Coast Guard; he could keep her safe if she fell in. 

“Sure,” she found herself saying despite her runaway heart and followed him. 

Doug led her down to the boat dock, keying in a code. “My friend gave me the number to get in. He’ll meet us here,” Doug said, ushering Piri through the gate. It swayed on the water, and her pounding heart sped up. 
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