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San Francisco 1921

Nothing pleased Falan DuLoc more than a test of his skills, and this case could be a real doozy. An evil spirit had moved into Mrs. Proust’s boardinghouse on McAllister Street, which she claimed reeked of week-old cadaver and gave the residents nightmares. The teenaged supernatural investigator surveyed her home from across the busy road, his hands shoved in his pockets and his dark brown eyes keen beneath the brim of his flat cap. The Victorian architecture filled him with excitement. Something about its vibes told him he faced no mere demon this time.

The approach of familiar footsteps turned him to watch Cassi Wu catch up to him, a little winded from her rush through the few raindrops that dampened the pavement. His friend carried a tan rucksack over one shoulder with a casual elegance, full of anything they might need. A fashionable bob framed her slim features. She had a natural knack for reading auras and predicting the future. Cassi glanced at the house and shivered. “A nasty presence lurks in there, Falan, and it won’t want to leave, but I can’t see its shape.” 

“If you sense anything, warn me about it,” he said.

She nodded, her hair smashed beneath a stylish hat. Only Cassi would come to a job dressed in the latest fashion, a mauve gown with impractical pumps. She made sure she always looked good, no matter what.

They waited for several slow cars to pass in either direction before they dashed across the road and up the front steps to pull the bell. Small demons flitted above the downward shine of the iron streetlamps, but most were harmless; they stole keys, made people drop coins into gutters, or caused streetcars to stall in intersections. Falan could deal with them if asked, but his real targets were the malicious spirits that inspired murder, violence, riots, or abuse. Some of those demons wore faces and passed for mortals.

The clouds overhead let out a few cold raindrops, which left a wet pattern on his pinstriped jacket. As the doorbell jangled, a distinct sense of evil pressed upon him. He wished he’d brought his dog. Gamr could sniff out trouble and deal with it with a snap of his jaws, but not everyone welcomed a mutt into their home. He glanced at Cassi and found the same keen uncertainty in her golden-brown gaze. 

The front door opened a crack to reveal a slender, worried face framed by soft waves of brown hair. A middle-aged woman eyed them in surprise, but once Falan gave his name, she ushered them inside with a polite nod. “I expected someone older,” she said.

“It’s not the age of the supernatural agent but the amount of divine authority that matters, Ma’am.” Falan stepped into the house and it recoiled from his presence. A spiral of deep unease unraveled in the pit of his stomach. They stood in a foyer facing a staircase to the second floor, at the top of which sat a stained-glass window. Deeper shadows lurked here than the light cast. A scuttling under the floorboards suggested a potential demonic pest infestation.

Good. He could use the practice. Things had been too quiet in San Francisco since the summer. It felt like something big was about to happen, somehow.

Cassi tightened her grip on his rucksack, but turned to the hostess. “You have a beautiful home, Ma’am.”

“Thank you, but none of us feel safe in it anymore. I have owned it a couple of years, but had no trouble until now.” Mrs. Proust led them over to a closed set of doors, beyond which lurked a strange glow. A faint stench of soul-rot pervaded the air that usually accompanied evil. “Our unease has been building for several days, but when we returned from the market tonight, we sensed a difference when we crossed the threshold. An evil presence dwells in this room. None of us wants to open the doors and we haven’t, since Byron said not to touch them.”

His mentor advocated safety, since many folks did not know how to approach demons or possess the divine authority to banish them. You had to be born with it, or choose it for yourself. Most people never noticed them. Aware of the dark energy in the parlor, Falan said to ease her anxiety, “There’s no reason for concern, Mrs. Proust. We do this all the time. But it’s better done in private. Demons often get surly.”

“We’ll be next door until you’re done.” Mrs. Proust walked upstairs to collect her family and renters. No one protested. They detected a threat to their souls.

In her absence, Falan touched the door handle. An unfamiliar coldness passed over him that piqued his interest. “Cassi, do you sense anything new now that you’re inside the house?” he asked.

She closed her eyes to concentrate on the mood beyond the top panel of frosted glass and grew silent. Light played across the folds in her dress and hit the silver buckles on her shoes. He waited with patience, knowing it could take her several minutes to discern and unravel her impressions. Worry flickered across her face. “This spirit feels different from the others, and I sense its anger. This is not a benign presence, Falan. It’s full of hatred and violence.”

That meant it would put up a fight. 

Looked like he might get his challenge after all.

Footsteps tramped across the floor in the upstairs rooms, and voices came toward the stairs. Cassi put out a hand to touch his arm. “Should we call Byron?”

“Nah.” Falan rarely asked for help or needed it. “Byron has enough problems.” 

Their friend, Byron Hayes, had changed roles from a supernatural investigator to the leader of a Council devoted to protecting San Francisco from evil. He’d handled cases like this in the past, but the Council kept him busy. Cassi and Falan ran his investigations for him now, with help from his girlfriend, Raven. 

Cassi didn’t look pleased by his decision, but took out anything they might need from the big rucksack while they waited for the family to leave. His hand left the door and dropped to his side as the kids came downstairs and went onto the porch. The youngest held a teddy bear in her arms and stared at Falan with interest, curious about his brown skin. A bearded man, a young woman, and a middle-aged scholar followed them into the rain. Mrs. Proust gathered her coat from the hall closet and shot them another doubtful look. Falan had gotten used to people not believing him capable because of his age, and asked, “Have you changed anything in the house lately that may explain the spirit’s presence? Did you get a new tenant? Has an unusual object entered your home?”

She shook her head and crammed a cloche hat on her brow, flattening her loose curls. “No. I’m careful what comes home to my children. I can’t do much about it, but I know there are evils in this world that want to harm us.” 

Falan nodded. “Do you sense eyes watching you?”

She shivered and rubbed the cold from her arms. “It’s rare, but yes. No one likes to be alone. It’s worse in the back upstairs bedroom. I can’t rent it for love or money. I don’t want either of you to get hurt, so if you can’t handle it, don’t try to exorcise it.” 

After they agreed to her terms, Mrs. Proust left. A sinister silence filled the gloomy place, which became ominous in her absence. A grandfather clock chimed upstairs, and a flash of lightning lit up the second floor. Old houses held too many secrets for their own good, and this one seemed haunted. 

Cassi looked over his silver daggers and chose one. He could dissipate demons with a single touch, one of his many gifts, but she only had a skill of foresight and needed a weapon. Curious to see what lurked in the parlor, he turned the handle and eased inside. He choked on the odd thickness of the air, but his gaze swept the dim area. An unnatural blue flame burned in the fireplace that spread a mystical chill rather than warm the space. Curios and books filled the shelves around a hearth, but their contents interested Falan less than the figure seated in a wing-backed chair. 

Animosity radiated out of a tall, broad-shouldered man with a cruel, famished look in his soulless eyes. Falan could see past a demon’s trickery to its true form, but this one had none. That startled him. The green-and-white striped pattern of the chair became visible behind him the longer Falan stared at him. 

“I don’t think it’s a demon,” Cassi said. 

What else could it be? There were only demons.

He didn’t have time to think about it, because the man leaned closer to scrutinize them with disdain. A voice rough from years of smoking asked, Who the hell are you? Why are you here? 

Falan paused on the edge of a colorful rag rug; no doubt made by the children who lived here. Despite the spirit’s hostility, he kept his stance confident and his tone casual. “We’re exorcists. Mrs. Proust doesn’t want you here, so I came to banish you for good.” 

Make me. The spirit leered and sank into the haze.

The air stirred. An invisible force zipped right past him and hit Cassi, forcing her out of the room. The doors slid shut and locked on their own. The frosted glass muffled the sound of her beating on them and shouting at him. An odor bled through the walls that reminded him of the meat market in Chinatown. In a flash of lightning, Falan noticed a shadow in the far corner the light couldn’t dispel. He said, “Okay, wise guy. I order you to leave this place.”

At his utterance, a mist formed in the surrounding air, born of the indwelling light that gave him power over evil. It chased away smaller entities at once, but the darkness coiled and hissed at him, building in its strength as the spirit stood. It didn’t act or move like a demon. Its sunken eyes glared at him with a hatred that emanated outward in tense waves. 

Falan could banish demons with a touch, or at least cause them pain, and he lunged forward. This one met his punch, gripped his fist, and delivered a blow that knocked him across the room and into a shelf. Curios rained down around him and a statue broke on the floor. The fast-moving spirit hammered him with brutal fists. Falan threw up both his arms in self-defense. Cassi was right; this was no demon! Falan received a kick to the ribs that pushed the air from his lungs. His attacker focused so much of its energy on him that Cassi got the door open and ran into the room, swinging his rucksack hard. It struck the spirit between his shoulders. The canvas burst open and a tin of salt spiraled into the air, its contents falling in iridescent particles. When it hit the spirit, it cried out in pain. So, something could hurt it after all! Cassi snatched up the fallen canister and flung the crystals at him. A low, inhuman snarl rattled the rain-pelted windows and shook the chandelier in the foyer. The spirit slapped her to the floor, but she ripped the top off the tin and doused him with salt. He dissipated with an angry roar. A crack of lightning tore across the heavens, and a shift in the house’s energetic fields told Falan the spirit had fled. 

“At least we know salt deters him,” Falan said. He tried to find the best in every situation, and normally Cassi appreciated it, but this time she scowled at him and crawled through the mess to reach his side. 

Her gentle hands cupped his face, and he caught a whiff of her perfume. “You’re bleeding,” she said.

He dabbed at a shallow cut on his forehead. “It’s fine. If I am lucky, it’ll scar and leave evidence of my victory with which to impress lovely young ladies.”

She rolled her eyes, but smiled. Falan had no time for other girls. Cassi let him help her to her feet and smoothed the wrinkled folds of her long dress. She pushed her hair out of her face and bit her lip. “He went into retreat. We didn’t destroy him. That means he could return. I still sense him here, within the walls. He’s even angrier now.”

He dusted the salt off his rumpled white shirt and thought about what to do. The flame no longer burned in the hearth, but an essence of evil lingered in its wake. A subtle but weighty tension built under the floor. Falan recovered his cap and crammed it on his brow. “What do you suppose he is?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but I’ll try to find out.” Cassi put both her hands on the spirit’s vacated chair and shut her eyes to concentrate. She didn’t move for a long time. The hair on his arms lifted, to warm him of a threat. Falan closed the chimney flu to stop the draft, and glanced into the shadows, but saw nothing. 

“It may be a ghost,” she said at last.

He scoffed, but the sound stuck in his throat. She opened her eyes and fixed them on him. Ghosts were not real. People told stories about them, but no one ever saw them. Why would a ghost turn solid and be able to touch him? 

She said, “I think he lived here before Mrs. Proust. He may be dead, but part of him dwells in this place, like a curse. There is something of his here, and until we find it, we can’t be sure his essence won’t return. That is what my intuition tells me, anyway.”

A thunderclap shook the street, and he flinched. San Francisco rarely got storms like this. Maybe it had something to do with the strange shift in the city since the summer months. The demons were too quiet. Normally they caused no end of trouble.

Cassi frowned. “It might be wise to call Byron.”

Falan didn’t want to share this discovery with his mentor until he knew more about it, but she’d give him trouble if he argued, so he shrugged. “Sure. Go ahead. There’s a phone in the hall.”

She hurried away to dial 722 Steiner Street, and he heard her speaking on the line as he regarded the room with fresh eyes. Since he’d never met a ghost, he didn’t know how to deal with them other than to follow her advice and destroy anything that belonged to them. Cassi hurried back with a relieved air. “I didn’t talk to Byron, but Raven said to wait for him.” 

“No time,” he said. “It’s coming back.”

The eeriness in the air warned him the ghost would soon reappear, and stronger this time. Falan recalled what Mrs. Proust said about the bedroom, and they climbed up the stairs to the second floor, armed with everything in his duffel and fresh salt found in the kitchen. The steps squeaked under his weight, and his hand glided up a faded banister. They faced a long, dark hall despite a single bulb overhead, and an unnatural coldness seeped into them. The closer he got to the bedroom, the greater his edginess, but Falan knew how to purify houses and banish evil. He opened its door and crossed the threshold. 

Cassi stayed in the corridor without being told, but he walked across the weathered floorboards to stand at a window. A dim street lurked outside, a few cars passing in the downpour, but anyone on the sidewalk hid under a newspaper or an umbrella. The closeness of the space sunk into Falan and the odor worsened. It smelled of a dead mouse, a sign of evil. He ran his palms along the walls in search of any vibration, shift, or chill to alert him to an evil presence. Unable to locate it, he said, “Cassi, come in here and tell me where you feel the worst.”

She wrinkled her nose and entered; her thin fingers gripping a salt tin. After moving around the room and touching everything in her path, she halted at the closet. “Right here gives me an awful feeling, like walking up a dark alley in the middle of the night.”

The lightning ceased and fell into a steady rain. The room’s only lightbulb flickered when he opened the door. An empty bar and hooks greeted him, but the stench increased along with his apprehension. Falan said, “Give me the crowbar.”

She dug it out of his rucksack and handed it to him. He groped around the inside of the cramped space and dropped to his knees. The corner looked worn, but the boards were nailed down tight. Falan fitted the end of his crowbar in between the cracks and heaved. A terrible screech of nails broke the silence, and he gritted his teeth. Cassi covered her ears, but glanced at the hall. The lightbulb dimmed. The board lifted enough for him to cram the hook underneath it. He pulled it free and pried up another, exposing a hollow space. Falan reached inside it. 

The room got a lot colder really fast.

Cassi said, “I think he’s coming back, Falan!” 

He found a small, hard object and pulled, but it got stuck, wedged between two struts. “I can’t get it!”

A terrible sensation came over him and turned his blood cold. The air condensed until it tasted like wet gravel. Dread washed over him. Cassi touched his shoulder in alarm and Falan dropped the unknown object, turning to scan the room. That same strange blue essence from the fire appeared. The male spirit emerged from shadows so deep they resembled an archway. He came at them with terrible strength and knocked Cassi into the closet. Falan ducked, grabbed the man’s wrist, and fought his darkness with light. Divine power poured out of him into the spirit and cracked its skin like plaster, but the ghost gave him a hard shove. He flew backward, smacked into a wall, and fell to the floor, dazed. Cassi rose to her feet and spun salt at the man, who dissolved on the spot, but Falan knew he’d reappear. “Better hurry,” he said.

“Your hand is too big. Let me try.” Cassi kneeled, panting but determined, and thrust her fingers in the hole. She tugged. Falan stood guard behind her with the crowbar in his fist, prepared to use any violence necessary, but when he heard the object dislodge, his heart came into his throat. He said, “Wait a second!”

She yanked it free and the horde of minor demons that lived under the floorboards poured out after it. Hundreds of them attacked, raking sharp talons in their hair and trying to scar their faces. Cassi shrieked and threw up her arms, but Falan dealt with them. A touch of his hand dissolved them into smoke, but there were so many as soon as he got one, another took its place. Cassi dropped the box and several dove at it, but she brought down her heel on them and ground them into dust. Sharp fangs dug into his left arm and pain shot through him. Falan let out a rebuke that tore light through the air, lit up her face, and blew into the street. It burned through all the demons and banished them. The severe oppression over the house lifted. Falan fell to his knees, cradling his bleeding wrist. “They’re gone, and so is the spirit, but let’s make sure he can’t return this time,” he said.

They had to cleanse the house with a simple ritual. He nailed down the floorboards, then smeared holy oil over the windows to sanctify the space. They then repeated the process in every room on each floor. A peace lay over the house when, at the last stroke of midnight, they met in the foyer, their work done. After several unsuccessful attempts to open it, Cassi stuffed the tin box into their rucksack. She bandaged his hurt arm and went to fetch the owner. 

Mrs. Proust came alone to check on their work and beamed when she crossed the threshold. “I don’t know what you did, but we’re safe now. I can feel it. Thank you!” She noticed the blood seeping through the linen around his wrist. “That looks serious.”

“It’s a hazard of the job,” he said. He kept his tone light, to conceal from everyone how much it hurt. 

He had a lot to tell Byron.
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​Beat & Bewildered


[image: ]




Byron Hayes didn’t believe in ghosts, but always kept an open mind, since many things existed on earth he could not explain. Eager to gather information about an unknown threat, he dug into the hall closet for his trench coat and plucked his fedora off a hook in the foyer at 722 Steiner Street, an attractive Victorian in Alamo Square. A petite, dark-haired twenty-year-old holding a half-grown black kitten spoke up from the study. “Cassi sounded worried. She said whatever the spirit is, it’s strong and carries a sense of evil.”

It served him right for sending off two teenagers to face the unknown, but Council business kept him busy of late. Byron found his jacket crammed behind Raven’s coats, and brushed off the dust. It hadn’t been cold enough to wear it for the last few months. 

Raven helped him slide his long arms into it, Byron taken in by her beauty, the depths of her green eyes, and the faint essence of her perfume. She held on to his collar, drew him in close, and said, “Be careful.”

He pecked her on the lips. “I will, darling.”

A strange flash passed through the house, and the air thickened until it bore down on them like spiritual oppression. Falan’s black and white mutt, curled up on a mound of clean blankets in the kitchen, raised his head and growled low in his throat. His instincts on alert, Byron turned and stared at a figure standing in their parlor, who appeared out of nowhere. Damp golden hair dripped around her shoulders, and she shivered from the cold, her blue gaze fixed on them. A pool of water gathered under her feet. She wore only one shoe.

It seemed San Francisco had two ghosts tonight. Byron moved in front of Raven and motioned for her to keep her distance, wary of what potential threat the ghost might pose. His gaze darted around the room, aware of strange shadows that lurked beyond the reach of the electric bulbs. They flickered at a disturbance in the line. Evil couldn’t enter this house, but he didn’t want to take any chances. 

Byron asked, “Who are you?”

Daisy, she said. Daisy Goodwin and I came to warn you.

Emotions came over him that didn’t belong to him and he wanted no part of, a sadness that radiated out of her. Gamr came up behind him, his hackles raised and canine gaze fixed on the threat. Raven put the cat on the stairs to grab his collar, but Byron entered the parlor. His nearness didn’t distress the ghost the way it would a demon. He saw the wallpaper through her. He pinched his fingers together and rubbed the grit in the air between them like grains of sand. 

Part of him felt nervous, and the rest filled with excitement to encounter a new discovery. One touch of his hand would banish a demon, so he held it out to her as a test. “I’m Byron. Nice to meet you.”

I recognize who you are, the guardian of San Francisco. Daisy considered his kind expression and invitation with a wistful air, but did not reach out to shake his hand. A Shadow is coming that wants to consume everything in its path. It has outgrown the darkness and desires to enter your world. Soon it will break through the barrier. It only needs one sacrifice to take its true form. Heed this warning, or you will perish. I came here at a risk to myself to inform you.

Desperation shook in her voice, and she shivered, despite the warmth of their space heater. Raindrops fell on the roof. Gamr whined and tried to get free of Raven. He wanted to sink his fangs into the girl. Byron reached out to touch her shoulder, to comfort her, and his hand fell on cold flesh. But Daisy didn’t recoil from his touch. She acted as if she could not even feel it. This fascinated him. The air intensified around them. Raven lost her hold on the dog, who shot forward only for a flash of light to tear through the house before he reached Daisy, who vanished. The mutt whined with frustration and sniffed at the floor, still damp where she had stood. Byron kneeled to touch it and his fingertips came away wet. 

“Incredible,” he said. 

The dog curled up in its bed near the bay window, resting its muzzle on its paws with satisfaction now that the threat had passed. The two cats, Dante and Athena, came downstairs and rubbed on their ankles, but then Athena went up to Gamr, climbed on top of his back, and lay there purring. She had taught him a lesson when Falan came to live with them, but they were fast friends nowadays.

Raven ran into the kitchen for a towel to mop up the mess. She scrubbed the carpet and sopped up the liquid, then tucked her hair behind her ear and gave Byron a long, concerned look. “How did it get in? I renewed the protections on this house yesterday.” 

Once a month, she poured her spiritual defenses into an invisible barrier so no demons could cross their threshold. Byron ran his fingertips across the wall and shrugged. “Maybe because she meant us no harm, it didn’t stop her.” 

Neither of them said it, but both hoped that was the reason, and not that their border couldn’t protect them from a ghost. Not all the dead were friendly, among them her grandfather, Archbishop Rossi. The old man had wished them nothing but harm in life, and would certainly want to hinder them in death.

“I could touch her but also see through her,” he said. “That is unusual. And unlike a demon.” 

Raven hovered beside him with the cloth twisted in a knot. She barely cleared his shoulder and interest burned in her gaze. “Is this your first ghost?”

He nodded. “Yes. If it is one. In fifteen years, I’ve never met another or heard of any such thing.”

In his experience, there were angels and demons. They came in many sizes, shapes, and colors, but all of them fell into one category. 

She took the rag into the laundry room and hung it up on their drying line. Sensing a shift in her mood, Byron followed her. The window overlooked the wet street, and a car’s headlights lit up her confusion as it passed their home. Raven looked cute even when perplexed. “I don’t want to believe in ghosts or that our spirits wander in the afterlife,” she said.

Byron suspected she thought of her grandfather. Raven struggled for weeks to reconcile her feelings over his sudden death and find peace in his absence, without the chance to reconcile with him. Rossi had betrayed them by working with a demoness against them, and met his fate at her hands. He touched her shoulders and turned her to face him, his tone gentle. “Raven, I can’t tell you what happens to our spirit after we die. We speculate about where our soul goes and what happens to it, but no one knows for sure. Every faith has an afterlife, but disagrees about what it looks like or what befalls us there. That is part of the mystery of the great beyond, and it excites me to not know what it holds. Just because we haven’t seen a ghost until now doesn’t mean they’re impossible, but it also doesn’t mean all humans become ghosts.” 

Her face softened, and she came into his arms. He loved to hold her and ached to marry her, but they had to wait. Her voice muffled in the front of his jacket, Raven said, “I hope my grandfather isn’t out there somewhere, waiting for the chance to get us.” 

Byron drew back to meet her green eyes. A passion for life fizzed in their depths. “Even if he is, he can’t enter this house. His intentions are not pure. I would love to stay and discuss this with you, my darling, but Falan and Cassi need my help.”

She nodded. “Go. I’ll be here when you return.”

He squeezed her hand, heading for the door. Gamr got out from under Athena, who swatted him for his insolence, and carried his leash to Byron. With it secured, they trotted down the steps and turned left toward McAllister Street. 

Byron hoped he did not arrive too late.

* * *
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RAVEN PICKED UP THE disgruntled kitten and cradled her against her chest. Safe and warm, Athena purred and licked her hand with a sandpaper tongue. Raven felt a little resentful at being left at home, but if she went along, Byron would look after her welfare more than himself, and he needed all his wits about him. 

The clock chimed midnight, and the lights shut off in the houses along the street, leaving a long stretch of gloom in the park. She’d gotten used to the idea of being without her grandfather, no longer under his thumb or cast in his sinister shadow, and faced the prospect of his return with anger. After his abuse and betrayal, she never wanted to see Rossi again. 

The jangle of the telephone in the study jolted her from her thoughts, and she answered it. A familiar, impatient voice demanded to speak to Byron, and learned he had gone out for an hour. “It’s Cardinal Harris. Tell Byron to ring me when he returns, never mind how late it is. I discovered what looks like a ghost standing on the cliffs! I can see through her!” 

Her skin tingled. Another ghost sighting? What was happening in San Francisco? She released Athena, who climbed into Gamr’s bed and curled up in his spot. “I’ll tell him, Your Grace. Do not approach it.”

She hung up the phone and listened to the silence, then stepped out onto the front porch. She knew not to leave the protection of the house, but the fresh air cleared her head. Why were they seeing ghosts now? 

The temptation to light a cigarette came over her, but she fondled an empty pack in her pocket instead. Byron had made her promise to quit for her own sake, and the crinkle of the paper packet comforted her. She stared into the park at the pavilion. City employees had restored it after their battle in it last year, when they destroyed it to banish a demon called Moloch to hell. It gleamed beneath the iron lamps, visible in the distance as she hunched her shoulders against the chill. Raven closed her eyes and reached into the darkness with her instincts. The mood over the city had changed. That worried her.

Where had she heard the name Daisy Goodwin?

Raven went back indoors and scanned the stack of newspapers they kept for fire wadding in the parlor. Seated cross-legged on the faded carpet, with Dante supervising from the back of the settee, Raven read the headlines. The discard pile grew beside her, but she didn’t give up and found her name in an old San Francisco Chronicle, under Girl Drowns at Barbary Coast. Daisy got her foot caught in a net and fell off the pier. A faded photo matched the woman they had met. Raven slid her fingertips across it, curious about her fate and sad for her sudden loss of life.

Voices came up the front steps and Raven let in her friends, relieved to find them all in one piece. She showed Byron the article, who read it after he freed Gamr from his leash. He said, “I arrived too late to help them. They sealed the house all on their own, and did a good job of it, too.”

“The spirit put up one heck of a fight.” Cassi had a broken nail and a proud gleam in her brown eyes.
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