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        “The hardest thing to explain is

        the glaringly evident which everybody

        has decided not to see.”

        ~Ayn Rand, The Fountainhead
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          ABRAM SHEPHERD, PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      The man writhes, his body twisting against the mattress, fists clenched, face shadowed beneath the low-hanging beams of the roofline. His olive-skinned chest seeps blood from wounds I cannot heal. He licks his lips like a nervous animal, and then cries out, high and piercing, as if someone were running him through with a blade, such a guttural incantation it sounds almost inhuman. And it may be, for who’s to say what is mortal and what is not? From the moment humans emerged from Earth’s womb, we have carried a thread of sharpness within us, a fury that expands when we allow even the slightest hint of that agitation to catch our gaze. Because we focus there, you know, fascinated by the wickedness we see laid bare like the flesh of a lover.

      That madness becomes our own. And soon it is all we see.

      I clench my pipe harder between my teeth, the smoke circling my head like an herbal fog.

      The man’s eyes snap open and focus—for an instant only—but in that moment, I see his humanity concentrated there, fixed in that tiny glint of light around the iris. “Please, Father…” he croaks in a strong Spanish accent, and his head snaps back, his spine contorts—“Father, save me, help me”—and then his words degenerate into glottal, hopeless blubbering. “Perdóname, Padre, perdóname.”

      Forgive me, Father, forgive me.

      I cough once, trying to clear the putrid, meaty stench from the back of my throat, but it remains despite the smoke from my pipe, the air as heavy as the cross around my neck. Perhaps if I truly wore the Roman collar as I’d once intended, I would be better equipped to fight this. But even if I were a priest, no one is remarkable enough to be granted forgiveness; my deeds here are but a physical prayer of repentance.

      The man moans, froth forming at his lips and dripping down his cheek to the bed like the ooze of raw egg white. I have seen this surrender before, oh so many times, but they do not all go so easily; the skin on my left leg still burns with my most recent wound. Helen. She fought harder than most, crying out in prayer as she fled over the lawn, red scarf flying behind her like blood spurting from a neck wound. Afterward, I could almost feel the quivering nerves beneath her flesh as if they were mine, the sharp agony as The Dark bound her in coils of hate that tore her soul from her body and dragged it to a place I cannot begin to name. It was over quickly, as endings so often are, and though I hurled my prayers into the night, I was soon alone, my only response the bitter howl of the wind.

      The man bucks off the mattress now, spraying spittle against the pillow, wetting the stained green blanket. It will not be long. He has gone so much faster than the others, perhaps because the evil is thicker since Helen was taken; I can feel the violence in the air, seeping from The Dark like pollutants into a water supply.

      I can practically hear the good doctor, my only friend, whispering, “You’re obsessed, Mr. Shepherd. Delusional.” The doctor would tell me I should stop this madness. “Go back to your wife,” he’d say. But I’ve spent far too much of my life ignoring my calling—the past looms full of abandoned things, wasted moments I could have used more wisely.

      The man’s arms and legs still, though his chest heaves with the rapid inhales of a panting dog—much too fast. Then he screams again, loud and long, and this time it is wholly and poignantly human, and my own humanity responds with a painful tightening of my rib cage. Staring at the glitter in his wild eyes, watching him go from madness to horror, and back, my heart vibrates with such savage intensity I think it might stop altogether; I fight against this, for I am not ready to be tossed into the fiery pits with my ancestors. I know what they did—I found the journals in this old house, hidden beneath a floorboard, the pages tattered and worn. How I wish I had not read them. Because now I fully see the wickedness I am up against—see The Dark for what he is. He’s been tormenting these grounds for eons, spreading malevolence like a virus, and far more will be sacrificed unless I find another strong enough to help me, someone who can lure The Dark out, so I might expel him from this place. And if I cannot weaken his hold here, I will not have the slightest chance of salvation.

      The doctor may think he can ease my burden, soften the pain of the cancer, but he cannot ease the suffering of my soul—he does not believe there is anything to fear. But he will believe. Soon he will see it too.

      I can feel The Dark even now in the coldness whirling around me, though there is no open window, no earthly source for such a breeze. The man in the bed shudders then stills, his breath a thin wheeze, his shirt covered in crimson, so steeped in his own pain he cannot not see beyond the tip of his nose. So many exorcisms and every one ends in defeat. I still hear those lost souls crying sometimes—or the wails of angels admonishing me for my failures. Or perhaps that is my own soul, crying out in the night, reminding me that my faith is not strong enough to heal anyone.

      Yet healing is not the goal. Expelling The Dark requires far more unusual methods than exorcism or mere summoning, and something far more dangerous. The demons here must be allowed to roam free, and all those near will feel their presence even if they are not perceptive enough to identify that barbarous clawing at the base of their spine. I do not know what it will do to those who are able to see the evil. Perhaps they’ll go mad with it, too.

      I sit on the edge of the bed, and the man’s eyes snap open, the fear reflected there deeper and more harrowing than the malignancy that tightens the air around us, the breeze suddenly hot as campfire smoke. The Dark is messing with us, trying to confuse me. It will not work.

      “The Light or The Dark?” I ask him.

      “The Light, The Light…” Blood bubbles between his lips. I press a rosary into his hand—his mother’s, his most prized possession, and it is the last bit of comfort I can offer. “Go now, my son.”

      “No, no, Padre, no… help… help…”

      I lean close to his ear, whispering, the stink of his sweat ripe in my nostrils. “I cast thee out.” He coughs, and his eyes flutter closed, still and silent as if in death. Then his back arches, and he shrieks—even the walls vibrate with the intensity of his screams.

      I spread my hands in the air above his forehead, his fevered skin already writhing like a nest of snakes is wriggling beneath his flesh, and though my rings do not touch him, the skin sizzles—the smell of burning fat seeps into my sinuses. My wedding band, and Justine’s band on my pinky, warm, the engraved crosses inside them brighter, hotter than the rest. It does not matter that Justine no longer recognizes me—evil remains, but love lingers too, even if it is harder to spread.

      I close my eyes, feeling the room shrink and expand, the entire house breathing with me. “I cast thee out,” I whisper again. “Into The Light.” I lean closer and whisper the final words, once, twice, thrice.

      The man shudders. I lower my hands, the flesh on the young man’s head still sizzling, burning, then extinguishing itself with a staccato sucking sound. My rings are still warm against my palm. And as the breath leaks from him in one final exhale, I feel it, the thread of insanity, the demon beneath his flesh, squirming at my nearness, gnashing its horrible teeth. I know precisely how to recognize it—I brought it here. And I will send it back.

      The room seems to waver, contracting once as if birthing the evil from the atmosphere. Then it is over, the vestiges of spirit vanishing like the dew evaporating from the grass in the rays of dawn.

      I push myself to standing, bones aching, and hobble to the window, to that pane of glass as perfectly round as the moon outside, and I am struck with a coldness in the gut as if I’ve stepped into someone else’s shoes. Is this what my ancestors saw looking out this window? Tonight I peer out at another world from the one I strode through this afternoon—the front yard is empty, the grass a dusky greenish gray beneath the towering oak, and the earth is no longer sodden with spilled blood. But my heart hammers against my breastbone, and I see Helen’s red scarf in my mind’s eye, hear her screams in my ears, and the snap of her spine, see the way it appeared as though every bone in her body was being crunched to dust, blood spurting from the ruptured shell of her chest.

      Then the scene returns to normal—quiet, gray green, empty.

      But it isn’t really empty. I feel the energy there, lingering in the shadow of the porch, waiting for the next soul to be lured by the force that emanates from this place.

      For every slight, there must come a balancing blow. Every dark deed done must be repaid in blood.

      The girl, that unfortunate girl, red scarf billowing behind her, screaming, screaming… Helen saw the madness of this world, the evil that must be quelled. Everyone does.

      But never soon enough.
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        ~Desiderius Erasmus
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          CHLOE ANDERSON, PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      “I love you, you know.” Victor’s mouth was at her ear, his fingers tracing her lower back, the heat of him as comforting as a security blanket—his breath was like the sound of waves against the shore. During these quiet moments, before the rest of the world had awoken, Chloe could almost believe it was just the two of them, cocooned in this little tunnel of cotton, immersed in one another, absorbing each other’s energy. She’d always loved Victor’s spirit—it was an untamable, reckless thing that made him an enigma, mysterious and dangerous, and untouchable even when she was holding him in her arms.

      “I love you, you know,” he said again in a low bass growl that almost sounded like purring. The hairs on the back of her neck woke up and danced.

      Chloe sighed, snuggling tighter against his chest. “I know,” she whispered and turned her head, ready to lock their gazes together as tightly as their limbs. But Victor had disappeared. What the⁠—

      The room lit up in a great flash of light, brighter than lightning—an explosion, like someone had pitched a Molotov cocktail against the wall. Chloe tried to cry out, but there was something wrong with her throat. She raised her hands to her neck—wet, gooey, warm. All she could see was red, as if the blood vessels in her eyes had burst and coated her retinas. Victor, help me! Where are you? Blackness tugged at the corners of her vision, but through the crimson haze, she could make out the stark white cupboards of the kitchen—How did I get here? Victor’s wine bottle shimmered on the counter above her like a beacon of hope. She tried to push herself to sitting, but her breath left her altogether as her chest lit up again with searing, impossible pain as if an animal was trying to tear her apart from somewhere behind her breastbone, meat and fat and gristle giving way to ravenous claws. A great sound blasted through the room like thunder. The wine bottle on the counter blew to pieces, shards of glass raining down around her, sticking to her hair, to her arms, and then…

      The pain vanished.

      Chloe sat up slowly, pawing at her chest, expecting to pull her hand away bloody, but there was no blood. No cuts. The room focused in pieces. The clean linoleum counter. The ruby wine bottle. Victor and Leslie, standing near her feet, but with their backs to her. And another person, a man hidden in the shadows just beyond her family, his hands on their shoulders, as if kindly guiding them away. Her heart seized. Only his hands were visible—thick fingers, skin so pale it was almost blue, but streaked with maroon from fingernail to forearm. Blood? Or a trick of the light?

      “Come to me,” a voice said from the shadows, no more than a rattling whisper. The soft heat of his words beckoned, promising a release from pain, deliverance from every horrid thing she’d ever felt, and he had her love, too—he had Victor there with him. If only she could get to the shadowed man, there would be no more misery. How she knew this, she wasn’t sure, but she knew it all the same. She rolled over and crawled closer, closer—and then they were gone. The kitchen disappeared, and she was lying in the bedroom once again, feeling Victor at her back, his sinewy chest, the warmth of him. “I love you, you know.”

      She opened her eyes in the dark, created by the blackout curtains, squinting at the dusky outline of the mirrored dresser. As her eyes adjusted, she realized she could no longer feel Victor. Her back was cold.

      Chloe stretched, wincing at the lumpy mattress, her heart still slamming around inside her chest, though no longer accompanied by the sharp ache she’d felt in her dream. The dream was a recurring one—all night, every night, for the last two weeks—from Victor and love to terror, to peace and back, until she at last hauled herself, unrested, from the mattress.

      She inhaled deeply, trying to slow her heart. Victor’s black-and-white photographs on the far wall—just amorphous shapes now, but she could imagine the shots of empty rooms with bursts of glare that he insisted were proof of supernatural life—always calmed her with a pure, hopeful energy she could feel from across the room. But now, the mere thought of them crackled like agitated static in her brain.

      Chloe rolled onto her side. Her long, silver-blond hair tangled in her fingers, so naturally light that it disappeared against the gloomy white of Victor’s pillowcase. She traced the imprint where his head always lay, pretending he was just out getting them coffee, that he hadn’t left, that they were still going to get married. Victor was probably scared about that, even if he was ten years older than Chloe, but she didn’t really think that was the reason he’d left. She could be wrong though—maybe he really was that immature. Maybe he hadn’t loved her enough. She still felt the hollow space beneath her ribs as if it were an actual hole, as if Victor had literally ripped her heart from her chest when he’d taken his daughter and disappeared.

      But he’d come back with Leslie, like he had last time and the time before. He had to come back—he didn’t have a way to support himself and Leslie without her, and unlike last time, when he’d taken her cash to pay for hotels, he’d left empty-handed. What if⁠—

      No, stop, Chloe, he just needs a break—time to get his head together. Commitment did scare Victor, she knew that, but he wasn’t like her ex-boyfriend Ron, who’d just left her a note: “It’s been fun.” It hadn’t been fun. Ron was the worst kind of liar, the kind who made you believe they cared before they shredded your heart. After that, she’d trusted no one, not until Victor—the only man who’d ever made her feel whole. Loneliness seeped from the pillow and tightened her rib cage. Alone again.

      Alone.

      She couldn’t breathe.

      Chloe peeled herself out of bed, wheezing, and moved the curtain aside to peer into the street. Their yoga-pant wearing downstairs neighbor stood below the window, her shih tzu pissing on the meager front lawn, and it felt disrespectful to the history of the place. Their apartment building was a converted three-story mansion, built in 1802, right after the Great New Orleans Fire of 1788, back when horses still roamed the streets and filled the air with the stink of manure. The surrounding farmlands had been sold off since, and from her third-floor window, she could see newer apartment buildings, a grocery store, and the hole-in-the-wall bar built in renovated slave quarters that she refused to go into—even looking at it made gooseflesh pimple on her arms like some otherworldly thing was watching her from the darkened windows. But despite the energy across the way, they’d been happy here. She’d always felt their joy as strongly as if it were alive—a tingling that blossomed into a warm, gentle softness in her chest when he breathed her name. And now… just that dreadful aching.

      Chloe padded to the bathroom, the chilly air kissing her legs, though the bottoms of her feet felt strangely hot. Hormones, maybe, but she knew she wasn't pregnant—she’d had her tubes tied five years ago when she was only nineteen.

      She pushed open the creaky bathroom door and paused at the threshold, staring at the photo of Victor and his daughter that sat on the shelf beside the bathroom mirror. Leslie was smiling, her eleven-year-old cheeks still plump with baby fat. Victor’s eyes were crinkled at the corners, but that dark gaze still burned through her skull and set something deep inside her on fire. A silver ring glinted from the space between his nostrils. She turned the photo to the mirror, the frame vibrating in her palm until Victor and Leslie were reflected along with her, Victor’s smiling eyes beside her own—pretending for a moment that they were a family.

      Chloe forced a grin, but her hazel eyes remained sad, the purple bags beneath darker today than yesterday; even her freckles sagged. She sighed and lowered the photo to run a finger over the glass, almost feeling Victor’s heat as she had when she’d awoken. Tears stung her eyes. Please, God, just let him come home.

      She didn’t want to think that he was really gone, that she’d made him do something… stupid by arguing with him. He’d come home from setting up some concert in the park, actually smiling for once, but he’d been so wishy-washy all week about their lives together, about the wedding, and she’d been snappy, on edge, unable to push aside all he’d put her through. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, not with Victor—they were supposed to be secure, stable, a reliable thing amidst the stresses of modern life. She still loved him even when he was acting crazy, and maybe she loved him all the more for his flaws, for they allowed Chloe her own imperfections. She was going to help him get better. Even when he tried to convince her he was possessed, when she realized he was really, truly sick, she’d known beyond the shadow of a doubt that he needed her.

      He’s not possessed. He’s just sick. Possession and demons weren’t real, she knew that, but when Victor’s eyes flashed fire, she couldn’t be entirely certain. Grandpa had made her attend church enough to consider it, lectured her at home, too: “If you worship just because you’re afraid, girl, you’ll worship the Devil just as easy.”

      Maybe she just wanted to believe Victor was possessed because she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d done something awful to make him go.

      Chloe bit her lip, and the skin around her mouth paled in the mirror. In high school, her counselor had said they were feelings, just feelings, that everything wasn’t her fault. She hadn’t fought with her mother, and Mom had still abandoned ten-year-old Chloe a week after Chloe’s baby sister, Hope, died in her crib—the baby had made her mother lose her mind. Victor’s leaving her had reopened that horrible, desolate, throbbing wound, and sown the seeds of doubt that anything could ever be good, really good, again. Why did loneliness make you feel like the entire world had turned its back? Grandpa said trials were God’s way of making you stronger, but she sure didn’t need any more lessons—she’d suffered enough that she ought to be the strongest woman in the world.

      Chloe inhaled one shaky breath through her nose and locked eyes with herself in the mirror, letting her gaze harden from dejected to determined. She threw her shoulders back. Raised her chin. Her next exhale was far more steady. Stable. She’d be okay. Even if she never again felt the gentle tug of adoration in her breast or the warm quiet of love in her belly, she would survive.

      She jumped when she heard a click—the front door?—but the breath of ice against her shoulders told her it was the central air coming to life, and soon the running water in the tub drowned out the drone of the air conditioning. The hot water seared her skin as she lowered herself into it, and her hair floated around her like silver water snakes, curling over her shoulders and arms. She rested her head against the back of the tub.

      Victor’s gone. I need to accept that.

      But he didn’t feel gone—though her heart ached with loneliness, the air around her still held that subtle twinge of life, thickening the molecules against her skin, as it had every other time he’d disappeared. Would she know it the moment he made up his mind to leave for good, a sudden absence like a black hole had opened in the living room and sucked his essence away? She might.

      Chloe was only six years old when a psychic had stopped her and her mother in the street—“You have great power in you,” the woman said, stroking Chloe’s palm with one withered fingertip. Chloe was special, could sense things other people never noticed, and even Grandpa had thought that was why her mother had left her. It might be true—her mother had once told her that if she’d been able to see the future, she’d have done it all differently, and she’d looked so hard at Chloe that gooseflesh prickled on Chloe’s arms. Chloe might not be able to see the future, not exactly, but at least her mother had recognized she had something to offer. Grandpa just thought it should be beaten out of her. But Victor… he had seen her gifts for what they were, and he was not put off by them—the day she met Victor, her world had suddenly felt brighter.

      Victor’s passion, his art, his way of looking at the world—like it was bigger than what they could perceive, like they could latch on to it if they looked hard enough—had awoken something inside Chloe, made her feel alive like the first time she’d gotten on a roller coaster, her heart thundering in her ears, her mouth dry with unbridled thrill. She knew what he needed. She mattered to him. And God knew she loved him, even now, after he’d been missing for weeks. Chloe laid a hand against her barren gut under the water, palpating her skin, practically feeling the void, but the emptiness was nowhere near as profound as the one in her chest.

      She reached for the shampoo and scrubbed, trying to wash away the worry. Even if he never came back, closure mattered, right? She couldn’t be stuck in this limbo forever, not knowing where her fiancé had disappeared to. Her mother, her father, she still pondered those losses when the world went quiet, still considered what she’d done to make them leave—she didn’t want to wonder about Victor for the rest of her life. She shook her head. Don't start pitying yourself, or you’ll never stop. Chloe ran her fingers along the scored flesh of her back—sometimes the scars stung as if Grandpa had split her skin only yesterday. On those days, she could still see Grandpa’s irises, sunken in the folds of flesh around his eye sockets, the way his bald spot shone between his thinning gray hair, his comb-over slanting askew as he brought the belt down again, and again, and again. Grandpa always said that if you were willing to put in the work, God would help fix you, but she sure didn’t think that was how God would have wanted it done.

      The past is the past, we only look forward. Nothing else matters. We’ll fix you up, girl, get you right with God.

      Bang! Chloe sat up suddenly, sloshing water over the side of the tub. “Victor?” Was he home? A creak arose from the next room. She strained her ears, but there was no reply, only the steady hum of the cold air and the occasional drip of the faucet. She settled her back against the tub and grabbed the washcloth, heart pounding in her throat. Surely the sounds were just remnants from her dream—or wishful thinking. Chloe’s muscles tightened, but she yawned and rinsed her hair. Even if the nightmare was her intuition on crack, exaggerating while legitimately trying to tell her something, she could not begin to guess what it was trying to say. Not like someone had broken into her apartment, painted the room red, kidnapped Victor and Leslie from her kitchen, and then blown up a wine bottle for fun. That’d just be silly—and even ghosts had better things to do than harass the living.

      Still, the dream felt like it had to mean something.

      Twice more, she thought she heard the door creak as she sank beneath the water. Both times, her calls went unanswered.
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          CHLOE ANDERSON, PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      Chloe walked hurriedly, picking at her blouse where the sultry October air stuck the billowy bohemian fabric to her skin. Everything was damp, the slightly cooler breeze off the water doing little to help dry her. Thanks a lot, Louisiana. She stretched her arms above her head.

      Shh, shh.

      The skin between her shoulder blades prickled, and though the noise was surely the lapping of the water, she whipped around. Three women wandered past her, tourists in shorts and T-shirts. None looked her way.

      The buildings across the Mississippi River stood out against the cerulean sky, a cubist fantasy at the horizon. The sun cooked the pavement at her feet. But the sun wasn’t watching her—nor was anyone on the water, and there weren’t even any cars driving by. She sighed. “Highly sensitive person,” that’s what the counselor had called her, but intuition didn’t help when it leapt into hyperdrive. Shit. She used to be right about these feelings almost always, but since Victor left, she’d been consistently wrong—verging on paranoid if she were honest with herself. A drop of sweat rolled between her shoulder blades.

      With one last rush of breeze from the water, Chloe headed away from the banks and toward the city, the cobbled street clacking under her heels, disrupting the persistent rumble of the trolley. Across the way, a man playing paint cans like drums smiled at his sticks, though his eyes didn’t light up. She forced a smile and crossed the street, dropping a dollar into his bucket as she passed.

      Her face cooled.

      To her left, in front of a tall wrought iron gate, a man in a ball cap smiled in her direction, and then, before she could react, leaned a waist-high canvas against the fence—an impressionist piece of a woman on a black background, her face a vivid, flowered skull reminiscent of the carnivalesque Day of the Dead. Nowhere was history so vibrantly displayed as in the broad strokes of the brush or the deep shadows of an old photograph where you could almost smell the past like dust in your nostrils—that was one reason she appreciated Victor’s probing lens. It made her feel like he got it… like he got her in a way no one else did. She swallowed hard and continued on.

      The street felt narrower as she approached the shop, probably the lower hanging awnings on the buildings, the streetlamps that leaned over either side of the road like enormous jaws ready to snap shut. Silly. She paused, her spine tingling… and frowned. Something was wrong.

      Chloe examined the peeling black paint on the street lamps, the window bars, the wrought iron gates. The night before, she’d printed half a dozen posters with one line at the top: “Victor, you are loved.” He’d once told Chloe that those week-long trips—staying in dingy hotels, snapping photos in the gloomy alleys, playing music on the corners—reminded him that things were harder elsewhere and made him appreciate what he had. Poor Victor. Leslie’s heath was so difficult to handle—her severe allergies made homeschooling a necessity. Responsibility was what overwhelmed him and made him vanish.

      But he’d always come back.

      And now the posters were gone. No paper fluttered from the lampposts, not even an errant piece of tape left behind to suggest they’d existed at all. Her chest heated. The signs had brought Victor back last time, and the idea that someone had ruined that chance… She inhaled through her nose, forcing her heart to slow. What am I going to do now? Victor had no friends; he didn’t even have a cell, guaranteeing his solitude when he craved it, and the police had never been any help to Chloe when he went missing. The last time she’d gone to the police station, the cop had taken in her lithe figure, her heart-shaped face, and told her that she deserved more, that she should settle down with someone who treated her better.

      But settling wasn’t a goal anyone should have—life was meant to be lived, hard. Even the word “settle” brought to mind the heavy, wet feeling of mud in a ditch. Mud didn’t even try. Mud would never be happy—could never be.

      But she would. One way or another, she would be. Even if she was alone.

      Alone. Her chest seized, and she drew her gaze from the lampposts. Beneath the awning across the street, a rabbit stared at her—brown and gray, the size of a softball when he was all bunched up, with a single patch of black on one long ear in the shape of a half-moon. The other ear was bent almost in half. Chloe drew out a single stalk of celery from the pocket of her skirt and tossed it to him, but the rabbit leapt from his corner and disappeared up the road as if she’d run at him with a broom. He’d recover and come back for it, though; rabbits were resilient like that.

      She stepped under the awning of the antique shop. A year ago, the building had been a burnt-out shell, but now, the single story of gray brick could almost pass for original, with enormous panels of glass flanking a door stained the color of thunderheads. The building had been a courthouse in 1792 when this place was built, though back then it had served plantation masters in horse-drawn buggies, and men in threadbare trousers who risked smallpox just coming into the city. She should hate that thought, the bleakness of it, but the hollow sensation of hardship that thrummed against the small of her back now felt achingly familiar: the honest pain of a rough life.

      Through the glass in the front window, a jade elephant with ivory tusks stood glittering in the display light as impressive as it had been in the early 1800s when it was carved. Beside the shining pachyderm sat an elaborate baroque bronze clock, its face adorned with hand-painted porcelain numerals, though the filigreed hands were still and silent now. Further down, a silver bowl from China gleamed. And there was the thing that had drawn her to the shop: Victor’s camera, front and center. She could almost see him now, snapping shot after shot, hoping to catch a glimpse of some magic, some impossible truth from beyond.

      But it was not an antique, and this definitely wasn't a pawn shop. A week and a half ago, the first time she’d seen the camera, she’d thought she was mistaken, that it couldn’t possibly be Victor’s, but the electricity that coursed up through her shoulder when she touched it had dissolved all doubts. She didn’t even need to see Victor’s band name penned into the strap, or get verification from her coworker, Greg, who’d described the man he’d gotten it from as “thirties, leather jacket, bull ring stabbed through his septum.”

      So Victor had been there, and Victor would return to buy back his prized possession, even if she had erased the photos stored there—thank goodness Greg and Lehmann hadn’t bothered to go through them; if they had, she’d have been answering questions for the cops. Just one more reason she couldn’t ask the police to investigate his disappearance, not after she’d destroyed what might be evidence, though those photos were surely some form of avant-garde art anyway—he’d once spent three days photographing the decaying remains of a dead squirrel in the parking lot, and another week documenting the progression of a healing set of stitches on his thigh. The doctors had medicated him after that. But… icy fingers sprouted between her shoulder blades and raked their claws over her flesh, leaving trails of electric frost. What if he’d gotten worse? What if he’d stopped taking his meds? What if he’d snapped? He needed her—he couldn’t handle life all alone.

      All she’d needed in return was for him to… stay.

      Chloe inhaled sharply and let it out slow like her counselor had once told her. The bell jingled as she pushed open the door and walked inside. Dust motes tickled her nose, and she squinted against the glint off the gilded picture frames. Just being here felt like giving Grandpa the finger. The past is the past—except here, Grandpa.

      As usual, her boss sat behind the middle display case—dead center in the back of the shop. Two other glass cases stood on either side of the store, with Greg crouched behind the one on her right, only the top of his blond head visible through the glass. Lehmann’s eyes were on the little wooden dreidel spinning on top of his case. Turkish, maybe, inlaid with silver, old enough to be worth a good amount, but just seeing the toy was enough to make her shudder, though she didn’t know why. It felt… wrong. Mr. Lehmann looked up, his eyes hard, and raised one long, thin finger to scrape at an age spot on his pasty cheek.

      “Morning, Mr. Lehmann.”

      He nodded in reply, eyes narrowed, frown still plastered on his maw. If there was a Guinness record for scowling the longest, Lehmann would win, hands down. Chloe glanced at the window, at the camera, but resisted the urge to touch it before she started her day. They’d see her, the way she held on to it too long, the way she flinched when it vibrated in her palms—they’d figure out why the camera mattered to her, know she was hurting. When people knew you were hurting, they could get the jump on you—and hurt you more. She’d wanted so badly for Victor to prove her wrong about that. Maybe he still would.

      Was it wrong to hope for the best? Grandpa might have said yes, but… screw him.

      With a final nod to Lehmann, Chloe skirted the spindly little table that held a few collectibles in the middle of the room and headed for the office. Nothing there but a 1900s walnut desk—Victorian—pushed against the back wall, topped with an outdated computer and a vintage hurricane lamp painted with golden flowers; almost the same setup as the office next door, except that room had a safe instead of a computer. She paged through the ledger on the desk. No in-shop appraisals on the books today, just one appointment this afternoon with a Mr. Shepherd, probably a patron of the shop or someone clearing an estate. After a death, relatives might call antique dealers to go through the house, and the appraisers got first dibs on items of value for their shops—Greg would have fun poking around the dusty shelves for things they could sell.

      She headed for the showroom, glancing once at the other door down the hall—the room she still wasn’t allowed in alone, the one that held the safe. The safe was a weird antique piece in and of itself: high as her waist, black as night with a brass handle, but no combination plate or keyhole on the front—must have the locking mechanism around the side, a highly unusual feature. Old safes were once made from wood, but by 1827, tinplate and sheet iron were introduced to surround both the exterior and interior structures—but they still weren’t fireproof. This one was. Though the seams were visible, clumsy, indicating more primitive methods of bonding the metals together, the safe appeared to be made entirely of cast iron—other than the metal hinges along the side—and it had nothing to identify it, not one single manufacturer’s logo. One of a kind, custom made.

      She assumed that weird, old safe was where Lehmann kept the most expensive pieces, though she’d only seen him go in there a few times, most recently to retrieve a little wooden jewelry box that didn’t look particularly valuable, even if it was engraved. But the woman who received it had certainly glowed at the sight of the trinket. Chloe could have believed Lehmann was a softie at heart, taking special care of those items he knew had sentimental value, but the man glowered at everyone who walked in. Whatever. The guys here were just odd.

      No wonder her predecessor, Helen, had left. Greg had told her Helen stopped showing up two weeks earlier, and the way he’d spoken, whispering to make her lean closer to him, to give him her undivided attention… the hairs on her arms had prickled, her muscles urging her to run. It was a little weird, maybe, that no one knew where Helen had gone. No two-week notice, no picking up her last check, just up and… vanished.

      Like Victor. Like Leslie. But they hadn’t really vanished. Victor had taken his suitcases—he’d packed Leslie’s entire closet. It had been purposeful. Just like Helen’s leaving.

      At least Chloe didn’t have big shoes to fill.

      She emerged from the hallway as the bell jingled, and a well-dressed black couple entered the shop, him in a navy suit, her in a yellow and white flowered sundress and a hat with a yellow flower. If it wasn’t Wednesday, Chloe would have guessed they were coming from church, though around here, it was still entirely possible. Church leaves no time for them idle hands, girl. Chloe nodded, and the woman returned her smile.

      From behind the woman, Greg’s eyes lit up like he thought Chloe was smiling at him, that strange, blissed-out gaze he had, as though he’d never seen an ounce of heartache. He looked every bit the part of an antique store employee: button-down shirt, blue pants, and this weird thing around his neck that was more like a knotted scarf than a tie. His eyes glowed violet in the dim lamplight Lehmann used to illuminate the shop. But looking the part sure didn’t make Greg a more effective employee—or a more pleasant one. She frowned as he turned away from the couple and set to work rearranging already neat items in the window display. To think he was Lehmann’s favorite. He even got to go into the safe. Lehmann never appeared to notice Greg’s shortcomings, just sat at his perch behind the center counter, scowling at his spinning top like he hated it, but he didn’t. She could feel his tension as he stared at it, though, a shallow pain behind her breastbone—it felt like regret.

      Chloe approached the other display case, the one along the side wall, where the woman was trailing one slender finger over the edge of the glass top. Her finger stopped, tapped. “Here it is.”

      “Early 1900s,” Greg chirped from the window without even turning their way. “Victorian, French, eighteen karat gold, .55 karat center cut emerald, .75 karat mine cut diamond.”

      Know-it-all. If Greg wanted to help so badly, he could have walked his lazy butt over there and actually assisted the customer face-to-face instead of bleating like a goat across the store. Chloe forced a smile in his direction. “Thanks, Greg,” she said, hoping it didn’t sound sarcastic.

      The woman raised her gaze to Chloe, her irises almost black in the dim lamplight. Her husband nodded but said nothing; the set of his mouth, its tight line, suggested he didn’t really want that piece at all.

      Chloe stepped past the wooden shelves that ran along the back wall and slid behind the case, following the woman’s finger, and pulled the ring from the velvet pad. Emeralds glinted as she held it out across the counter.

      “I’ll take it.”

      That was easy. Chloe smiled as Lehmann sneered in the couple’s direction. They paid him no attention; they probably knew each other already and were used to Lehmann’s sour face. Most everyone who came in either called ahead or were repeat customers, or must have been, because Lehmann always had their credit card information on file—she had yet to take money in the shop.

      Chloe cocked her head, glancing from Lehmann to the woman, who was now sighing with what sounded like pleasure as she slid the ring onto her finger. “Would you like a box until you can have it sized?” But Chloe knew the answer, felt the lusty, needful energy in the air like heat running over her rib cage—that ring was never coming off. “Never mind, I can tell you’ll be wearing it out.”

      Chloe smiled and slipped the box back beneath the counter as Greg shook his head from his perch by the window. He’s just mad he can’t understand people the way I can. He probably thought she was as crazy as her grandfather had. Her first day there, she’d grabbed a lamp for a customer, and it had sent electricity spiraling up her arm, something so dark and dirty she’d dropped it back on the display. Greg had looked at her like she was nuts.

      The woman’s gaze was still glued to the sparkling stone. The man stepped forward, scanning the case and then the tables, scratching at his barely there five o’clock shadow with a thick sandpapery sound. Eyes narrowed. Looking for something.

      Chloe turned to him. “Can I help you find⁠—”

      “Nothing for you,” Lehmann snapped from the center counter.

      The couple exchanged a glance, and the man frowned, tension rolling off them both in waves.

      “I thought we’d both⁠—”

      “Are you sure there isn’t⁠—”

      “I’m sure,” Lehmann said. He nodded toward the front door and retreated to the hallway.

      They must have something else on order. That was the other reason she was certain the customers had been in contact with Lehmann prior to visiting the shop—they, and everyone who came here, already had some idea of what they wanted. Chloe stepped from behind the counter. “If you’ve already got the charge information,” she said to Lehmann’s back, “we can just ship the item he’s waiting for when it arrives.” There was no guarantee this couple would ever return, no matter how special the piece. Even Chloe knew to finalize orders then and there—that was Sales 101.

      Lehmann disappeared into the office and slammed the door behind him. By the time Chloe turned back to the couple, they were already halfway to the exit, the woman’s skirt making a gentle swish against her thighs as she walked.

      Shh. Shh.

      Like someone warning her to hush.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day passed in a languishing haze of activity without the interruption of calls—apparently, Lehmann used his personal cell for the shop phone—or a mad rush of people. Chloe organized, dusted, cataloged, and readjusted the security cameras Lehmann had her install her second day there. The first week, the security tapes had given them nothing of interest, just long hours of still and silent vases and bookcases and trinkets, even if there were moments of strange wavering static every day around midnight that ended just as abruptly. Probably glare from the neon lights on the surrounding stores, or perhaps the streetlights glittering through the front window, a daily effect of the power grid adjusting. Might be interference on the equipment itself, too, a glitch as one day shifted to the next, or even a conversion issue from the camera to the iPad Lehmann used to watch the videos—little malfunctions were probably par for the course with low to mid-grade surveillance equipment, and Lehmann refused to try another type of camera. Still, she wanted to do well, so she continued to check diligently, making the most of what she had. He didn’t understand. Failure wasn’t an option.

      Today’s tape was no different from the others. She fast-forwarded through hours of footage of the silent shop and paused at the 12:00 a.m. mark when the screen suddenly went fuzzy. Nothing to see here. Then the shop was back again, just like before. No sign of the arsonists Lehmann had purchased the cameras to catch. Why anyone would light this place on fire, she had no idea—some kind of a high school dare? But the bar down the street was more likely to spur arson attempts by any number of intoxicated morons. Whoever the arsonists were, they’d succeeded in the past, three times if you went back far enough. And it was in her best interests to make sure it didn’t happen again, at least until Victor came back for his camera. She might be able to find another apprenticeship, but this was the only place that had something Victor would return for.

      Dammit, Victor. She was convinced she’d picked right this time, but she’d fucked up. Again. A vise closed around her heart but eased when the hairs on her neck stood up, a leery ominous vibration against her spine. She whirled around to find Lehmann scowling at her and holding out a slip of paper.

      “Appraisal. Shepherd plantation.”

      “Me?” She glanced over at Greg, whose eyes had narrowed at the paper. Greg was the one who went on these errands, not her—she’d never once been asked. Was Greg going, too?

      Greg stepped forward. “I know where it is, I can⁠—”

      “Her.” Lehmann shoved the slip into her palm. She nodded and pressed her lips together to stop herself from smirking at too-good-to-help-anyone Greg.

      “But Chloe isn’t ready yet, and⁠—”

      Lehmann cut Greg’s protest short with a glare. “It’s time.”

      Chloe’s blood boiled anyway. Why would Greg think she couldn’t do it? But she had to be honest with herself—Greg was right, not that it was her fault. She had just started, and though she knew tons about history in general, she’d need training to know what things were worth. Market value and historical value weren’t always the same.

      “She needs to get out there. She’ll come back, get information and prices,” Lehmann said as if reading her mind.

      Chloe drew herself up as tall as she could. “I can go now if you want.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she regretted them—her enthusiasm hung in the air like the whine of an over-eager puppy. Relax, Chloe. Just because she needed something to fill that stupid hole in her heart didn’t mean she had to act like an idiot.

      “You’ll go this afternoon. Car’s out back, supplies in the trunk.” The words were surely harsher than Lehmann intended, but the fire in his eyes suggested they had come out with exactly the right level of vehemence.

      Had she done something wrong, then? Maybe he knew this trip wouldn’t have anything of value, and he was punishing her by making her waste an afternoon in some old man’s disaster of a bungalow. She hated that she had to use his car, too, but it was already full of everything she needed to transport fragile items: boxes, bubble wrap, cloth bags. Heat rose in her chest, though she forced her voice to come out steady. “Okay.”

      The boss turned on his heel and stumped back to his office. Greg watched him go, eyes narrowed, but approached her when the office door slammed. “You get all the good gigs.” Sarcastic. His frozen smile didn’t falter, but his eyes tightened; Greg knew he was more qualified, that he was… better. He had an eidetic memory—he’d told her that three times already. Greg would know immediately what the items at the Shepherd house were, and what they were worth. He wouldn’t even have to bring pictures back here for appraisal like she would. Hell, she’d still be using her history degree to teach slack-jawed high schoolers if Victor hadn’t left his camera here in this shop.

      Greg worried his bottom lip with his teeth. He stared after Lehmann.

      Perhaps that was where Lehmann’s anger had been directed—at Greg, not at her. And though she’d rather have punched Greg in the penis for trying to say she wasn’t good enough, she reached out and squeezed his arm, ignoring the irritated vibration that tingled up through her fingertips and squeezed her heart, gently, like the ache of sorrow—she couldn’t tell if that was coming from Greg or from herself.

      “I’m sure he’ll let you go next time,” she said. But not if she could help it. It was nice to be valued, and despite his bluster, Lehmann believed in her the way Victor had.

      “Maybe.” Greg’s voice was low.

      She busied herself rearranging the items on the display case, filling the space where the emerald ring had been.

      Greg’s gaze bored into her forehead until she finally turned her back, Chloe still feeling the electricity of his eyes on her spine.
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          CHLOE ANDERSON, PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      The driveway sliced through a rolling lawn, with twisted oaks on either side that reached for their partners’ branches over Lehmann’s car like long-lost lovers. But one tree in the side yard stood out above the rest: at least five hundred years old from its size, sparsely leaved, gnarled branches like massive fists straining against the earth, reminiscent of a lumbering orangutan. The grass beneath the tree was perfectly still, though any movements might merely have been hidden in the shadows—the waning midday sun had cast everything in front of the main house into dimness.

      And what a house it was, the kind of place that made Chloe turn her awestruck gaze to the facade: mid-1800s construction, perfectly renovated, three stories of white walls and columns, and a dozen half-circle stairs stacked like the tiers on a wedding cake. The stairs led to a wraparound porch large enough that Chloe could have driven the boss’s old Malibu onto it. The engine whined, and she snapped her head back down, jerking the wheel when the car veered onto the grassy shoulder. She parked on the stones to the left of the stairs, leaving the trees longing for one another in her rearview.

      Outside, the air was still, as though everything had hushed just for her. Which was ridiculous. But Chloe peered back toward the trees, something tickling the back of her neck like pulses from a frayed electrical wire. Even the branches seemed to have stalled in their relentless reaching. And then the breeze picked up again, and every inch of the sloping lawn felt alive, the grass humming around her while the gentle clack of the branches overhead grated on her eardrums.

      Just trees. Chloe sighed. She might believe that things existed beyond her understanding, maybe lots of things, but she sure didn’t think those things, or her nerves, should control her. That was the problem—you couldn’t tell intuition from stress. Or from complete and utter exhaustion. Chloe yawned, then slammed the car door so hard her wrist ached.

      Still, as she climbed the front steps, the tingle on the back of her neck clawed more fiercely at her skin, though she could locate no cause for alarm here in the quiet of the old house or in the thunk of the door beneath her knuckles. She knocked again, this time with the meaty part of her fist, and could hear—feel—the sound reverberating through the house and echoing down the drive and into the trees, which seemed to vibrate in response. Unless that was… not the wind at all. Not jittering branches, but a deliberate whoosh, almost like someone using a hairdryer. Shh, shh, shh.

      What is that?

      Movement in her peripheral vision made her whirl around—she didn’t catch the face, just long tendrils of curly blond hair disappearing behind the ridged pillar that made up the front corner of the house. A woman? But no, shorter, maybe a teenager. “Hello?” Chloe walked over the wooden planks of the porch toward the pillar, seeing no chairs, no tables, nothing to indicate it was ever used—might as well put up a sign that said: “Get The Hell Out.” The desolation prickled between her shoulder blades, the uncomfortable solitude of a long-abandoned battleground. But she wasn’t alone—there was someone here, Chloe had seen them.

      She turned the corner, calling, “Hello, I’m looking for…” The side porch was empty save for one skittering leaf. The girl must have run inside, but if she wasn’t going to answer the door, why was she sneaking around? Actually, maybe she’d been told not to answer it. Victor used to tell Leslie not to answer the door if he wasn’t home. Victor. Chloe shook her head to rid herself of the thought and strained her ears for footsteps or a door slamming, but only the rushing sound on the breeze remained—then a louder grinding noise: metal on metal. Where was that coming from? She headed for the far edge of the porch and scanned the backyard.

      The plantation stretched out before her, the yard slanting up to a gentle hill before sloping back down. Outbuildings ran the length of the right side of the property. In the 1800s, when the plantation was built, those buildings would have been used for cooking and processing grain—or for slave lodgings. A chill crept over her like her body was being frozen in ice, and she drew her gaze away. Places like this always skeeved her out, almost like the terrified energy of the house’s once imprisoned workers remained there, waiting to be freed. But it wasn’t a ghost she saw now; someone stood about two hundred feet from the back corner of the home, where a large brick structure hulked in the middle of the lawn on a dirt slab—a kiln. No way the girl had gotten down there that fast, though she might be in Chloe’s blind spot just on the other side of the hilltop.

      Chloe left the porch, glancing behind her once more, then walked down the center of the emerald lawn to the top of the hill and started down. No girl. Underfoot, the earth felt strange, spongy, softer than it should have been. Had it rained? The whispering grass tickled her ankles and caught the heels of her sandals like each blade was trying to hold her back.

      She paused where grass met dirt. The noise had grown louder, and now it was less a grinding and more a roar, the sound of a hurricane picking up steam. The kiln was larger than she’d guessed when she was standing on the porch. The eight-foot structure appeared original to the house, right down to the hinges on the door—though having any door at all was unusual for the time period—and the entire thing radiated shimmering waves of heat into the air. God, it was huge. A small deer could easily climb inside, not that anything would purposefully leap in there to be burned to death; Chloe could feel the warmth from where she stood fifteen feet away, rolling over her skin like breath from a dragon. For someone to be using it now was impressive—while lots of people still made pottery, firing it in a primitive kiln was a lost art. It was lovely to see others appreciated its beauty, too.

      The black man working mere feet from the front of the mouth-like opening seemed impervious to the heat. He wore khaki slacks and a white button-down shirt, open at the neck, his broad shoulders rippling as he kneaded a ball of pewter clay. He grabbed a tool like a rolling pin and pushed it back and forth over the blob on the long, concrete table, then sprinkled what looked like broken pieces of stone or glass on the top.

      She raised a hand to get his attention. The man straightened as if he noticed her, but before she could speak, he opened the door to the kiln, and everything around her suddenly went hotter as the oven yawned wide. He grabbed an already formed vase, set it on an enormous spatula, and eased the spatula inside. The kiln belched flame into the air, then settled, but Chloe winced in the blistering breeze as she stepped onto the dirt. The man let go of the handle and turned to face her, the fire reflecting flakes of green in his irises.

      He appeared to be her age, or at least not more than twenty-five. Her heart shuddered, not because of the broad slope of his shoulders, or the shine on his umber skin, or even the rugged squareness of his jaw—it was the sheer force of his presence that rolled over her like a wave trying to pull her out to sea. Victor’d had it too, that hungry melancholy, a yearning that made you believe you were the most critical thing in his world. But that feeling lied.

      The man smiled. She cleared her throat. “Good afternoon, I’m looking for Mr. Shepherd.”

      “That’s me.” He stepped back to the table and slapped down a second clay pancake, rolling the pin back and forth, back and forth. The air around them went still and heavy again, resting against Chloe’s skin like a sticky wool blanket.

      “I’m here from Lehmann’s shop. Hope you don’t mind me coming back here to find you. I saw your daughter… or… someone up there, and I⁠—”

      “It’s just me here, no one else. But I thought you’d arrive earlier.” He sounded amused, not irritated, but… Why did he think she’d have been here before now? She’d come right when Lehmann asked her to. And there was someone else up at the house. A neighbor, maybe? If the teenager wasn't supposed to be there, that was a good reason to run. “Perhaps Mr. Lehmann misunderstood your availability. But don’t worry.” She grinned so wide it hurt her face. “I’ll be taking care of your account, so we’ll get it worked out—and you won’t get a better deal anywhere.” She had no reason to think that was true, but it seemed like something Lehmann would want her to say.

      “I can’t sell elsewhere, anyway. They don't want to come out here, you know.” One corner of his mouth turned up, and her heart accelerated, though she tried not to consider the reason for that.

      “Why don’t they want to come here?”

      He shrugged. The silence stretched.

      “So, um… do you have some pieces to show me?” Show me your piece? Nice one. I must be really desperate.

      He cocked an eyebrow, removed the oversized spatula from the kiln, and closed the fire-breathing door. “This way.”

      The air remained hot and thick—but quiet—as she followed Shepherd back across the lawn and up the porch steps toward the front of the house. Still no sign of the girl—she must have run home. Chloe averted her eyes from the lean lines of Shepherd’s back as he pushed the front door open and gestured her inside.

      The moment she stepped over the threshold, the breeze picked up again, rattling the branches until Shepherd closed the door and shut out the din. “Gorgeous,” she muttered into the sultry air. Standing in the foyer was like stepping back in time.
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