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The Widow’s Hand

Brigid Barry
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Even on high, Miah’s wipers couldn’t keep up with the deluge pounding the windshield. Pulling over to wait for visibility to improve was an option, but she was only a few minutes away. She just had to hope the downpour hadn’t washed the road out. 

The rain let up to a fine mist as she reached the cabin. Miah released her white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. Cutting the engine, she frowned at the squat building. Nothing moved, and despite the dimness of the day, no lights were on. The overhanging pine branches shuddered in a gust of wind. Heavy drops of water hit the car like stones. A shiver ran up her spine, and the delicate hairs on the back of her neck rose. 

“Don’t be stupid. Jack is probably still sick in bed, right where I left him.” She shook her head. “Maybe next time he’ll listen when I tell him to not drink out of streams in the woods.”

Her voice didn’t dislodge the dread in the pit of her stomach. Searching for any sign of life in the squat building, she grabbed her grocery bags off the passenger seat and stepped out of the car. Five steps later, she pushed the unlocked front door open and froze. 

Silence roared in her ears.

“Jack?” A high-pitched noise repeated. The refrigerator? Shivering, Miah entered and kicked the door closed.

The back of the cabin beckoned. The fridge’s white light spilled over wide pine floorboards, worn and scarred with years of use. Her body tensed, but she forced herself forward. She flipped the light switch. Her heart jumped into her throat, and the grocery bags fell from her hands.

The contents of the fridge had been ripped out and scattered throughout the tiny kitchen. Cabinet doors dangled from bent or broken hinges. Her heart pounded like a wild thing trying to escape. Something crunched under her foot, and she sprang back. Cereal, strewn across the floor. She couldn’t breathe. Was whoever—or whatever—had done this still here?

Miah had to clear her throat twice before she could speak. “Jack?”

She took a step, and slipped. Miah landed on her hands and knees in a puddle of viscous liquid. Holding her breath, she brought one of her trembling hands to her face. Red fluid glistened in the overhead light as it ran down her palms and wrists to drip onto the floor with wet plops. She released her pent-up breath as she rubbed her fingers together. A mix of maple syrup and ketchup. Not blood.

Her jeans soaked from the knees down, she stood and wiped the sticky mess onto her thighs. Two more steps. The steel entry door stood wide open, the knob embedded into the plaster behind it. The flimsy screen door lay broken and twisted in the mud fifty feet away as if it had exploded from the house. A mashed trail in the high grass headed straight into the trees. 

Miah darted back into the cabin and slid across the floor. With a curse, she pulled her wet sneakers off and ran down the short hallway in her socks. She skidded into the bedroom door, shoving it open. The empty bed was neatly made. Colorful pillows leaned against the oak headboard. There was nowhere else to hide in this tiny room, not even a closet or space under the bed. 

She opened the narrow bathroom door next to her. “Jack?” 

Empty. Jack’s cell phone sat face down in the sink. Miah swiped the screen. He’d taken a photo of them yesterday, smiling at the end of their hike, and set it as his background screen. She tucked it into her back pocket. He wouldn’t have gone far without it. Voluntarily.

The only other place to look was the loft. She scrambled up the narrow ladder and peered into the dim space. Nothing but two rusty footlockers and a pile of dusty blankets.  She pushed away from the ladder and dropped into the living room. Jack was gone. If he’d gone into the woods, he could be hopelessly lost. 

A photo of her father stared at her from the wall. Whatcha gonna do about it? his eyes asked. 

She stared back. What choices did she have? There was no cell reception, and no landline to use within an hour’s drive. Even if she could call the authorities, it would take the Staties five hours to respond from Houlton. Longer if they were tied up with something else. The temperature was dropping as night approached. No, she couldn’t wait for someone else to ride to her rescue.

Her father had given her all the tools she needed to go find Jack herself, so that’s what she’d do. At the very least, she needed to canvass the area. And they’d have a good laugh when she found him lost in the woods nearby. Or so she hoped.

She unlocked the gun cabinet and pulled out her thirty-aught-six. She leaned the weapon against the ladder and scrambled up to the loft. The hinges of the steel footlocker squealed as she thrust up the lid, and then emptied her pack onto the floor. The gear she’d needed for a day hike with her husband was not the same stuff that she’d need to camp in the woods in November. She layered every MRE bag from the locker into the backpack. Not knowing how long she’d be gone, she shoved several pairs of cushioned socks and clean undershirts into her bag. 

She sat back on her heels. What if Jack had just gone off for a walk? 

The sweet scent of maple syrup and the faint sting of vinegar wafted up from her hands.

She stuffed a set of her old woodland camo Army BDUs into her pack.

The two cold weather sleeping bags were tossed to the floor below. Along with her Cabela’s survival kit, she packed a waterproof first aid kit and fleece gear into her bag. She yanked the straps viciously to secure it before kicking it over the side of the loft. Miah stripped down to her underwear and pulled on a fresh shirt and another set of BDUs, tucking her pants into new Gore-Tex boots. Her thick, dark hair hidden under a flat cap, Miah heaved the full pack over the ladder to the floor below and jumped down after it.

***
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SIGNS OF JACK’S PASSING would have been obvious even to a complete novice, but after three days tracking him through the woods, Miah still hadn’t caught up. How much of a head start could he have gotten?

The fourth night she pulled out her flashlight and kept going, convinced she would catch up with him. She struggled to remember what he had been wearing when she left to go get supplies. Cut-off sweatpants and a t-shirt. As far as Miah could tell, Jack hadn’t taken anything with him. But he was alive—and she was getting closer. Despite her best efforts to rest, her racing mind and a sense of urgency spurred her on until she couldn’t go anymore. She dozed fitfully and was up before daybreak. 

Frost covered leaves crunched under her boots and her breath hung in the air as the new sun crept over the horizon. The air vibrated before the rumbling of an engine reached her. Miah held her weapon half up, her finger hovering over the safety as an ATV approached. She tensed as the vehicle came into view driven by a familiar green uniform. 

The forest ranger smiled and waved, pulling up close. His friendly smile didn’t reach his narrowed eyes, hidden in the shadow of his flat-brimmed hat. They raked over Miah, lingering on her rifle. His bulbous nose and thick brows overpowered an otherwise average face.

“You’re out awfully far, aren’t you?” 

“Not terribly.” 

He dropped the smile. “You shouldn’t be out wandering alone, Miss.” 

Miah tipped her chin up. “It’s Missus, actually.”

His shoulders tightened, and he thrust his jaw out. “You’re Billy Michaud’s girl, aren’t you?”

Miah nodded. Death hadn’t diminished the weight her father’s name still carried in these parts.

The ranger looked pointedly at her weapon. “You plannin’ on shooting something with that?”

She gave him a smile as brittle and cold as ice. “I’m wandering out here all alone. I wouldn’t want some mean old bear to come get me.”

He snorted. “If you have half the balls your father did, every bear, coyote, and bull moose in a ten-mile radius already headed for the hills.” 

Miah’s fingers tightened on the cold weapon in her hand. “Funny how you people never appreciated him when he was around to hear it.”

His brows came up, and his hands dropped to his thighs. He rubbed them on his pants and cleared his throat. “You seen anyone while you been out here?”

“Not a soul before you.” Miah relaxed her grip, and the muscles in her shoulder ached with relief. 

“There are a few people missing from the camps by the highway. Keep an eye out.” 

Miah winced at the word missing.

The ranger rubbed his thumb along his jaw. “You said you’re married now, right? Where’s the mister?”

“He stayed home this time.”

The ranger’s brown eyes hardened to flint. “You got something to tell me?”

Miah pursed her lips and shook her head. “Nope.”

He tugged on the brim of his hat and grabbed the handlebars. “Watch yourself out here. I know your daddy taught you better than coming out into the woods on your own.” He waved a beefy hand in the direction he’d been heading. “That storm the other day has the stream up ahead over the banking so take care.”

He took off, dirt spraying from his tires. 

Once the sound of the engine faded, Miah dropped to her knees and pulled out her father’s map. A few quick calculations in her head verified her suspicions. Intent on tracking Jack, she’d completely missed the obvious. She traced the undulating line carefully drawn in blue ink. The stream they’d hiked through the day before he’d disappeared. Jack had taken a drink from it just before they’d returned to the cabin, after she’d told him not to. He’d been following it. A chill crawled up her spine. Coincidence?

She folded the page carefully and tucked it back into her pocket. Her father’s voice rang in her head. There are no coincidences.

***
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THE BRIGHT SUNLIGHT filtered through the canopy to dapple the forest floor when Miah finally spotted Jack ahead of her. Only the elastic waist of his sweats was still intact. The rest of the garment hung in tatters on his thighs. His bare torso glistened with sweat as he staggered far ahead of her, barely visible through the trees.

Her heart leaped. “Jack!” She dropped her heavy pack, and keeping hold of her weapon, ran to him. “Jack!” 

He looked over his shoulder. His blue eyes widened, and he stumbled into a shuffling jog. Away from her.

“What the hell?” Miah broke into a sprint. Her tactical boots sprang up from the spongy earth. 

Jack ran faster, bouncing off trees in his haste to get away. He tripped and Miah sped up even more. With a final push, Miah collided with him, knocking him to the ground. She fell on him and straddled his hips, pinning him to the ground.

“What is wrong with you?” She double-checked her safety and set the weapon aside.

He rolled onto his back without dislodging her. “Miah—”

Her hands fluttered over his face, their deep tan a sharp contrast to his pale skin. “You scared me to death, baby.” She pressed her palms against his cheeks as her mouth caressed his eyes and forehead. “You’re burning up. What are you doing out here? Why did you run away from me?”

“I didn’t know what else to do,” he moaned and grimaced. He caressed her back, then gripped her upper arms and threw her off of him. “You have to get away from me.”

Miah jumped upright and brushed her palms on her pants. “Have you lost your mind?”

“Just go away!” Jack staggered to his feet and lurched into a tree. 

“You have lost your mind.” Miah trotted the few steps and put a hand on his shoulder.

Jack’s arm came up, but this time, instead of pushing her away, he clung to her. “I didn’t know—” a groan started deep in his belly, “—what else to do.”

He didn’t make sense. She stroked his forehead again and glanced at his eyes. Instead of the normal blue, the irises and sclera had turned black as onyx. The grip on her elbow tightened, and she struggled against it. The fingers of Jack’s other hand dug into the bark of the tree, then deeper into the wood. The muscles beneath his skin rippled as he straightened. Miah yanked herself out of his grip with such force that she fell to the ground. Scrambling backwards on her hands and feet, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from him.

Normally around six feet tall, Jack now towered at least eight feet high. The center of his face bulged forward, and his cheekbones and jaw widened. 

Jack hid behind his hands. They had long, thick fingers now, all sprouting hair. The elastic band of his tattered sweats dug into the flesh at his waist. He turned away, hunching over.

Miah lay stunned, staring up at Jack’s trembling back. His muscles spasmed and ebony hair burst from his skin as his shoulders broadened still further. 

“Jack, what’s happening?” Her voice was calm, detached. 

“I don’t know!” He looked at her over his shoulder, pleading with his strange black eyes. He swung around, his head and shoulders swaying to a rhythm only Jack could feel. His fingers shaped into wicked claws as his pale skin filled in with more coarse, dark hair and his nose lengthened, darkened.

He sank to all fours, heaving and panting. When the changes finally stopped, Jack growled, swinging his massive, blocky head.

“You turned into a bear?!” Miah pushed herself to her feet, shaking her head, unable to believe her eyes. “This isn’t real. This isn’t happening.” 

Jack stared at her with black eyes. Miah shook her head again. Stories her father had told her as a child ringing in her head. The world stopped as her thoughts fell into place. “You drank from the stream.”

He regarded her sadly.

Miah covered her face and inhaled against her hands. She took another deep breath before she could look at him again. “Will you change back?”

He sat and nodded, his rubbery lips bouncing. 

“Do you know when?”

The bear—Jack—shook his head. 

“Let’s get to the cabin, and we’ll figure this out.”

He shook his head again and ambled farther into the woods, then paused to look over his shoulder at her.

“You want me to come with you?”

He nodded. 

“Let me get my pack.” As swift as a rabbit, Miah snatched her rifle off the ground and sprinted back to her bag. She shouldered it with a grunt and trotted back to him as she buckled the strap around her waist. He waited patiently until she was a few yards away, then ambled into the trees. 

Miah followed.

***

[image: ]


BY SUNSET, JACK HAD changed back into himself, albeit larger and hairier than usual. They sat together over an MRE. He picked at the rehydrated chicken as she popped Skittles into her mouth. 

“It’s been cold at night, Jack. Are you okay?”

Jack glared at her. “I turned into a bear and you’re worried that I’ve been cold?” His voice had deepened. 

Miah stopped chewing. “Tangible problems are easier. I know what to do if you’re hypothermic. Not so much if you’re turning into an animal.” She crumpled the candy wrapper and stuffed it into the empty MRE bag. She placed her hand on his forearm, stroking the silky hair with her thumb. “What happened at the cabin while I was gone?”

His hand clenched, and the muscles jumped beneath her fingertips. “You know I was sick because of drinking from that stupid stream. Pretty much as soon as you left for the store, I got hot. I chugged both gallon jugs in the fridge. Then I felt...I don’t know what I felt. It was unreal. I looked down and saw my shirt shredding and the hair...I freaked out. I trashed the place pretty bad.” He looked at Miah, his glassy blue eyes earnest. “The worst part was just this intense feeling that I had to go, but not why. I needed to leave the cabin. I just kept heading along that stupid stream. I couldn’t stop. When I needed to rest it was like a bell was clanging in my head. I couldn’t even think, it was so loud. As long as I followed the stream, everything was fine. I tried to go back once, and it was like I was being electrocuted.” He kicked his bare foot at a clump of grass and wrapped his arms around his knees.

Miah stared at him, wanting to comfort him, but not knowing how. “Where do you think you’re heading?”

Jack shook his head. “I don’t know, but I think I’m close.”

“Why?”

“The noise is really bad right now. I can see your lips moving but I can’t hear you very well.”

Miah collected the remaining wrappers and stuffed the garbage into her pack. “Then let’s go.”

His bushy brows drew together. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean, let’s go. Let’s figure out where you’re headed. Maybe we’ll get some answers.” She stood and swung the heavy pack onto her back. “Well?”

One of Jack’s eyebrows rose. “See if there’s a solution to me turning into a bear?”

Miah grabbed her rifle and cradled it in the crook of her arm. “Yes. My dad always said there is a solution to every problem.” She held her hand out and helped Jack stand. He tried to pull his hand away, but she brought it to her mouth to kiss his palm. “We’ll figure this out.”

Jack searched her eyes from his new height and stroked her cheek. He leaned down and brushed his lips against hers. “I wish I had known your dad. You’re one hell of a woman, you know that?” 

Hand in hand, they walked deeper into the woods.

***
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AS THE SUN PEEKED OVER the horizon, Jack and Miah came to a small, white-washed cabin. The red light of dawn filtered through the clearing, giving the building an ethereal and ominous fairy-tale quality. The immaculate yard didn’t have a single leaf or pine needle to obscure the grass dying in the autumn cold.

Crouching behind a tree, Miah tightened her grip on the weapon. The cold metal in her palms reassured her. “Is this the place?”

Jack frowned and shook his head. “I think so. The ringing isn’t as bad.”

Miah looked over the pale skin of Jack’s furry chest and back to his face. “You aren’t very stealthy. You do know that, right?”

Jack tweaked the bill of her cap. “You’ll have to be stealthy for both of us.”

The blue front door opened, and a petite woman stepped out, wiping her hands on a dishrag. A long, heavy skirt swung to a stop at her ankles, and she pushed up the long sleeves of her shirt. “Hello?”

Jack looked at Miah, panic on his face. She shrugged.

“I know you’re out there,” the woman called. “I’ve been waiting for you.” 

Miah tipped her head in the direction of the cabin and nodded. She peered around the trunk of the tree as Jack entered the clearing. 

“My, my, my,” the woman said, shaking her head. “Aren’t you just fine?”

Jack cleared his throat. “Ma’am, can you please tell me what’s going on? And why I’m here?”

“Why don’t you come in and have some lunch. You must be hungry.” She smiled, and dimples appeared on her cheeks. She reached for Jack.

He stumbled toward the cabin, the tension in his muscles screaming his reluctance. 

“Come on, now.” She waved impatiently.

Jack tripped forward as if she had tugged on an invisible leash. 

The muscles in his neck tensed and Miah held her breath. Don’t look back, she willed him. Don’t look back.

Jack disappeared into the house and the door closed with a soft click. Miah crept silently around the back of the small cabin, keeping to the shadows at the edge of the clearing. Voices drifted out an open window as the woman yammered on about nothing in particular. Jack responded quietly and without interest.

With her eyes glued to the house, Miah settled behind a wide oak only a few yards away from the window. A sudden silence sent chills down her spine, and the hairs on the back of her neck rose.

“I suppose you want to know why you’re here,” the woman said.

“That would be nice.” 

On silent feet, Miah crept across the narrow strip of lawn and crouched on the ground, her back against the rough wall. She inched up until she could peer around the edge of the window. Jack sat at a round table, hands in his lap and head down. A bowl of something hot steamed in front of him, untouched. Miah couldn’t see the woman except for one slender hand resting on the dark wood of the table.

“What’s your name?” the woman asked. 

“Jack. Yours?”

Miah heard the smile in the woman’s voice. “Ada Chamberlain. You aren’t from around here, are you?”

Jack shook his head. “No, ma’am.”

Ada laughed, an earthy sound that stirred something primal and angry in Miah. “I swear I haven’t been called ‘ma’am’ in decades. You are so polite.” She sighed, and a chair creaked. “So many of my guests have such deplorable manners.” Ada drummed her fingers on the table. “I don’t suppose you would be interested in staying here with me, Jack?”

Jack shook his head. “I’m married.”

“Oh, that doesn’t matter to me.” The slender hand moved to his knee and slid up his thigh. Her thumb disappeared under the edge of his tattered shorts. “You aren’t leaving here, regardless. You’ll be just another hiker lost in the Maine woods, vanished without a trace. Why not be here with me?”

He pushed Ada away. “I said, I’m married.”

Her hand slid over his shoulder and Miah had a view of Ada’s narrow back and a long, dark braid as she slithered into Jack’s bare lap. Miah gritted her teeth as Ada caressed his cheek.

“I’ve been here a mighty long time and it’s getting lonely. It would be nice to have someone here with me.” She caressed Jack’s chest and toyed with the worn elastic band at his waist. His jaw tensed, but he did not move.

She pushed away, her cheeks scarlet. “Well, fine.” She disappeared from view and Miah ducked down before Jack spotted her. She flicked off the safety with her thumb.

Dishes clattered together and Ada reappeared. After swiping the steaming food to the other side of the table, she set a bowl of salt, a lit black candle, and a vial of cloudy liquid in its place. She murmured under her breath words that Miah could barely hear. They didn’t resemble any language she knew. Light flared and Miah bit her lip to keep from crying out in surprise. When she peered through the window, a halo of green radiance surrounded Jack, ebbing and flowing. 

Ada held the vial to Jack’s lips. “Drink this.”

He pinched his lips shut and turned his head. 

She slapped his cheek, leaving an angry red handprint. “You will drink this.” 

She spat out some more of the strange words. He sat upright and froze, staring straight ahead. When She poured the vial into his mouth, he didn’t resist. She ordered him to swallow, and his throat worked.

“We could have done this the nice way, but you’ve forced my hand.” 

Ada backed up and stretched her arms over her head. More weird words. Jack shuddered, a low moan escaping his lips. His body spasmed, and he hit the floor hard. Within moments, the black bear lay prostrate on the floor, partially under the table. His unfocused onyx eyes found Miah and the rubbery lips pursed. As the chanting continued, the flowing green light drifted close to Ada’s boots, and swirled around her like a fog. Writhing, the bear’s breathing became labored, and his eyes closed.

Crap. The glow was Jack’s aura. The bitch was sucking it like a drink, taking his life away from him. The massive rib cage heaved upward and fell down like bellows. The light flared. 

Jack was going to die.

Miah stepped backward and brought the butt of her weapon to her shoulder. “Hey, Ada.”

Ada turned wide brown eyes to Miah. The rifle exploded and recoiled in the same moment a quarter sized hole appeared in the center of Ada’s forehead. Her mouth dropped in a surprised “oh” as blood and brain matter dripped down the wall behind her. Ada stood for half a heartbeat before she crumpled to the floor. 

Miah shoved the muzzle of the rifle through the bullet hole in the screen and popped it out of the frame with a quick twist. She pulled herself up and through the window to land on her feet in the tidy kitchen. 

The ebony hair on Jack’s body melted away, and he shrank back to normal proportions. Miah gripped his clammy hand, feeling for a pulse. His eyes opened, and he sucked in a deep breath. She smiled at him, her eyes tearing up as she stroked his blond hair away from his face.

“What happened?” Jack asked.

“You don’t remember?” Bending, she pressed her lips to his forehead and breathed in his scent. His fever had gone.

Jack shook his head and sat up, the shredded remains of his shorts barely covering him. “I’ve been sick all day. I think you were right about the water.”

Miah’s brows drew together, and her fingers touched his face. His eyes had lost their glassy look. She helped him into the chair he had so recently vacated. “I want you to wait here.”

Miah tip-toed around the table, not ready to see the corpse but needing to. She expected lifeless eyes to stare up at her. Instead, a thick layer of dust coated the floor. A silver belt buckle winked in the flickering light of the candle. Miah touched the clean white plaster. Her index finger traced the hole where the spent round was embedded in the wall. 

With Jack safely at the table, Miah crept down the hall and, standing against the wall, she pushed the first door open. Her stomach rolled as the thick scent of game hit her nostrils. Piles of pelts filled the tiny room. She entered, her hand reaching for the fur of its own accord. Her fingers sank into thick black and brown bear pelts. Were there ever grizzlies in Maine? Nothing smaller than a coyote was represented in the piles. The hides had been home tanned. She paused at a neat stack of what she knew were wolf pelts. The species had been gone from the state since the late nineteenth century. Where had Ada gotten these?

Miah turned to the single sepia photo on the wall. A man in a Union uniform sat in a high-backed chair, staring somberly into the camera. Behind the chair with one hand on the man’s shoulder and holding a bible in the other was Ada, wearing a long dress cinched at the waist with a wide belt before it flared over wide hoops. 

“A lost Maine hiker.” Miah’s fingers clenched in the fur. What better way to hide a human body than make sure it wasn’t human at all? 

After removing the photo from the wall, it took a few seconds to free it from the wooden frame. Fortunately, it was a print and not a tintype. Carefully, she tore Ada away with only a twinge of guilt for destroying such a beautiful artifact. The Union soldier went into her cargo pocket, but Miah crumpled Ada’s image in her fist. The black candle wouldn’t go to waste today.

***
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BACK IN THEIR CABIN, with Jack fast asleep in the bedroom, Miah took a worn book off the shelf and pulled a piece of paper from between the dog-eared pages. Her eyes skimmed the legend he’d scrawled there. A widow, distraught at the death of her beloved husband, hid herself deep in the woods and cursed the running water of the land. If any man drank from it, he would be called to her like a siren to meet his doom.

She slipped the torn photo and note between the pages, and then replaced the book. Her fingers stroked the broken binding. Her father had been right. Nothing in life was coincidence, not even the stories he’d told her as a child to teach her how to be safe in the woods.
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Anchor Tenant

Chris Campeau
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Jody remembers when the Wasteland was a Nordstrom. 

She remembers when she’d coined it the Wasteland, too. Back in 2026, three years after the last seasonal rolled in to get swallowed up, shuttering the unit’s maw-like entrance at the east end of Paradise for good.

She tries to remember what that last business was, but after Nordstrom pulled out, so many others moved in, then followed suit, gone with the mall’s dwindling daily head count. At a certain point she’d stopped caring. And then they’d stopped renting it.

She also remembers when it was a Sears, the original anchor tenant. It closed, too, of course, but she wasn’t working at Paradise then. She’d been a tween at the time, too young to work, but young enough to still like the mall, back when boys still liked her.

Now, approaching Tagz like she might give a shit about luggage, Jody almost laughs at the prospect of associating any sort of positive emotion with the Paradise Shopping Centre. She almost laughs, but a noise behind her chokes the humour.

Jody holds her key in the lock. It’s too early for customers—the mall’s not open yet—and besides, Tagz is the last store along the east wing before the aisle meets the Wasteland. It’s the end of the line.

She looks over her shoulder, toward the vacant department store. The black kraft paper veiling its shutters gives it the illusion of a gaping mouth. She shivers and tunes her ears.

Was it one of the maintenance guys? Slipping into a staff corridor? It couldn’t have been. The janitors make their rounds well before the retail staff lug themselves in. Jody knows this. She’s been working at Paradise for sixteen years. An assistant manager at Tagz for five. Doing this very same thing.

She hears it again, a sort of dampened commotion. No mistake this time, it’s coming from the Wasteland. She checks her phone, 8:22 a.m. She’s late but can spare a minute. Angie doesn’t check the timesheets anymore. Manager or not, she’s over her job, too.

Jody leaves her keys in the lock. Approaching the Wasteland, she eyes the ghost of the old Sears sign above her head. Ironic, she thinks, as the phantom letters sear another hole into her spirits.

It’s better than the food court, she reminds herself, remembering her first job at Paradise, on the other side of the mall, and the acne that’d colonized her cheeks. At least you’re not hooked on fucking Cinnabon anymore. She fingers the scars on her face, still visible beneath a sheet of foundation.

She takes the mini flight of steps toward the Wasteland’s entrance but doesn’t race down the accessibility ramp like she used to as a girl. Nor does she sit on the steps like she did with Linda and Margot the summer before junior high, their chokers flexing against their necks as they’d powered back their Big Gulps.

In the morning-dark of the mall, Jody can’t help but wonder what her old BFFs are doing these days, but she also wonders what good it’ll do her to wonder. Last she heard, Margot was running a charity (a fucking charity!), and Linda was getting her PhD. She considers looking them up on social, the self-sabotage cruelly addictive, but knows they’ve probably got new last names.

Thruuunk!

The sound brings her out of her head. This close, Jody places the noise instantly. Someone’s dragging a piece of furniture.

Are they setting something up in there?

She brings her ear closer to the vacant store, suddenly aware of her heavy breathing, but an unwavering certainty pins her in place. It’s like a flame catching in her core, flooding her limbs with a soothing surge of blood.

Today’s the day I quit.

She can’t explain it, but she feels it, knows it, like she knows the first four digits of every backordered SKU in her store. Then, as if she’s lost control of them, her fingers tear a hole in the kraft paper. She brings her eye in, breath lodged in her throat.

The shutters are gone.

The lights are...on?

There’s a table in the centre aisle.

Jody squints at the brightness of it all—the walls and pillars, white and gleaming—as if the building manager primed the space for a new tenant. Everything is clean, not streaked with dust and cobwebs like she’d imagined.

Jody rips the paper enough to step through. Inside, the scent of fresh paint hangs tangy in the air. Beneath it, another smell fights to dominate, like someone lit a match in a bathroom. Jody can’t name it, but it clings to her skin like dirt.

“Hello.”

Jody yelps as a woman steps out from behind a pillar down the centre aisle. Her hair is sun-kissed caramel, teasing her shoulders like it was tousled by God herself. In her tan blazer and black skinny jeans, she’s everything Jody wishes she was, the Pinterest epitome of a professional millennial.

“Shit, you scared me.” Jody hunts for words, not sure which ones will justify her being here. “I just...I heard a noise.”

The woman stares like she’s waiting for more. She’s so put together, Jody feels the blood flush her cheeks as she considers her own attire, her Lululemons pilling where her thighs meet. 

“Sorry,” Jody continues, already turning to leave. “I’m not sure where I was going with that. I don’t know what I’m doing here.”

“Where?”

Jody stops. “I’m sorry?”

“You said you don’t know what you’re doing here. Where’s here...this room or this mall?”

She chews it over. “Good question.” They laugh together, so in synch it sends another flash-freeze through Jody’s nerves.

“Hang on.” The woman disappears behind a pillar then immediately returns. Jody can’t be sure she moved at all. She places a tent card on the table then scrawls something on it in thick black Sharpie. She unfolds two chairs and motions for Jody to come over.

“Ta-da!” she says as Jody inches close enough to read the words inked on the makeshift sign. “You’re a day early, but I never turn away an applicant.”

“I don’t understand.”

“What’s not to understand? It’s a job fair. Says right here.”

Jody scans the empty department store. “Yeah, but no one’s here. No one comes here.” She wants to say more but catches herself, wishes for the three-thousandth time that Paradise hadn’t made her such a monster.

The woman doesn’t reply, and Jody feels a hook catch in her stomach. She hopes she hasn’t offended her, though the thought doesn’t stick around for long. Up close, Jody notices the woman’s hands on the table. Each is impossibly long, with what looks like an extra knuckle studding each finger. The skin around her cuticles looks mottled. Aged.

Maybe she chews them, she tells herself, like a nervous habit. But she’s not convinced. The hook pulls in her stomach as she looks back up.

The woman watches her with a gritty gaze, like she’s sizing her up. She leans forward and clasps her hands over the table. It takes everything Jody’s got not to look at her fingers, so instead, she opens her mouth without knowing what to say.

“Okay,” she starts, “what kind of job fair?” The words just tumble out. She forces a smile, still not sure what she’s doing here but unable to walk away.

“Thought you’d never ask,” the woman says. “I’m from a staffing agency. We represent a lot of businesses. Marketing, the energy sector, tourism. Like I said, you’re a day early. I don’t have my—” she pauses and looks to the ceiling, as if she’s searching for a word. For a second Jody swears she sees the woman’s left iris slip, like she’s wearing an unruly contact lens.

But her eyes look so...believable.

“Pamphlets,” she continues. “I don’t have my pamphlets. But it doesn’t matter. The point is, this is a job fair. A career fair. A shot at a fresh start!”

“But why here?”

Her lips form a knowing smile. “My experience? You find the most fruitful talent in improbable places.”

“Talent,” Jody mumbles, testing the word. She tries to think up a talent of her own but comes up empty handed.

“Listen, you must have a lot of questions,” the woman says. Her voice is over-enthused but scripted, almost sedative, like the white noise of a late-night infomercial. “But let’s not forget that answers come at a price.”

Jody can’t help it. She laughs, squeals, unsure if she’s amused or nervous. But then she looks around. The eighty-five-thousand-square-foot space feels new, pristine, in total contrast to the rest of the mall. It’s a blank canvas, like her life could be.

This could be real, she thinks, recalling the feeling that swarmed her minutes ago. This could be my ticket out of here.

“What kind of price?”

The woman stands up, and it’s only now that Jody sees how tall she is, surpassing her own five-and-a-half feet by at least a foot.

“A leap of faith,” she says, eyes hinting at hidden knowledge. “A commitment to change. To embrace it. The whole process. You have to step into the unknown with the belief that you deserve more than what you’re doing today. You deserve more than nine hours of senseless commercialism daily, children wreaking havoc on your displays, their parents overdemanding, syphoning the colour from your soul every time a product goes out of stock, as if it’s your fault, as if you’re hiding it in the stockroom in a little neat corner, like you don’t know how to do your job.

“You have to believe,” she continues, “that it’s not too late to make something of yourself. You can have something better.”

Jody can’t tell if she’s excited or insulted. Every word from the woman’s lips feels invasively tailored, but also like syrup on a toddler’s tongue.

“Oh, and your email address.” She smiles. “For new job listings.”

Jody’s heart pumps double-time. She looks at her hand. It’s holding a pen that she doesn’t remember picking up. The woman pulls a notebook from her back pocket, lays it on the table.

“Jot it down here,” the woman says. “I promise I’ll follow up.”

Promise, Jody thinks, and the word debases her until she’s seventeen again, promising herself it’s just a part-time job to save for a used car, then to mitigate her mounting debt during college, then a full-time job to keep her apartment when her internship doesn’t amount to an offer, just a few more months at Paradise while she hunts for a real job, then a few more when no one calls, then the months become years, more jobs at Paradise, then an assistant management position opens that sounds like it could be something, even though it’s still retail, but it turns out it’s just a set of keys, more work, and an eighty-four-cent raise.

“Promise?” Jody says.

The woman nods.

Jody jots her email down. The elusive smell from earlier surfaces again, only this time it’s potent. Unmistakable. Jody would know. She’s cleaned the fridge in the lunchroom too many times to count.

Rotting meat.

She hears it before she looks up, the laugh bubbling up the woman’s throat. Her voice is deeper now, a devilish drawl. She sets the laugh free, sputtering a mouthful of dirt across the table and into Jody’s eyes. Jody screams and brushes it away to find the woman tight-lipped now, both irises running down her eyes like yolk, vanishing behind her bottom eyelids. A chunk of her scalp slips off with a wet sucking sound. It lands at Jody’s feet with a hideous slap.

Jody doesn’t have time to run. The woman’s hands find her wrists and pin them in place. Her skin feels like wet pulp—irregular, breaking apart.

“Just as gullible as the last,” the woman says, before a mix of teeth and gum matter spills from her mouth onto Jody’s hands. Her breath is like steamed sewage. Jody gags through a face full of tears.

As the overhead light fixtures click off one by one, ushering them into darkness from opposite ends of the store, Jody doesn’t bother screaming. Even as the decaying woman sneers and tightens her grip on her wrists, her sodden flesh giving way to bone, Jody doesn’t put up a fight. She closes her eyes and accepts it.

It’s always been easier that way.

***
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IT’S BEEN A WHILE SINCE Angela’s had to fire someone.

Not because her current staff are a bunch of rock stars (wouldn’t that be nice?), but because it’s too much effort to onboard someone new, and the resume stack is thinning.

Today, though, Angela knows she needs to put her business hat on. She’s been lax for too long with Jody, and on too many things: her clothes and punctuality, her attitude toward customers. But not opening the store? Without even calling? And leaving the keys in the door? Thank god the mall administration notified her. It’s not just irresponsible. It’s a security issue. There’s only so far she can bend.

Angela takes a breath, fiddles with Jody’s keychain in the back office. With the day behind her now she tries to piece it together again. There has to be an explanation. Has to be. She sighs, already dreading the conversation.

She considers trying Jody’s cell again, for the eighth time, but after covering for her all day, she puts the landline back on its receiver. Her feet feel like bludgeoned meat, and she’s already left three voicemails.

As she sets the alarm and locks the door, she steals a glance down the hall.

A missed opportunity, she thinks, eyes trained on the forgotten department store. Maybe if they’d put something good in there we’d get more traffic down here. Hit our numbers for once. Hire some decent staff.

It’s the only thought she gives it, though. She’s not in the mood to daydream. It’s days like today that she wishes she had other options.
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He’d bought the castle for its history, to help preserve and restore what was left, aware of what long, brutal, and bloody past Lorcán Castle possessed... as well as its hauntings.

From Vancouver originally, Julian had finally given in to his desires, making the Green Isle his permanent home after a few trips.

Standing guard over large tracts of pasture near the foot of the Slieve Bloom Mountains, Lorcán stood erect in a near ruinous state. Enveloped by trees of Alder, Ash, and Birch, Lorcán towered above their canopies, its upper floors and battlements visible to the several surrounding farms. 

Julian slept on a cot in the great hall the first night, keeping the looming fireplace constantly burning. The walls were furnished with antlers and shoulder mounts. Even a fox head poked out above the main double doors. 

Old books, covered in cobwebs and dust littered the chipped, built-in shelves along one wall. The back wall had a small opening, leading to a make-shift conservatory where dozens of plants had thrived without proper care for years. Feeling drowsy, Julian made a mental note to trim back the horde of vines.

Then, there were footsteps.

Because of the clutter, he’d placed his cot next to the winding, stone staircase that led to the lord’s chambers, ending with the upper floor—the chapel. Hearing what he swore were small feet climbing up the stairwell, he immediately regretted this decision.

“Hello?” he called out to the darkness.

Cats, maybe? 

He’d seen a couple when he’d walked the grounds that evening. 

No. He couldn’t explain it, but this presence was something benevolent, something he could not explain. All he knew was, besides a few spiders, he was the only living thing here this night.

He rubbed his eyes at the mist, almost sparkling in place at the top of the stairs. 

Then, to his horror, it formed into woman.

Julian stayed still, but he knew that it knew exactly where he was. It was staring right at him. 

His eyes matched her widening smile as it curved upon her lips.

Her hands reached out toward him, as if beckoning for him to join her on the stairs. Julian saw there was no color to her skin. Even her long, flowing dress was a translucent white mist, hovering there, as if a soft breeze was moving the fabric. But Julian felt nothing.

He stayed motionless as she began withering silently into the blackness of the hall behind her, retreating back into solitude. Floating backwards, dead eyes gazed into Julian’s, her hands still gesturing he follow, and her smile...never ceasing.

Once she’d gone, Julian all but ran to his car. Then, driving nearly half a kilometer down the road, he parked to the side and slept.

***
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JULIAN WOKE TO THE sound of something clinking on glass. He expected the garda to be looking back at him, but instead, a man sporting a large, drooping mustache was standing next to the driver’s side window. 

His neighbor, John Kelly, tapped the window once more, the metal of his wedding ring hitting the glass.

Julian rolled the window down.

“John,” he said. “How are ya?”

“I was inclined to be less worried about m’self, seeing the state you’re in. I was strollin’ to the other side of me pasture when I saw you here shiverin’. The spirits kick you out then?”

Julian wasn’t sure if the old man was joking. 

“Just about,” he said. “I saw a woman on the stairs.”

John nodded. “I’ve seen her m’self as a lad, the White Lady... in one of them stained glass windows, that is. Figured you’d see them soon, just not this soon.”

“Them?” Julian asked.

“Mmm,” John said. “Them. Not sure how many. I overheard Lorcán’s previous owners, the O’Bannons, claim there were five. But the woman... they never mentioned.”

“Who is she then?” 

“Best to stay clear of that one, ya hear? Nothin’ good can come meddlin’ with the spirits. Best to ignore them all, lad.”

Julian smiled. “Better said than done, eh? But why didn’t anyone tell me?”

“Well,” John began. “You didn’t ask. And you try tellin’ a person such a thing who don’t believe in the such or haven’t experienced it, and you might as well try convincing’m you’re the second comin’ of Christ.” 

With that, John made the sign of the cross.

***
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FOR THE NEXT WEEK, there was no sign of the spirits. 

Julian spent this time hard at work, replacing old stones with the new. He repaired the stairwell, adding rails to one side for the tourists he hoped to one day lure in for a few euros apiece. It winded to the second floor, leading to the lord’s chambers and ending with the third floor, Julian’s least favorite area. The room chilled his very bones each time he emerged onto the open floor. The Black Chapel, it was called. 

John helped with some of the more laborious tasks, hauling stones or tools to Julian while atop a ladder. On the battlements, early in the morning, just as the sun began to rise over the southern moors, the boy made his presence known. 

John noticed him first. Passing up fresh plaster, John saw the child standing in an opening on the battlements, as if he were preparing to jump.

“Lad,” John urged. “Don’t do it.”

“What?” Julian chuckled, but when he looked past John, he almost screamed. 

Like the White Lady, the boy smiled, looking straight at Julian and ignoring John’s plea entirely.

For a moment, he tried to convince himself the boy was a local, and that he’d come at the behest of his peers to play the role of a lost spirit to mess with the foreigner. 

But when the boy looked to the ground and jumped, Julian’s worst fears came alive. 

He hadn’t imagined the White Lady. 

He hadn’t imagined the boy. 

The tormented souls were here, bound to these old ruins he now called home. Like the unexplained sense of the White Lady’s presence on his first night in Lorcán, he knew the boy was no living thing.

Startled, Julian fell backwards from the ladder, as both John and what he guessed were his own screams, pierced the morning air. 

The world dimmed, and he felt John by his side. 

Then, a boy’s voice whispered in his ear before all became black. 

“Mother...will be looking for me.”

***
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A BROKEN LEG AND A broken collar bone were the cost of his fall.

For the next few months John, and his wife, Marie, helped care for Julian during his recovery. When they’d insisted Julian come stay with them, he politely refused, citing, “The spirits would miss my company.”

For the months that followed, Julian studied the castle’s history, calling professors at several universities across Ireland and beyond, questioning the men considered the top of their field when it came to Irish castles. 

They faxed him records and many other documents containing histories with clues as to who the restless spirits may be.

The White Lady, Lady Clodagh O’Brien, and her youngest son, Tomas, were both victims of suicide amidst the Irish Revolution in April of 1916. A domino effect, Tomas’s elder brother had fallen ill, passing swiftly within the course of a few days. A fever took him in the night. The next morning, Tomas took to the battlements in his grief and threw himself from the ledge. His mother followed. 

But the most disturbing account had come from John.

Sharing the burden of pouring through the piles of historical text, John uncovered the darkest of atrocities committed in The Black Chapel. 

As bloodthirsty chieftains of the land, the O’Calloghans had hired Norman mercenaries to help drive off nearby rival clans. Once victorious, the two factions celebrated with a feast. Cut short, the O’Calloghans poisoned the mercenaries before hacking them to death. Those unfortunate enough to live were tossed down a bottleneck dungeon adorned with spikes. The dead were thrown down on top of them. It was said those who survived the fall screamed for days in constant agony before succumbing to their wounds.

“Trapped,” John said. “For days...amidst the darkness and rats. From the other side of the pasture,” he pointed, “I’ve seen faint light coming through that upper window...when there should be none. My entire life, I’ve seen those lights from time to time. I thought by helpin’ you I might quelch my fears of the dead. Not after this,” and he put a finger on the passage depicting the gruesome murders.

For a time, only Julian toiled away on Lorcán. John still came by to chat about this or that, but he never stepped inside, even when Julian hinted at the need for company. Mostly, they conjugated with the other townsfolk at the local pub.

One day, while attending business in Cork, Julian met an Irish lass who caught his eye called Cara. Within the year, they were wed, making the haunted halls of Lorcán their home. For a while, the spirits were silent. A few books scattered, some footsteps unaccounted for, but no apparitions appearing before them. Soon, they had a little girl they named Ciera. 

A week after her birth, Julian found the bottleneck dungeon. 

He’d been removing the crumbling wall away, replacing it with recycled stone from an old barn on his property when he found a walled-off opening. Looking down, the drop must’ve been nearly twenty feet. Rubble mostly, piled atop two centuries worth of loose earth, web, and bones. 

After the excavators wheeled the remains away, they’d claimed to have recovered more than three cartloads of human bones, considerably more than the single massacre John had read of. It was apparent that the descendants, future lords, and owners of Lorcán had continued using the dungeon, or, an oubliette, according to the excavators. For another two centuries it’d been in use, proven by a watch manufactured in the 19th century, still wrapped around the wrist bone of its master.

Cara had been furious at him for keeping the severity of Lorcán’s bloody past relatively secret.

“You would’ve never accepted it as your home,” he’d told her. “Forgive me. Please. What spirits there were have found peace. We can as well, finally.”

“Then you believe in the stories?” she asked.

“No,” he replied. “I believe in the history and for what I’ve seen for myself.” 

Deep in the night, Ciera would scream until Cara or Julian came to calm her. The family doctor’s diagnosis was colic, but Julian knew better, and in time, Cara did as well. 

The door to Ciera’s room would be left open, but only slightly. Upon entering, they would find it colder than the rest of the castle, regardless of it being the nearest chamber to the fireplace.

Then, footsteps began to be heard regularly around the castle again. Come dawn, Julian would find books and objects strewn about on the floor, or their possessions placed in strange places. What’d sent Cara over the edge was finding Ciera’s stuffed rabbit on the edge of the oubliette—the henge Julian had fitted to cover its opening undone, its door swung open wide.

“They were waiting for her to get near the edge!” Cara screamed.

Julian countered, “They don’t touch like that, they’ve never touched us.”

“A hand grazed me on the stairwell,” she tried to reason. “You’ve felt it too! How many times? I know I’ve lost count. It’s her, Julian.”

The White Lady had made herself known more and more since Ciera was born. Many nights, he’d spy her leaving he and Cara’s chambers, heading back to the lonely dark of the stairwell. Julian couldn’t understand her fascination with him and his family. Perhaps she was jealous his own child lived while hers did not... there was no way of telling, and from what Julian had studied, communicating with her and the others within Lorcán would only be seen as an invitation.
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