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​Chapter 1 – Lila
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I look out my window at the empty street.

Jack-o’-lanterns still glow on porches, their carved faces grimacing in the dark. The orange light flickers across the empty street, casting long shadows that dance in the October chill. Some pumpkins are neatly carved with perfect triangles for eyes, others look like drunken attempts with jagged, crooked smiles. I count five houses with lights still burning, the last holdouts from tonight's Halloween festivities.

A few candy wrappers skitter across the pavement, caught by a sudden gust of wind. I can hear the distant hum of the highway, but otherwise, the town is sleeping. It feels like only I'm awake. But I know my friends will be gathering at the nearby graveyard for our own, adult, party

My dad's truck is still gone. Of course it is. His usual spot in the driveway stays empty, the cracked concrete dark with oil stains from the last time he actually bothered to park here. I check the clock on my phone, its numbers shining in the darkness. 11:10. More than late enough for him to be three or four beers deep at The Rusty Mug, arguing about college football with men who stopped being relevant twenty years ago.

He hasn't been home for dinner three nights this week. 

I press my forehead against the cool glass, watching for headlights that won’t come. The silence stretches, broken only by the distant hum of country radio drifting from Holt Carter’s place next door. The low twang of guitar and a man singing about heartache seeps through my walls, that familiar sound soothing me, even if it wasn't my style of music.

I run my tongue over my bottom lip, tasting the faint metallic tang of anticipation. No dad means no rules tonight. Just freedom. He used to be so strict after Mom died giving birth to me, always watching, always making sure I was safe. But now that I've graduated, he's slipping. The Rusty Mug is his new home, and I'm just another thing he's letting go. 

I check my phone. Becky's texted to say she's already on the way. All the trick-or-treating kids and their parents are long home by now. It's time for us older kids to play

I slip out the back door, the cool night air hitting my face. The metal latch clicks shut behind me. My boots crunch on the gravel path. A giggle escapes my lips. The air smells fresh and clean. I feel a rebellious thrill run through me.

I pull down the hem of my black witch dress. The tight corset top pushes my tits up, and the ruffled skirt barely covers my ass. My fishnets end mid-thigh, leaving a strip of bare skin above them before my short skirt begins. I wore no panties, just like Becky dared. The cool air slides between my legs, making me shiver. Every step reminds me of it. I’m flushed, thrilled, and nervous.

I glance next door, thinking about my hot, older neighbor Sheriff Holt Carter catching me like this. I imagine his face, and the anger in his eyes. I wonder if he’d throw me in the back of his cruiser, his big hands on my arms, his body close to mine, as he shows me what happens to naughty little sluts who don't bother with panties.

The thought makes my thighs press together, a warmth spreading through me. But I hurry on.

I meet Becky and two other friends behind the gas station. The flickering fluorescent light casts long shadows, making us look like ghosts. We whisper and laugh, passing a bottle of cheap cider between us. The sharp, sweet alcohol burns my throat. Becky grins at me, her blonde curls catching the light. “Look at you, Daddy’s good girl, finally breaking the rules.”

“I’m not Daddy’s good girl,” I say, my voice a little too loud. I take another swig of cider, the liquid warming my chest.

We follow the cracked path that leads to the old churchyard. The moon hangs low and yellow in the sky, casting a silvery glow on the world. Fog rises from the fields, clinging to the ground like a ghost’s breath. The air is cold, and I can see my breath in front of me. I feel alive. My heels click on the pavement, my skirt swaying with each step. The skin on my legs tingles, and I can feel the goosebumps rising. As do the nipples on my bra less breasts in the cold night air.

My friends' laughter echoes in the quiet night. Their high-pitched giggles bouncing off the old tombstones and dissipating into the thick fog that swirls around our ankles. The sound seems unnaturally loud in the cemetery's oppressive silence, making the hair on my arms stand up straight.

Becky's laugh is the shrillest, cutting through the cool October air like a knife. While the other two girls' voices blend together in a nervous titter that sounds more like fear than fun. Even as they laugh, I can see the way their eyes dart between the shadows.

I swallow hard, pretending that I don't also fear creatures lurking in the shadows, even as my heart begins to beat a little faster against my ribs.

The girls dare each other to step inside the old cemetery gates. The iron gates are rusted, one hanging slightly ajar, as if inviting us in. I lead the way, wanting to prove I’m not a coward. The ground is uneven, covered in dead leaves and overgrown grass. I have to watch my step in my high heels.

“Dare you to go touch the old stone angel in the center,” Becky says, her voice a low whisper. Her eyes shine in the moonlight as she challenges me.

“Fine,” I say, my voice steady.

I strut deeper into the cemetery, my friends’ laughter fading behind me. I walk between the tombstones. Their shadows stretch out like long, thin fingers. And I half-expect something to reach out and grab my ankle. The air grows colder, and the fog thickens, swirling around my knees as I walk. It feels like I am in a cheap horror movie.

It's just my imagination, I tell myself

I can hear my own heartbeat, a fast, steady rhythm in my ears, as I envision various creatures lurking in the shadows. I nearly jump out of my skin when I catch movement out of the corner of my eye. I take a moment to steady my nerves when I realize that it's just a branch swaying in the wind.

My palms feel sweaty despite the cold air, and I wipe them on my skirt. But the rough black fabric does little to dry them. The fishnets dig into my thighs slightly as I walk, a constant reminder of my bareness underneath the short skirt. I can feel my heart hammering against my ribs. My nipples press hard against the tight corset of my witch dress, sensitive to the cold air that sneaks in with every movement.

I can see the angel now, its head bowed, its wings outstretched. It looks sad, lost in this forgotten place. The moonlight catches the weathered stone, turning the angel's features into a pale, ghostly mask. Its stone eyes seem to follow my every move. The wings, once majestic, now show cracks and chips from decades of neglect. Moss grows in the crevices of its robes, green against the gray stone. The air around it feels colder, heavier. I shiver, telling myself it's just my imagination.

I hear a sound behind me, a sharp crunch that cuts through the thick silence of the cemetery. It's the sound of boots on gravel, making heavy, deliberate steps. The footsteps echo off the stone monuments as the get closer.
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