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Evelyn’s chunky heels slapped rapidly against the concrete. One of them caught a worn crack, causing her to stumble. She only walked faster. Her head, filled with the baritone timbre of an irate manager, couldn’t fully process everything around her. A neighbor waved hello, but Evelyn failed to notice. A dog lunged as she passed, restrained only by a fence it could have easily jumped had it been trained less. None of it mattered, all other noise now drowned out by the rising volume of her boss’s voice, his anger fueling the mounting sense of failure welling in her chest.

One missed alarm and she might’ve ruined her entire career.

Her walk to work normally took only twenty minutes. Today, she needed to shorten it to just five. Three of those precious minutes had already slipped past. At best, two more would get her halfway there.

“I understand,” she said breathlessly into the phone. “I’m moving as fast as I can.”

Her boss continued to berate her. His voice was scary enough, making her glad she didn’t have to face his towering height—yet. She wondered why she put up with him in the first place, but fear of losing her job overrode any good sense. She needed the money, sure, but more than that, she needed the experience. Without any, she’d barely even snagged this job.

“Yes, I know I should get a car.”

Evelyn didn’t drive. Not that she didn’t know how. She’d gone through the trouble of getting a driver’s license. She just hated driving.

“Of course,” she went on. “I understand the importance of this presentation.”

The ticking number across the intersection warned her to slow down. The orange hand went up. Her boss suddenly ended the call, citing his need to prepare to present her project and save her from total embarrassment. Flustered, Evelyn stepped into the intersection. Her ankle twisted. She stumbled but didn’t fall. She righted herself through the pain and pushed forward into the middle of the road—long after the yellow hand gave way to the solid red man.

She never saw the orange-black car hurtling through the intersection. She heard the tires screech. Vague alarm bells rang through her head.

Then, everything went black.

***
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Frederick remembered little about his early life, if one could call his existence any kind of a life. Indeed, one could not even surely label him as he. He’d chosen the pronoun for himself along with the name, both stolen from the first human he could remember living with.

Namesake, Human Frederick had lived a lavish lifestyle, usually by exploiting any person dumb enough to trust him. There had been no floor to what Human Frederick would do for money, or power. Not-quite human Frederick had witnessed more debauchery than he cared to remember.

But he did remember. Everything. From his namesake down to the person whose death he’d witnessed a mere four months ago. That one shuffled off the mortal coil with drugs and alcohol, only worsened by a failed marriage.

Then he’d found Evelyn.

He liked her better than many of his past hosts. Her life was structured and studious. Mostly quiet, apart from an occasional get-together and even more rare suitor. She thrived on routine, and Frederick enjoyed watching her execute it to perfection. She woke up at the same time every day. Showered. Dressed. Put on makeup. Ate less food than she should have. Then spent a full day at work accomplishing nothing of value yet somehow seemed driven to excel.

He always followed her to work. He followed her everywhere. Whenever he found a new place to live, his fascination with the person of his obsession generally exceeded good sense. He thought of nothing else. He lived and breathed Evelyn, figuratively speaking. He knew everything about her, some observed and some simply understood. He didn’t think he loved her, exactly, for he didn’t have a definite concept of the word, but something about her made him wish she would never die.

He knew she would, though. They always did. Usually in the most unfortunate of circumstances, brought about by a flood of bad choices. But, by Frederick’s estimation, Evelyn had made few bad choices.

Until today when she’d ignored one of mankind’s simplest inventions and stepped right in front of a sporty Mini Cooper with black bars streaked down the hood. Cars like that didn’t often slow down out of courtesy. This one had tried, but failed.

In that moment, Frederick immediately did something he’d attempted a million times before. He tried to interact with his obsession. He tried to push her out of the way. Being intangible, though, the action didn’t take. He tried once more, all in the blink of an eye, just before the car’s grill slammed into Evelyn’s fragile body.

This time, though, something happened.

He did not push her, but carried her. She floated as if wings had sprouted from her back. Though her body was not heavy, Frederick felt his strength waning almost immediately after lifting her. He dropped her to her knees on the other side, where she immediately doubled over and hurled neon green bile across the sidewalk.

Horrified, people slowed down. One knelt to check on her.

She didn’t respond. She couldn’t. For all intents and purposes, she was unconscious, though her eyes remained open and alert.

For reasons that Frederick could not explain, his window to the world narrowed. He saw only through her eyes. Felt her heart racing. Heard the murmurs of the people passing by. Smelled the burnt rubber on the asphalt. Tasted her vomit.

And when the paramedics arrived, it was Frederick who answered their questions.

***
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They had the same body, Evelyn and her twin sister. If they stood side-by-side in the same clothes, one would be hard pressed to detect any physical difference between them. Yet, somehow, Lily maximized every asset, while Evelyn struggled even to identify them. Lily presented as flirtatious, fun, vibrant. Evelyn presented as a school librarian too obsessed with books to have noticed her potential for beauty.

For the most part, Evelyn didn’t mind the distinction. She regarded her style as the higher of the two roads, but as she groggily watched Lily wield that charm in sweetly bossing around nurses, Evelyn couldn’t help her quiet admiration.

Thus far, Evelyn’s hospital stay had come with better food, more attention, and copious drugs. All things she surely would have missed out on if not for the effervescence of her twin. One nurse let his eyes linger a little too long on Lily before rushing off to attempt delivery of another big ask—early discharge.

Lily watched the man go before sitting in the chair next to Evelyn’s hospital bed.

“He’s got a cute tush,” she said.

“What are you, twelve?” Evelyn answered, her throat producing the words slowly. “Just say ass.”

Lily smiled and patted Evelyn’s shoulder. “I didn’t want to offend your sensitive ears.”

Evelyn declined to put effort into responding. Her mind instead frantically snapped back to the memory of her boss yelling in her ear.

“I need to call Gavin,” she said. “Where’s my phone?”

Lily’s face soured briefly; a micro-expression only a sister could detect.

“Your aura is all off, sis,” Lily offered in non-response. “You need some serious rest.”

Evelyn sighed. Not this bullshit. She loved her sister dearly, but while Evelyn toiled in a lucrative career in sales, Lily walked an alternative path. She owned a crystal shop downtown where she sold all manner of quackery, promising to heal peoples’ souls with mundane things like candles and incense. Evelyn was hardly a believer, and though Lily insisted it was legit, she wondered sometimes if maybe her sister’s “career” was just an easy grab for upper middle-class wallets.

“Don’t start with that,” Evelyn said. “Seriously. Where’s my phone?”

Lily glanced furtively to a chair in the corner of the room that held Evelyn’s purse before taking Evelyn’s hand and looking at her with an earnestness that felt sincere. “I’m serious, Ev. Your aura is chaotic.”

“What does that even mean?” Evelyn replied in exasperation. “Give me my phone.”

Ignoring the request yet again, Lily shifted in her seat and attempted a smile. “It’s probably nothing. It’s just that usually your aura is blue, right? But now it’s red, and like all frayed at the edges.”

Evelyn’s face reddened. The monitor nearby spiked, her heart rate climbing rapidly past a hundred. When she spoke, her throat curdled the words, deepening her tone.

“Give me my damn phone, you little bitch.”

Lily’s eyes widened. “What the hell, Ev?”

Evelyn gasped. Her heart rate dropped back to normal in an instant, leaving her dizzy, the room feeling suddenly surreal. Where had that come from?

“Lily!” she exclaimed. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

She immediately searched for justification. Anything to explain why she might have acted so...so...

“It’s just... I had a presentation this morning,” she muttered. “And I was late, and Gavin was really angry. I can’t afford to mess this up.”

Lily squinted at her, as if Evelyn had become hard to see.

“I know,” Lily responded quietly.

“How would you know that? Psychic premonition?” The question came out with more bite than Evelyn intended.

Lily appeared wounded as she looked up. “No. Not this time.”

“Then how?”

“I talked to him. Earlier. Before you woke up.”

“He fired me.”

She didn’t panic, as she expected. Just a sense of calm at the truthfulness of her statement, as if she’d plucked the thought directly out of Lily’s brain. Not just the idea of it, but the very substance of it. She could hear Gavin’s words somehow, delivering the news right into her skull.

“Two weeks’ pay, though,” Evelyn said. “That’s good. With that and my savings, I should be fine.”

Lily’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know he was giving you two weeks’ pay?”

“Well, I just assumed,” she stammered. “That’s pretty standard, right?”

In truth, she didn’t know the standard of a perfectly reasonable firing. But despite her protestations to the contrary, she absolutely knew he’d offered to pay her out for two weeks.

“I guess,” Lily replied. “At any rate, he said he’d send someone to your place to deliver your stuff. He prefers that you don’t go back into the office.”

“Ok.”

Evelyn let out a long sigh, some part of her excited at the new frontier. She could find a new job. A new boss who didn’t suck. It could be a chance for a refresh.

“If you want,” said Lily. “You can come work down at the shop for a little while. I can’t pay as much, but business has been good, and I could use some extra help.”

Evelyn could think of nothing worse. Then again, maybe it could be good practice. She couldn’t always be afforded the luxury of fully endorsing the products she’d be asked to sell. What better way to exercise her sales muscle than to hock tarot cards and rocks as if they could cure cancer?

“That would be nice,” Evelyn said, doing her best to sell her smile. “It’ll be good to spend some time together.”

Lily failed to stop herself from showing concern. “Maybe you can sit for a reading, as well. We must cleanse your aura.”

Evelyn rolled her eyes. “We’re gonna have to set some boundaries. I’m not sitting for a reading. You’re not cleansing my aura. I’ll help you around the shop, but it doesn’t mean I believe in all this mumbo jumbo.”

“Fine.” Lily sighed, then smiled. “You’ll come around, though. You’ll see.”

​
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Chapter 2​
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Evelyn blinked as her eyes adjusted to total darkness. The muted sounds around her hinted at an enclosed space. She fought the disorientation, trying to remember anything to ground her. The pieces of her life slowly formed. The weeks she’d now spent at Lily’s store. The quiet, lonely nights. The hole in her soul she’d once filled with ambition.

She turned and could barely make out a large oak door barring her way outside, though she didn’t remember passing through it. She stepped forward, pushed on it, jiggled the handle, but it remained steadfast and unrelenting, as she somehow knew it would.

Somehow, the entire world existed inside this tiny little building.

Her mind wanted to panic, but the rest of her senses refused. Her heart rate felt slow and steady, her skin cool and dry. Despite the darkness, she felt strangely at home. Turning from the door, she saw light at the end of a long aisle, a single candle dimly flickering.

“Hello?”

Her voice echoed back to her, bouncing off walls that she couldn’t see but surmised must be made of something solid and sturdy, possibly old.

No one answered.

She heard nothing but the sound of her own breath. The air felt cold. Enough that she would have expected to see her exhales, but saw no sign of the frigid air.

She walked toward the candle. Her footsteps felt heavy, as if she was walking through mud, but the thud of her feet belied a more solid surface below. As she grew closer, the candle illuminated enough of the area for her to make out a stone table and wooden benches.

A church. But old. Much as one might find on a historic tour of Europe.

Glass shattered from the back room, and she jumped. The darkness prevented her from seeing any windows, but she assumed stained glass, and imagined a beautiful mosaic destroyed. Still, her heart did not properly react. Something heavier than glass struck the floor.

“Hello?” Her second greeting came out as more of a whisper.

“Evelyn.”

The voice from the darkness was resonant, filling the room. It did not surprise her as it should.

“Where am I?” she asked.

“My birthplace.”

She attempted to orient herself toward her dark companion, only to realize she couldn’t locate the source of the voice. It seemed to have come from everywhere at once.

“The first place I remember.”

The voice didn’t echo as hers had. It enveloped her like a blanket, smooth, velvety, and masculine with the slightest hint of an accent that she couldn’t place. She felt as if she knew him. As she’d never left her hometown, though, the only place she’d heard other accents was TV, or movies. She couldn’t possibly know the owner of this voice.

Yet she did. Intimately.

Distant memories of seductive whispers pulled at her mind. Not quite sexual, but from quiet moments of vulnerability.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Frederick.”

Such a mundane name.

Where Evelyn expected fear, she found only curiosity. She felt drawn to this Frederick. Far from engaging a stranger, she stood now on the precipice of discovering the very heart of her soul. He would provide her with answers to her deepest questions—if she could find the strength to ask.

“Why am I here?” she asked the void.

Frederick’s voice rose again, but this time from her right instead of everywhere. She peered into the darkness, trying to follow it.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Why are any of us here?”

“No,” she said. “Why am I here at this church?”

“Is it a church?” He paused as if considering the supposition. “Perhaps it is. I don’t remember anything holy here.”

“Are we in England?”

He laughed, almost maniacally. It unsettled her.

“No. We’re in the middle of nowhere. Quite literally. A place of refuge from the long journey.”

Questions came to her, ushered on by curiosity as her mind started brewing fantastic theories and possibilities.

“Why did you bring us here?”

“I didn’t,” he said. “You brought us here.”

“That’s impossible. I don’t even know where here is.”

His voice moved from her right to her left. She spun to follow.

“Well, I’ve never time-traveled before, so I don’t think it could be me.”

“Time-traveled? We didn’t—”

The candle suddenly went out, plunging them into total darkness. For the first time, she felt scared, worried what Frederick might do to her. He moved in the darkness before her, scuffing the stone and whispering inaudible things.

She rushed for the candle, navigating its position by memory alone, and quickly felt the hot wax against her hand. It burned, but in a way that brought her solace and safety. She held fast, drinking in the pain, somehow understanding it would save her from this place.

The darkness lifted, if marginally. She could make out shapes in the darkness. Rows of pews. Boarded up half-moon windows. The stone table she now understood to be an altar.

And Frederick.

He stood in the back corner near the door, his figure tall and imposing and dark. Impossible black wings stretched from his back, swallowing the light around him. His presence did not scare her—rather, he was alluring. He was a source of knowledge. Of power.

She moved toward him as the church started melting away. The stone walls became white-painted sheetrock. The half-moon windows became curtains. The room shrunk around her, but each step toward Frederick only made him seem farther away. The stone became carpet beneath her feet. She tripped, tried to right herself, then tumbled backward.

“What’s happening?” she asked, her fall cushioned by a mattress beneath her.

Frederick’s voice answered, again from everywhere at once: “It seems we’re going home.”

***
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Evelyn woke with a start, heart racing, her skin clammy and cool. Unlike in the church, she now felt the full panic of everything that she’d seen and heard.

A dream, she told herself, even as the chill deepened. She looked around the room, studying every corner in the moonlight, sure she’d see Frederick’s monstrous silhouette, wings spread and ready to envelop her.

She saw nothing but her bedroom.

She breathed, calming herself, mindful of the sensations across her body. The trembling of her feet. The sweat beading on her forehead. And the pain in her hand. Evelyn scrambled to sit up and fumbled the lamp on, then looked down at the stinging red burn marks on her palm.

She snapped off the lamp. The hours passed in the darkness, but she couldn’t sleep.

When her cell buzzed, Evelyn didn’t react.

Her mind remained lost in the same nightmarish loop. She replayed the dream from every angle. Reimagined every detail and filled in some: the vague shapes of the provincial church had, in her mind, become a grand cathedral. The sound of glass shattering, so vivid she might’ve thought it was her bedroom window.

Slowly, morning broke.

Finally, she checked her phone. Lily had texted:

Get to the store. Emergency!

***
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Police lights twirled. Evelyn quickened her pace. Drawing closer, she saw the shimmer of broken glass and stepped carefully to avoid the shards.

It was, she saw, the remains of Lily’s storefront window.

Inside her shop, Lily spoke to a police officer who diligently took notes on a small pad of paper. Cautiously, Evelyn opened the door.

“There you are!” Lily looked exhausted. Exasperated. “Where have you been?”

“Asleep. At home,” Evelyn said, hoping to sell the half-truth.

Surely the exhaustion on her own face gave her away, but if so, Lily didn’t seem to notice. She took Evelyn’s elbow and ushered her toward the officer.

“This is my sister, Evelyn,” Lily said. “She closed up last night.”

Lanky and lean, the officer stood easily over six foot. He sported a patchy mustache that didn’t fit his features. He couldn’t possibly be a day over twenty-five.

“Hi, Evelyn,” he said with a forced smile. “I’m Officer Halka. Do you mind answering a few questions for me?”

Evelyn only nodded, the pain in her palm flaring.

“Uh-of course.”

The previous night felt hazy and distant. Officer Halka started talking. Evelyn answered on autopilot. Yes, she had closed. No, nothing suspicious had happened. Yes, she’d locked the door, though that hardly seemed to matter given the method of entry. Of course she’d armed the alarm.

But she hadn’t. The log clearly showed no activation. Lily’s video system only kicked in while the alarm was active to save on storage space, so that meant no video of the burglary.

With that revelation, Lily sighed. Officer Halka clicked his tongue. They all stood in silence for a moment that felt interminable.

“I’ll check with your neighbors,” said Halka. “See if maybe they caught something on camera.”

“Thank you, officer.” Even tired and flustered, Lily delivered charm. She placed a hand on Halka’s forearm as she thanked him. He stammered a goodbye and walked out through the broken window instead of the door.

The apologies began before Halka was even out of earshot.

“I’m so sorry!” Evelyn said.

Lily didn’t answer immediately, just grabbed a broom leaning on the counter and made for the shards. Far more covered the sidewalk.

Evelyn knew that forcing a confrontation now would lead to a fight, so she let her apology hang and surveyed the store. It seemed mostly intact. The window would obviously need to be replaced, but the shelves still sat neatly organized. Crystals, tarot cards, incense, and other baubles hardly looked touched. The only display disturbed sat near the window, where someone had cleared the shelves of the prayer candles, adding more glass to the litter. Evelyn grabbed a trash bin and took it to Lily, who emptied a dustpan inside.

Evelyn studied Lily’s face, decided the time for talking had not yet arrived, and studied the shelves where the candles had been displayed. Some remained. She spied one based on a tarot card. Another for the divine feminine energy, whatever that meant.

At her feet, she saw the labels of two that hadn’t survived. One for Our Lady of Guadalupe and another for Mary, Mother of Jesus. The pictures were identical between them. Only the words differed.

“Someone really hates religion,” Lily said as she swept.

“Huh?”

Lily dumped another dustpan of shards into the trash.

“They only broke the biblical ones.”

“Oh.”

A quick inventory of the shattered candles confirmed Lily’s theory. Half-torn labels of various saints littered the floor and trash. Not a single one dealt with more secular or New Age-y stuff. Those were all still intact.

“Are you going to help me, or just stand there?” Lily asked.

“Sorry. Yeah, of course.”

Evelyn squatted and began picking up chunks of hardened wax. She thought of the night before, trying to remember any helpful detail. She couldn’t recall much. It had been quiet. Few customers. She’d put the money in the safe. Locked up the jewelry cases. Then...

The memory struck her, as clearly as if she’d just experienced it. She had most definitely, without a doubt, set the alarm. She remembered because the first time she’d tried, a customer had shown up at the last minute. A portly, bald man in a black suit. He’d purchased a candle dedicated to Saint Thomas, and she’d followed him to the door and locked it behind him. She grabbed her purse and activated the alarm. Or at least, she remembered standing in front of the panel. But she must have armed it after that. What else would she have done?

She considered recounting all of that to Lily, but refrained. She didn’t think it would help. Not right now.

Evelyn continued picking up pieces of wax.

“What did you do to your hand?” Lily asked suddenly.

“Huh?” She looked at her hand, which she’d wrapped in gauze before she’d left the house. “Oh. Um. Nothing. Just burned it.”

Not a lie. Though explaining how would be considerably more difficult.

“Are you ok? Do you need to go to urgent care?”

Evelyn shook her head. Oddly, it didn’t even hurt anymore. “No. It’s nothing.”

Having finished with the larger wax pieces, Evelyn reached for a shard of glass, careful to avoid touching the sharp edges.

“Ouch!”

Despite her best efforts, blood trickled out of the tip of her index finger.

“Careful!” Lily leaned the broom against the shelves and squatted down to inspect Evelyn’s finger. Evelyn snatched it from her and pushed it into the gauze on her other hand.

Lily sighed. “Ev. I’m worried about you.”

“It’s fine. I’m fine.”

“Are you? You burned yourself. You cut yourself. You forgot to arm the alarm.”

“I didn’t forget!”

Lily didn’t argue with her, but Evelyn saw the desire there, in her sister’s face. Evelyn wanted to defend herself further yet bit her tongue, literally, using the sting to fight back tears. In truth, Evelyn worried about herself as well. She’d been sleeping poorly. Everything seemed harder. She’d been forgetful, not just about the alarm, but about everything. Whole chunks of her nights had been disappearing. But she couldn’t tell any of that to Lily.

When Lily responded, she did so gently, almost in a whisper: “Let me help you. I have some sage. It’ll be quick.”

“I don’t need sage!” Evelyn said, standing and crossing the store toward the counter. “I just need time.”

“Time for what?”

Evelyn didn’t really know the answer, but she quickly made one up anyway. “To adjust. I lost my job. I’m working at a kook store.” She ignored the flash of hurt on Lily’s face. “Everything is spiraling out of control. All my plans.”

No amount of pain could stop the tears now. They began spilling down her cheeks. Lily rushed to her side and scooped her into a hug.

And Evelyn just cried.
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Chapter 3​
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At Lily’s insistence, Evelyn agreed to take a few days off. After the near-miss with the car, she’d taken no time for herself. She needed to process. To relax. She didn’t think she could. Two days passed full of troubled sleep and overwhelming anxiety. She tried watching sitcoms on television, but the remote always led her to shows about murder or ghosts. They provided a dark refuge that seemed to soothe a deeper part of her soul.

The current show was a years-old episode of Forensic Files chronicling a woman in an abusive marriage who’d killed her husband, vividly brought to life through awkward re-enactments. Not usually one to enjoy the misery of others, Evelyn knew a level of schadenfreude she’d rarely ever felt, so much so she finally gained a true understanding of the meaning. The asshole had had it coming. The fewer wife-beaters out there, the better.

String them all up by their balls.

With a hitch in her chest, she turned off the TV. Evelyn prided herself on giving people the benefit of the doubt. She donated to the ACLU. She defended everyone’s rights. She assumed the best in people.

It was her sleep, she decided. Her bad sleep. Her dreams had been troubled, and her nights had been far too short. She’d missed two days of work, though she had no ailment to speak of. And she couldn’t seem to work up an appetite, even for her favorites. Just last night, she’d thrown away an entire pizza after a few bites had left her queasy. She refused to believe something as simple as almost getting run over could have shaken her so much. It annoyed her to even consider it.

Doing. That’s how she would get out of bad thoughts. By doing. She decided she’d use her third day off not to mope, but to do something useful. She’d volunteer somewhere. The food bank, maybe. Or she’d stop by the animal shelter to see if they needed anything. Maybe she’d go shopping for stuff to donate to the abandoned pets there. Maybe Lily would like to come.

She texted her sister, but didn’t hear back.

No matter. Evelyn hopped up and headed to the bathroom to get ready for the day. She started the shower, turned the knob halfway as usual. She couldn’t stand overly hot showers. Past boyfriends had mentioned she was strange that way, that her showers bordered on frigid. She stripped naked and tossed her clothes in the hamper, then stepped in and closed the curtain.

She hissed, then cursed and backed away from the water. She liked cooler showers, but the water today was ice cold. Her skin was red from where she’d made contact. She reached timidly through the icy spray and cranked the knob. Waited. She felt again. Still too cold. Perhaps warmer, but not by much. She turned the knob further. The water felt somewhat more inviting, but still colder than she’d prefer, so she twisted it all the way up. Something she’d never needed to do before.

The water was warmer now. Bearable, though still not as warm as she wanted. She made a mental note to check the hot water heater. Call a repairman if necessary. For now, she showered and washed, quickly and devoid of joy, eager to rid herself of the uncomfortable temperature.

Running the loofah over her body, she realized her skin was turning bright red. All over. From head to toe. She turned off the water. Her heart throbbed in her chest. She clocked all the signs of being overheated without feeling the least bit hot. Maybe she was actually sick.

The bathroom had become thick with steam. Confused, she grabbed her towel, but didn’t bother drying herself. Instead, she stepped to the mirror and wiped away the condensation blocking her view. Her flushed face stared back at her, the whites of her eyes shocking against the redness of her skin. She glanced over her body, all of it red—her shoulders were even blistered from the heat. She touched them and hissed. There was no doubt the water was hot.

She’d read stories about people who couldn’t feel temperature. They spent their whole lives careful about what they touched.

She had to go to urgent care. Something was wrong.

She crossed into her bedroom, where she only felt colder. Getting to the doctor was the only thing she could think of. She dressed quickly in the loosest clothes she owned. She forewent the bra, unable to bear the binding pressure of the straps against her sensitive skin. Slowly, she felt the sensations of a terrible sunburn, but still without heat.

Gathering her cell phone and purse, Evelyn felt light-headed. She didn’t think she could make the walk. She checked her texts. Still nothing from Lily. She considered calling 911 but felt silly doing so.

She’d turned the water up too hot in the shower. She’d burned herself. It was embarrassing.

She drank a glass of water. Her head cleared a little. Enough she thought she’d be safe to walk down the block to urgent care.

A knock at the door echoed through the house. Maybe Lily had come over. It wouldn’t have been out of character. Relief washed through Evelyn; her sister could rush her to the clinic.

She raced to the door, fighting off the waves of dizziness.

When she opened it, she didn’t see Lily. She saw Officer Halka, and collapsed in his arms.

***
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He’d always enjoyed the heat. Hundreds of years in the past, not long after his namesake died, he’d attached himself to a blacksmith. Frederick still remembered the smells of embers and sweat, the sounds of the clanging, day and night, the molten metal producing most of the light. He missed the comfort of the hot forge. He yearned for it. In his non-corporeal state, few things produced enough heat for him to feel warmth.

But in Evelyn’s body, he felt human—somewhat. The shower had offered him a small taste of that cloying warmth, and he sought more of it. He took control of Evelyn’s body with ease this time, so desperate to feel that heat he’d ignored the pain signals from her brain. The water would not get hot enough, no matter how far he turned the knob. Soon, though, Evelyn’s own defense mechanisms had overpowered his, and he had no choice but to relinquish control.

He retreated into her mind, passively aware as the cop effortlessly carried Evelyn’s body to the car, gently placing it in the backseat. With her eyes closed, Frederick saw nothing even as he felt everything. The engine rumbled to life. The sirens wailed. Every bump of the road sent jolts of pain through Evelyn’s body, through his body—through their body. Her skin tingled. Frederick had never experienced pain. It was unpleasant, but he liked it.

Eventually, the car came to a stop. The sirens quieted. The door opened and Evelyn’s body floated into the air, the skin of her back twisting against her shirt and causing her to yelp in pain even in her half-delirious state. Her eyes fluttered open and Frederick caught a glimpse of a large building, sliding glass doors. He knew from the mix of her experience and his that this was a hospital. Her second visit in a week.

Her savior exchanged words with someone, but Frederick couldn’t see anymore. Evelyn had gone unconscious once again. He heard quick steps on tile floors. Hushed exchanges of words. No shouting, but a sense of urgency on every tongue. Eventually, their body came to rest on a firm pad. Frederick recognized the feel of it from days earlier—after the accident. A hospital bed. Pressure against Evelyn’s skin brought pain again, but she didn’t react this time, having sunk fully into unconsciousness.

And as she sank further, Frederick’s hold on his own faculties slipped. Unlike his previous existence outside of Evelyn’s body, it seemed now that his abilities were tied to hers. He didn’t lose consciousness. Everything went silent instead as Evelyn’s ears and skin and nose stopped processing information.

Floating helplessly in the void of her mind, Frederick had no choice but to wait.

***
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Evelyn woke to burning hot pain.

At first, she mistook it for literal warmth, as if she were sitting too close to a bonfire. But no—it came from her.

Her skin roared. As her eyes opened, an IV came into focus above her. She followed the line down to her arm, then back up to a clear liquid in the bag.

Hydration, for certain. Likely, drugs as well. How would her skin feel without medication?

She shivered, somehow cold on the inside while an inferno raged across every inch of her skin.

“Hey, Ev,” a voice said from beside her. “You ok?”

She turned to see Lily, tried to smile, but stopped halfway when she realized the tautness of her skin only brought more pain. Lily reached for her but stopped herself. Evelyn looked into Lily’s eyes and saw her own confusion. Questions desperate to escape but held back by love and a desire to tend to Evelyn’s comfort first. Evelyn had questions of her own. She didn’t understand why she had turned her water so scalding hot.

She remembered the shock on Officer Halka’s face as she opened the door. He caught her in mid-fall. Brought her here, almost certainly. She looked around the room for him but saw only Lily.

Perhaps because of mind-reading twin-magic, Lily said, “He had to get back to work.”

When she tried speaking, her voice was hoarse, gravelly. Like she’d managed to burn her voice-box.

“Why was he at my house?”

Lily shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “What happened, Ev?”

Evelyn couldn’t find the strength to keep on topic. “The shower.” She cleared her throat to force her voice into compliance. “I turned the shower up too hot.”

Lily laughed, not in humor, but in discomforted shock. “You? Ice girl? Since when do you take hot showers?”

Evelyn grimaced as she shifted her weight on the overly hard bed. “I don’t. But today, the water felt cold. I think maybe something’s wrong with me. Like those people who can’t feel temperature. I couldn’t feel the heat.”

“Do you feel it now?”

Evelyn gave a nearly imperceptible nod. Her condition, assuming she’d ever had one, had clearly been fleeting.

Lily looked at Evelyn as if she’d lost her mind. Maybe I have, Evelyn thought.

“I don’t know what’s come over me,” Evelyn said.

“Me neither,” Lily replied. She let the response hang for only a few seconds. “Something is certainly wrong with you, Ev. I can see it. Feel it.”

Evelyn’s stomach lurched. She’d always found Lily’s woo-woo talk tiresome, but her aversion this time was deep and visceral and unexpected. Her mind raced with disturbing imagery—visions of her strangling the life out of her sister on a bed of glass.

She shook her head, as if to buck the image from her mind, but the pain bolted through her.

Lily’s eyes widened. “Are you ok?”

“Yes.”

It was all Evelyn could manage to say while she fought with her own thoughts. Beyond the injuries, she acknowledged for the first time that pain was not her foremost problem. There was a deeper injury here, one to her spirit. No, she wasn’t as big into the otherworldly stuff as Lily, but increasingly, she had to consider certain possibilities.

No, stop, don’t be stupid.

Lily reached down to the floor, out of Evelyn’s line of sight, and sat back up with her cell phone. She looked even more concerned.

“I don’t know if this is the best time, but...” She trailed off, trying to avoid something. A confrontation. Like before with Gavin, Evelyn suddenly knew things she shouldn’t. A video. Lily was about to show her a video.

Without finishing her sentence, Lily turned the phone toward Evelyn just as a video started playing. It was grainy. Black and white. The vantage was from far away and high up. She quickly deduced that it pointed at Lily’s store. The sign was visible, but the resolution of the video wasn’t high enough to penetrate through the glass to see inside.

For the first few seconds, nothing happened. No cars. No people. The door of the store opened. A man stepped outside, dressed in black, portly, with a brimmed hat. He held something in his hand. Though hard to make out, Evelyn knew it was a candle for Saint Thomas. She recognized the man as the last customer from the night of the break-in.

Evelyn glanced at Lily, who studied her intently with what seemed a faint mix of hope and anxiety. Evelyn turned her eyes back to the video as the man disappeared from the frame. She couldn’t see through the windows, but she always exited through the back after closing, so she didn’t expect to see herself. Perhaps the man would return. Maybe he was the one who hated religion, though that hardly squared with his purchase.

Nothing immediately happened. Evelyn looked back up to Lily. “What am I watching for?”

A bubbling dread caught in her chest. Somehow, she knew exactly what she’d see, an invasive memory that until this moment had lain dormant.

“Just keep watching,” Lily said gently, her tone full of pity.

On the video, the storefront window burst, shattering the stillness. The image was blurry, but Evelyn saw a cylindrical object fall onto the sidewalk. She was reminded of Frederick’s stained-glass-shattering arrival. From a dream, yes, but somehow the exact same moment. Evelyn didn’t react. She watched passively, already knowing how the video would play.

Through video grain, she could make out movement in the window. A person slammed things to the floor, not in a general sweep of the shelves, but a calculated pick of each candle over their head, then onto the ground. She saw the muscles of the person straining to put all their effort into each action.

She saw her muscles. Her back. Her hair. Her clothes.

In court, perhaps, a lawyer would be able to bring the culprit into question. The lack of color and resolution made a positive identification all but impossible. But Evelyn knew herself intimately—she remembered doing this. Not directly, but as a faint suggestion of a passing thought.

The past version of Evelyn stepped toward the window, then looked up and down the sidewalk as if making sure that no one had witnessed the tantrum. There could be no question, now, that it was her.

“I’m not mad,” Lily said as the video came to a stop. “I just... I know you don’t approve of my profession, but...” Her eyes watered.

Evelyn searched for a response, but everything felt inauthentic. The truth was unbelievable. The lies unsatisfactory. How could she possibly answer for what she’d done? That she only vaguely remembered doing it would provide no solace.

“I told Officer Halka that I didn’t want to press charges.” Lily laughed through the tears. “Would probably have a hard time proving it wasn’t me on the video, anyway.”

“Lily,” Evelyn said. She reached for her sister’s hand despite the pain it caused. “I’m so sorry.”
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