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There are few things as powerful in the world as a ghost with a broken heart. Most are trapped in loops, and other than causing the occasional fright, they don’t interact with the world because they’re lost in their grief. The Lovelorn Lady of the Galvez Hotel in Galveston waited for her lover to return from the sea, only to learn that his ship went down in a storm with all hands lost. She hanged herself in room 501 and haunts the hotel to this day. Sadly, her lover arrived at the hotel a few days after her death.

Or we can look to the Lady in the Lake of Rochester, New York who still wanders the park searching for the body of her dead daughter.

And then there’s the Lady in White from St. Augustine, Florida who died on the way to her wedding and was buried in her flowing white dress and is even now trying to make it to the altar.

But Esther Carmichael was an enigma wrapped in the impossible. According to official records, she was born in 1900, lived an ordinary life, and died of a heart attack in 1963. She was buried in a cemetery in Cold Spring, New York where her body returned to dust and the grave remained undisturbed.

The official reports made no mention of her brush with magic in the 1920s when she met a man named Jonathan Shade. They also made no mention of the way things originally went down.

Because Esther Carmichael—the original, the one who mattered to the Darkness—was born in 1900, committed suicide in 1929, existed as a ghost for 107 years then faded out of being as she was born in 1900, only to pop back into existence in 2015.

An impossible timeline.

An exquisite enigma.

Oh, how the Darkness wanted her!

When the Darkness reached out to her, Esther was ready to end her existence.

Late on that fateful night, the ghost of Esther Carmichael wandered along I-70 near Hays, Kansas. She could have jumped to any location she’d ever been, but they all held too many memories, and she didn’t want to face any of them. She wore her standard flapper dress, and her hair, as always, was bobbed short. Her lipstick was perfect, and as she walked, she occasionally fiddled with the beads hanging from the bottom of her dress. She had looked exactly the same for more than a century of existence in spite of the twisty manner she’d wandered through those years.

The Darkness appeared to her at midnight as a man in a black suit with smoky features, and a face that refused to be seen. Sometimes his features were hidden in the shadows beneath his wide-brimmed black fedora, and other times they simply swam out of focus granting the glint of light in an eye or a brief highlight on his aquiline nose.

He blocked her path, holding out a gloved hand.

“I bid you welcome, my dear.”

“Get stuffed,” Esther said. She had seen many strange things on her long journey. She moved to walk through the dark man, but though she remained incorporeal, the man grabbed her shoulder and held her fast.

“I have need of your soul, my dear, for I can smell it on the breeze, and long to caress it in the winds of eternity.”

Esther cocked her head and tried to see the man’s face. She frowned. “Go chase yourself,” she said. “Bank’s closed.” She tried to pull away, but he held her in place.

“Spare me a moment for a conversation,” he said.

She popped out of his grasp, appearing at the edge of a dried creek with the lights of Hays visible in the distance. A car raced down the highway toward the small college town, and the headlights of an eighteen wheeler cruised toward her.

“I want,” the man in black said as he appeared directly in front of her, “no, I need to truly know you.”
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