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PROLOGUE

On a windy night in October, long after the last patrons of the Cinema Royale had shuffled out of its front doors for the last time, something happened to Emily Page which would change the trajectory of her existence forever. 

Maggie Davenport, owner and manager of the Cinema Royale, had taken off as soon as the end credits to The Big Sleep rolled. Freddie, her son and the Royale’s line manager, followed like a babe, closely and obediently, leaving Emily and the only other working employee—Nathan Wyatt—to clean up and close the theater. 

This wasn’t a particularly odd thing to happen, that the care of the entire theater should be left to two employees. There was no love left for this place, no love for the old girl, as Bogart might have said. This much Emily had been sure of for a while. The theater had been going downhill for as long as she had been in its employ, manning the ticket booth and lending a hand to clean up when the once-grand doors closed for the night. Someone was always off sick or had to babysit, and the theater didn’t have much in the way of employees to begin with. There hadn’t been a full crew in over twenty years.

It didn’t help that moviegoers on this side of town were, at the best of times, as messy as over privileged children with way too many toys. At the worst of times, Emily had found things in the space between rows she wouldn’t touch with a dead man’s hand. Tonight, however, the theater was spotless. Everyone, it seemed, had taken a moment and gone slightly out of their way after the movie ended to throw their garbage in the trash, like mourners at a funeral dropping flowers on top of a casket. 

“Lost something in there?” Nate asked. 

“Look at this, Nate,” she said, tilting the waste basket toward him. 

“Isn’t that where trash usually goes?” 

“In a normal movie theater, sure, but it’s like the people who come here don’t know how to be tidy.” 

“Not tonight,” he said, scratching his chin in agreement. “Maybe they’re paying respects?” 

“Maybe if people did that more often we wouldn’t be closing tomorrow.” 

“Easy night, then. Guess this means you’re free?” 

Emily sighed and said “Nate...” 

“I know,” he said, his arms going up in a gesture of surrender, “Can’t blame a guy for trying... again.” 

“I’m sorry, okay?” 

“Don’t be. I know what you’re going through. I just thought you may have wanted some company.” 

She came up to him, placed her hand on his shoulder, and smiled. He was easy on the eyes, tall, and liked to wear blazers over his t-shirts. A little on the skinny side he might have been, but he was also full of personality and he had his head screwed on straight. In other words, Nate was exactly the kind of guy her mom had always wanted her to meet; a nice boy with ambition and a good head on his shoulders. Maybe if she had met him two years ago, her parents would think better of her taste in men. But she hadn’t met him. Instead she had met Jason, and had made one of the worst mistakes of her life. 

“Tell you what,” he said, and he handed her a ring of keys, isolating one key in particular. “This one’s the key to the projection room.” 

“Okay?” 

“Take it. It’s yours.” 

“Get out of town,” she said, eyes wide. “You’re not seriously going to let me go up there.” 

“Why not? Tonight was our last screening anyway.” 

Emily carefully plucked the key ring out of Nate’s hand and stared at the one marked ‘Projection Rm’ like it was some kind of alien artifact. The manager had put out strict instructions barring any and all staff from entering the Projection Room—anyone except for Nate. The film-maker she wasn’t had always wanted to lay eyes on the projector upstairs. Nate had told her it was an old 35 millimeter player, a rare beauty, but no matter how hard she tried, Nate had always been a stickler for the rules. 

She narrowed her eyes, pursed her lips, and said “Wait a second... is this some kind of ploy? Are you bribing me?” 

“What?” he said, “Me? No. I swear. I mean, I would never—”

“Relax! It was a joke.” She couldn’t help but smile at the way his face flushed bright red, or at his sudden nervous scramble for words. 

“A bad joke.” 

“Whatever. Anyway, I shouldn’t go in there,” she said, but her feet were already carrying her up the long line of stairs leading out of the auditorium. “What if I break something?” 

Nate kept the pace with her and shrugged. “I don’t think anyone’s going to care. Do you think whoever buys this place will keep any of that machinery?” 

“You’re probably right,” she said when they got to the top of the stairs, “But just in case, I’d like it if you came with me.” 

“Me?” he asked, “I’m giving you a free pass to dig into that room so you can fondle all the old film reels we keep instore and you want supervision?” 

“Not supervision... company.” 

Nate checked his watch. “I don’t—”

“Before you act like you don’t have the time,” she said, interrupting him, “Allow me to take you back to the moment when you asked me out. Unless you’ve made plans with someone telepathically in the last couple of minutes, you don’t have anywhere to be right now.” 

A grin spread across his face. “Yeah,” he said, “You got me.” 

Emily matched his expression, but her stomach went cold with regret. “If you would rather leave, I’ll understand,” she said, backpedaling out of the commitment she had wrangled him into.

“No, it’s okay. I’ll stay. You’re right, I don’t have anywhere I need to be, so...”

“So it’s off to the projection room we go!” 

Emily turned, pushed past the creaky double doors, and started up the half-spiral stairs with the wobbly handrail. 

Along a patchy, burgundy colored wall, old movie posters hung in veneration of the great classics and cult flicks the Royale often played. This wasn’t a place for superheroes or girls in love with vampires. The Royale had hosted many film festivals in its time; horror, noir, sci-fi. Some old spaghetti westerns had made it onto its giant screen, too. But novelties wear off after a while, and as the Royale stubbornly, and with righteous zeal, clung to the fading glory of old film, with time it started to look like the Royale would become a martyr for its cause.

The floor beneath Emily’s foot creaked as the last step gave way to wooden floorboards. She stood before the red door labelled ‘Projector’, staring at it as if it were a portal to a different world. Then she glanced a look at Nate, almost as if seeking permission. Nate nodded. She unlocked the door and stepped inside with a held breath, her skin alight with excitement. 

This wasn’t a large room, nor was it a very well ventilated room judging by the wall of heat she seemed to have penetrated, but it was full of cozy charm and smelled of old cinema. Hollywood, baby; this is where the magic happens, ch’yeah. 

“So this is where you work,” she said to Nate, who had walked in behind her.

“Yep. This is where the magic happens.” 

Emily, stunned for a moment at their random telepathic moment, shook the weirdness off and cocked an eyebrow at him. “Really?” 

“Sorry, that was lame.” 

“Little bit,” she said, omitting what she had thought only seconds before.

“This, uh, this is the projector,” Nate said, wading through the awkwardness. “Pretty cool, huh?” 

“I’ve never seen one up close,” she said, eyeing the mammoth machine which seemed to fill the room. 

This beast of metal squares and circles looked like some kind of mechanical monster. At one point the black paint job would have been pristine and shiny, but time leaves its mark on everything. The knobs and buttons were faded, some metallic parts were brown with rust, and its cable connectors looked like they had seen better days. This was the wild cat of projectors; a feral animal that cared for nothing and no one except for its own survival. 

Emily let her fingers lightly brush the metal casing. The projector had to be at least thirty years old, maybe older. It was like touching something out of time. How many people had cared for this machine, how many movie reels had it eaten, and how many more would it eat after tonight? 

None, probably.

“I can’t believe you get to play with this thing every night,” she said. 

“It’s alright. Maintaining it is tough, though.” 

“I bet,” she said, separating from the projector and exhaling her excitement. “You wanna show me the closet with all the old movies?”

“Sure, it’s right here.” 

Nate crossed the tiny projection room and stuck one of the keys from his key ring into the lock on a door so heavily covered in posters of old movies you would have thought it was a wall. He pulled the door open, tugged on a string overhead, and a single bulb buzzed to life, its dim orange light revealing shelves and boxes filled with round metal cases.  

The skin on Emily’s arms tensed as she entered the room. It was cold in here, too cold considering how warm it had been in the other room. The metal film cases were almost icy to the touch. Each had a label stuck to the front, and they were arranged according to genre. The first rack she rifled through was Noir. Tomorrow is Another Day, 1951, Odds against Tomorrow, 1959, and The Maltese Falcon, 1941, were among the film reels in the dust-covered rack.

“It’s amazing that we have these,” Emily said.

“Yeah. The cinema’s owner changes hands but the movies those owners buy... don’t. They belong to the Royale, so they stay here.” 

“Holy shit, we have the original Haunting? Why have we never played this?”

Nate shrugged. “I’ve never been asked to play it, I guess. Maggie has the movie list so she knows it’s there, but you know she isn’t a big horror fan.”

“So what? People like horror, especially old horror. That’s the kind of movie I would have made.”

Emily turned around again to squat next to some of the other boxes on the floor. She grabbed a box marked Sci-Fi, but when she tugged on it the box got stuck against a catch in the floor. The catch, Emily saw, was connected to the frame of a trapdoor, and was fastened shut with a padlock. 

“Where does that trapdoor go?” Emily asked.

“That?” Nate said. “I’m... not sure.” He checked the ring of keys for a potentially matching label, but couldn’t find one. 

“Let me try,” Emily said, and she picked a key out at random and tried it. Nothing. She tried again with a different key, and nothing. The keys on the ring were all too big—except one. When Emily tried that one, the lock gave way. She handed the keys and the lock back to Nate, opened the trapdoor, and looked inside. There were boxes in there, and more film reel cases, too. When she pulled on one of the closed boxes and brought it into the light, the label across the top read ‘Unsorted’. Someone had also drawn strange symbols into the underside of the trap door, but Emily hadn’t noticed those.

“Holy shit,” she said. “How is it that you have a whole mess of boxes in here that you haven’t gone through?”

“I don’t come here unless I have to. I’ve never really had a good feeling about this place, you know?” 

“For real? That’s your excuse? It’s pretty lame.” 

“Whatever, you don’t have to believe me. I don’t feel comfortable in here most of the time, is all I’m saying.” 

She dipped her hand into the box, grabbed one of the film reels, and shuddered as if she had been dipped in cold water.

“Emily?” Nate said. “You okay?” 

“Jesus,” she said, “Sorry, this one’s just ice cold. Feel.” She stood bolt-upright with a film case in her hand and offered it to Nate.

Nate took it. Nodded. “Yeah, I don’t know what’s on any of them. None of these have labels.”

Emily stood with the film reel in her hand.

“Hey, where are you going with that?” Nate asked.

“I’m going to play it.” 

“What? No way.” 

“Why not?” she asked as she set the film reel down on the table closest to the projector. She was struggling with the lid, trying to pry it open with her fingers. God that thing was cold.

“We shouldn’t... it doesn’t feel right,” Nate said, closing the trapdoor and fastening the lock. Neither of them had noticed the odd markings on the underside.

“Look, no one’s here,” Emily said, “The cinema is going bust, and we’re going to lose all this cool stuff. Why don’t we put the movie on, see what it is, and just... give the old girl another run before the person who buys this place puts her down?” 

Nate considered it, his eyes moving from Emily, to the projector, then back to Emily. “If we get caught, we’re in some serious shit.” 

He hadn’t said no. “Help me get this open, will you?” she asked, smiling brightly.

The lid came off easily enough with Nate’s help, and inside the case sat a pristine metal film reel untouched by dust and untarnished by the passage of time. It was like a relic retrieved from the sealed tomb of some old king. 

Emily removed the film and, without touching the dangling negative strip, brought the reel to the projector. In a few moments, Nate had installed the reel and fed the negative into the conveyor with a kind of art she was only too eager to watch. One could study film all one wanted, but pictures and descriptions could never excite the soul as much as the real thing did. 

“That’s it,” Nate said. “Good to go.” 

Emily’s skin tingled with anticipation. She shuddered again and took a deep breath. 

“You okay?” Nate asked. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, though she didn’t believe it. Her stomach felt unsettled, her senses were unusually alert, and her hackles were up. The feeling which had, earlier, been excitement, was now inexplicably sailing into different, darker territory. “We can watch from up here, right?”

Nate pointed at a pair of tinted windows on either side of the projector. She approached one of them, noticed the cobweb and spider on the top right corner of the window, and peered out of it. Below, the theater was quiet and dark, empty, and serene. From here she could control the lights, so she dimmed them as Nate fired the old machine up. It made a whirring sound, followed by a rattling sound, and then the projector seemed to cough before settling into a steady rhythm of motion and sound. 

In the auditorium below the screen was lit up and glowing, clearly receiving light from the projector, but nothing was happening. 

Nate came up beside Emily and squeezed in. “Give it a moment,” he said, “Most of these old movies have a couple of seconds of blank tape.” 

But the blank tape seemed to go on for a minute, two minutes, and after a while Emily started to wonder whether there was anything on the reel at all... when something moved. It was a subtle shift of light, but enough to lend some illumination to the picture. It soon became clear what they were watching wasn’t nothing, but something. Whoever was holding the camera was filming in near total darkness, and almost complete silence. 

Almost.

They heard footfalls, soft and echoed, as if from inside a cave. The slow, steady drip drop of water accompanied them. Soon, the camera operator’s breathing became ragged. It seemed as though he was walking uphill, in the dark, toward a glimmering point of light somewhere in the distance. Speaking as the filmmaker she wasn’t, Emily thought it was a simple shot as far as shots go. But the tension was so thick it was causing her heart to pump harder and faster in her chest with every footstep, every exhalation, and every drip drop.

There was a steadily growing sense of immediacy to the scene. The person behind the camera needed to get to the point of light, but why? Was he being chased? Did the light represent freedom, or salvation? Was the filmmaker trying to show the confusion and terror felt by a person who was recently deceased, heading for the light at the end of the tunnel as darkness pressed around him? Perhaps more importantly, would he make it before the darkness consumed him?

The moments stretched by, and Emily couldn’t hear the footfalls over the sound of her own beating heart. The point of light seemed to widen until it became roughly the size of a soccer ball and illuminated the cavernous wall around it. The man picked up the pace, dashing now at full speed toward the opening, toward salvation, toward heaven. 

The light from the screen had become bright enough to illuminate the auditorium in a soft, pulsing, silver glow which covered everything it touched. It took the already faded red of the seats and sucked the color out of them, making them look gray and old. But this wasn’t what had Emily’s eyes, and heart, in its grasp. 

Someone was singing. Emily was sure the sound wasn’t coming from the speakers, but from someone standing nearby.

As if she had felt a wasp land on her shoulder, Emily spun around only to find that the room was empty. Nate hadn’t noticed. The soft melody was there, an almost imperceptible sound with a cricket-like quality. Whenever she looked toward where she thought the song was coming from, it sounded as if it was coming from somewhere else. But it was there. 

She turned her attention back to the screen, having felt a sudden urge to find out what was happening. The cameraman had arrived at the source of the shimmering, shifting, circle of light, panting and out of breath. It sounded like he was breathing through something, a tube, maybe, or a mask. He put out his hand, careful yet with conviction, and winced when his fingers touched the opening as though burned. A low, rumbling growl escaped his throat, a pained sound like that of an angry lion. He tried again, this time sticking his entire fist through the opening in a powerful thrust.

He screamed as searing pain coursed through him, but the sound leveled out after a moment or so. The tear in the wall through which the light shone seemed to have stretched enough for him to fit his whole body through, and yet he couldn’t cross it. It was as if an invisible barrier were preventing him, keeping him from heaven. The man’s growl became a roar, and then the screen started to quake. This drew Emily’s attention in an instant, and she noticed the light wasn’t white anymore, but a darkening shade of red. 

“Holy shit,” Nate said, uttering the first words since the strange movie started rolling. “What the hell is this?” 

“I... don’t know...” Emily said. “Turn it off.” 

“Off? Why?” 

“Just do it, okay? Please. I don’t like it.” 

Nate pressed his lips together, turned toward the projector, and began shutting it down. The movie stopped playing, the reels stopped spinning, and after a moment or so, the whirring died down until it was gone. Emily was starting to feel as if a weight had been lifted off her shoulders, and she was thankful for it. She couldn’t explain what had come over her just then, and didn’t think she would be able to explain it to Nate if he asked. But the movie needed to stop. This much she knew. 

“You alright?” he asked, for the third and last time tonight.

“Yeah,” she said, “I’m fine. The movie just gave me a headache—probably all that shaking.” 

“It was pretty intense.” 

Emily replied with a disinterested “Yeah”, and turned toward the window again. The auditorium below was dark as pitch now without the glow of the silver screen; darkness as impenetrable and total as a cave below the surface where no light can reach. Her hand moved unconsciously toward the light controls and trembled over the dials. This hesitation was irrational and illogical, but her nerves were shot after what she had seen and heard.

With a quick hitch of breath, she yanked the dials up and the auditorium flooded with light. One of them shorted out with a loud fizzle and pop. 

“Shit, sorry,” she said.

Nate shrugged. “Place isn’t ours anymore, remember?” 

“I guess so,” Emily said, breathing herself into a calmed state. “I have to take out the trash.”

“I can do it if you want,” Nate said.

“No, it’s okay. You’re sweet for asking, but you can finish up here and I’ll meet you at the front.” 

He nodded and went back to the machine. Emily, meanwhile, turned on the spot and headed down the stone stairs with the wobbly handrail. Her skin bristled walking through the doors to the auditorium, as if she had gone through a spider’s web—or someone had walked over her grave. Emily padded along the descending stairway, walking into the pit of the auditorium, and grabbed the rim of the waste basket when it was within reach. The basket was about as tall as her hip and made of thick plastic, but it wasn’t heavy when it was empty. She started up the stairs again, careful not to bang it on each step as she went, intending to empty the trash bag inside once she got upstairs.

That’s when the lights went out.

She would have dropped the trash if her hand had chosen to release its grip instead of clench tightly. Her heart jumped into her throat and began to thump so hard she could feel it in the back of her neck. She stood in the pressing darkness and sensed its malice. The air was so thick it almost refused to travel into her lungs despite the great heaves she was attempting to take. 

“N-Nate?” she said, finally getting the word out. “Was that you?” The auditorium took her words and ate them, returning no echo to her waiting ears. “Nate, if that’s you, this isn’t funny.” 

She thought, in a moment of denial, that Nate was maybe trying to be funny. If this was true, she was going to put him in the waste basket tonight. But Nate didn’t reply, and as the seconds went on, she started to believe something was terribly wrong.

A light, bright and pulsing, flickered to life and when Emily turned to look at it, she noticed the screen had suddenly turned on. Her heart started to pound, and then she heard it. The growl. It came from all around, like she was trapped in an animal enclosure and was surrounded by them. Emily realized in an instant the sound had been amplified by the surround system in the auditorium and its vaulted ceiling. The growl made her stomach turn and sent her skin alight with fear. It was as if a thousand ants were marching along her arms and neck, down her spine, her chest, over her belly and back. No. Not ants, but spiders; thousands of tiny spiders, each with pointy little fangs, biting her skin as they walked over it.  

Her entire body shook, and her hand now involuntarily released the trash. The clunky plastic thing tumbled loudly down the stairs and rolled all the way to the foot of the big screen, which was now starting to brighten. Emily looked up expecting to see the same dark movie that had played before, but something entirely different was happening now. Someone was walking down the same stairs she had only moments ago walked. 

When she saw the original posters from the movies Poltergeist, A Nightmare on Elm Street, and IT, she knew this was the same wall. It couldn’t have been anywhere else. But she was seeing it on the big screen, watching the person—whoever it was—descend through the lens of a movie. And she had seen this movie before, countless times, and countless times she had thought if I were her, I wouldn’t have gone into the auditorium. Only now she was that girl... wasn’t she? 

Wasn’t she? 

Emily sucked in a breath of air and rushed at the door to the lobby, knowing full well that if she stayed down there she would have a hard time getting back out. The fire exit door didn’t work as well as it used to, and she wasn’t sure she would be able to push it open without injuring herself, so the door at the top of the stairs was her only way out. 

Around her, the sound of the man’s heavy, almost mechanical breathing became louder and louder, and as the seconds passed, it became faster too. As she looked up, she could see through the tiny square windows on the door leading out, light on the other side—the lobby—and seeing the light invigorated her to push toward freedom. But a shape broke the light, and Emily froze. 

She backed up a step, then another, and felt panic leap into her throat like hot bile. When she threw her head around to look at the screen, she could see the door to the auditorium, could see the tiny square windows, and through them could see the flickering silver light of the big screen; her own silhouette standing in stark contrast against it. 

“This isn’t fucking real!” she screamed, but the only sound she heard was a muffle.

The fire exit, she thought, I have to. She ran, bounding down the steps two at a time using the center rail for support. The man on the screen had pushed the door open and could see her now, rapidly descending the steps. She could hear the sound of her own hurried breathing, delayed by a second or so, as she went pushing past row’s G, F, and E. 

None of this could be happening; none of it could be real. It couldn’t be. But when she craned her head over her shoulder to look at the top of the stairs she knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that—real or not—this nightmare could very well kill her.  This realization made her feet start to shuffle again, and then she was running. She had a decent enough head-start that the man at the top of the stairs—a man with something like a mask wrapped around his head—wouldn’t be able to catch her if she hit the fire-exit hard enough and got it to open on the first try. 

But she missed one of the steps, her feet tangled, and she lurched. Her stomach rose as her feet left the ground, and then fell as she plummeted. She struck the metal barrier with the side of her head and hit the stone floor hard with her shoulder. Lights danced before her eyes and her head throbbed from the force of the impact, but adrenaline pumping through her veins kept the pain from becoming debilitating. 

She turned to her front, put her palms flat on the floor, and pushed herself up. The only thought racing through her mind was run, run, run. The fire escape wasn’t far. If she could only reach it, if she could get up and run fast enough and get past the door, the nightmare would be over. She wanted to scream, to expel the grogginess through her throat and regain control of her body. To push her legs as hard as they could go and rush at the little glowing red sign marked ‘Exit’, but her body felt like it weighed a ton. 

Then he was on her. The figure which had a moment ago been standing at the top of the stairs grabbed her by the neck and hurled her across the floor of the theater. Emily screamed as she flew, weightless, across the room, feeling the nauseating rise and fall of her stomach. She hit the ground hard and slid across it. A second later, her head struck an elevated platform with a hard thud. Stars exploded in front of her eyes, her skull felt like it had caved in at the side, and a warm sensation began to crawl down her cheek. 

Emily groaned as her stores of adrenaline began to ebb out like blood from a wound, and the fullness of the pain coursing through her made itself known. Blackness was closing, pressing like a veil over her eyes. The man, this hulking, powerful shape in the center of the auditorium, had turned toward her and was advancing. 

A gloved black hand closed around Emily’s face. She tried to scream again, but the urge wasn’t strong enough to translate into action. Fingers of cold drilled into her face, her skull, and her heart. As darkness came and this alien cold took over, she knew, the nightmare wasn’t ending; it had only just begun. 
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CHAPTER ONE

Trapper
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THE INTRUDER WAS HIDING in the back room, and it had killed all the lights in the building. Alice Werner approached the door at the end of the hall, stepping lightly—more out of habit than as part of any kind of strategy—and breathing calm, long breaths. This wasn’t her first rodeo, but even experienced riders weren’t exempt from the pre-game jitters. 

The owners of Mack’s Pub, a couple of old-bloods who identified more with their Irish roots than the American soil they were born on, had never seen the intruder, but they knew it had taken residence in the store room like a rabid possum. Alice was the person called when the weird and otherworldly required eviction or extermination. The two most important words in this particular case were intruder and now. 

She knew two things. Number one, the thing which had been upturning kegs of beer, ripping pipes right out of the ceiling, and slamming the door to the store room at all hours, was just as much pissed off as it was unwelcome. The second thing was the intruder had only recently started making a mess of the place, so it was likely to be some poor, angry new kid on the block, or an old, nasty haunt freshly awoken from a century old sleep.

Having committed herself to a lazy day when she had woken up this morning, Alice hoped for the former.

“Is this the room?” Alice asked, in a low, almost whispered voice.

Mack and Sherry Byrne had walked Alice as far as the corridor leading to the store room, but had stopped at the mouth of the hallway and looked like statues—frozen in time, and deaf to Alice’s words. She frowned and tried again. 

“Is this it?” she asked, pointing to the door at the end of the hall and speaking a little louder. There were two other doors in the hall, one of them probably led to a kitchen, the other to an office. All of the doors were closed, though the one at the end of the hall looked pretty worse for wear. Thin, jagged lines expanded in a spider web pattern around a central point of impact, but the wood was bent outwards suggesting it had been hit from the inside. Enough force had been put into the blow to cause the wood to chip and crack in some places, and the paint to flake off and collect on the ground in front of the door. 

What the hell hit this? Alice thought.

“That’s it,” Mack said, but before he could say anything else, Sherry said “Don’t get too close.”

One of Alice’s eyebrows came up in an automatic, quizzical gesture. “Didn’t you hire me to get close?” 

The couple gave no response. Sherry looked like she was one sharp breath away from a panic attack. She was turning a rosary over in her hands so fast it looked like she was rubbing her palms, her eyes were red and puffy from tears, recent and old, and she was muttering something that could’ve been the Lord’s Prayer. 

Alice set her backpack on the ground and cracked her knuckles. Unzipping the backpack, she removed a smaller bag from within and pulled a peculiar looking old Polaroid Instant Camera out. The hairs on her arms stood on end as she carefully handled the machine, an instrument so old it had been taking pictures since before she was born.

The camera was black all over and had a matte finish. A red stripe ran across the top with the word ‘Trapper’ written in black paint. Feeling cool to the touch, it seemed to almost hum in her hand, as if singing with delight—if such a thing was even possible. Alice flicked the camera on, waited for a second, and brought it up to eye level.

“You’re going to take our picture, now?” Mack asked. 

Alice spun around and saw him through the eye of the camera. Aside from the trigger button, the camera had a slider toggle on the side. One setting read “REF,” the other read “MAT”. It was always set to REF because setting it to MAT and accidentally triggering it with a human in view wasn’t something she wanted to risk doing. Alice double checked—REF. Concentrating her will into the camera, Mack and Sherry’s forms suddenly seemed to shimmer as if seen through water, like swimming shadows in the gloomy darkness of the corridor. Then they disappeared. 

When she was looking through the eye of her camera, it was as if she had become a part of the camera itself. Her field of vision wasn’t constricted to a tiny square of light, but rather expanded so that she could see more of the world than she could with the naked eye.

“No,” Alice said, “I’m going to take its picture.” 

“Is... that how you... do it?”

Alice lowered the camera and let the smile come naturally to her face. “Do what?” 

“How you, you know, deal with these things.” 

“I don’t think a pair of good, church-going Catholics such as yourselves really want to know the answer to that question. Best leave the Necromancy to the heathens, as it says in the Bible.”  

“You know the Bible?” 

“You sound surprised.” 

Something smashed on the other side of the door. Sherry jumped and made a sound half way between a laugh and a cry before hiding behind her husband. Mack’s eyebrows met in the middle and he clenched his jaw. The sound hadn’t startled Alice, but it had set her body alight with anticipation and excitement. The drums of war had started beating.

“That thing’s been causing us nothing but trouble,” Mack said through gritted teeth. “I don’t care how you do it, just get rid of it.” 

Alice nodded. She reached for the door and let her hand rest on the knob. Icy to the touch. “Whatever happens, whatever you hear,” she said, “Don’t open this door.”

I’ve always wanted to say that, she thought, and she didn’t check for Mack’s reaction as she turned the knob and pushed on the door. It swung open, croaking loudly on its hinges like a fat toad in a swamp, and revealed the dark room beyond. A cool, stale breath which reeked of old beer, wet wood, and burnt electrics rode out to greet her, but she pressed on and swept inside. As soon as the door closed, she understood two more things about the thing taking residence in this room. 

She wasn’t welcome here. Despite it being the intruder, it had made this place its home—a place of rest, a lair. Who wants a stranger stepping into the place where you sleep? She was also beginning to understand, judging by the slowly rising electric charge in the air, that it was aware of not only her presence, but also her power... and it hated her for both of those reasons. 

“Alright,” she said into the darkness, in an almost casual way. “I know you’re in here, we both know you’re not supposed to be here, so why don’t you just pack your shit and leave?”

She heard a sound from the other side of the room, like a chair scraping across a floor. The only illumination in the room was a rectangle of light filtering in from a small window high up on one of the walls. Dusk was settling outside, and the shaft of pale, orange light was cutting a clean set of lines in an angle across the room. But she couldn’t see what chair had moved, or where it had moved to. 

“C’mon, man,” she said, “We both have stuff to do. Can’t you just get out?” No points for trying, but she figured she would attempt the easy approach first.

Silence followed, but her heart was starting to pick up the pace. Alice brought Trapper up to her eye and looked through it. She made a scan of the room, first left and then right, and settled on a corner of the room in which shadows seemed to congregate like flies on a corpse. There were boxes on the floor there, and a set of tall shelves which had been knocked over, their contents nowhere to be seen. Alice concentrated, blinked, and the shadows lightened to reveal... a shape. It was human, but it also wasn’t. The angles and dimensions were all wrong; the shoulders too hunched, and arms so long that the hands—if they were hands—almost seemed to drag across the floor. 

If she hadn’t known she was looking for a human, it could have been mistaken for a large ape.

“There you are,” she said, “Aren’t you a handsome devil?” and she moved her finger to the trigger, but the shape bolted before she could press the button, flying across the room in a blur. Alice spun around and attempted to find it again, but the thing was slippery. It smashed through what was left of a wooden table, sending an explosion of splinters in all directions like shrapnel from a grenade. Alice covered her eyes and turned away to shield herself from the spray. She took a step back and her foot came down on an inconveniently placed bottle of wine. The ground rolled underfoot and the world tilted, but she stuck a hand out and held herself against a wall. 

“Okay,” she said once she had recovered. She kicked the bottle aside. “That wasn’t cool.” Her heart was beating hard, now. Not from what she had seen through the eye of the camera, but from the thought of having almost fallen over. The floor was wet and sticky with beer, and there were pieces of broken glass and splintered wood everywhere. Forget that.

“See this?” she asked, holding the camera in front of her chest. “Do you know what this is?” 

A can of beer came hurtling out of the darkness, but Alice saw it and twirled out of its path before it could strike her. It slammed against a wall with a loud boom, and the beer came spitting out in all directions like a tiny fire hose. “I don’t think you know what exactly this camera is,” Alice said, continuing as if nothing had happened, “That’s okay, you don’t have to know what this is or does. All you need to know is that you may have given the grim reaper the slip and managed to hold on after you passed, but you won’t slip by me and this camera. I’m the one they send to clean up stragglers like you.”

She felt her chest tighten, as if someone had poked a hole in the room and all the oxygen was being sucked out. “I know,” Alice said, “I know you want me out. But this isn’t your place, and you need to leave. I can help you do that. I can help you cross.” A bottle rolled along the floor. She wasn’t sure if this was the same bottle she had almost stumbled over a moment ago or a different one, but the sound had come from somewhere nearby, which meant the thing was nearby too. Alice chose not to raise her camera.

There were two ways she could deal with this thing. She could trap it, or she could reason with it. Some spirits were less willing to talk than others, but whenever she could get one of them to leave without having to use her camera, everybody won. Other times, trapping a spirit was all she could do if she wanted to get the job done; and when you’re getting paid to do something, the end result is all that matters. But using her camera was taxing, and if she could get away without using it, she would.
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