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      A Ghost Bride at Sligo Cemetery begs Father Declan to help free her grief-stricken father, who has languished earthbound in their family vault for 150 years. But when the priest descends into the cold, damp mausoleum, he provokes an ancient adversary that threatens to make this a one-way crossing.
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      Father Declan O’Shea lifted his paintbrush from the plastic bucket of Holy Water and shook the blessed liquid over Sligo Cemetery’s green field of unmarked graves. He watched through his spiritual gift of Insight as shambling shards and partially emerged shreds of the long-forgotten dead crackled and fizzed away beneath his Irish Setter Soft Paw waterproof oxford shoes.

      No ritual was required. He was simply dissipating residual memories and emotions that lingered in the deteriorating etheric husks of the hastily buried. Though generally harmless, if untended, the thrashing and lurching bits and echoes of scattered memory could accumulate and become hosts for unclean spirits.

      Shades with expressionless faces, filmy phantoms, and wretched non-corporeal zombies rose up from the turf and surrounded him, drawn to the vitality of his life force. As one of very few religious who could actually see the remnants and revenants, Father Declan felt it his sacred duty to put them to rest.

      He perceived no earthbound souls here, only the energetic detritus, refuse, and rubbish left behind by the long-since departed.

      Paranormal investigators often mistook these echoes and impressions for ghosts, seeking to strike up conversations with them.

      But Father Declan knew better.

      The priest felt no shame for the cheapness of his makeshift aspergillum and aspersorium, purchased at the Centra convenience store on Castle Street. The brush and bucket weren’t important. It was all about the exorcized and blessed Holy Water.

      Father Declan dipped and sprinkled high, low, left, and right, making the Sign of the Cross. At the touch of the salted and sanctified water, another clutch of pitiful shades sizzled and melted into inert ectoplasm. Then, with scarcely a sigh, they crumbled into dust.

      He’d only covered a third of the poor Catholic section of Sligo Cemetery, containing the remains of thousands of victims from the 1830s Cholera epidemic.

      Wash, rinse, repeat.

      Except it was growing dark and he was running low on Holy Water.

      A particularly nasty-looking revenant approached, floating over from his left. Jaw gaping, skeletal neck bent at an impossible angle, and bony ectoplasmic fingers extended, the etheric husk had no legs beneath its tattered waist. It picked up speed as it drew closer.

      Father Declan wasn’t sure if the semi-sentient shade meant to attack him or if it was crying out for release.

      Not that it mattered.

      The priest dashed the last of the Holy Water into the undead creature’s face and watched as the zombie wraith melted away, top to bottom. The pool of ectoplasmic goo leached its moisture into the sod and what remained disintegrated into dust, invisible even to his Insight.

      “Rest in peace, whoever you were, and wherever you are,” Father Declan whispered.

      The priest in Franciscan habit arched his back and rolled his shoulders, feeling ligaments pop. It had been a long day, what with officiating the marriage of Rían and Eileen O’Hara, whom he’d introduced during his mission to unbind the earthbound spirit known as The Dangling Steeplejack at Sligo Cathedral. He’d have a long walk in the dark back to the posh Glasshouse Hotel, where he suspected the wedding reception was still going strong.

      Father Declan knew from experience that newlyweds and their friends welcomed clergy to pronounce the blessing at the reception, maybe even stay for the meal, but were expected to discreetly disappear before the drinking and dancing escalated into inevitable and excessive revelry. He planned to be snug in his bed long before that happened. Still, he was glad he’d snuck out. It gave him time to tend and cleanse a portion of the potter’s field.

      A nearly translucent figure in white bobbed across the grass from the direction of the rich Catholic section of the cemetery. It headed straight for him. Possibly one of the classic Lady in White specters that seemed to manifest in haunted castles and manor houses the length and breadth of Ireland. He’d encountered Eleanora at Drimnagh in Dublin, and Lady Lenora at Malahide, but hadn’t yet made the acquaintance of Sabina at Killarney’s Ross Castle.

      Father Declan sighed and grasped the paint brush. Both brush and bucket were merely damp. Not enough Holy Water to wring out even a drop. He reached through the slit in the side of his russet brown habit and into his trouser pocket, fumbling for the plastic Holy Water bottle.

      His everyday carry also included a brass pyx of consecrated Hosts, a glass vial of Holy Oil, a battery-powered pocket torch, and a disposable lighter. He also found the torn paper wrappers from a couple salt packets he’d picked up at the Centra convenience store, a necessary ingredient for consecrating his bucket of Holy Water. One paper salt packet remained unopened.

      Father Declan shook the Holy Water bottle and found it was nearly empty. He’d used it to “seed” the bucket.

      The phantom was on him before he could flip the nozzle, anyway. Her gossamer touch chilled him to the bone.

      Father’s Declan’s breath came out in a foggy vapor. Frost formed on the grass at his feet.

      He stepped back, inspecting her more closely with his Insight. Not just a Lady in White. A comparatively rare Ghost Bride. Like the one that haunted Charles Fort in Kinsale, only less self-absorbed.

      This bride was fully formed, too, from the lacy veil which obscured her pale, broad-cheeked face, to the weedy wedding dress stretched over broad hips, and white slippers with single pearl buttons on the sides. She clasped a wedding bouquet, or perhaps funeral lilies to her ample bosom.

      Either she was freshly dead or something else had energized and preserved her etheric shell. Unnaturally strong emotions like guilt or hatred, or sometimes unfinished business could do that. His Insight revealed the girl’s soul was still intact and mostly pure.

      Earthbound.

      Good friar, do you help only the destitute, or would you serve the suffering wealthy as well?

      Fully sentient. Conversational. Confrontational. So like the privileged. In both life and death, they expected to have their way.

      Father Declan sighed and nodded, realizing he wouldn’t be crawling into bed at The Glasshouse anytime soon. “How may I be of assistance, child?”

      It’s my Da. The voice came into his Insight loud, clear, and insistent. He’s trapped in our family tomb.
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      Father Declan’s pulse sped up. If the father of this Ghost Bride was living, he might be in mortal danger. The man could starve, or go mad entombed amongst the dead. He shuddered, shook it off, and picked up his pace.

      “Show me the way.”

      The Ghost Bride nodded, turned, and floated off toward the section of the cemetery reserved for rich Catholics. In the 19th century, a cemetery that was unaffiliated with a church was deemed too secular a resting place for the faithful. They preferred the crowded graveyard at the cathedral. But then wealthy Protestant merchants started buying up the most desirable real estate. A capitalistic competitive spirit took over, and now several prominent Catholic families boasted  spacious vaults at Sligo Cemetery.

      The most opulent of which was the sizable black limestone mausoleum built by the fabulously wealthy shipping magnate and benefactor of the cathedral, Peter O’Connor.

      Whose only daughter, Father Declan realized with a shiver, tragically died a month before her nuptials and was buried in her wedding dress. Back in 1872.

      The Ghost Bride.

      Which meant her father had shuffled off his mortal coil at least a century and a half ago.

      Trapped in a tomb, indeed.

      Father Declan slowed his pace and finally stopped.

      The Ghost Bride continued on for a short distance, realized the priest was no longer following, spun and flew back to him, her translucent face hovering in front of his. He felt the hairs in his nose freeze and his eyes stung from the cold.

      Why aren’t you coming? My Da needs your help.

      “Mary Ellen? Mary Ellen O’Connor?”

      The Ghost Bride faltered. He saw her spectral eyes roll up in their sockets as she thought.

      Yes, I think so.

      Ghosts were sometimes forgetful. The grave often carries with it a kind of detachment from details.

      “Mary Ellen, I hate to break it to you, but your father is dead. He passed a long time ago.”

      The ghost of Mary Ellen O’Connor bristled, and the temperature dropped five degrees.

      I know that! Do you take me for some kind of eejit?

      “No, not a whit,” Father Declan said, shivering from her ire’s icy blast. “Maybe a little confused, is all. It happens all the time to people who are…erm…who are….”
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