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      Are you afraid of the dark?

      My response was always: don’t be.

      Be afraid of the things in the darkness.

      Darkness gets a bad rap.

      There are good things about darkness. It covers things like a thick, soft blanket. Makes it easier to hide. Sometimes it covers ugliness. Sometimes it covers loneliness or sorrow.

      So darkness itself isn’t bad.

      But like I said, there are sometimes things hiding in the darkness. Some of those things can kill you. That’s not the fault of the darkness. If anything, darkness is neutral.

      Well, that’s what I thought before the events I’m going to relate to you. Looking back, I was a fool.

      If you were to ask me now, I’d tell you to definitely be afraid of the darkness.
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      Let’s go back to happier times.

      Before the nightmare began.

      For me, the events started on a cool Tuesday in December with a phone call.

      “Hey, hot stuff,” Vicki Emerson said when I answered.

      I was at Kelly’s dojo only a few miles east of Vicki’s shop. Kelly insisted I get back into regular training. Now my bruises had bruises, but it felt good to advance my skills.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” I said, trying to sound normal.

      “Have you been out running?” Vicki asked. “You sound like you’re out of breath.”

      “No,” I said, and leaned against the cool cinderblock wall. It faced the front of the dojo so I could look out through the window to the parking lot and traffic crawling by on Colfax.

      Kelly came up behind me and said, “I’ve been kicking his ass up one side of the dojo and down the other. If he tells you otherwise, he’s lying.”

      “Hi, Kelly,” Vicki said. “Don’t hurt him too much. We’re supposed to go see Chris Isaak at the Paramount tonight.”

      “You’re in for a treat,” Kelly said. “He puts on an amazing show.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “I’ll let you have your privacy now,” Kelly said. “Just wanted to say hi.” She gave me a smile of approval because she was glad things were working out with me and Vicki, then stepped onto her office to get ready for class. She had a new group of self-defense students referred to her by a local battered women’s shelter, and their first meeting was that afternoon.

      “Just us now,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “One of my clients may need your brand of help,” she said. “She thinks the house she rented is haunted.”

      “Cool.”

      “Not cool if you live there.”

      “We’ll get it sorted out. Restless spirits. No problem.” Famous last words.

      “She works downtown, so if you can meet her at Frank’s Deli for lunch, that would be great.”

      “Are you seriously riffing on Office Space to me?”

      She laughed. “Not intentionally, but it’s your fault. You’re the one who insisted we watch it. Let me give you Wendy’s number so you can set a time.”

      I took down the number then flirted a bit. We were still “in the new” with the relationship and we couldn’t get enough of each other. Just being around her made me smile.

      When we hung up, I placed a call to Wendy and she said she couldn’t get out until 1:00. It was only 11:15, so I had time to go home, take a shower and change.
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      Esther was at my place teasing Crichton and Aeryn, the Siamese cats who lived with me. They were psychic cats, but evidently, they couldn’t predict when a ghost would appear. Esther liked to make herself pop visible when either of the cats got the zoomies.

      This time it was Crichton. As he darted across the room, Esther appeared in his path with only her head sticking out of the floor.

      “Boo!” she said.

      Crichton skidded to a stop, and batted at her face as she darted forward to pass through him.

      Aeryn jumped onto the dining room table to avoid the advancing ghost, and meowed. Esther rose up through the table inside of Aeryn.

      “It’s all berries, kitty cat,” Esther said and spun around like a ballerina as she stepped out of the table.

      Aeryn hissed at her.

      Crichton growled.

      I caught the tail end of it and shook my head. “You get them riled up and they take it out on me,” I said.

      Crichton was so focused on Esther, he hadn’t heard me come in, so he jumped into the air and spun around, tail all fluffed. He charged me and scratched my leg as he passed.

      Fortunately, it was December and I wore blue jeans so the claws didn’t rake my flesh.

      “Crichton, buddy,” I said. “You know Esther.”

      Esther laughed. “I scared him right out of his cat’s pajamas.”

      I shook my head, but ghosts deserve to have some fun, too. “We may have a haunting to handle this afternoon,” I said.

      “Sounds ducky.”

      I gave her my best Donald Duck quack, and she rolled her eyes.

      I get that a lot.
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        * * *

      

      Esther decided to wait in the car for the initial meeting at the deli. Since Wendy suspected her house was haunted, she might be sensitive enough to pick up on Esther’s presence. Better for me to make first contact alone.

      Esther sat in the front seat of my black Trans Am with my laptop open so she could listen to music. She was currently obsessed with “Drastic Symphonies” a Def Leppard album with some of their best-known songs performed with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. I liked it, too.

      If anyone happened by and saw an open laptop on the front passenger seat, she’d make herself visible and scare them more than the cats.

      Wendy was dressed in a nice business suit, black blazer over a black skirt with a maroon shirt, and black high heels. Her light brown hair spilled over her shoulders. She spotted me as she approached the restaurant. The wind was chilly, but she hadn’t worn a heavy coat.

      I wore my black jacket and a nice charcoal T-shirt with black jeans. While waiting outside the deli, I’d been plucking cat hairs off the jacket. With two cats, that was a full-time job.

      “Are you Jonathan Shade?” she asked.

      “I am,” I said. “You must be Wendy Soul.”

      She shook my hand. She parted her hair in the middle, and based on the gray roots, it was probably time to color it again. She looked tired. Maybe she didn’t have time, or had decided to grow it out and not worry about it anymore. I didn’t know, and I certainly didn’t mention it. I only noticed the gray because Vicki wore a black wig with a striking white stripe in the middle for work.

      I held the door for Wendy and she entered the deli.

      We went through the line, ordered sandwiches and drinks, and I paid for them.

      “I should—“ she said.

      But I shook my head. “My pleasure,” I said.

      “Thank you, but I really should at least buy your meal.”

      We carried our food to an open table. Frank’s had black-and-white pictures of various politicians and actors from the 1940s to the 1960s. Ike with a big smile. JFK with a big smile. LBJ with no expression at all. Marilyn Monroe, Jackie Robinson, Martin Luther King, Jr., Gandhi, Bogie and Bacall. Ingrid Bergman looking gorgeous from Casablanca.

      The music was all crooners all the time. Lots of Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, and Sammy Davis, Jr.

      “My friend Vicki suggested I talk to you,” Wendy said. “She said you deal with weird things all the time.”

      “She’s right,” I said. “What seems to be the problem?”

      “I don’t really believe in all the psychic stuff,” Wendy said. “But Vicki seems to get me, you know?”

      “I’ll grant you that lot of mediums are just really good at reading people,” I said. “The ones who rip people off aren’t cool. Those who help people are okay. Vicki is the best.”

      “Do you believe in the supernatural?” she asked.

      “I believe there are natural things that seem supernatural because not everyone has to deal with them.”

      “Ghosts?”

      “There are a variety of ghosts,” I said. “You have your standard poltergeists who make noise and knock things off shelves. Think of them as loud cat ghosts.”

      She chuckled, but still looked tired.

      She took a bite of her sandwich, and I kept talking.

      “There are ghosts with unfinished business—they tend to appear to people they think might be able to help them. There are reflections—energy caught in a loop where something terrible happened. They just repeat, but are harmless. You can see some of them in Galveston if you know where to look.”

      “I’ve been to Dallas and Austin, but never Galveston. Sorry. You were telling me about ghosts.”

      “There are ghosts that maintain their personalities, though they often find a reason to move on. And there are also malevolent spirits,” I said. “They can actually do harm, and need to be eradicated.”

      “Assuming the evil spirits are real, how much does it cost to get rid of them?”

      She looked so tired I didn’t crack any ghostbuster jokes. Hey, a guy can grow.

      “It varies,” I said, “but the inspection is free. I can check it out tomorrow if that works for you.”

      She shook her head. “I have to work. Can we set it up for Saturday morning? The kids will be spending the night with friends on Friday and won’t get home until after three.”

      “Sure,” I said. “You okay until then? I only ask because you look exhausted.”

      “I haven’t been sleeping well, but that started before we moved. My husband passed away two months ago. Cancer.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “It’s been hard,” she said. “My son, Edward. He’s… It’s been rough for him. Really rough. But he’s been trying to be the man of the house. Cassie cries every night. That’s my daughter.”

      “How old are they?”

      “Cassie is ten. Edward is thirteen.”

      I nodded. “They had the rug pulled out from under them. You did, too. And people handle grief in different ways.”

      She nodded and grabbed a paper napkin from the dispenser so she could dab at her eyes. “I stopped wearing mascara because I got tired of looking like Alice Cooper.”

      “Alice is cool, but probably not a good look at a legal firm.”

      “Exactly,” she said and gave me a weak smile.

      “So tell me about the house. What have you experienced?”

      “I’m not sure how to answer that.”

      “Things that make you think it’s haunted,” I said. “You know. Doors opening by themselves? Water faucets turning on without anyone near them? Noises? Voices?”

      “Voices mostly. We’ve heard sounds from the attic, but I figured it was squirrels. They forage for food even in December, and if they have a way inside, a warm attic beats a tree any day.”

      “True. Tell me about the voices.”

      “Some moaning in the basement, but that could be wind outside. If I’m honest, mostly we feel a deep sense of foreboding in the house. Cassie says something talks to her at night telling her to do bad things to herself or her brother, but she’s a kid with a vivid imagination.”

      “Does she have an imaginary friend who might not be so imaginary?” I asked.

      “She’s never talked about anything like that. The place just creeps me out. Edward thinks it’s nothing, but he’s thirteen. I mentioned it to Vicki, and she said it wouldn’t hurt to have someone look into it.”

      We talked a bit more, and I agreed to show up on Saturday morning. I gave her my card in case anything happened before then.

      Part of me still wonders if I should have insisted on checking it out on Wednesday. But I didn’t know how bad it was going to be.

      Would it have mattered?

      I had no way of knowing.
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      Saturday rolled around as Saturdays do. Vicki spent the night, but had to go to her shop, the Medium Rare, to meet a client for a tarot reading at 10:00. The cats took to Vicki right away. They were excellent judges of character.

      Before Vicki left for the day, we embraced and kissed a lot. We’d pull apart, but then come back together every time we had to go our separate ways for the day. She felt good in my arms and I didn’t want to let her go. We smiled goofy smiles at each other, and said sappy things to each other.

      I couldn’t get enough of her.

      “Sing me a song,” she said.

      I’m not much of a singer, but Vicki claimed to like my voice so I sang to her at the end of each date or night together. Tuesday, I’d gone with “The Best I Ever Had” by Chris Isaak because we’d just seen the concert and he hadn’t performed that particular song.

      Thursday, I sang “Can’t Help Falling in Love” because Elvis is always a good choice.

      Saturday morning, I went with “Until I Found You” by Stephen Sanchez.

      She kissed me again, started to leave, and I pulled her back for yet another kiss. This could have gone on a while, but she had her client, and I needed to see if Wendy Soul’s house was actually haunted.

      I couldn’t stop smiling as I grabbed my jacket.

      Esther popped into sight. I’d initially worried she might be jealous of Vicki because Esther adored me. But Esther was happy for me. She liked Vicki a lot.

      “One of these days, you’re going to slap a handcuff on her.”

      By handcuff, she meant a wedding ring.

      Vicki felt right for me. We’d only been dating for three weeks, but I didn’t even wave off Esther’s comment because I could actually see a future with Vicki. I liked who I was when I was with her. I liked the way her nose wrinkled when she tried to wink. The way she sometimes snorted when she laughed. The way she grumbled in the morning before she had her coffee.

      “We’ll see,” I said.

      Esther raised a ghostly eyebrow.

      I just smiled because I couldn’t stop smiling.

      It was like I’d been waiting until I met Vicki for my life to begin, and that told me the next song I needed to sing to her was Foreigner’s “Waiting for a Girl Like You.”

      Yes, she liked older music the same way I did. She liked new stuff, too. She played a lot of Taylor Swift, Beyonce, Billie Eilish, and even Sabrina Carpenter. But she liked Fleetwood Mac, Boston, Metallica, and Iron Maiden, too.

      “Are we going to leave anytime today?” Esther asked.

      I laughed. “Sorry, I got lost there for a second.”

      “You’re doing that a lot.”

      “She makes me happy,” I said.

      Esther nodded, and for a moment I worried that she might get upset about it, but she said, “I’m glad.” And it sounded like she meant it.
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      Wendy lived in the Cheesman Park neighborhood, which was especially popular in LBGTQ+ circles. They tended to have parades and celebrations for the community. I found the address, and it was close to actual Cheesman Park, which used to be a cemetery. The likelihood of ghosts in the house went way up.

      The house itself was a nice Gothic place of dark brick. Some of the bricks were blackened by fire at some point in its history. Other than that, it didn’t look inhospitable. It fit right in with the other houses on the block.

      I parked at the curb in front of the house, and Esther phased through the car door and darted up to the porch before I’d even shut off the engine.

      She waited for me.

      As I climbed the steps to the porch, Wendy opened the door. She wore a blue Denver Broncos sweatshirt and gray yoga pants.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said. “Please come inside.”

      She didn’t notice Esther, so she wasn’t that sensitive to spirits.

      “No problem,” I said.

      As soon as we entered, I felt a dark weight settle on my shoulders. Esther frowned. “I don’t think we should be here. This place gives me the creeps.”

      I didn’t see any ghosts other than Esther, and while the place looked harmless, I knew there was something in the air. Something malevolent permeated the place.

      “Do you have any tools or devices to hook up?” Wendy asked.

      “No,” I said. “Just give me the ten-cent tour and I’ll see if I sense anything.” Well, anything else, but I didn’t want to say that right away.

      “Maybe this was a mistake,” she said.

      “Have you watched any ghost hunter TV shows?” I asked.

      “A few,” she admitted.

      “Let me guess. They had EMF devices, recorders, and video cameras, so you expect me to do that, too?”

      She hesitated. “Maybe?”

      I gave her a gentle smile. “Meters that detect an electromagnetic field, or EMF, look great on TV because the hunters can get the needle to spike by going near an outlet.”

      She nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “I don’t need to record anything. I’m just doing an assessment.”

      She nodded. “I understand.”

      “It’s all right, Wendy. I’m a professional. Let’s just move through the house to start. Cool?”

      “All right,” she said, and I knew she thought it was a waste of time. “This is the living room.”

      “Tasteful,” I said nodding to the sofa set, coffee table, and flat screen TV. She had a few torch lamps. The dining room had a glass table with fancy silver chairs. The kitchen was small. Just a narrow walkway with a sink and counters on one side and the refrigerator, stove and microwave on the other. Cabinets above and below the counters.

      “There’s definitely something here,” Esther said. “I don’t want to check it out alone. I’m getting a really bad feeling about this.”

      I had a bad feeling, too, but if Esther was nervous, I knew it could be worse than I thought. Or she might be overreacting. She didn’t do that often, but she’d had some bad experiences in the past year—a congressman wizard who trapped her, and a secret society who pulled energy from her and then trapped her as well. She might just be skittish after all that.

      “Can I offer you a drink?” Wendy asked. “Coffee? Soda? Water?”

      “I’m good, thanks. Do you have a cast iron skillet?”

      “I do,” Wendy said. “Why?”

      “Will you get it, please?”

      She studied me for a moment. “I’ll repeat my question. Why?”

      “Just a precaution. Iron is good to help repel ghosts.  There’s a reason they use wrought iron fences around cemeteries. It keeps the ghosts in. So please get the skillet. I’d just like you to carry it with us.”

      “You feel something?”

      “It might be nothing,” I said. “But yes, the air in the house feels … heavy. But there’s a chance it’s just grief. A mother and two children mourning the loss of a husband and father.”

      She nodded, opened a cabinet beneath one of the counters, and pulled out a cast iron skillet.

      We moved into the family room, which doubled as a workout area. She had a piano with a wooden bench on one wall, a small weight set on the other, and a stationary bicycle by the fireplace. A yoga mat was rolled up and shoved onto a built-in bookshelf. I glanced at the books. Mostly legal books, history books, a few biographies, and some business classics.

      A narrow hallway led past a door to the basement and back around to the front door and the stairs to the second floor.

      “Basement first? Or upstairs?” She pointed with her free hand. She kept the skillet down by her right leg.

      “Upstairs,” I said.

      She led the way. I motioned for Esther to go ahead of us, but Esther shook her head.

      “I don’t want to go up there,” she said. “I don’t want to go into the basement either.”

      That wasn’t like her. She was a ghost. She couldn’t be hurt by other ghosts. She was already dead. It had to be the things she’d dealt with in the past year.

      “I need you to come with us,” I said.

      Wendy raised an eyebrow. “Us?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “Esther, please make yourself visible.”

      “Really?” Esther asked.

      “Really.”

      She sighed and willed herself to be visible.

      Wendy raised the skillet and I put up a hand.

      “It’s all right,” I said. “Esther is a friend.”

      Esther pointed at her. “Don’t be a maroon,” she said. “Put down the pan.”

      I pushed the skillet down. “No need to disperse her.”

      “And how,” Esther said.

      Wendy stared at Esther. “Is she a hologram?”

      Esther shook her head. “Don’t get full of prunes.”

      “Guess again,” I said, ignoring Esther’s comment.

      “Are you telling me she’s a real live ghost?”

      “I’ll grant you that she’s lively, but she’s not alive. Esther died in 1929. She’s one of the ghosts who retains personality.”

      “I’m plucky,” Esther said.

      “She’s nervous about going upstairs, though.”

      “But she can talk,” Wendy said.

      “Some ghosts can,” I said. “Normally she remains invisible and inaudible, but she can make herself seen and heard. Most ghosts can’t. It requires supreme focus.”

      “Something’s up there,” Esther said. “Or down in the basement. Or both.”

      “Something bad?” Wendy asked.

      Esther nodded. “Absolutely.”

      “Esther, can you just do a quick sweep?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not going up there alone.”

      “You can’t be hurt,” I said.

      Esther put her hands on her hips and glared at me. “Really? Just last month that witch in Paris blasted me out of her house, Reine trapped me in a ghost prison, and then I ran out of new episodes of The Good Wife.”

      “To be fair, that show ended years ago.”

      “Yeah, but I just found it.”

      I glanced at Wendy. “She binges TV shows at night while I’m sleeping.”

      Wendy stared at me. “I don’t know what to say to that.”

      I sighed. “I guess I’m taking point,” I said and started up the stairs. I stopped on the third step because a wave of sorrow swept over me, and somewhere in there, I felt something evil seeping through the ceiling. Something dark flowed out of the attic looking like an immaterial Grim Reaper.

      I turned to Wendy. “Maybe you should wait down here. And I think I’ll take that skillet.”
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      Wendy handed the cast iron skillet to me. It was black and heavy. I held it ready as I crept up the stairs. The darkness flowed through the ceiling into the attic.

      “Did you see that?” Esther asked.

      “I did,” I said. “Something checked us out.”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Wendy said.

      I spotted an access hatch to the attic in the hallway ceiling.

      I pulled the hatch down and stairs unfolded as it swung open. I climbed the stairs into the darkness.

      “Get out!” something yelled at me as I ascended.

      The ferociousness caught me off guard. The stench of rotten eggs blasted into my face, and a strong gust of wind blew my hair back. I leaned away from it.

      “Hey, Stinky,” I said. “You’re the one who needs to get out.”

      Something darker than the darkness surrounded me. An incredible sadness flowed through me.

      Kill yourself, a dark voice whispered into my mind.

      “I’ll pass,” I said, and dug in my pocket for my cellphone. I activated the flashlight and shone it around.

      The darkness retreated into the corner, then darted out of sight.

      In an instant the sadness was gone. I shook it off. I hadn’t felt that kind of sadness since dealing with a being that called itself Justice. Until I started seeing Vicki, I fought constant depression, but I had good coping mechanisms. Exercise, focusing on positive things, pretending to be upbeat even when deep down I felt ennui. I didn’t like the reminder, but I could handle it. And on the positive side, the nasty smell faded away.

      There were a bunch of cardboard boxes here and there. Some were labeled. Christmas decorations, Halloween decor, spring clothes, patterns, Rick’s stuff. The darkness slithered around the boxes.

      I stared at the darkness and it stared back.

      Dark eyes, lighter than the darkness itself, but still dark, held my gaze. As I stared, the eyes seemed to swirl around. It was mesmerizing.

      A whisper came out of the darkness and projected into my head. There’s no point in living. Give up.

      I just stared into those swirling dark eyes.

      And I kept staring.

      What was it?

      How could it be dispersed?

      I had the skillet, but the darkness kept its distance.

      “Don’t make me come over there and smack the shit out of you,” I said and twirled the skillet.

      The darkness advanced, looking like swirling smoke, but then a ghost shot out of the cloudy mass and charged.

      It screamed, “Die!”

      It was the spirit of an old man in a black suit that looked like it dated back to the 1870s. He wore a bowler hat and a string tie.

      I swung the skillet through the ghost and it cried out in fury as the iron swept it apart. It reformed, but shot back into the corner and disappeared, and the murky smoke wasn’t there anymore.

      Was that part an illusion? I didn’t know.

      I climbed the rest of the way up into the attic, and pulled a string attached to a hanging lightbulb. The light came on, and everything looked normal.

      I moved through the attic, but the ghost was gone now.

      I turned out the light and climbed down the steps to the hallway. I closed the attic, and went downstairs.

      “You definitely have a ghost,” I said.

      Wendy frowned. “You saw it?”

      “Him,” I said. “He’s a creepy old man who looks like he stepped out of the 19th century. I’m guessing he has unfinished business. I’ll do some research to see what I can learn about him.”

      Esther faded a bit to drop out of Wendy’s sight and hearing. She said, “What I’m feeling is more than a ghost.”

      “I want to check out the basement,” I said because Esther was right. The old man might be stronger than he looked. He’d pulled up that darkness to surround himself. I’d never seen a ghost do that before.

      “Follow me,” Wendy said, and led us to the hallway.

      She opened the door to the basement.

      “Cassie won’t go down there,” she said.

      “Did she feel something?”

      “No. She saw some spiders.”

      I grinned. “Imagine that. Spiders in a basement? That’s crazy talk.”

      Wendy smiled. She still looked tired, but at least spiders were normal.

      The iron skillet could double as a spider killer, though I usually let spiders live because they ate flies and other small pests.

      “I think I’ll wait here,” Esther said. “The basement creeps me out.”

      “It’s all good, Esther. Wendy, you can wait here, too. I’ll be right back.”

      “Why’d you have to say that?” Esther asked.

      “What do you mean?” Wendy asked.

      Esther turned to her. “Didn’t you see the Scream movies?”

      “I don’t watch horror movies. My mother made me watch The Exorcist on video when I was a little girl. It scarred me for life, which I think was her intent.”

      I laughed.

      “What?” Wendy asked.

      “The Exorcist is a comedy,” I said.

      She just looked at me like I was insane.

      Maybe I was.

      I left them to their movie talk. I spotted a light switch at the top of the stairs, so I flipped it. After all, it wouldn’t be good to trip and fall down the stairs after making a bad joke about horror flicks, especially one that scared the pants off most people. I went down the stairs into the basement.

      Everything looked normal. Concrete floor. A storage room. Washer and dryer with a shelf holding Tide detergent, softener, Bounce sheets, and bleach. An empty laundry basket sat on top of the washer along with a few stray socks and a small towel.

      There were more boxes stacked against the wall, and a ping pong table with one end up so Edward or Wendy could practice without a partner. A paddle held a ping pong ball in place on the green slate surface.

      Something dark moved around the hot water heater.

      “Hey, Casper, come out and play,” I said.

      The darkness shot up through the ceiling and out of sight.

      “Aw, you’re no fun,” I said.

      A loud rattling noise caught me off guard. I spun to see the old heater shaking as it kicked on.

      I took one last look around.

      The ghost probably went back to the attic.

      But something felt wrong down there.

      I figured it was Esther’s reaction more than anything else. She rarely hesitated to investigate things with me, and while I could see ghosts, Esther existed in their realm. I trusted her even though my initial thought was that she was overreacting. I wasn’t so sure anymore.

      But I couldn’t see anything down here right now.

      The darkness thing was weird. But ghosts can learn to manipulate things, too. Maybe the spirit was best buds with a poltergeist.

      I went back upstairs.

      Esther looked at me expectantly. “Well?”

      “Saw something dark down there, but the ghost wrapped himself with darkness up in the attic, too.”

      “What now?” Wendy asked.

      “I’ll go do some research on the house and former owners, tenants, anyone who might have died here. If it’s unfinished business, I’ll help the ghost move on.”

      “And if it’s not that?” Esther asked. “I don’t get the heebie-jeebies from other ghosts.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” I said. “Remember when we listened to the audiobook of The Shining and you said you’d never set foot in the Stanley Hotel?”

      Esther folded her arms. “That’s different.”

      “How so?”

      “It was fiction.”

      “So made-up stuff scares you, but real stuff doesn’t?”

      Wendy shook her head. “Hey, I made the mistake of reading a random Stephen King book once. That won’t happen again.”

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Pet Sematary.”

      “Nailed it in one. Our dog, Guido, died a few months after I read that book, and my husband wanted to bury him in the backyard. I refused. He laughed at me, but had the dog cremated. That book still haunts me.”

      “King’s a great writer,” I said.

      “The best. That’s why I have to be careful. Now I have friends tell me which books won’t give me nightmares. I can handle things like 11/22/63, which I loved, by the way.”

      I nodded. “Excellent book. Anyway, I’ll see what I can find out this afternoon. I might need to go to the assessor’s office, which won’t be open until Monday. Do you have relatives you can stay with? If not, I can arrange a hotel room for you and the kids.”

      “My parents are dead, my sister lives in Buffalo, and I can’t afford a hotel.”

      “Think of this as a business version of your Miranda rights. If you cannot afford a hotel, one will be appointed for you.”

      She grinned. “No thank you. We’ve made it for a few months. A few more days won’t kill us.”

      Esther’s eyes went wide. “Don’t say it that way!”

      I laughed. “Esther, it’s a figure of speech.”

      “I know that, but she shouldn’t say that.”

      Wendy shifted uncomfortably.

      “Wendy,” I said. “If anything happens, you have my number. I’m serious. I can cover the cost of a hotel stay for you and the kids while I deal with the ghost.”

      “The last guy lived here for twenty years. We’ll be fine. But thank you, and yes, I have your number. I don’t want you paying for anything, but if Cassie gets scared, I’ll swallow my pride and give you a call.”

      Esther and I said our goodbyes and went out to my car. Esther stepped through the door and started to sit, but then rose up so her head passed through the T-tops. She stared at the house.

      “Do you see that?” she asked, and pointed.

      I stared over the top of the car at the house. It looked normal to me. “See what?”

      “Maybe it’s my imagination,” Esther said.

      “What do you see?”

      “It’s like the house has an aura. A wavering aura that breathes in light and spits out darkness.”

      “You’ve been talking to Vicki,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

      Esther turned away from the house to look at me. “She’s been telling me about auras.”

      “Of course she has,” I said, and made sure not to roll my eyes because I didn’t want to upset Esther. Vicki believed a lot of the New Age stuff, though she often had her own interpretation of it. Sometimes she was right. Most of the time, it was just nonsense.

      “She told me there are seven aural planes. The physical, the emotional, and some others I don’t remember. But that house has an aura. I can see it.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t see anything.”

      “You should talk to her about auras.”

      “I’d rather talk to her about getting away for a weekend in Florida. Just her and me.”

      “You can do that, too.”

      I grinned. “If you tell me to multi-task, I’m not going to let you watch Ted Lasso again.”

      “But that’s my favorite show! Roy Kent is my spirit animal.”

      I laughed and did my best impression of the character by deepening my voice. “Fuuuuuudge.”

      Esther laughed and did her own version, but she didn’t say fudge.
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