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“I’m sorry, but because of our advances in our research at St. Matthew’s, I’ll be coming home late. My co-workers and I think it may have some connection to the unknown.”

His father’s final words rang through Luke’s head like the toll of a funeral bell, distant and haunting. He could still feel the cold plastic of the telephone against his pierced ear. It was as if he were still in the middle of what he never imagined would be their last conversation, just three days ago, rather than spacing out through another drab chemistry lecture.

Resting his chin on his folded arms, he gazed out the window, blurred by raindrops dripping down the glass. He’s still out there somewhere. He’s gotta be.

It wasn’t until his friend sitting next to him shook his arm that Luke noticed all his peers’ eyes glued to him, like they were expecting him to do something. Anything other than space out.

“Mr. Reed, I’ll ask you one more time, what is the answer to question number twenty-six?” Mr. Mendoza said, tapping the whiteboard with his marker.

Luke froze, blinking a few times before speaking. “I, uh...” He stared down at the blank sheet of paper on his desk, last night’s assignment he’d been too anxious to finish. “I don’t know, sorry.”

Giggles broke throughout the class while Mr. Mendoza sighed. “Mr. Reed, are you paying attention, or do I need to call your parents?”

“I’m fine,” Luke said. He sat up straighter, the bottom of his black coat dragging along the carpet. But if you could call my dad and see if he’s home, that’d be great.

He glanced at his friend, who mouthed, Are you okay? Without answering, Luke looked away from him over at the other side of the room, where a girl wearing cat ears stared at him from behind thick, side-swept bangs. When she noticed his gaze, she blushed and returned to scribbling in her notebook.

At the sound of the bell, Luke swung his backpack onto his shoulder, eager to leave. Three periods finished, three more to go before he could go home to what he hoped to be good news about his father.

“Hey, wait up!” his friend called, hurrying down the hall after him. “What’s the rush?”

“Oh, sorry, Aaron,” Luke muttered, waiting for the boy to catch up. “I’ve been really out of it today.”

“No kidding,” Aaron huffed, straightening his floppy dark hair on the walk to their lockers. “Dad stuff again?”

“Yeah,” Luke said with a nod. “Dad stuff.”

“Have they found him or the other investigators yet?”

“Nope. They can’t really do much without any leads.” He sighed, opening his locker and swapping out his textbooks. “There haven’t been any signs of them anywhere.”

“That’s not good,” Aaron said, furrowing his brow.

“Right? I haven’t slept since he went missing. I tried to last night, but I had this weird dream and I couldn’t go back to sleep afterward.” Luke narrowed his hazel eyes. “It was all dark and there was this voice all like, I’m waiting for you. I dunno whose voice it was, or if it even meant anything, but it was really weird.”

“Stress always gives me weird dreams. I wouldn’t let that add onto all the other crap bugging you.” Slamming his locker shut, Aaron peeked over at Luke’s. “Do you have any eyeliner with you? My sister caught me stealing hers again.” He rubbed his eyes and groaned. “My eyelids feel nakey, help me!”

“Yeah, hold on.” Reaching into his backpack, Luke jumped with surprise when he noticed the cat-eared girl standing mere inches from him. “H-hey, Mitchy.”

“Um, uh... Hi, Luke,” Mitchy mumbled, hiding her gaze behind her ebony hair. Clutching her notebook, she rocked on the soles of her sneakers. “You, um... Y-your hair looks really nice today.”

“You think so?” Luke ran a hand over the tips of his teased, sandy-brown hair. “I was kinda in a rush this morning, but thanks. I started using that one spray that comes in the big black can with the orange letters. I can’t remember the name off the top of my head, but it holds really well.”

“Oh, well, um... It looks great. I mean, you look great. I-I mean you always do, but...”

Aaron covered his mouth with his palm, which was covered by a fingerless black glove, to hold back laughter.

“Thanks,” Luke said, glancing at the anime character on Mitchy’s t-shirt. “Is that Commander Mars? I remember seeing that show on TV when I was a kid, but I never really watched it.”

“Um...” A folded piece of paper peeked out from between Mitchy’s shaking hands. “Th-this is for you. I, um... I noticed you didn’t look happy lately and, um...” She held it out for him to take, staring down at his combat boots. “P-please accept this.”

“Oh, thanks,” Luke said, taking the paper from her. He smiled, but he wasn’t sure if she could see. “That’s really sweet of you. Hey, if you want to sit—”

But before he could finish his sentence, Mitchy ran off, disappearing into the crowd of students.

“And away she goes!” Aaron said with a laugh.

Luke raised his brow. “Too bad. I was gonna ask her to sit with us.”

When they got to the lunchroom, a girl with platinum pigtails waved to them from an empty table. As they took their seats beside her, she pushed aside her salad and tapped the folded paper with her black fingernail. “What’s that?”

“I didn’t look at it yet,” Luke replied, pulling a sandwich out of his backpack. “Something from Mitchy.”

“You mean that little weeb chick?” the girl said with a smirk.

“Oh, shut up, Krista,” Aaron said, withdrawing his own lunch sack. “You used to wear cat ears all the time, too.”

“Yeah, in middle school, where it was socially acceptable. We’re sophomores now.”

“I don’t think it was ever socially acceptable,” Luke said, unfolding the paper to reveal a cartoon of what appeared to be Mitchy, ripping her heart out of her chest and offering it to Luke.

“Oh my God, that has to be the most emo thing I have ever seen!” Krista huffed, gawking over his shoulder.

“Let me see!” Aaron snatched the paper from Luke’s hands and laughed. “God, this girl’s great!”

“Guys, leave her alone,” Luke said, grabbing the picture and stuffing it in his coat pocket. “She just has a little crush on me. So what?”

“Little?” Krista repeated, raising her drawn-on eyebrows.

“Hey, I didn’t say it was a bad thing,” Aaron said. “I think it’s adorable. I’d date her if I was into her type.”

“Ew, no!” Krista cried, cringing. “She’s so weird!”

“I dunno, she seems okay,” Luke said with a shrug. “I can never really have a conversation with her since she just freaks out and runs away. I can’t like someone I hardly know.”

“Uh, yeah, you can,” Aaron chuckled. “That’s kind of how crushes start.”

“Maybe if you cared more about girls than ghost stuff, you’d know that,” Krista said, picking at her salad. Her expression softened when she glanced at Luke. “Speaking of ghosts, any news on the dad situation?”

Luke held his head in his hands and sighed. “No. They all say it’s like no one was ever there.”

“Well, it is an abandoned church,” Krista said with a nervous giggle.

“But there aren’t even any fingerprints left behind from anyone on my dad’s team,” Luke said. “This isn’t the first time people have disappeared there, which is kind of the reason why they had the investigation in the first place.” He took a bite from his sandwich before speaking again. “Last thing he told me was that they found some connection between a different spiritual plane and the church, like a rift to get there.”

Aaron’s eyes widened. “What, like a different dimension?”

“Yeah, kinda.”

“He doesn’t actually believe there’s such a thing as other spiritual planes, does he?” Krista asked.

“Of course he does,” Luke replied. “It’s his job to find this kinda stuff. Yeah, you have to be skeptical of everything and eliminate all other explanations before you label something as paranormal, but it’s not like he’s never found actual evidence of spirits before.”

“Do you think maybe he found the portal or whatever he was searching for?” Aaron asked. “What if that’s the reason he’s gone?”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking,” Luke said. He pushed his food aside. “I’ve been wanting to go look for him, but my mom’s been freaking out and wouldn’t even let me leave the house this weekend.”

Aaron slapped a hand on the table. “Then let’s go after school. She’ll never know. Just tell her you’re staying after to talk to a teacher or something.”

Krista crossed her arms. “If professionals can’t find anything, what makes you guys think you can?”

“It’s worth at least trying,” Luke said.

“Whatever.” Krista unzipped her bag, then gazed at her reflection in her phone as she reapplied her black lipstick and eyeliner. When a boy crept up from behind and wrapped his muscular arms around her shoulders, she gasped and dropped her eyeliner stick. “Ugh, Peter, I told you not to sneak up on me when I’m fixing my makeup!”

“Sorry, babe, but you told me to act spookier,” Peter said, backing away from her with raised arms. “You guys just look so lonely over here at your emo table.”

“We’re not emo,” Krista grumbled, rolling her eyes, “and we’re not lonely.”

“Right, okay,” Peter chuckled. “You know you’re welcome to sit with the team.”

“I’d rather sit in the bathroom than with your noisy jock friends.”

Peter laughed. “Fair enough. You coming to practice today? We’re going out for pizza with the cheerleaders after.”

Before Krista could speak, Aaron said, “We’re gonna investigate a spooky church.”

Peter’s face lit up. “Oh, you mean the one down the hill from here?”

“Wait,” Krista said, “I never said—”

“That sounds fun,” Peter said. He squeezed Krista’s shoulder and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll let you do your gothy stuff.” He gestured to Luke and Aaron’s black trench coats. “It’s goth, not emo, right?”

“But—” She turned to Luke and Aaron, glaring at them after Peter left. “I never agreed to coming with you guys!”

“But I appreciate you taking time away from your sportsy boyfriend to support your friend,” Luke said with a grin.

Krista wrinkled her nose. “I guess it beats hanging around a bunch of giggly cheerleaders.”

“I don’t get why you’re even dating that guy,” Luke said. “You’re polar opposites.”

“He has a dark soul,” Krista replied, patting her chest. “It’s what’s inside that counts.”

“Yeah, not making the cut to be quarterback will do that to a guy,” Aaron sneered.

“His strength is better suited for other positions.” She tossed her pigtails over her shoulders. “He’s so strong. One time, he lifted a car all by himself.”

Luke smirked. “I’m pretty sure it’s physically impossible to lift a car.”

Before Krista could retort, the bell rang, announcing the end of lunch.

“Let’s meet in front of the school when classes are over,” Luke said, stuffing his leftover food in his bag.

“Sounds good,” Aaron said, he and Krista nodding to Luke before leaving for their next classes.

Once the school day ended, the three left the neighborhood and walked to a nearby forest, each with a cigarette between their lips. Venturing between the trees, the afternoon’s sunlight seemed to disappear above the thick ceiling of leaves and crooked branches. It was almost as if the forest itself was a portal to another realm, somewhere away from the busy suburb.

They arrived at a grassy clearing. Weeds and dandelions grew nearly to their knees. Though mere minutes away from the busy street, all they could hear were playful birdsongs and the crunchy leaves beneath their boots. Luke took a deep breath and smiled, gazing up at the blue sky. Despite his cigarette smoke, the air felt cool and refreshing in his lungs, untainted from the city’s pollution.

“I don’t like this,” Krista muttered, clutching her black skirt. “I don’t like this at all. That thing looks like it’s about to collapse.”

“What thing?” Luke said.

“The church!” Krista pointed at the little church standing about fifty feet ahead of them. The exterior was dark, moldy, and broken in several places. Even without the haunting lore behind it, nothing about the church appeared welcoming. “And you’re telling me some creature won’t attack us in there?”

“If we see something weird, we can always run out,” Aaron said with a shrug.

“Forget about ghosts, there’s probably rats and spiders!” Krista cried.

“They won’t bother you if you don’t bother them,” Luke said. “I promise nothing bad will happen to us.”

“Right, because your dad was totally safe in there,” Krista huffed.

Luke held his cigarette to his lips and rolled his eyes. “I know what I’m doing. I’ve been going on investigations with my dad since I was six.” He swung his backpack off his shoulder and set it in the grass. After unzipping it, he dug through the contents. “I always have stuff with me to stay safe.”

Krista lifted her chin and smirked. “You seriously bring your ghost hunting gear to school every day?”

Luke glanced up at her through narrowed eyes. “So when the ghost of some angry girl who didn’t win Prom Queen decides to haunt the school, I’m not gonna save your ass from her rage.”

Krista’s grip on her skirt tightened. “That’s not actually gonna happen, right?”

“You never know when you’ll encounter a paranormal entity, so you gotta be prepared at all times. That’s what my dad taught me. He said there are three things you should always have on hand. An EMF meter,” he retrieved a rectangular gadget with numbers displayed on the screen from the bottom of his bag, “an EVP recorder,” he then pulled out another device that resembled a tape recorder, “and, of course ...” he grabbed a small vial of liquid and said, “holy water.”

“And you know how to use all that?” Krista asked.

Luke nodded. “The EMF meter detects changes in electromagnetic fields. Lets you know if there’s paranormal activity nearby that our bodies can’t sense. EVP recorders pick up on voices our ears can’t hear, like ghost voices. And the holy water is for when the going gets rough.”

“How often does the going get rough?” Aaron asked, holding his knees as he bent over to look at the gadgets.

“I never went on an investigation with any high risks,” Luke said, “but ghosts are really unpredictable.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Krista said, her voice shaking.

Aaron laughed. “You kidding? I’m so ready for this! What if we do find something? Wouldn’t it be awesome?”

Krista rocked on her feet and nibbled the inside of her cheek. “Let’s just get it over with so we can all go home.”

The wooden floor creaked as they entered the church. Dim rays of light reached for the pews through stained-glass windows; some were broken, the colorful shards scattered around the floor. The scent of their cigarette smoke meshed in a sickening medley with the rotting wood. Cobwebs and dust hung from the ceiling’s corners. Above the altar, a large wooden cross hung on the wall, flanked by doors.

“This place looks like it hasn’t been used for almost a century,” Aaron said, gazing at the cobwebs.

“That’s because it hasn’t,” Luke said. “A girl killed herself here a little over a hundred years ago, just before all the disappearances began. I doubt anyone’s been here since her funeral.”

“Seriously?” Krista cried, backing away toward the door. “Did you have to mention that?”

“But even for a place where some chick died, it’s still just a dusty old church,” Aaron said, running his hand over one of the pews. “There’s no portal or anything to some weird world.”

“Nothing is ever in plain sight,” Luke said. “If the portal was out in the open, then everyone would’ve already discovered this unknown world.” He turned on his EMF meter and bit his lip. “So far, nothing. Wait... I think I’m getting something over here.” His eyes glued to the meter’s screen, he walked to the door to the left of the cross. “The closer I get, the more it reacts.” He tried to turn the knob, but the door was locked.

“Should we bust it down?” Aaron asked, staring at the door.

“No,” Luke said, “that might disturb whatever’s over here.”

“H-how accurate is that magnetic thing?” Krista stammered, the color draining from her face.

Luke turned on his EVP recorder and held it up to the door. “Are there any spirits here?” He paused before asking the next question. “I’ve come to find my dad’s whereabouts and learn about this mysterious other world. Do you happen to know anything about either?”

“Where would that door even lead?” Krista asked. “From the outside, it looked like this church only has one room.”

“This one’s unlocked,” Aaron said, turning the knob of the other door.

After setting the recorder beside the first door, Luke followed Aaron and Krista out the second. It led to the backyard of the church, which was packed with old, gray tombstones. Tilted in their spots and covered with cracks, the stones’ dates stretched back to the mid-1800s and ended in the 1910s. Many of the tombstones were unreadable, their letters faded away. Although it was spring, nothing was blossoming in the graveyard.

“Can we go now?” Krista asked, remaining near the door.

“Are you scared?” Aaron sneered. “It’s just a buncha dead people.”

“I-I’m not scared!” Krista cried, stomping her foot. “I’m just cold!”

“Right,” Aaron said with a smirk. He turned to Luke. “But actually, though, it’s just a buncha dead people. It doesn’t look like anyone has been out here in forever. That other door was probably just another exit to get out here.”

Luke paused, unsure what to say. He stared down at the EMF meter. The numbers were normal.

“I wanna go home,” Krista moaned, clutching her upper arms.

Luke sighed. “I guess we did all that we can do.”

Krista jumped for joy. “Yes! I’ll see you guys tomorrow!” Without another word, she dashed back inside the church.

“Sorry we didn’t really find anything cool,” Aaron said, patting Luke’s shoulder.

“It’s hard to find big stuff on the first try,” Luke said. He gazed at his gadgets with a hopeful gleam in his eyes. “The EMF did react to that one door, and we still have the EVP to listen to. Sometimes the coolest things are the ones we can’t see or hear without a little help.”

Following Krista, the boys hurried back into the church. Neither of them noticed the cemetery door slowly closing behind them.
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Chapter 2​
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Slamming his bedroom door shut behind him, Luke tossed his backpack on the floor beneath a Nosferatu poster, then hurried to the swivel chair in front of his computer.

“I’ll let you know if I hear anything,” Luke said, hooking up his EVP to the computer and putting on a pair of headphones. “Then I’ll let you listen.”

“Sounds good,” Aaron said, gazing at the monster figurines on the shelf above Luke’s desk. “If Dracula and Frankenstein got into a fight, who would win?”

“You mean Frankenstein’s monster?” Luke asked, not looking up from the computer screen.

“Whatever, yeah.”

“Dracula.” Small green sound waves formed on the black screen. “Vampires always win.”

“But Frankenstein’s monster doesn’t have blood, does he? Or at least not very good blood for drinking. I think the monster would win because he’s probably got more brute strength.”

“But Dracula is sneakier and can still rip into him with his sharp teeth.”

“Okay, how about Dracula versus—”

“Hey, Aaron?” Luke removed his headphones and turned to face his friend. “I’m trying to listen to this recording right now. Can you maybe shut up for, like, five minutes?”

Aaron rolled his eyes and stared down at his fingers. “Yeah, okay. Can I borrow your nail polish? I need to touch up my nails.”

“Yeah, it’s on top of my dresser,” Luke said, returning his attention to his computer screen.

Grabbing the black bottle, Aaron glanced up at the poster of various horror movie actresses above the dresser. “Okay, say you could ask one spooky chick to prom, who would it be?”

“I don’t like school dances,” Luke grumbled, turning up the volume on his computer, “so, no one.”

“Oh, c’mon, homecoming was fun last year.”

“Because we didn’t even go inside. We were wasted in the back parking lot. Remember?”

Aaron paused and peered up at the ceiling. “Not really. No.”

“That’s why it was fun.”

“But say if, like, Elvira asked you to the dance. Would you go?”

“Well, she’s way too old to go, so...”

Aaron puckered his lips. “Okay, then what if Mitchy asked you?”

Luke didn’t answer, his back remaining toward Aaron. From the recording, he heard himself asking questions to whoever might’ve been listening.

“She’s always wearing those cat ears. She’s probably into the same freaky stuff—”

“Dude, shut up!” Luke snapped, raising a hand to silence him.

Aaron froze mid-painting his pinky finger. “Damn, did I hit a nerve?”

“No, I’m picking up on something. Hold on.”

For a minute, neither of the boys spoke. Luke rewound the recording, hunching in his seat and focusing on the audio.

“Are there any spirits here?” his voice in the recording asked.

A high-pitched buzz soon followed, as if in response.

“I’ve come to find my dad’s whereabouts and learn about this mysterious other world. Do you happen to know anything about either?”

More buzzing.

Holding his breath, Aaron watched the sound waves on the monitor. Over the sound of his friends’ voices—

“You need to hear this,” Luke said, ripping off his headphones.

“What is it?” Aaron asked, fitting the headphones over his ears.

“One sec,” Luke said, backing up the recording. “I want you to tell me what you hear.”

Aaron squinted. “Like really high-pitched static. Mic problems?”

Luke paused the video. “Sometimes weird sounds like that are from nearby ghosts.”

“Wait, so there was actually something in there with us?”

“Just keep listening.” Luke pushed the play button and watched the color drain from Aaron’s face.

“Come find me on the other side,” Aaron whispered.

Luke nodded. “That’s what the voice in my dream says.”

“Holy... “Aaron slapped a hand over his gaping mouth. “Does it sound the same?”

“I can’t really tell,” Luke said, leaning back in his chair. “Like, the words are really clear, but it’s so whispery. I can’t tell if it’s a boy or girl, in both my dreams and this recording.”

“But still, that’s so creepy,” Aaron muttered.

Biting his lip, Luke glanced at the screen, at the spiked sound wave where the mysterious voice was speaking. “Something was in there with us. The EMF meter was acting up around that one door, too.” He looked back at Aaron. “We gotta go back there tomorrow.”

***
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Luke sat across from his mother at the dinner table, picking at his spaghetti and meatballs. The voice from the recording was too fresh in his mind. All he wanted to do, or could think of doing, was continue his investigation at the church.

Mrs. Reed wrapped her thin fingers around her wine glass and took a sip. Luke glanced at her from the corner of his eye. Until his father’s disappearance, Luke never saw his mother drink during dinner.

“Does the pasta taste good?” Mrs. Reed asked, her tone monotonous.

“It’s really good,” Luke answered, though her cooking had gotten blander since Dad disappeared. “I’m just not hungry.”

Mrs. Reed folded her hands and stared at Luke. Her face was twisted with concern, though her eyes remained empty. “So, what did you and Aaron do today?”

“Nothing,” Luke said. He couldn’t tell her about his experience at the church. Not without causing her to panic.

“Don’t lie to me, Luke.”

“I’m not.” He filled his mouth with spaghetti as an excuse not to talk.

“You boys had to have been doing something,” Mrs. Reed huffed. “You weren’t doing drugs, were you?”

Luke spat out the spaghetti. “What? No!”

“I’m not stupid, Luke,” Mrs. Reed said, setting down her glass. “I can smell smoke on your clothes.”

“It’s from Dad’s cigarettes,” Luke mumbled, avoiding her gaze.

Mrs. Reed sighed, gazing at a photo of her, Mr. Reed, Luke, and a girl with a beaming smile, propped above the living room fireplace. “I just don’t know why you can’t be more like your sister. At your age, she already knew which college she wanted to go to.”

“Mandy and I are into different things. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Every time you come home from school, you have another damn piercing on your ears—”

“That’s an exaggeration,” Luke grumbled.

“I see Aaron throwing cigarette butts in my yard—”

“You should be able to trust me when I say that I don’t do that kind of stuff,” Luke interrupted, though the guilt of lying to his already distressed mother stung in his chest.

“Just like how I should trust your father when he tells me that everything will be fine, then—”

At the shrill ring of the house phone, Mrs. Reed rose from the table. Picking up the phone from the kitchen counter, her eyes widened when they fell upon the caller’s name. She answered it with an anxious, “Hello?”

Luke set down his fork and stared up at her, holding his breath in hopes of hearing even a hint of what the caller might be saying. But when he saw his mother’s expression fall, he could already assume it was nothing either of them wanted to hear.

“Oh,” Mrs. Reed muttered, bowing her head. “Still nothing yet? ... Oh. I see. When will you know?” She nodded, humming in response to the caller as she left the kitchen and disappeared down the hall.

Pushing aside his plate, Luke sighed. His gaze fell upon the empty seat beside him, where his father would sit, a cluttered mess of phone numbers and business cards left in his place. Somehow his food became more unappealing than before.

***
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Even though he went to bed on an empty stomach, the recording haunted Luke’s mind while he lay awake upon his tangled sheets, as if he were still wearing his headphones. When he shut his eyes, he could see the lopsided tombstones in the graveyard’s unkempt grass, the dusty pews lining the church, the locked door taunting him to try the knob once more.

Until everything faded to black, and he found himself surrounded by darkness.

“I’m waiting for you,” a voice said. The voice from the recording.

“Who are you?” Luke asked.

“Come find me on the other side,” the voice said. “You’re the only one who can help me.”

A familiar wooden door emerged from the darkness. It swung open, white mist spilling from the doorway.

***
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Luke’s eyes snapped open. The same dream. He peered around. Though dark, he was still in his room. There was a door this time. It opened.... He gasped and sprang from his bed. The church door!

He scrambled to dress himself in black jeans, a beanie, and t-shirt. Tugging on a hoodie and swinging his backpack on, he snuck out of his room and out the front door. Though it was three in the morning, something about that dream—about that door—had to mean something, and it couldn’t wait until after school.
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Chapter 3​
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While he ran down the street, Luke texted Aaron, hoping to wake him up so they could meet. By the time he made it through the forest, he still hadn’t received a response. Standing in front of the abandoned church, Luke took a deep breath. This is it, he thought, balling a clammy fist. Too anxious to wait a second longer, he entered the church alone.

Lit only by his phone’s screen, the inside appeared far more ominous and haunted than it had earlier. With each step he took toward the door, the floorboards creaked beneath his boots. Their eerie squeaks warned him to turn around, but he refused. His fingers lingered on the knob of the locked door while he mentally prepared for whatever he would find on the other side—at least, if the door was unlocked.

Shutting his eyes, Luke turned the knob.

The door pushed forward with a spine-tingling creak. Luke’s eyes snapped open to an opaque cloud of white fog, spilling from the darkness before him. The same cloud he saw in his dream. For a moment, all he could do was stare in disbelief at the sight before him. This is real, right? He lifted a wary hand to the fog. I’m not still dreaming, am I? Dipping his fingers into the cloud, he immersed his hand in frigid dampness. A sinister shiver rolled down his spine and he jerked his hand away.

I’m definitely awake, he thought, his red fingertips stinging from the cold. Could this be the portal Dad was looking for? He had never been more aware of his own heartbeat. The rapid pounding was almost deafening. Something’s gotta be on the other side. Shutting his eyes again, he held his breath and traversed through the fog. His entire body felt as if it were submerged in ice, but just for a second. Only five steps later, he could already see the light from the other side. Soon, he was staring into the same dusty church room.

Only this time it was a mirror image.

Is this it? Luke glanced over his shoulder at the fog, then back at the church. Aside from the reversed orientation in front of him, it seemed too normal to be some sort of other spiritual plane. Only one way to find out. He bit his bottom lip, gazing across the room at the door to exit the church and into wherever was outside. Taking a step forward, his leg shook with an unsettling mixture of excitement and fear. He held the edges of the pews for support, his fingers picking up patches of dust.

It seems like no one’s been through this side in a while either, he thought, pausing to study his dirty fingertips.

His feet grew heavier as he crossed the church aisle. It felt as if it’d take all his energy to pull his body to the door, but as soon as his hand was on the knob to exit, he wished he had more time to think. To think about what he might face on the other side—if he’d even be capable to face it.

Reaching into his pocket, he peeked down at his phone to check for messages, stalling for another few seconds, but his phone had lost signal. He dropped his phone back into his pocket, his stomach falling with it. Taking one last glance at the fog behind him, his expression hardened.

I made it this far. No turning back now.

Once he swung the front door open, Luke’s shoulders drooped. All he could see through the nighttime’s darkness was the same thicket of tall trees from his world. Steadying the light in his shaking hands, Luke proceeded onward. Ducking beneath branches and stepping over roots, his surroundings appeared too similar. For a moment, he almost believed he was in the same forest he traveled through with his friends earlier that day.

Until he made it out.

Across the street from the forest was not the cozy, suburban neighborhood he was expecting, but a flourishing city. Luke blinked a few times to clear his vision, but the bright lights of signs and businesses remained. With an eager grin, he darted toward the buildings. Bakeries, clothing shops, cafes, markets, and various retailers lined the streets. Though he couldn’t have traveled far, he didn’t recognize the names of any of the shops.

He paused to look at a poster on the window of a tutoring center. It was an image of a smiling woman sitting at a table beside a young boy, pointing to the words in his opened book. They look like normal people.

But as he continued to walk farther into the city, a cacophony of voices echoed through the black sky. Without another thought, Luke quickened his pace. Red pentacles scribbled on black fliers and posters pinned to light posts and business windows flashed before his eyes. Had he not been so distracted by the voices, he would have spared a moment to check them out. But he kept walking, almost running, until he hit the mob.

Though it was past three AM, the streets and sidewalks were flooded with people of all ages, all shouting and chanting in protest. Many held signs bearing messages such as, Down with the king, Death to the Devil, and Not my father, while others thrust their angry fists into the night sky shouting, “Devils be gone!”

Across the street, the crimson letters of a glowing sign above a strip of small businesses read, “What have you done for Father today?”

This is definitely not my realm, Luke thought, pushing his way into the mob of protesters. Scanning the crowd for the friendliest face, he tapped the shoulder of a young woman holding a sign reading, “My blood, my choice.”

“Excuse me?” he asked, raising his voice over the shouting. “What’s going on here?”

The woman raised her brow. “What do you mean, what’s going on?” she shouted, leaning in close to his ear. “Have you been living under a rock?”

Biting his lip, Luke backed away. Now’s probably not the time to explain my situation.

At the sound of breaking glass, the hairs on the back of Luke’s neck stood up. The crowd’s shouts grew louder, and Luke caught a glimpse of the action through tiny gaps between the bodies of protesters. A gang of teenaged boys in dark sweatshirts hurled rocks at shop windows, their faces concealed with plastic skull masks. One boy sat upon another’s shoulders, directing a Molotov cocktail at the large glowing sign above them.

Just as it was ready to escape his grasp, black smoke flooded the streets. The protesters’ chanting evolved into terrified screams when figures cloaked in black robes merged into the crowd.

Between their calm strides, and the way they carried their menacing scythes over their shoulders like baseball bats, Luke didn’t dare to stick around a second longer. Panic bubbling in his gut, he wove his way through the crowd, hoping to return at a better, more civilized hour. He was almost out of the mob when someone suddenly rammed into him, knocking him to the cement.

“Sorry about that!”

Rubbing his bruised shoulder, Luke peered up at the teenage boy staring down at him. Dressed head to toe in black, even the boy’s face was partially covered by raven-black bangs and a black medical mask.

“You okay?” the boy asked between heavy breaths, his voice muffled behind his mask. He held out a pale hand.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Luke said, flinching in surprise when he took the boy’s hand. It was even colder than the white fog. Rising back to his feet, Luke asked, “What’s—”

“Hey, neat hat!” the boy interrupted. “Let’s trade!” Ripping off his own beanie, the boy ripped off Luke’s and tugged his own over Luke’s hair. “Look, it suits you!”

“H-hold on—” Luke sputtered, clutching the rim of his new hat, struggling to comprehend what was going on.

“I’m so sorry about whatever’s about to happen,” the boy said, glancing over his shoulder. After pulling Luke’s beanie over his messy hair, he took off his long black coat and tossed it over Luke’s shoulders. His large emerald eyes met Luke’s before he ran off. “If they don’t kill you, I owe you one!”

“Wait!” Luke yelled, but the boy had already disappeared back into the crowd. Just as Luke was about to chase after him, a meaty hand seized his shoulder.

“Hold it right there!”

Luke peeked at who was behind him and gasped. One of the robed men loomed over him, his face hidden beneath his hood.

“E-excuse me, I—” Luke stammered.

The robed man gritted his teeth. “Damn it! He got away!” His grip on Luke’s shoulder tightened. “How do you know that boy?”

“I don’t!” Luke cried, anxiety rising in his chest as more robed men approached him.

Another man seized his arm and said, “This boy might know something. We’re taking him to the king.”

“I already told you, I don’t know who that guy was!” Luke gazed around the crowd for assistance, but not one person made eye contact with him.

The crowd dispersed like frightened mice, allowing the men to carry Luke through the town with ease. Luke scanned the fleeing protesters for any sign of the boy he ran into, but he was nowhere in sight. However, he forgot the abrupt encounter when he realized where his captors were escorting him. In what he assumed to be the center of the city, a massive, black-bricked cathedral towered away into the gray clouds. On the roof stood a glowing red inverted cross, instead of the traditional Christian crucifix.

What the hell is this place? Luke thought, sweat dripping from his brow. Stone gargoyles perched on either side of the tall staircase, leading to the heavy scarlet doors. Between his stifling anxiety and the heavy incense, it was almost impossible to breathe inside the church. War paintings and portraits of fierce deities lined the walls, propped above stone demon statues. Candelabras and dim chandeliers illuminated the path down the red carpet to a large door, guarded by two robed men wielding scythes. On Luke’s arrival they opened the door, revealing an enormous room.

Had it not been for the tall red candles circling the walls, it would have been pitch-black inside. A crimson pentacle was painted in the center of the floor, almost glowing in the candlelight. On a staircase at the back of the room stood a black velvet throne, where a young man sat. With a smug grin, he peered down at Luke from under a gold crown, from which curly dark locks sprouted. Beside him sat a girl around Luke’s age, her black dress draping down the upper stairs. She gazed at her sharp black fingernails with a blank expression, while another man knelt before the man on the throne, the long sleeves of his robes whipping about as he waved his arms in a panicked frenzy.

“I’m telling you, Your Highness, it’s a disaster out there!” he cried. “You have to do something about these protesters—”

The man on the throne raised a hand to silence him, sitting up straighter. “We’ll discuss this later, Laurence. It appears I have other matters to tend to.”

“King Lysander, Princess Persephone,” the first man who approached Luke said, he and the others bowing to the man on the throne, “I have failed you. We lost the boy once again.”

“So it seems,” Lysander said with a sigh. He grinned when his red eyes fell upon Luke. “I do appreciate the offering. You may all rise.”

Persephone rose with the others, twirling her lavender locks around her finger as she stared at Luke with a curious gleam in her red eyes. He felt her gaze on him and stared back, though his focus fell on the little black horns sprouting from her hair above her pointed ears.

She’s not human, Luke thought, and neither is the king.

The first man bowed. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Your Highness, but this boy is not an offering. Not yet. He may be of use to you.”

Lysander raised his brow. “Oh? Who exactly is this boy? I don’t believe I’ve seen him before.”

“I-I, uh... I’m Luke,” Luke stuttered, his gaze dropping to the pentagram beneath his feet. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir, but...”

“You’re not from here, are you?” Lysander asked.

Luke bit his tongue. Should I even tell him?

Lysander smiled with a hint of warmth. “Poor thing, you must be lost! Which realm are you from?”

“Uh,” Luke hesitated before answering. “The normal Earth one? I was in this old church and then I ended up in this city—your city, I guess—”

“Old church?” Lysander interrupted, his eyes widening. “As in the one on the edge of town? The Christian one?”

Luke’s gaze met his and he nodded. “Yeah.”

“You’re an Earthling?” Persephone cried, her hands flying over her mouth. “Incredible!”

“No, it isn’t,” Laurence snapped. “Who let you in here, Earthling?”

Luke flinched. The way Laurence spat “Earthling” sent a chill down his spine. “No one. I kinda just got here on my own.”

“Then how did you know about the portal?” Laurence looked back to Lysander. “I bet he’s one of those Eden rats. I told you they’d hunt us down, Your Highness! I bet he’s one of their filthy spies!”

Lysander remained silent, holding his chin.

“What? No, I’m not a spy or anything like that,” Luke said, shaking his head. “My father’s a paranormal investigator. He and his teammates were investigating the church on our end, and they disappeared. I just came here to look for them.” He paused, hoping he was making the right choice when he asked, “You didn’t happen to see them cross through here recently, did you? There were four of them, all middle-aged men in matching black windbreakers and with S.E.P.I.A. written on the back. Stands for South End Paranormal Investigation Association.”

Persephone stiffened.

Lysander’s face wrinkled. “It’s unusual that we find Earthlings here in Lunaris. I’m afraid your father—”

“We can help you find him,” Persephone cut in. “I saw them pass by the other day.”

“Really?” Luke cried, beaming.

Lysander stared at her, leaning forward in his seat, but Persephone avoided his gaze.

“Lunaris is much smaller than Earth,” Persephone went on, clearing her throat. “It’s only a single city. It won’t take long to find him. We didn’t catch the portal opening when you crossed just now, so it’s possible we missed it when your father and his teammates arrived as well.”

“If you could help find him, that’d be awesome!” Luke said. His excitement overrode all prior uncertainties. “I’d really appreciate your help.”

“But,” Persephone shifted, clasping her dainty hands together, “you must help us first. You remember the boy you ran into earlier?”

“Yeah,” Luke said with a nod. “What about him?”

“If you can bring him to us, we’ll help you find your father,” Persephone said.

“That’s it?” Luke looked to Lysander, who continued to stare at Persephone through narrowed eyes.

After a moment of thought, Lysander sat up straight. “Yes. That’s it.”

Luke furrowed his brow. “Why do you need me, though? If you guys can find my father, can’t you also catch some teenager?”

“Not our brother Zalem,” Lysander said. He sighed, resting his cheek on his fist. “He’s a slippery one. Our family’s been worried sick since he ran away from home. If you can convince him to return, we may have a chance at reuniting with him. You do us a small favor, we’ll do one for you.”

Luke shifted on the soles of his feet. “Okay. I guess I can give it a shot, if it means I can bring my dad back home.”

Rising from his throne, it appeared as if Lysander was floating down the stairs, his elegant black robes covering his feet while he walked. “Just don’t mention that Persephone and I put you up to this,” he said. “That’ll lose his trust from the start. Do we have a deal?” He held out his hand for Luke to shake, silver rings wrapped around each finger.

Luke’s eyes fell upon the inverted pentacle medallion hanging from Lysander’s neck, then to Lysander’s red eyes and pointed ears. Something about this guy is off—something about this entire world. Between the protesters, the signs around the city, and Persephone and Lysander’s ghoulish appearances, Luke couldn’t help but feel uneasy. Though an unsettling sensation bubbled in his stomach, leaving his father in this strange world was no more comforting. The sooner I can find him, the better.

Taking a deep breath, Luke shook Lysander’s hand. “Deal!”

But as Luke’s fingers escaped Lysander’s loosening grasp, an inky darkness soon clouded his vision. The light of the candles waned like dying stars, fading into the night sky...

Luke squinted at light—sunlight, he realized, pouring from his bedroom window.

His tired hand groped for his screeching alarm. Slapping it off, he gazed at the red 6:00AM displayed on his clock. For a moment, he sat up in his messy bed, struggling to process the events of last night.

Was it all a dream?

But from the feeling of an unfamiliar hat beneath his fingertips, and the oversized sleeves of Zalem’s trench coat pooling at his elbows, the answer was already clear.
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Chapter 4​
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“What are you so antsy about?” Krista asked, watching a trembling Luke sit across from her at the lunch table the next day.

“He’s been like this all day,” Aaron said, shrugging. “I’m assuming it has something to do with the twenty texts he sent me last night about going to the church.”

“Sorry, I know I’ve been acting weird,” Luke said, holding up a shaking hand, “but it’s been really hard to not say anything about last night. I’ve been waiting to tell you guys in person, but it’s... it’s pretty crazy. You guys think you can handle it?”

“I think so,” Aaron chuckled.

“You know how when we went to the church the other day,” Luke said, “and that one door was locked?”

“Yeah, that was literally just yesterday,” Krista said.

“Okay, so I had that same dream again last night,” Luke went on. “Y’know, the one with the voice telling me to find it on the other side or whatever? But it was different this time.”

He went on to explain the details of his dream—about the unlocked door.

Peter set down his lunch tray and took a seat next to Krista. He kissed her and smiled at Luke and Aaron. “Hey, guys, what’s going on?”

“Luke’s telling us about this weird dream he keeps having,” Aaron replied.

“But this part isn’t a dream,” Luke said, shaking his head. “I went to the church and tried opening the door, and this time it opened, and that same fog was there.”

“Wait, what?” Aaron’s eyes widened. “How did you unlock it?”

“I didn’t,” Luke replied. “It was already unlocked. Anyway, I went through the doorway, and it led to that other realm my dad was looking for!”

“That’s insane!” Peter exclaimed, leaning over the table. “What was it like?”

“Pretty much the same as here,” Luke said, “except it’s run by a king, and there’s all these angry protesters and demonic symbols everywhere. But the king said that he’ll help me find my dad if I can bring back his brother who ran away.”

Aaron burst out laughing. “Dude, what are you smoking and where can I get some?”

Luke’s brow wrinkled. “You don’t believe me?”

After picking up her salad from Peter’s lunch tray, Krista shook her head and started eating. “It sounds like you were still dreaming.”

“I swear I wasn’t! Then how would you explain this?” Luke pulled off the beanie he was wearing and placed it in the middle of the table. “I got this yesterday when the king’s brother ran into me, kinda literally. I think his name was Zalem or something.”

“That’s pretty anime,” Aaron said, picking up the beanie. “Is this not just one of your hats?”

“Does it smell like cigarettes?”

Narrowing his eyes, Aaron sniffed the knit material. “It’s like incensey. Weird.”

“I got this coat from him, too.” Standing from the table, Luke held out his arms, the sleeves of Zalem’s coat dangling over his hands. “See, this is way too big to be mine.”

Aaron scratched the side of his head. “It still sounds pretty funky, dude. I mean, another realm?”

“Not to mention that you conveniently found it when we weren’t there,” Krista mumbled, picking at the salad. “No offense, but I think your stress is really getting to you.”

“I swear, it all happened!” Luke cried.

“Dude, calm down,” Aaron whispered, tugging Luke’s sleeve.

From the corner of his eye, Luke noticed Mitchy staring from a few tables down. She peeked at him from over her sketchbook, returning to her drawing when Luke glanced her way.

Sighing, Luke sat back down. “It happened. Whether or not you believe it, my dad’s there and I’m really worried about him. The king and the princess, I dunno what they are, but they didn’t look human.” He folded his arms on the table and rested his head upon them. “Maybe it’s normal for their world, but something about that place just gave me a really bad feeling.”

Aaron, Krista, and Peter exchanged concerned expressions.

“If that portal was unlocked last night, then it should still be later, right?” Aaron said. “How about we go back there after school again?”

Krista glanced at Peter. “We actually have a date planned for this afternoon.”

“The weekly Friday funday,” Peter said, wrapping his arm over Krista’s shoulder.

“Alright, then it will just be me and Luke.” Aaron patted Luke’s back. “Does that sound okay?”

Luke sulked, disappointment knotting in his chest. “Okay,” he muttered.

***
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“Dude, I’m actually really pumped for this!” Aaron said, punching the air and following Luke to the church. “I feel like some kind of dimensional astronaut.”

“Lunaris is pretty normal looking,” Luke said with an uneasy chuckle. “Sorry if it’s disappointing.”

“So?” Aaron reached into his jacket and pulled out a lighter and box of cigarettes. He handed one cigarette to Luke and lit one for himself. “The fact that there’s some other realm on the other side of that door is freaking awesome. I mean, it’s gonna be there, right?”

Luke lit his cigarette. “It should be.”

But as they continued to walk to the church, Luke couldn’t help but feel a sickening nervousness in his stomach. Though the door had opened the night before, he still wasn’t sure why it had become unlocked since he and his friends visited. That it might be locked again—making him out to be a liar, or even delusional—remained a possibility.

When they reached the church, Luke stopped before entering. “Do you hear that?”

Aaron stopped beside him and narrowed his eyes. “Hear what?”

Through the rustling leaves and whistling wind, Luke heard the soft melody of a guitar. Following the music, he and Aaron crept around the back of the church, into the cemetery. Sitting on the bench was the guitarist, her pink skirt and long hazelnut hair flowing in the gentle breeze as she played.

“Well, that’s not something you see every day,” Luke muttered, eyeing the woman. “What do you think she’s doing here?”

“Oh God, oh God!” Aaron whispered, hiding behind Luke. “Hot lady alert!”

Luke wrinkled his nose. “She’s old.”

“She’s not old. She’s like thirty.”

Luke sighed. “You and your older lady fetish.”

“Do you think my cigarette makes me look cooler?” Aaron asked, twirling his cigarette between his fingers. “Or do you think she will be turned off by underage smoking?”

“I think she’ll be more turned off by the way you’re hiding behind me,” Luke said, rolling his eyes. “Let’s go talk to her. Maybe she knows something about the church.”

Aaron seized Luke’s arm. “B-but—”

“Good afternoon, boys!” The woman tucked a curly lock behind her ear. Resting her guitar against the bench, she waved to Aaron and Luke.

“Hello,” Luke said, dragging Aaron behind him. “How are you?”

“Quite wonderful,” the woman said with a songlike giggle. “Enjoying another lovely afternoon.”

“Luke,” Aaron whispered, his grip on Luke’s arm tightening, “is this lady an angel? I think she’s an angel.”

Luke yanked his arm free and smiled back at the woman. “Yeah, it’s a pretty nice day. Do you come here often?”

“As often as I can,” the woman replied, placing a hand on her guitar. “I like to play music for everyone here. Not as many people really visit old cemeteries, so I like to keep those resting here company.”

“That’s really cool,” Luke said.

“You think so?” The woman’s grin widened. “Of course, I always enjoy the rare company of living people.” She held out her hand. “I’m Greta.”

“Luke.” He shook her hand. He pointed to Aaron, whose red face was frozen to a gape. “This is my friend Aaron.”

“Pleasure to meet you both,” Greta said. “This is the first time I’ve seen you boys here. May I ask what piqued your interest?”

Luke paused before speaking again. “We’ve heard a lot of ghost stories about this place. We were just kinda curious and wanted to check it out. Have you ever seen anything weird go on here or heard any stories?”

“Dude, what are you doing?” Aaron whispered. “She’s gonna think we’re crazy!”

Greta’s soft features wrinkled. “Weird? Not really, no. I mainly just stay outside, though.” She narrowed her chestnut-colored eyes. “I’m sure the stories are simply just that.”

Luke glanced down at the grass. “I see.” He muttered to Aaron, “C’mon, let’s go.”

“B-but the hot lady,” Aaron stammered, following Luke into the church. “Do you think she likes me?”

“You didn’t even talk to her.”

“But she was smiling at me.”

“She was smiling at both of us.” Pausing in front of the portal door, Luke rocked on the soles of his boots. “Okay, are you ready for this?”

Aaron curled his fists. “Bring it on!”

Wrapping his fingers around the knob, Luke held his breath, anxious for whatever could be on the other side this time. Biting his lip, he twisted his wrist, attempting to open the door.

It didn’t budge.

“What the hell?” A nauseating weight plunged to the bottom of Luke’s stomach. Though he shook the knob, the door still didn’t give. “It’s locked again!”

Aaron raised his brow, watching Luke continue to struggle with the door. “Well, that’s too bad—” He broke off, hurrying after Luke.

Running through the cemetery, Luke stopped before Greta, who was playing guitar again. “Did you happen to see anyone go into the church today?” he asked her.

Greta looked up from her guitar, pausing her song. “Today? No one other than you two.”

“Does anyone ever come by here?”

“Not usually. This church has been abandoned for a hundred years.”

“Dude, what are you doing?” Aaron whispered, tugging his sleeve. “Let’s go already!”

Luke yanked free from Aaron’s grasp. “If it was unlocked last night, someone had to have come by to lock it again!”

“She literally just said no one ever comes here. Are you absolutely sure it wasn’t just part of a dream?”

“How many times do I have to tell you, it’s real?” Luke cried, tossing his arms up in frustration. “God dammit, if I have to break down that door—”

Aaron seized Luke’s arm. “Luke, I swear, if you do something stupid—”

“Is everything okay?” Greta asked, furrowing her brow.

Releasing Luke’s arm, Aaron took a step back and blushed. “Y-yeah.” He glanced at Luke. “Everything’s fine, right?”

Lifting his cigarette to his lips, Luke took a deep breath, attempting to calm himself. “Yeah. I’m fine.” He shook his head and sighed. “Let’s just go.”

But as they left the church, Luke knew he was anything other than fine. He couldn’t bear to look Aaron in the eye, let alone speak to him. His mind was lost in a storm of confusion and frustration, filled with questions he feared he’d never find the answers to. Why was the door locked again? Would it ever unlock again?

“Hey, uh, I’m sorry about the whole church door being locked thing,” Aaron mumbled, when they were halfway to Luke’s house.

Luke kept his gaze on the cement. “You think I’m making it all up, don’t you?”

Aaron paused for a moment. “I want to believe you. Like, I know you wouldn’t intentionally lie about this kinda thing, but Krista had a point earlier. You’ve been really stressed out, dude. I get why, but I think it’s starting to mess with you.”

“But the hat and the coat are proof.”

“And you also said the other day that you gotta be skeptical of everything. If I came to you rambling about stuff I found at 3AM in another dimension, would you believe me right off the bat?”

Luke didn’t say anything.

“Look, don’t take it personally,” Aaron said. “Krista and I are just really worried about you. I know she doesn’t really show it, but she was texting me last night asking if you were doing okay after you and I hung out. We know you’re really upset about your dad going missing, and we really wanna do whatever we can to help, but this whole portal thing...” He trailed off and sighed. “I think it’s just making things harder for you. Maybe you just need to try and relax for a little.”

Relax while my dad is in some other world, with some sort of demonic monarchy? Though Aaron’s words did nothing to soothe his suffocating anxiety, Luke forced a smile. “You’re right. Sorry for worrying you guys.”

Aaron patted Luke’s shoulder. “You don’t need to apologize for anything. Just promise me that you’ll stay away from the church for a couple days. Use the weekend to relax and maybe we can all go back on Monday after school.”

***
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Though it was tempting to return to the church the next day, Luke spent his Saturday afternoon in his father’s study. With a stack of occult books by his side, Luke sat at his father’s desk, skimming for information on spiritual planes. Calm piano melodies played from his phone, helping him focus on his research.

“To cross a rift, humans must be granted permission by a being of the spirit realm, most often an angel or devil,” Luke read to himself. “Only non-physical beings can freely cross between realms.” He held his chin and wrinkled his brow. But I crossed without any problem.

Flipping through the various textbooks, he failed to find any information about Lunaris, let alone any similar realm. If his mind wasn’t consumed by anxiety, he would feel at least some sort of excitement over discovering something new in the paranormal field. He set down the book on rifts and instead looked through a book on demons. Skimming through the pages, he found several symbols and runes he’d recognized on the posters in Lunaris.

“While both demons and devils are creatures of Hell, they are not to be confused with one another,” he read. “Demons are low-ranking, chaotic, violent spirits. Nothing can suppress their desire to destroy. Devils, on the other hand, are angels fallen from heaven, or their spawn. They are the highest-ranking creatures in Hell, below the Devil himself. Though far more powerful than demons, they often use manipulation over violence to control weaker lifeforms. While both demons and devils can freely travel between spiritual planes, they are unable to cross to Earth without being summoned. Regardless of religious beliefs, it is strongly advised to never summon a devil, as making deals with one is extremely dangerous.”

The protesters were shouting about devils, and there was that big pentacle in the throne room. Lysander and Persephone...

Shutting the book, Luke rested his elbows on the table and held his head. I made a deal with them. But it wasn’t over anything dangerous. It’s not like I gave them my soul, or even any blood.

Yet his own thoughts weren’t enough to convince him of his safety. He peered up at the photographs pinned above his father’s desk, his eyes fixating to one of him and his father together outside an old house. His father’s hands rested on his own nine-year-old shoulders as they shared bright grins.

I need to hurry up and bring Zalem to them, before—

“Luke?” Mrs. Reed peeked through the doorway. “Dinner’s ready. Are you doing okay?”

Luke turned around to face her. “I’m fine. Just studying.” He rotated his stack of books to hide their titles. “Being in here reminds me of Dad.”

“I know.” Mrs. Reed pursed her lips. “Just... just don’t mess up any of his things, okay?”

“I won’t.” He noticed his mother’s eyes were red from multiple nights of crying. “Are you doing okay?”

“Yes, of course.” Walking into the study, she stopped beside Luke’s chair and wrapped her arms over his shoulders. “I’m just really glad to see you safe at home.”

Luke patted his mother’s arm, though he couldn’t get any words past the lump in his throat, sickened by guilt. He had to go back to the church tomorrow, no matter the risks.
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Chapter 5​
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While his mother was away at work the next afternoon, Luke snuck out of the house to investigate the church. Though he wanted his friends to witness if anything happened, he didn’t want to worry them any more than he already had.

When he walked into the church, though, he already wished he had texted Aaron to join him.

This time, he was not alone in the church. Sprawled in front of the portal door was a girl around Luke’s age, her head resting upon her arm as she lay on her side, the skirt of her white dress pooled around her legs. As he tiptoed closer to her, Luke gazed in awe at the feathered white wings sprouting from her shoulder blades. She appeared to be asleep, though her chest was still, as if she weren’t breathing. As stunned as he was by the girl’s ethereal beauty, the girl’s unconscious state had taken center stage in Luke’s mind.

“Um, excuse me,” Luke whispered. “Are you okay?” But when he glanced down at the girl, she remained fast asleep. Kneeling beside her, he tapped her shoulder beneath her wing. “Uh, Miss? Sorry to wake you, but—”

The girl gasped and bolted upright. Adjusting her daisy crown, her chocolate brown hair whipped about her face as she looked around in shock. “Huh? What?”

Luke scooted away. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. Just wanted to see if you were alive.”

“I’m alive,” the girl grumbled, her gaze unfocused. She yawned and rubbed her temples. “As long as this headache doesn’t kill me... Ugh.”

“Oh, uh, okay,” Luke muttered, peeking up at the doorknob. “Well, if you’re not actually dying, do you think you could let me get to the door?”

“The door? Sorry, this passage is off limits...” She let out a cry of fright and jumped to her feet. “Y-you can see me?”

“Apparently, yeah.” He wrinkled his brow, watching the girl slap one hand over her mouth, the other clinging to her gut. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay? You don’t look too great.”

“I’m fine,” she said, her voice muffled behind her hand. Cringing, she held her head, dropping to her knees. “Ugh, why did I have to drink so much last night? I’m such an idiot!”

“Angels get drunk?” Luke asked, suppressing a smile. “That doesn’t seem very, I dunno... angelic.”

“I-I’m not an angel!” the girl stammered. She spread her arms open, unveiling wings. “A-and I never said I was drinking!”

Luke stared at her panicked, green face for a moment before speaking again. “Alright, I get it. I’m not supposed to see you, and you’re not supposed to be drinking. If it makes you feel better, I won’t tell anyone—I don’t even know who I’d tell that could get you in trouble—and we can act like this never happened.”

The girl narrowed her eyes. “How are you so calm about all this?”

“What, seeing you?” Luke shrugged. “A hungover angel isn’t the weirdest thing I’ve seen this week.” He sighed, rising to his feet. “Anyway, you mind scooting over a little so I can get through?”

“I can’t let you open that door,” the girl said, peering up at him. “It’s my job to make sure no one passes through the portal. Dangerous entities live on the other side.”

“My dad is also on the other side.”

“Really?” The girl’s brow furrowed with concern.

Luke nodded. “Yeah, and I’d like to get him back. That’s all I really wanna do there. You didn’t happen to see him pass through at all, did you?”

“No, I actually just got stationed here—” She broke off in a coughing fit, curling into a ball as she covered her mouth with her hands.

“You really don’t sound or look too well,” Luke said, dropping to her side. “Is there anyone I can contact to get you back home? You probably shouldn’t be working in this condition.”

The girl shook her head. “My boss will be really angry if she finds out I was drinking again.” Her brown eyes met Luke’s. “You seem like a nice guy. If you really are only crossing the portal to help your dad, I’ll let you cross if you can cure me.”

“Sure, if I can,” he replied, glancing at the door. “What do I gotta do?”

“I just need a can of tomato soup. It always makes me feel better after drinking. I’d get one myself, but I really don’t have the strength to venture out.”

“I got tons of that at my house. Wanna come over, or should I bring it to you?”

Her eyes searched his face before dropping to the silver ankh necklace, dangling above the skull on his black t-shirt. “I’ll come with you.”

“Cool.” Luke held out a hand to help her stand. “I’m Luke. Nice to meet you.”

“Eva,” she said, taking his hand in hers. “The pleasure is mine.” Her knees shook, struggling to support her weight as she stood.

Luke gestured to his back. “Do you want me to carry you?”

“I-if you don’t mind,” Eva stammered, flushing. Smoothing her dress, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and he held onto her legs.

As he walked onto the sidewalk near the main street, Luke could sense the eyes of every pedestrian and driver following him—or rather, Eva’s wings. Passing the local businesses and markets, cars slowed down to stare for a moment, while those walking by peeked over their shoulders and whispered inaudible questions.

“Sorry, this must be so embarrassing for you,” Eva whispered, hugging onto him tighter. “I’d make myself invisible, but I don’t really have any power right now.”

“I-it’s fine,” Luke stuttered. He didn’t dare tell her that feeling her soft thighs beneath her dress made him far more nervous than the thoughts of any bystanders. He tried to think of something to say to take his mind elsewhere. “So, um... is there lots of booze in Heaven? That’s where you’re from, right?”

“It wouldn’t really be Heaven without it,” Eva replied with a chuckle, “but angels aren’t supposed to drink. No drinking, drugs, dating, or anything that can distract us from our devotion to God. If we get caught, we can lose our jobs and even get kicked out of Heaven.”

“Sounds pretty strict. That sucks.” He laughed. “I hope I don’t turn into an angel when I die.”

“You won’t, don’t worry. Angels are made by God. We were never human in a previous life. The spirits of dead humans just rise and continue living in Heaven without our crazy rules.”

“Oh, I see. What’s the fun part of Heaven like, then?”

Eva shifted on his back. “I don’t actually know. I’ve never had a chance to see it since I’m always working.”

“That’s a bummer.” Luke peered up at the sky and smiled. “Still, it’s kinda reassuring to know there actually is some kind of afterlife.”

“There’s lots of stuff out there.”

Luke flinched when he felt Eva’s fingers over his earrings. “Can you maybe not do that? Not all of those are totally healed.”

“Oh, sorry.” Eva’s hand returned to Luke’s chest. “You have lots of cool stuff in your ears.”

“Thanks. My best friend actually did the bar for my sixteenth birthday a few months ago. It was kind of a disaster at first, but it’s slowly getting better.”

“That’s so cool. None of the angels I work with have cool stuff like you, or cool hair or cool clothes.” She nuzzled her head against his, her grasp loosening. “You’re cool.”

Luke blushed. “You think so?” He glanced at her face to see she had fallen back asleep.

When they arrived at Luke’s house, he set her in a chair at the kitchen table and searched the cupboards for the perfect can of soup. As he heated up the contents, he gazed upon her peaceful expression, smiling. There was something calming and wholesome about just watching her rest. Inviting a gorgeous angel to his house and making lunch for her was beyond anything Luke ever imagined. Once the soup was ready, he poured some in a bowl for her.

“Alright, here you go,” he said, setting the bowl in front of her.

Eva blinked and rubbed her eyes. “Is it ready?” When her eyes fell upon the soup, she held her face and gasped. “There are letters in the soup!”

He sat beside her with his own bowl. “You’ve never seen alphabet soup before?”

“I didn’t know this was a thing!” she cried. “We don’t have this in Heaven! At least, the angels don’t!”

“Is fun just not allowed or something?” Luke said with a chuckle.

But Eva was too amused by her soup to answer. “Oh my goodness, look!” She scooped a few letters with her spoon, spelling out cat. “I can make words with it! And I can find words in the soup!”

“Such is the beauty of alphabet soup,” Luke said. “How’s it taste?”

Eva swallowed a few bites and her eyes sparkled. “It’s absolutely delicious! Thank you so much!”

“No problem. Glad to see you perking up.”

Lifting the bowl, she tipped her head back, devouring the rest of the contents. Red broth dribbled down her chin, splattering onto her dress. She set the empty bowl on the table and let out a satisfied gasp. “That was the best meal ever!”

“I don’t think I ever saw someone chug soup like that,” Luke said, struggling to keep his gaze off Eva’s damp chest.

Eva tugged at her stained dress and blushed. “Oh geez, I’m such a disaster! I’m so sorry!”

“No need to apologize,” Luke said. I should be the one apologizing for staring at an angel like that. Keeping his focus up on the ceiling, he handed her a stack of napkins. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. You’re already looking ten times better than earlier.”

Grabbing the napkins, Eva dabbed at her dress. “Do you think we can do this again sometime? I swear I won’t be a sloppy, hungover mess next time.”

“Come however you want,” Luke said. “I really don’t mind. I don’t think most people can say they’ve had soup with an angel before.”

“You’re too kind.” Eva glanced at the clock and gasped. “Shoot, I didn’t realize how long I’ve been away from the church! I gotta head back there before the boss finds out!”

“I’ll head back with you, if you don’t mind,” Luke said.

After dropping their bowls in the sink, he led her out the front door and out of the neighborhood. Only this time, when they stepped out of the cluster of houses, no one seemed to notice the winged girl beside him.

“Now that I have my powers back,” Eva said, walking beside Luke, “I’m going to go invisible to everyone else around me. I’m still happy to keep talking to you, as long as you don’t mind looking like you’re talking to yourself.”

“I don’t mind,” Luke said. “I’m pretty sure this won’t be the first time I’ve gotten weird stares.” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a box of cigarettes. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

“Not at all.” Her eyes widened with awe, watching Luke light a cigarette. “I’ve never been around someone smoking before. I heard only really cool, rebellious people do it.”

Luke coughed up smoke as he laughed. “Yeah, that’s what I thought, too, when I was fourteen. Now it’s kinda just a nasty habit.”

“Oh.” Eva’s expression fell. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“There’s worse things out there to be addicted to.” He glanced at the blank look in her eyes and chuckled. “You’re so innocent.”

Eva blushed. “No, I’m not! One time, Esther—my boss—she told me to go to Earth and guard this one church, and I told her I would do it in five minutes!” She held up five fingers for emphasis. “And then last night, I snuck off with some of the other angels and did two whole shots!”

“Wait, two shots made you that sick?”

“Of course! How much do—”

“Oh my God, you’re literally such an angel!” He laughed, then noticed Eva’s red face and felt guilty for laughing at her again. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I think it’s really sweet how pure you are. Not many people are like that, at least not that I know.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, you mentioned something about guarding the portal door earlier and you said you have a boss. Is that your job?”
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