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The Devils Mile




The wind off Lake Erie tasted like pennies. It huffed cold through the windshield seals and shivered soda cans in the cup holders. Chris kept one hand on the wheel and one on his dead-vape, chewing it like a toothpick. Lacey rode shotgun with a fleece blanket over her knees and a bad feeling sharpening behind her eyes. In the back, Jordan and Mel shared a bag of stale Twizzlers and argued about whether a place could be “more haunted because it’s flatter.” 



“It’s not the flatness,” Jordan said. “It’s the sound. Nothing to bounce off of. You hear the train from twenty miles like it’s under your skin.”



Mel grinned. “The phantom train or the real one?”



“The real one’s been dead since the sixties,” Jordan said.



They took Alexis out of Toledo toward Temperance, Ohio lights thinning, Michigan darkness swelling. Fields wore the color of iron filings. Barn silhouettes leaned like old men guarding their secrets. A raccoon scuttled across US-24 and Chris flinched; his headlights caught its eyes, two damp pearls rolling away.



“Why are we doing this on a Monday?” Lacey asked, opening the glove box to rummage for a half-functional flashlight.



“Because Mondays are exorcisms,” Mel said. “You take a bad start and turn it. Also because Jordan can’t shut up about Luna Pier.”



Jordan thumped the seat. “The tracks cut behind the pier road. The line used to run boxcars from Monroe all the way down to the docks when the lake froze. They say one year a train pushed through a whiteout, horn blaring, full steam into the blind—and some kids parked on the crossing dared each other to sit tight. They never found the car. Just heat in the rails and blood frozen into red glass.”



Chris snorted. “Folklore.”



“It’s only folklore until it remembers you,” Jordan said.



They slid past the Bedford Township sign, the letters scabbed with dead bugs. Somewhere off right, the lake stretched black and sleeping; along the left, a tatter of wood lots hid against fields. Chris cut onto a smaller road pitted by winter and heavy trucks, then onto one that lost its center line completely. “We’re not trespassing,” he lied.



“You never say that out loud,” Mel hissed.



They arrived at a clearing where the road ended in weeds and gravel. An old crossing gate leaned like a snapped arm. The tracks, half-buried, made an iron scar through cattails and knotgrass, skirting a stand of sumac and the glittering black of a drainage ditch.



Lacey stepped out into breath-steam cold. The moon bled through low cloud, not enough light to see anything, too much to pretend there wasn’t anything to see. The air smelled like cold lake and oily buttered corn—the ghost of summer festivals long dead.



“Phones out,” Jordan said. “No service. Classic.”



“Great,” Mel said. “We’ll die and the last thing we’ll see is 2% battery.”



They followed the tracks east, the gravel loud underfoot. Every piece of litter glowed like a warning: a crushed Busch can, a cracked rearview mirror, a sock stiff as bark. A rusted rail spike winked at Chris. He pocketed it, because that felt like power.



When the wind shifted, a horn sounded far away. Not a car. Not a boat.



A train.



“Don’t do that,” Lacey whispered.



“It wasn’t me,” Jordan said.



They reached the crossing itself, a single-lane cut of cracked asphalt. The diagonal boards were rotten; the bolt holes looked like eye sockets. A yield sign stood with a bullet crease, the metal pouted like a lip.



They waited, because that’s what the story demanded. If you don’t pause, if you don’t give the thing a chance to see you, the thing pretends you’re not worth the trouble. They waited because they weren’t idiots and because they were exactly the kind of idiots who come to a place like this.



The horn came again—farther? closer?—and the ground gave a tiny sigh, the sort of thrum you feel in your kneecaps when a heavy truck comes to a stop behind you at a light.



“Do you feel that?” Lacey asked.



Chris wet his lips. “It’s the lake. Waves hitting the pier.”



“There’s no wind,” Mel said.



Silence.



Then the rails brightened, as if someone had dragged a match along a thousand iron feet.



“Okay,” Jordan said, suddenly hoarse. “Okay, now you’re feeling that.”



Lacey squeezed the flashlight until her palm creaked. She tilted it down the line. The beam jittered along cattails and stitched shadows into something with teeth. The light landed on a sign half-swallowed by weeds.



PRIVATE PROPERTY. NO EXIT.



A chill chewed a line up Chris’s spine. He wanted the car. He wanted the car like a nightmare wants a door. He turned—



—And the headlamps hit them.



No engine sound. Just light: a pair of white suns swelling, swallowing the weeds, turning the ditch into a silver throat that yawned wider as it came. The rails sang high and thin like a dentist’s drill. Mel screamed; the sound ripped out of her as if her ribs were a zipper. Jordan dove, grabbing for Lacey. Chris froze, the spike heavy in his pocket, and stared into that impossible bright.



The horn shattered the night.



BLAAT.



They all went to the ground—bodies slamming boards, palms rattling pebbles, skulls kissing wood—braced for steel and speed and the chunking thud of their meat becoming a smear on something that couldn’t be stopped.



The light passed through them.



Cold burned them where it touched. The air smelled like iron and wet brake pads and old apples rotting in snow. Chris saw the shadow of car windows and faces—faces inside—children, a man in a watch cap, a woman with no eyes holding a baby that blinked at him with a mouth.



BLAAT.



The horn hit again, and a wind ripped over the crossing. Leaves bent backward. Gravel pelted them. The boards rattled so hard the nail heads crawled up and down like beetles.



And then the light went out as if a giant thumb pressed it. Silence fell in a pile. The world recalibrated. Crickets remembered their prayer. Out on the lake, a buoy rang.



Jordan was swearing. Mel snot-sobbed into her sleeve. Lacey rolled to her knees and clapped both hands over her mouth and laughed, the ugly half-laugh that comes from almost dying and maybe not.



Chris stood.



Something clinked in his pocket: the rail spike, hot as a tongue.



“You saw it,” he said.



“No, we saw your theatrical imagination,” Mel said, wiping her nose with the heel of her hand. “And then a real train that is very normal and completely fine. We can go.”



“Normal,” Jordan said, voice shaking. “A ghost train just went straight through us and you called it normal.”



Lacey stared down the route the light had taken. The cattails leaned in a neat swath as if a wind had mowed them. Her breath fogged and did not drift; it rose in a narrow column, straight up. “That’s…not how air works.”



Chris turned the spike in his fingers. It left a red crescent blister on his skin. He hissed. “We should go.”



“Finally,” Mel said.



They retreated toward the car. The night walked with them. Dry grass crackled underfoot until it didn’t; then it sighed like hair under a comb.



A laugh came from the ditch. A child’s laugh. The dry little titter that means a joke was told that adults didn’t hear.



Lacey froze. “Nope.”



They hurried. The car looked wrong when it appeared—parked at a new angle, one headlight fogged with a smear as if something breathed on it. The hood wore a thin coat of dust that had been finger-painted with tracks too small to be grown hands, too long between finger marks to be right.



Jordan grabbed for the door. It opened with a tired click. He slid in, hit the locks, and the other three piled after him, doors thudding, a rusted symphony.



For a second, everything held. Chris waited for the key to do the ordinary miracle of turning, of making a machine wake up and want to carry you home.



Something moved in the back window. A reflection, maybe, or the curve of cloud. A tiny handprint bloomed on the inside of the glass. Their breath died in their throats and came back as knives.



Chris started the engine.



“Don’t stall,” Mel said, voice thin.



“I know how to drive,” he said, and then the radio—dead for months—sputtered to life in a wash of static.



“…—asey…Jordan—elp—don’t—don’t—please don’t—”



Lacey’s name in her own voice, strangled through static. Jordan’s laugh flipped inside out and hit the floor as a sob. Mel clamped both hands to her ears. Chris slapped the power knob. The radio didn’t care.



The engine revved. Gravel spat. They fled, the crossing shrinking to a red dot in the rearview, then a memory, then a splinter they could still feel under the skin.



The road unrolled. The fields stood still.



They drove.



For a while, it even felt like getting away.
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The sign said ERIE with a bullet hole dead center of the E. Beyond it, a tree line hid a shotgun farmhouse up on stacked stone. The porch leaned. A curtain blinked and went still—as if it had been watching and remembered not to.



“Shortcut,” Jordan lied, tapping the map app that showed a neat gray line through nowhere. “County road hooks us back to Telegraph.”



Chris slowed. The shortcut wasn’t a road so much as a suggestion. Gravel parsed into ruts. The car’s suspension complained.



“Don’t take us into a mud hole,” Mel said. “I don’t want to die in a field. I want to die somewhere glamorous, like the aisles of a Meijer.”



“Meijer isn’t glamorous,” Lacey said.



“You’ve never seen me make eye contact with a rotisserie chicken at 2 a.m.,” Mel said.



The ruts dipped, shouldered up, and spit them onto a cinder pull-off by a ditch. The farmhouse stared at them with its window eyes. The wind paused, and with it the crickets, as if someone in a nearby room had lifted a finger to hush the children.



Chris killed the engine. “We’re not—”



“—going inside,” Lacey finished, because she’d seen the way the front steps sagged and imagined all the tetanus living in those nailheads.



“We’re not going inside,” Chris repeated, as if saying it made it true.



A porch board creaked.



“Cool,” Mel said. “The house heard us.”



The four stood in the cinder, feeling silly, and then Lacey’s flashlight clicked—weak, a cough of light. She put it on the house. White paint peeled in long strips, some curled into horns. A rusted mailbox hung crooked. The flag stuck out at a stiff angle and had something dried and black crusted where it met the box, as if someone had smeared a bloody thumb there every morning before going to work.



“Maybe we should ask for directions,” Jordan said. “There could be an old guy who’s lived here since the railroad died. He’ll tell us the one true way out.”



“The one true way out is to turn around,” Mel said.



But the door—because it had been listening—decided to be helpful. It wiggled and opened an inch. The smell came first: wet wood, mouse droppings, and iron.



Jordan swallowed. “Just a peek.”



Lacey rubbed the heel of her hand over her knuckles. “You’re going to get us murdered by a tetanus ghost.”



They climbed the steps. Each sag bowed the whole porch, a floating dock under their weight. The door widened at their touch with the eager shyness of a dog that’s been alone too long.



Inside, the front room waited in a posture of having been abandoned mid-breath. A sofa’s guts puffed like yellow snow. A bird nest sat on a lampshade, the twig tips poking through the holes like a hairbrush. A calendar hung over a fake fireplace, its pages mildewed.



October 1967.



Every day slashed with nails. Deep gouges that had torn the paper and scored the plaster beneath. Every square but the 31st.



“Party on the last day,” Mel said. “Or…something worse.”



Lacey stepped closer. The Xs were angry: crosshatched hard, slanted like someone’s handwriting as they drank. There were names in the margins, repeated, smudged with greasy fingers.



MARK—CHERYL—JUDY—BRAD—MARK—BRAD—JUDY—JUDY—JUDY—



“You guys,” Jordan whispered. “Don’t laugh. Do you hear…?”



At first it was only the house. Houses hum: wind through seams, mice in the cold spaces, the distant rum of trucks on a state route. Then the hum organized. It held rhythm.



A horn.



Long. Far. Like a memory of a horn.



“Phone video or it didn’t happen,” Mel muttered, but her hands were shaking, the flashlight skittering across plaster, catching movement that was made of light and nerves. It landed on a mirror.



Four figures stared back.



They weren’t them.



They had their bodies, but not their faces. Each reflection smiled with too many teeth. The smiles didn’t line up to their mouths. The eyes were slightly off, one a half-inch lower than it should have been, like children cut photos for a collage without understanding anatomy.



Chris stepped closer to the mirror. His not-self grinned wide enough to split his cheeks. The grin kept stretching until it curved into a full oval; inside the oval, darkness swam as if something circled in deep water.



“Back,” Lacey said, voice too calm. “Back away.”



They backed. Their reflections stayed, still smiling, the way a candid photo keeps smiling when you’ve already started crying.



From upstairs, something heavy dragged.



Once.



Twice.



A thud, as if a body that had learned to crawl had failed again.



“Okay,” Mel said, “that’s our cue to blow kisses and leave.”



The front door clapped itself shut.



The room blinked. The shadows shifted left, as if someone had spun the scene and let it settle at a new angle. The calendar shivered on the nail. A bead of water formed at the bottom of the 31 and fattened as they watched, then broke, slid down, and drew a red line through the empty square.



“Not water,” Jordan said. He swallowed. “Not water.”



Chris yanked the knob. It stuck. He set his shoulder. It still stuck. Lacey put her hand on the wood and startled, because it was cold, yes—houses are cold—but this cold was a person, a mood pressed into fiber. It made her teeth ache. She jerked back.



“Window,” Jordan said, and darted to one, tipped it up two inches, wheezed, and then gasped as something on the other side blew breath in his face. It smelled like mildew and pennies and freezer burn.



The house sighed.



Footsteps overhead. A man’s pace, limping.



The four of them stood shoulder-to-shoulder. There’s a point in every haunting where you stop fighting the idea of it and start fighting for your own plotline—where you decide who you’ll be. Chris wanted to be the kid who makes the reckless choice and somehow survives. Lacey wanted to be no one in stories ever told. Mel wanted to be the voiceover at the beginning of a documentary that says, “If only they’d turned around.” Jordan wanted to be right and wrong at once, because that’s where the best stories live.



“Basement,” Chris said, because no one with an intact frontal lobe would suggest it, and therefore it was the least expected and, in a terrible calculus, the best option. Old farmhouses often have cellar doors that go outside. If they could get into the basement, maybe they could get out.



“Basement,” Mel said, stunned. “We just got haunted by a calendar and you want to do sublevels?”



“The back door’s wedged,” Chris said. “You saw it.”



They found the cellar door behind the kitchen—two slabs of wood chained on the inside. The chain looked new; the hook was old and smooth with touches.



“Who chains from the inside?” Jordan said.



“Somebody who wanted to make sure something couldn’t go back out,” Lacey said.



The chain rattled.



From underneath the door came the slow creak of a step. Another.



Something was on the stairs.



Mel turned off her flashlight. The kitchen plunged into a deeper dark that felt almost kind compared to what the light had shown. They held their breath like kids playing hide-and-seek.



A hand came up between the doors.



Pale. Thin. Nails chewed to the crescent pink. It curled around the bottom of the left door and tapped twice with a knuckle, polite as a salesman.



“Don’t,” Lacey whispered, to no one specific.



“Hello?” said a voice, so soft it made their skin pucker. You could lose a voice like that in the hum of a refrigerator. “Please. Please, it’s so dark.”



Jordan shook his head violently. Chris stared at the hand. It was the wrong color—not corpse gray, but paper white, like something that had forgotten how to be warm. The nails were too long, split at the tips. The fingertips left faint lines on the wood, like chalk dissolving in rain.



“Please,” the voice whispered. “We tried to get out. The train kept coming. It goes and it goes and it goes.”



Lacey’s eyes filled without her consent. Something in the voice touched an animal part of her, a small child in a supermarket who thinks she sees her mother and doesn’t, the fright so pure it becomes compliance. She took a step forward.



“No,” Jordan said, catching her sleeve.



The hand withdrew. There was a pause. Then the chain moved on its own—links tightening until the hook squealed against the staple and slid off.



The left door kicked up three inches as if something under it had shrugged.



“Run,” Mel said.



The door flew wide.



Dark rushed the kitchen, the kind of dark that lives in coal mines and under deep lakes. For a second, the smell of iron and wet granite filled their lungs. Lacey’s ears popped as the basement exhaled heart-cold air into the house.



Something climbed the steps.



They ran.



They rammed the front door in a panic, all together. The wood moaned and went. They spilled onto the porch in a knot. The floorboards whooped under their weight. The porch tilt pitched them down the steps into the yard. Gravel cut knees and palms. Lacey rolled, sprang up, sprinted for the car.



Behind them, the farmhouse watched. A curtain lifted like a hand in farewell.



In the side-view mirror, Chris saw the cellar doors yawning like jaws. Something hovered in that mouth, black against black, a ragged suggestion with antlers or branches tangled into it, impossible to parse, like looking at a still frame of a figure caught mid-strobe.



He didn’t look twice. He drove.



The horn sounded from nowhere.



BLAAT.
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They chased the idea of Telegraph Rd like salvation. The corn rows—what was left of them—relented into stubble. Trees thinned. A mailbox appeared on the right with a hand-painted name: BRADLEY. Then an identical mailbox a half mile on: BRADLEY, with the same brush wobble on the D.



“Did we just…?” Jordan said.



Another mailbox: BRADLEY.



“Okay,” Mel said softly. “Okay. This is a circle. We’re in it. It hates us.”



“It’s just farms with the same last name,” Chris said. “Families settle where families already are.”



“Then why is the tree the same?” Lacey asked.



The tree was a swamp oak with a lightning scar shaped like a feather. A No Trespassing sign leaned against it. At the base sat three plastic flowers and a shot glass of something that had dried to caramel.



They passed it again ten minutes later. The shot glass had been knocked over.



“Pull over,” Jordan said.



“Absolutely not,” Chris said.



“Pull over,” Jordan repeated, lower. “We have to change the rules. If we keep pretending this is a highway problem, it’s going to keep feeding us highway problems. Pull over.”



Against his better judgment—which had not served him well so far—Chris did.



Silence fell. It wasn’t the profound church silence of the lake. It was the thin, sweaty silence of being watched. The air inside the car had a used quality, as if someone had breathed it before them.



“Everybody look down,” Jordan said. “Floor mats. See that sand? See those pebbles? That’s not from the farmhouse. We picked it up at the crossing. The train wanted us to take it with us.”



“The train wanted—” Mel began, and then stopped. The map open on her lap showed a neat blue dot not moving. The road had no name; the app called it COUNTY RD and then gave up.



“We have to put it back,” Jordan said.



“You want me to vacuum a haunted car?” Chris said.



Jordan leaned over, dug fingers into the grit, and pinched out a rail spike head buried in the mat. It was a tiny thing, a child’s toy version. He held it up.



“It’s in everything,” he said. “We stepped in it, breathed it, took it. We made the loop because we made it ours.”



Lacey reached into her pocket and found, to her surprise, a folded ticket stub crumbled thin. She didn’t remember taking it. The paper was slick and old. Printed on it, in ink that bled like bruises: LUNA PIER—ONE WAY.



Her stomach fell sideways. “We should get out of the car.”



“Why,” Mel said, “so the thing from the basement can cadaver-waltz us into the ditch?”



The radio coughed. It spit static and then words. Their words. The trip edited into a nightmare by a malicious producer—laughter from twenty minutes ago, then screaming, then Lacey whispering, “Don’t,” then the horn.



BLAAT.



Lights hit them from behind.



Headlights.



They were too low to be a truck, too white to be halogens. They moved without sound. Their brightness had that wrong quality—a surgical glow, colder at the edges than at the middle, as if it lit by subtraction.



“It’s behind us,” Jordan said, voice pin-thin.



“Seatbelts,” Lacey said. She clicked hers with hands that couldn’t decide whether to shake or go numb.



Chris hit the gas. The road complied, lines zipping under the hood. The headlights behind stayed the same distance. He glanced at the speedometer; it leapt to sixty. Seventy. The engine whined, but it felt like winding a fishing reel attached to nothing.



“Take us anywhere,” Mel told the dark. “I will go to IKEA right now if that is where you want me to die.”



The road uncoiled, then tightened into a bend. Chris took it too fast, tires whispering gravel. The car stabilized. The headlights stayed the same distance.



The horn sounded—behind them and ahead.



BLAAT.



They rounded the bend and saw themselves: the same oak with the lightning feather, the same three plastic flowers, the same shot glass now full to the brim with something dark and mirror-smooth.



“Stop,” Jordan said.



Chris braked. The stop was too clean; the car glided to a perfect halt as if guided into a slot. He put it in park and set the brake and felt like those acts were being done for him. His hands didn’t feel like his.



“Everybody out,” Jordan said, and before the decision could betray him, he opened the door and stepped into cold that bit his eyes.



Lacey followed, the ticket in her palm like a moth wing. Mel made a sound like a swallowed swear and came next. Chris was last, his heart drumming bruise-hard.



They walked to the oak.



The shot glass sat like an offering. The plastic flowers leaned, their wire stems showing through sun-cracked color. Someone had stuck a tiny American flag in the ground and time had turned it to gauze.



“What do we do,” Lacey asked, “pray?”



“We return what we took,” Jordan said. He knelt, scooped grit from his pocket, and shook it into the glass. It hit the liquid and didn’t sink, just floated like pepper on cream. “Say their names,” he added, quietly. “Whatever names we have. We owe them the courtesy of proving we know someone was here.”



“Mark,” Lacey said, thinking of the calendar and the angry Xs. “Cheryl. Judy. Brad.” A silence. “Jordan, say something.”



Jordan’s mouth opened and shut. He had no names of his own. He had only a horn in his chest, a sound that wanted to climb out of him.



Mel leaned down. “For whoever lost and kept losing,” she said. “For whoever got stuck. For whoever had to listen to the train until it wore a groove through their head.”



The wind slipped around them and went flat.



Behind them, the headlights brightened.



They had not heard the engine. They had not heard gravel shift or tires. The lights were simply closer, like a thought that had decided to come true. In their glow, the oak’s bark stood out in pores. A spider web stretched and pulsed and broke.



“Back in the car,” Chris said.



“Wait,” Lacey said. She held the ticket stub over the shot glass. “I’m not taking a one-way with me.”



She let go.



The paper touched the surface. It should have floated. It sank as if the liquid had hands.



Across the field, a crossing bell that did not exist began to ding.



Ding. Ding. Ding. Ding.



They ran. The car accepted them like a mouth accepts a candy. Doors slammed exactly on the fourth ding.



The radio popped. Static parted.



“…—got—” a child’s voice.



“—out—” a woman’s.



“—go—” a man’s.



The headlights behind winked out.



They stayed out.



“Drive,” Mel whispered.



Chris put the car in gear. He drove. The road changed. It had edges now. The oak stayed behind. A new mailbox arrived, not BRADLEY but MARTIN, the letters hand-drawn with a little flourish under the N. The fields broke and a sweep of low lights promised I-75 like a river.



They breathed again, and the breathing tasted of relief and almost. None of them wanted to say what they knew: loops don’t break because you deserve it. Loops break when they decide you’ll be better bait for someone else. Loops break because another trap is ready.



The horn sounded.



Not behind. Not ahead.



From inside the car.



BLAAT.



Something breathed on the back of Mel’s neck. It smelled like freezer burn. She turned slowly—



—and looked into her own face. It sat inches from her, wrong at the edges, the eyes too alive in a way that made her stomach roll. Her reflection smiled and her real mouth didn’t.



“Get out,” it whispered, a child’s giggle under the syllables. “Get out while it’s moving.”



She screamed. The scream snapped the air. Lacey twisted and saw it, too—their mirror selves packed tight in the backseat’s dark like pickled things in jars—smiling—smiling too wide—



The car bucked. The wheel jerked in Chris’s hands. The headlights found a sign: TELEGRAPH RD →. Salvation that looked hand-painted by a liar.



Chris took it.



The car jounced over a seam in the asphalt. The mirrors shook. Their wrong selves blurred—



—and were gone.



Just like that.



“Don’t stop,” Jordan said. “Don’t even slow down at the light in Monroe. Keep going until Michigan is a joke we told our parents.”



They didn’t slow. Not at the turn. Not at the light. Not at the sign for the turnpike. The lake fell away behind them, big and patient. They bled south toward Toledo, not because it was safer but because it was at least the devil they’d grown up cursing. They crossed state lines like a benediction.



Ahead, city glow softened the sky. They were almost something again. Almost people.



They took the Alexis exit.



They hit every green light in a row.



And then, because a story that wants you doesn’t get bored—because it holds you like a dog with a favorite toy—they saw a thing that none of them could explain later: a crossing gate in a place where there had never been tracks, halfway down a strip of discount stores and vape shops, lowering slow as molasses.



Red lights blinked.



Ding. Ding. Ding. Ding.



“No,” Lacey said. “No, no, no—”



Cars in the other lanes rolled on without noticing. Only their lane stopped, as if a red light was only a law for them. The gate came down and kissed their hood. The arm was flaked red and white paint. It left a chalky line like a touch.



The horn came from the end of the world.



BLAAT.









