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    To Mom

For believing I am capable of anything I put my mind to. I did it!



"Two possibilities exist: either we are alone in the Universe or we are not. Both are equally terrifying"

ARTHUR C. CLARKE

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1
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Sunday Elm could smell it, a familiar sickeningly sweet scent. She looked up from her email to study the closed door, listening. The heavy thump outside of the room confirmed it: she was no longer home alone.

Normally this would frighten someone living on her own. Sure, Maurita, Arizona, wasn’t considered overly dangerous, but that wouldn’t stop someone’s heart from pounding at the strange noise on the other side of the door.

She wasn’t bothered, though.

If she were frightened by every unexplained sound she heard, she wouldn’t just be going to therapy, she’d be living in a loony bin.

Sunday kicked her long legs out from under her desk and tucked her unruly brown curls behind her ear.

Another thump. Something heavier had fallen to the floor this time.

Why do they have to bug me at home?

It was the first visit since the accident. Sunday stepped into the hallway, her breath growing short. She’d done this before. Dozens of times. But this time, she didn’t feel up to it.

Outside her office, the hallway looked as it should, with art and photos hanging on the wall. A picture of Sunday wearing a black cap and gown was prominently displayed— a smile spread across her young face while her father wrapped his arms around her in a proud hug. Most people didn’t notice the resemblance between them until they actually saw Sunday and her father standing side by side. It was easy to miss, since her skin was several shades darker than his. She got her darker complexion from her mom, but the way her eyes wrinkled and her large teeth took over her face when she smiled—that was her father.

A tangle of joy and heart-wrenching sadness washed over Sunday. She rushed past the photo, distracting herself by calculating how many years it had been since she’d graduated high school. She could hardly believe she would be invited to a ten-year reunion next year. 

Her bedroom on the right appeared normal, with the bed unmade and a pair of flip-flops discarded in front of her closet. The living room still bore the evidence of her late-night binge-watching session, including an empty wine glass, candy wrappers, and her favorite blanket abandoned on the couch. 

Sunday stood at the end of the hallway, where the small kitchen opened up beside her. Two cans rolled across the floor, stopping at Sunday’s bare feet where the hardwood met the kitchen tile. A can of tomato paste and one of refried beans. The woman on the beans label smiled up at her.

She picked them up and carried them back into the kitchen. The disturbance had obviously started there. The cabinet door above the oven hung open. 

She took her time replacing the cans, examining the cylinders for any dents.

It was best to let them come to you, she knew. The cans were a cry for attention, and now Sunday made herself appear busy so they could interrupt her when they were ready to talk.

Well, not talk in the traditional sense. The dead don’t really talk.

“Rosarita, you look all right,” she said to the refried beans woman as she placed both cans back into the cupboard and shut the door with a soft clunk. 

Her fingers were still wrapped around the cabinet handle when a cool breeze brushed past her. It wasn’t the bone-chilling cold described by Hollywood. Only something really powerful could have that effect on her. Instead, it felt like the sort of breeze that blew across the beach; pleasant, especially in the Arizona desert.

Sunday followed the cool air to the living room.

The spirit sat on the couch beside Sunday’s discarded blanket. Still playing coy, she didn’t raise her gaze when Sunday sat in the chair next to her, but instead picked at the purple fuzz the blanket left behind.

There was always something off about them. The spirits from the Other World typically took a human form. Almost. They had some control over their appearance, and most preferred the comforting look of the living.

But there was always something off.

Sometimes a missing feature, like no feet or eyes.

Sometimes a body part replaced by a tentacle or a pig snout.

Sometimes their hair was on fire or their arms were made of water.

Sunday didn’t understand the logic or reasoning behind these strange features. It could have to do with how the person lost their life, or with their death life. She had a theory about how the length of time the person had spent in the Other World affected their manifestation. She believed that the longer a person had been dead and living in the supernatural realm, the less control they had, as if they were losing the strength to keep their human appearance. 

She waited for the spirit before her to acknowledge her. 

The spirit used to be a woman. She wore a nightgown Sunday had only seen in old TV shows from the ‘70s. Her hair hung loosely, limp and pale like a waterfall cascading around her face. She sat with her horse legs stretched out in front of her. The hooves were adorned with ballerina slippers. 

Unless the woman was an equestrian ballerina who had died in a tragic bedtime accident, Sunday couldn’t explain the state of the spirit. She did look a bit like Sunday’s most recent ex, though.

Eventually the spirit faced her. Her colorless skin faded into the grey couch behind her. Her eyes, dark-rimmed like a raccoon’s, were downcasted; she peered up at Sunday like a forlorn child. Her lips were as blue as her eyes. 

“Can I help you?” Sunday typically treated these visitors like door-to-door salesmen: unwelcomed, but tolerated until she could get them to leave.


The spirit spoke to her.



“Coffee?” Sunday wrinkled her nose, put off by the obscurity of the request. She could taste it and smell it, but she didn’t understand why 

Spirits didn’t talk. They communicated in other ways, like knocks or flickering lights. All that Hollywood stuff had to come from some grain of truth.

And for Sunday, she just knew.

It was part of her “gift.”

She insisted on putting the word in air quotes. Her “gift” was usually anything but.

Spirits talked to her by dropping images and ideas into her head. Not only could she see, she could hear, taste, and smell their memories and thoughts. Their ideas became her ideas. 

Sunday saw a coffee shop. 

The large storefront windows revealed a sidewalk dusted with snow. Customers came in shaking the white powder out of their hair and peeling their coats off to dry on the rack next to a space heater. The walls were decorated with colorful pieces of teacups, saucers, and mugs, a chaotic mosaic of china. The smell of roasting coffee permeated the fabric of the chairs, and the hum of chatter was only drowned out by the coffee bean grinder. Customers and employees alike were smiling and laughing.

Then the scene changed. Outside, snow still covered every surface, but inside dust covered just as many surfaces. The colors of the decorative dishware on the walls had dulled. Even the lights appeared dimmer. One man wearing a faded baseball cap sat at a table in front of the window reading a newspaper. The man behind the counter had asked if he wanted a refill three times. He wasn’t going to ask again.

The coffee shop was going under. Sunday understood. She knew that when the spirit was alive, she’d built the business from the ground up. She appreciated the hours that the woman had put into her tiny hole-in-the-wall coffee shop in Petoskey, Michigan. Tourism ran the town and now, forty years later, the shop floundered. The spirit feared it would close.

Sunday felt for the woman, and not just because she spilled her sorrow into her head. The spirit came all the way from Michigan, but Sunday couldn’t help.

The dead woman would have to stick with knocks and flickering lights to communicate with the new owners in Michigan.

“I can’t help you,” she told the horse-leg spirit. “I really wish there was something I could do, but I can’t. I’m sorry.”

The spirit frowned. Sunday prayed she wouldn’t get angry. Angry spirits made a mess.

Despite her silent pleas, the spirit woman developed a red hue. Her darkened eyes glowed as she pressed her blue lips tightly together. She lifted herself off the couch to hover over the rug.

“Shit!” Sunday jumped to her feet, but not quickly enough.

The horse hooves slammed into Sunday’s stomach, sending her over the armchair and into the dining room set across the room.

The hooves had knocked the breath out of her. Her feet dangled above her and her arms were twisted up in the legs of a chair. The seconds dragged as her mouth gaped open and shut, like she was a beached fish.

The air couldn’t fill her lungs fast enough when she finally got a breath in. Coughing and gasping, she struggled to sit up. She raised her head high enough to see a DVD player sailing in her direction.

With a shriek, she ducked. The machine crashed into the wall behind her. The spirit screamed in her head, her dead lungs never needing to stop to take a breath.

“Fuck!” Sunday shouted, curling into a ball behind the chair. Above her an onslaught of knick-knacks and books were flung across the room. They piled on top of the broken DVD player. She needed to get out from behind the chair, but the thrown objects were unending. 

“I get it lady, you’re upset. Just leave!” she shouted over the sound of screeching in her head.

The half-woman, half-horse spirit floated to the front door, ravaging the apartment like a tornado. Sunday covered her head with her arms. The spirit threw a lamp and overturned the couch. The scream in Sunday’s head packed a punch of rage and despair.

She’d worked so hard. She fought for everything she had in life. People like Sunday, young and surrounded by life-easing technology, caused her business to crash. She’s gone, and the people she trusted with her life’s work failed. 

What’s the point? Why did she work so hard for nothing? 

Rhe spirit finally hovered out the front door, slamming it behind her. A few picture frames and a mirror crashed to the floor. 

The quiet that followed was deafening.

Sunday peeked around her chair shield.

Empty. No spirit.

Sunday sat alone in the two wrecked rooms.

She shuffled out of her hiding place and immediately grabbed a large bag of salt from behind her dining room curtains. She emptied half the bag along the bottom of the front door. After replacing the bag, she pulled paper curtains down over all the windows in the apartment, installed in front of the blinds. Red pentagrams enclosed in circles adorned the cream-colored paper drapes. The pagan-marked windows cast a warm hue over the apartment. Sunday finished the ritual by lighting a bundle of sage that had been tucked under a pillow in her bedroom. She placed the burning herbs on an incense tray to allow the smoke to dissipate throughout the front room. Typically, she avoided the salt-strewn, sage-smoked mess. The neighbors tended to complain when passing her pentagrammed windows, but sometimes they were necessary. 

Suddenly, her front door shook, the two horse legs of the spirit splintering the doorframe. She leapt back, reminding herself that the spirit couldn’t make it past the line of salt. Another kick rattled the door. Sunday dove for the sack of salt and poured another layer across the entryway, just to be safe. The spirit was not welcome back.
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​Chapter 2
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Insurance companies should sell a supernatural plan; that way, when an aggrieved horse spirit destroyed your living room you wouldn’t have to pay for replacement furniture out of pocket. Sunday resented cleaning up after her visitors; she didn’t think she would be the only one who would take advantage of that insurance plan. 

What would be worse? Stepping on salt that had been tracked from their line across the entryway and throughout the whole apartment or cleaning up after the occasional angry spirit? Sunday leaned on her upturned couch, counting the number of visits that ended in property damage. Three? Four? And it had been six years since she’d moved into the apartment. Or was it seven? 

She sighed. 

Cleaning up was a lonely job. Sunday gathered the unsalvageable pieces of her dining room table in a pile by the front door. She had nobody to call for help or to vent to about the extra housework. She was used to being alone, though; it wasn’t exactly practical to tell your childhood friend how you spent the weekends shepherding spirits into the Other World. Instead, she told half-truths or flat-out lies about her life. 

Sunday left the pile of broken furniture to get ready for work. She had to leave for her appointment in an hour and then work right after: enough time to shower, not enough time to clean her uniform like she’d planned. Marinara sauce was splattered across her white button-up blouse from her last shift, so she hunted through her drawers for an old one, and  hurried into the bathroom to shower. Wetting her curls would make them more manageable to pull her hair back.

Even after shaking out her shoulder-length brown tresses, they stubbornly stuck out in every direction but down.

Manageable, but not actually obedient. 

As she pulled and tucked at her hair, her mind wandered to the mess in the living room. The chaos reminded her of how alone she actually was. There had been one person in her life who understood the aggravation of Other World creatures. Her dad. He called their Sight an endowment, their personal ability. Stephen Elm had been a Seer too, making him Sunday’s supernatural companion from the moment she saw her first spirit at seven years old. Sunday grew up and helped her father with his business antique dealing. They’d been inseparable. The furniture from his online antique shop would’ve come in handy now that her table and chairs had been demolished. But those had been sold off after the accident.

Sunday blinked quickly, focusing all her energy on taming her hair. It had been six months; she was sick of crying. Work helped distract her, but it didn’t stop the grief. With no one to share the whole truth with, Sunday just treaded water day by day with no plan for when she grew too tired to keep her head up.

“You’re a little early.” Dr. Morris’s receptionist greeted Sunday with a smile. Her name plate read Cheryl. “She’ll be ready for you soon. Sit.”

Cheryl motioned to the couches with her long manicured nails and returned to the computer in front of her. Sunday picked up a magazine and did as she was told. The ticking clock behind her interrupted every word she tried to read. Cheryl sneezed.

“Bless you,” Sunday said.

“Thanks.” The receptionist smiled again. Sunday wanted to let her know that some of her pink lipstick had smeared on her tooth, but she couldn’t push her voice past her nerves. “Do you want some water?”

Sunday shook her head and returned to the magazine.The incessant clock was still a distraction, so she closed her eyes and rotated her neck. The muscles had tightened after being kicked by the spirit. She’d be lucky if those ghost hooves didn’t cause internal bleeding. The home insurance for supernatural disasters should partner with medical that included acupuncture and massage therapy. The biggest downside to having an angry ghost attack your home had to be the sore body. Being kicked into her dining room table had made her twenty-seven years feel closer to fifty.

She hadn’t seen Dr. Elle Morris since her father had taken her. He found the family therapist after her mother left, but that was fifteen years ago. Could she help Sunday now?

“She’s ready for you.” Cheryl grinned the lipstick stain smile again. Did her cheeks hurt?

Sunday dropped the magazine back on the table and followed Cheryl’s gesture through the door behind her desk. “You’ve got...” Sunday rubbed her own front teeth.

“Oh!” Cheryl used her phone to check her lipstick. “Thanks.”

The room had grown smaller than Sunday remembered. Two bookshelves no longer towered over her, but stood behind Dr. Morris like sentries. The doctor had aged. Her chestnut hair was now highlighted with gray and her eyes were framed in wrinkles. She greeted Sunday and invited her to take the empty armchair next to her.

“I was taken down memory lane seeing your name on my schedule,” she said. “How long has it been?”

“I think fifteen years.” Sunday wiggled in the seat. She spotted a desk across the room, the same one she’d sat at as a child, coloring pictures.

Dr. Morris tucked her hair behind her ears. “Time flies. I saw the information you provided. I was so sorry to hear about your dad.”

She bit her tongue and nodded.

“Did you want to start there?”

Sunday shook her head.

“Okay,” Dr. Morris said. “When you’re ready, then. When you’re alone, and thoughts of your father come up, try taking a deep breath and explore those thoughts and feelings. Don’t be afraid, they won’t hurt you.”

Sunday tugged on a loose thread along her shirt hem. “Yeah, okay.”

“Why don’t you tell me how you two had been doing after you stopped coming to see me?”

She shrugged. “We’d gotten into a routine. That’s why we stopped coming. Dad didn’t think we needed you anymore.”

“That’s great to hear.” Dr. Morris jotted notes on the pad in her lap. “Tell me about the routine.”

“Did Dad tell you about his beliefs?” Sunday asked, frowning. Her father had warned her all those years ago. There was a fine line between being honest with your therapist and providing symptoms of psychosis.

“Sure. I appreciated the wholesomeness. It was refreshing.”

Sunday smiled and pictured the barista spirit. Wholesome? What had her father told this woman?

“Did you take over his store? The online one?” Dr. Morris asked.

“No. That helped pay for the funeral and some other bills. I’m a restaurant manager.”

“Oh? Any place I would know?”

“Bokka’s?”

“Sure.” Dr. Morris nodded. “Went there for my anniversary last year. It’s nice.”

Sunday studied her fingernails, pressing her thumb against each one to watch the color fade back.

“So have you seen your father’s spirit? Were his theories right?” Dr. Morris asked.

Sunday shook her head. “Well, yes, about his theories, but no, I haven’t seen him.”

“And how do you feel about that?”

She inhaled deeply. How did she feel about her father’s spirit moving on to the Other World? He wasn’t troubled in his death, leading him to stay here. Sunday should take comfort in that, and she did, but she couldn’t deny the small feeling of hope at the first hint of a spirit. Would it be her dad? Would she ever see him again?

“I don’t know,” she said. “Lot’s of conflicting feelings.”

Dr. Morris nodded like she understood. “So you didn’t join his business, but did you follow his faith?”

Sunday nodded.

“Are you still following after his death?”

Tears filled her eyes. She didn’t help the barista that morning. She told the poor woman she couldn’t, convinced herself that it was geographically impossible. Could she afford to take the time off of work? How would she pay for a plane ticket? Her father had always managed it before. Were her circumstances all that different now?

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

Dr. Morris leaned closer with a tissue. Sunday accepted it.

“That’s fine. Understandable, really,” Dr. Morris said. “Your faith must have been completely wrapped up in him. Now that he’s gone, it must be like Christianity without a Bible. You’ve lost your guide.”

Sunday wiped her nose.

“Have you thought at all about helping someone else, using his faith?”

Of course she had. Every spirit and creature from the Other World reminded Sunday that she should be helping the dead move on. She should protect the living from the monsters in their closets or under their beds. At the very least, she should check her father’s email, see who had reached out for his help, but she’d done nothing.

“Yeah,” she replied.

“I remember a little girl telling me how proud she was to have helped her dad, using her gift to help others. She told me that it helped her when her mother left. Do you remember that?”

Sunday nodded. “I just don’t know if I can do it alone.”

She sunk into the chair. Dr. Morris offered her another tissue, and Sunday wiped away the tears.

“I’m sorry.” She forced a smile. “I’ve been crying so easily lately.”

“Understandable.” Dr. Morris cleared her throat. “Let’s stop here, for today.”

Sunday glanced at the clock between the two bookshelves. Time had moved so fast.

“I can recommend all my typical suggestions,” the doctor continued. “But I have another idea, if you’re up for it.”

“Sure.”

“You should try journaling, of course. I’m sure you remember the one I had you write all those years ago. But I’m thinking that instead of just letting your mind guide your pencil, you should try writing out your father’s faith as well. Everything he taught you about spirits and the afterlife. Use that as your guide now that your father is gone.”

The thought of putting pen to paper made Sunday nauseous. She couldn’t help a spirit move on; how could she bring herself to write all about them, and the Other World? It would hurt too much, a reminder that she was all alone. 

“I’ll try the journaling.” She stood up.

“Good,” Dr. Morris said, “Use the journal to probe a little into your memories of your father’s faith. Explore it. Don’t be afraid of it.”

As Sunday left the building, she thought over Dr. Morris’s advice. She’d write about her feelings, but she couldn’t write about her father’s faith. She’d leave the Other World behind, an old chapter in her life. Dr. Morris could help her start her new one. 
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​Prayers of Jax Fraser
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God, I fear I am losing my mind. I see them in the church pews while I give my sermon, on the sidewalks when I leave the church. The dead. Twisted and mixed with animals by the Devil. What curse is this upon me, God? Please hear my prayer. Please guide me. I don’t want to see them, Lord. I shouldn’t be seeing them. I fear I’ll be taken by the Devil and made just like them.



​
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​Chapter 3
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The bus dropped Sunday at the nearest bus stop, a block away from the actual downtown strip. Downtown was only a three-block stretch of banks, restaurants, and overpriced boutiques. The buildings maintained an old-fashioned façade of brick storefronts and decorative awnings. The city kept the shrubbery and trees nicely trimmed. At night, with the twinkle lights shining above the sidewalks, it had a romantic date spot vibe. Great news for Sunday. 

Job security.

Even if she had owned a car, Sunday would prefer public transportation and walking. It took her longer to get to work, but she skipped metered parking and enjoyed a walk past aromas coming from the bakery and taqueria. It cleared her mind and occasionally her sinuses.

She loved the quaint view, the smell of cinnamon and the sounds of laughter and chatter of tourists and families getting out to the shops or relaxing at the large park taking up one side of a block. She watched a couple walking hand-in-hand across the street. When was the last time she walked side-by-side with someone? Not someone romantic, she didn’t have the energy for that, but a companion, a friend. She didn’t want to figure it out.

Sunday pulled a Bluetooth ear piece out of her purse for hands-free calling and slipped it into her right ear.

“Reap,” she hissed. No response. “Reap!” She gave a quick shout, scanning the street for a reaction. No one paid attention.

“You rang?” 

A breeze tousled Sunday’s hair and a figure appeared beside her. He wore a black fedora and trench coat that brushed along the top of his Oxford wing-tipped shoes. The dark ensemble stuck out on the warm fall afternoon.

“Hey, Reap.” Sunday smiled. The skeletal creature beside her cheered her up, unlike the first time they’d met. She saw Reap beyond his surface now, but then the rotten flesh and dark empty eyes terrified her. 

A few years ago, when she had been hired at the restaurant, Sunday had spotted Reap. His fedora had kept most of his face in shadow. The bottom half revealed a grotesque jaw of peeling skin, exposing the bone underneath. The rest of the Grim Reaper’s skeletal body was hidden beneath dark gloves and the trench coat. Only a fraction of skin stubbornly stuck on. She’d spied him through a haze of panic. Her thoughts whirled through her head as she had held her cell phone to her ear, listening to the dispatcher and watching a man perform CPR on an elderly woman at her feet.

“She’s not breathing,” Sunday gasped.

The skeletal man in the fedora stood just beyond the small crowd that had gathered. The collapsing woman had drawn an audience who were now shuffling their feet, anticipating more drama. But Reap wasn’t interested in the scene. He had just waited. It sent a chill down Sunday’s spine. 

She understood who he was. She knew what would happen once the paramedics arrived. Her eyes fell to the woman on the ground, to her closed eyes and slightly parted lips. She had appeared peaceful, ready for what lay ahead for her.

Paramedics lifted the woman onto the gurney. No one rushed. The siren had long ago been silenced. The crowd had dispersed, but Sunday waited on a bench. The Grim Reaper still stood vigil, watching the woman be wheeled into the ambulance. The doors slammed shut. The vehicle rolled into traffic leaving no evidence of the afternoon commotion. The skeletal being had turned to follow the ambulance. Sunday jumped to her feet and rushed to him.

Her father would disapprove. His voice sounded in the back of her mind: It’s not our world. We have no business meddling in it.

But her curiosity had driven her to the Grim Reaper. Why shouldn’t she know about the Other World? Why have Sight and not understand the creatures she sees?

“Hey!” She jogged to close the gap between them, waving to catch the Reaper’s attention.

He turned slowly, each movement gliding through molasses. Sunday halted before him. He gazed down at her, eyes wide in a panic.

“You’re here for the woman, right? She’s going to the Other World?” Sunday’s heart pattered in her chest, more from the excitement of interacting with a being from the Other World than from her rush to him. Instead of fearing the rotting flesh of the Reaper’s face, she’d smiled, exhilarated. 

“Yes.” Reap’s eyes narrowed as he studied her.

The word dropped the smile from Sunday’s face. Her mouth hung open. He could talk? She’d expected his life story to play in her head like the spirits she’d come across already. But he spoke to her.

“What?” Reap raised an eyebrow. “You need something? I really should be going. I don’t have time to talk to the living.”

“You talk,” Sunday said.

“I do, and this was a good one, thanks.” He had turned, his trench coat waving dramatically behind him.

His words, sarcastic and real, had floored Sunday. Her lips moved, but no words came out. She forced herself to say something. Anything to stop him from leaving.

“I can see things from the Other World!” she had shouted, no doubt drawing the attention of the few people around her, but she didn’t care.

Reap turned around again. “I gathered as much. Do you have a question for me or something? This is getting weird.”

“I’ve never talked to someone from the Other World before,” she replied.

“Ah.” Reap walked back to her. He removed his fedora to reveal a skull beneath, holding it against his chest. “I guess I’m honored, then. Guten tag.”

Sunday frowned. “You’re German?”

“No,” Reap sighed. “Haven’t had such luck. Just a fan.”

“Of Germans?”

“Of humans! ‘Being human is a complicated gig,’ but I envy you for it. That’s Nietzsche, by the way. One of the good ones.”

Sunday nodded, more out of politeness than understanding. “So, if you’re not human, then what are you?”

Placing the fedora on his head, he waved a hand down his body. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“Grim Reaper?”

“That’s the name some humans have given me. I’m just a glorified usher, really.” He checked his empty wrist. “I have to go. I’m sure I’ll see you around, though. This is my district.”

His district? Did that mean there were more Grim Reapers? It made sense to Sunday. One creature couldn’t usher the dead of the whole world or even the entire state of Arizona into the Other World, but she didn’t have a chance to ask him. He’d hurried after the ambulance, disappearing in a haze.

They had run into each other again. Despite her father’s protests, Sunday maintained a friendship with the Other World being. Reap often hustled down the sidewalk with Sunday, each rushing to work. He quoted Nietzsche and she peppered him with questions about the Other World. Now, as Sunday fell into step with him, Reap looked at her, the skin above his eyes lifted, the eyebrow absent.  

“Where’re you off to?” Sunday asked. The earpiece made it appear that she was talking on the phone. She learned that trick after getting strange looks for seemingly talking to herself. It was easy to forget that she alone could see the creatures from the Other World, especially since it used to be her and her father. 

“Not your restaurant, so you don’t have to worry about it,” Reap replied.

The Reaper could talk, unlike spirits. Sunday believed that was the cosmos's way of making Reap’s job easier. Most people could not telepathically understand the supernatural realm, so speaking allowed him to explain the folklore: There really was a man dressed all in black who showed up to guide you to the Other World after death. Sunday had a strong suspicion that Reap wasn’t good at charades.

“What are you laughing at?” he snapped at Sunday, who had giggled at the image in her head of Reap attempting to act out Fiddler on the Roof.

“Nothing!” Her arms flew up in surrender. “Why are you so on edge today?”

He sighed. “I’m sorry. You’d be surprised, but with summer winding down, the accidental death rate is shooting up. I feel like I can’t collect them fast enough.”

Reap had confided in Sunday before about his occupational woes. His job was the prime reason for his existence but he never actually enjoyed his work. A Grim Reaper with an existential crisis.

“Most beings in my realm don’t have the awareness to know there are other options out there!” Reap continued with exasperation. “I get to know all about Earth and humans just to help them in death. Why couldn’t I have been a Grootslag or a Kappa and exist in ignorant bliss?”

Sunday patted Reap’s bony back. Both had slowed their pace as they approached Sunday’s building.

“‘That which does not kill us makes us stronger.’” She offered one of his favorite Nietzsche quotes.

Reap sighed, then flung his scythe out of his sleeve and over his shoulder.

She scanned the block again. People crowded the storefronts and sidewalk, typical of a sunny weekend.

“What colors do you see today?” She pointed at the couple in front of them. 

Reap’s shoulders lifted and then dropped.

“Come on!” Sunday urged. “At least do me. I need a pick-me-up today.”

He sighed. “Fine.” He gestured to the couple. “They’re this aquamarine color, a mix of her green and his blue.” He let out another sigh. “They’re so in love, even their auras have meshed together.”

Sunday nodded, enjoying the game with Reap. As a Grim Reaper, he perceived people in colors, auras. They changed just as people changed. More often than not, the auras were inconsequential, like fun facts about a person. “What about her?” She pointed to a mother pushing a toddler in a stroller across the street.

“She’s a muddy grey.” Reap cocked his head to the side. “A bit depressed, I’m afraid.”

Sunday bit her bottom lip, bummed. “And me?”

Reap gave her a side glance. He tilted his chin down, examining her aura.

“I’m going to call it orchid today. You have more red in your aura. I still don’t like how shaky it is, though.”

Sunday shrugged. Typically, her aura was a light shade of blue, but Reap had been seeing her aura as more red and shaky ever since her father’s accident.

“Thanks for letting me vent. I feel better, really.” He looked behind him. “I was supposed to turn back there. Think blue today, okay?”

Without another word, Reap spun around on his heels and trudged away.

Sunday shook her head. Only she would be comforting the Grim Reaper on a Saturday afternoon. She checked her watch, a minute after one-thirty. 

Bokka’s had long been a staple of fine dining in town. Son graduated from high school? Celebrate at Bokka’s. Grandma’s eightieth birthday? The family came together at Bokka’s. Thinking of proposing? Drop the question at Bokka’s. 

Sunday enjoyed the fast-paced work. She skipped through the back door, pulled her apron out of the top right locker, and tied it around her waist as she made her way through the kitchen.

“Hey, Maggie,” Sunday greeted the head chef for the night. “I thought Ben was supposed to be in tonight.”

“He called in sick.” Maggie looked up from a simmering saucepan that smelled like garlic and oysters and rolled her eyes. “Again.”

Sunday shrugged. “You’re on overtime, though. Right?”

The head chef nodded. She grabbed her water bottle, took a swig and went back to stirring her sauce.

“I’ll talk to Carol or Rob. Explain why you’re doing overtime,” Sunday promised. 

Maggie thanked her as Sunday walked on.

She almost made it out of the kitchen to check in with the host before being ushered aside.

“Behind you!” the sing-song voice of Shelly James warned her.

The bouncing blond ponytail continued on her quest with a platter of soup and salad. Sunday enjoyed her shifts with Shelly. She watched her as she weaved her way through the maze of tables and chairs. The waitress didn’t claim to be angelic, being the type of girl used to getting her way by manipulating others around her. Sunday had nodded and smiled through many stories of how Shelly didn’t have to pay for a single drink the night before, but the confidence the waitress exuded pulled Sunday in. It brightened Shelly’s smile and shined through her eyes, a freshening presence compared to Sunday’s doom and gloom.

The air cooled as Shelly rushed past her, pulling Sunday’s gaze down. She sighed. Not again.

A creature the size of a child followed behind the waitress. Around its waist it wore a ragged towel that used to be white. A strap made of a few twisted shoelaces hung across its bare chest and tied around a black sock holding who-knows-what at its hip. It wore no shoes, so its overgrown, broken yellow toenails clicked against the tiled floor. Its repulsive feet matched its thin greasy hair patch growing out of the top of its head and trailing down over one shoulder. 

The gremlin glanced at Sunday as it passed by with red eyes laughing at a twisted joke she wouldn’t understand. It smiled, revealing yellow and brown fangs, before following Shelly into the dining room.
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It was a good thing restaurants didn’t have regulations for Other World creatures; the Toko following Shelly around definitely didn’t meet health codes with his grimy makeshift clothes and rancid oily hair. Tokos were trickster demons. Only someone with old knowledge of the Other World could curse a person with a Toko. Shelly must have pissed off someone powerful; Sunday didn’t see the disgusting creatures often.

This ugly gremlin did a great job at scaring the hell out of the waitress. Shelly described herself as a jumpy person, but she didn’t know about the curse. When she came to work talking about the noises she heard all night or the terrifying monster she thought she saw in the mirror, Sunday bit her lip. She knew. It was the Toko.

Tokos could actually hurt people. They caused illnesses and accidents, but this one was harmless. In fact, Sunday suspected that Shelly enjoyed the drama and relished the attention she received from her fright-filled stories. The Toko hadn’t worked out as planned.

The workday shot by. Weekend nights tended to be busy, so Sunday always had something to do. The last customers left just after ten, a treat when working the late shift, and the clean up went smoothly. 

Just shy of eleven, the staff headed out the back door, eager anticipation over Saturday night buzzing between them. Kitchen and wait staff alike chatted about their plans. Sunday followed a bit behind them, having stayed behind to lock up the cash in the safe and double check that all stoves and ovens had been shut off. By the time she walked out most of her coworkers had rounded the corner. All except Maggie and Shelly.

“What are you up to tonight, Sun?” Maggie’s voice pulled Sunday’s gaze out of her purse. 

“Not much.” Sunday tucked the restaurant keys away and joined the chef and waitress. “My place is a mess, so I might work a bit on that, have a glass of wine.”

Shelly scoffed. “You can’t seriously be thinking about cleaning tonight.”

Sunday shrugged. 

“Join us,” Maggie said. “Omar invited us all to McFlahrety’s.”

“I don’t know,” Sunday said. She didn’t want to spend the night drinking.

“Come on.” Shelly hooked her arm around hers. The warmth of Shelly’s skin radiated through the thin fabric of her shirt sleeve. “Just stay for an hour. Then we’ll let you get back to your cleaning and wine.”

Sunday sighed, weighing the options. Go home, alone, and face the mess the horse spirit left behind, or have a drink with some coworkers. The comforting heat of Shelly next to her pulled her feet along. There was no convincing herself that the first option was better. The three of them walked half a block to the bar. Music and voices filled the air as soon as they turned onto the main street.

Sunday followed them through the pub entrance. A man dressed in all black checked their IDs at the door, barely glancing at the card between Sunday’s fingers. Maggie pushed her way through the crowd milling around the bar. Close behind, Sunday squinted at the large board above them listing the beers on tap.

“Tequila!” Maggie leaned close to the bartender, holding three fingers up.

“Oh no.” Sunday waved the glass away when Shelly held the shot filled with gold-colored liquor out, perched between her fingers.

“Come on!” Shelly shoved the glass into Sunday’s hand; part of the contents spilled on the floor. “Loosen up a little.”

Sunday hated that loosening up typically required pouring burning liquid down her throat. That tended to get her the opposite of loosened up. But Shelly’s grin pulled Sunday’s fingers to the shot. Her two coworkers tipped their heads back and poured the liquid into their mouths. Sunday stared at the liquor, ashamed to be caving under peer pressure. She leaned over a couple to drop her now half-filled shot glass behind an empty glass of beer on the bar while Maggie and Shelly grimaced with their eyes closed.

Shots glasses discarded and hands now filled with beer, they made their way to the porch. Gas fueled heaters warmed the outdoor seating space. Smaller tables with seats made from old barrels scattered the area, all filled by an adult softball team sporting the jerseys with the pub’s logo printed on the back. Booths lined the enclosing fence. Shelly led the way to a side booth filled with the rest of the staff.

Two waiters moved over to allow them to sit together. Sunday squeezed between the two women, holding her beer on the table with both hands.

“Cheers.” Shelly held her glass up, smiling. Her eyes jumped to each coworker around the table, falling on Sunday, motioning for her to lift her own drink.

After a few drinks, the voices at the table layered, each person talking over another, all following a different conversation. Between the chatter and the beer she had been sipping on, Sunday’s head spun.

“I should be heading out.” Maggie stood up, empty glasses clinking against each other when she disturbed the table.

Sunday thought about following Maggie out and finding her way home. She checked her wrist for the time, but Shelly’s hand guided her arm back in her lap.

“It’s still early.” She leaned close. Sunday caught a whiff of her floral perfume. “Stay for another round?”

Sunday didn’t remember agreeing to stay, but another drink appeared in front of her. She took a sip and watched the conspirer of the whole event, Omar, wave his arms as he told a story. She couldn’t figure out what tale, so she turned to Shelly for an explanation. 

But Shelly wasn’t sitting beside her. Instead of the young blond woman, she saw Shelly’s Toko, leaning against the back and resting its head in its grungy hands. Its feet stuck straight out in front of it, legs too short to hang over the edge of the chair. Sunday frowned, irritated that Shelly had left her. The gremlin smirked and gave her a wave before hopping off the seat and wandering into the crowd. 

She watched the Toko as it found Shelly at the bar, leaning both elbows on the bar top, wedged against a tall man. Her head flew back, mouth hanging open with a squeaking laugh Sunday could hear from her seat at the table. Shelly playfully slapped the man’s shoulder and took a drink of beer Sunday assumed he’d bought her. When she walked away from the bar, he followed her, two more beers in his hands.

Shelly collapsed beside Sunday again. The man took a seat on her other side, his cheeks hiding his eyes with a large smile. From what Sunday knew, he seemed to be Shelly’s type. Tall, dark hair, bearded. 

He put Sunday on edge. She couldn’t tell if it was the smug smirk or his insistent eye contact. She had never been someone uncomfortable with eye contact, but his eyes bored into her like he feared she’d disappear if he looked away for a second. Sunday squirmed in her seat, her gaze on an empty pint glass.

“Matty got this round,” Shelly said, introducing the man.

“Thanks,” Sunday took the drink he offered her.

She took a sip, no longer a part of the conversation. Each glance in the man’s direction sent a shiver down her spine. She couldn’t focus as Shelly shared yet another story of how the Toko scared her. Her eyes kept sliding to Matty, who was listening, entranced.

What was wrong with her? Sunday couldn’t make sense of her unease. She searched the man, searching for red flags. He wasn’t threatening. In fact, he joined the group seamlessly, charming and handsome, asking questions to make the others feel heard. He bought another round, earning more favor from her coworkers. 

She wiped her sweating palms along the tops of her legs. 

Maybe she was jealous. She searched inside herself. Her attraction to Shelly wasn’t a new discovery. Her beautiful coworker had caught her eye the day the owner introduced Shelly as the new hire, but Shelly was into men not women. Sunday had never been bothered by Shelly’s dates before.

She gulped the rest of her beer, hoping to settle the nerves twisting her stomach.

Matty’s eyes were dark and brooding, but when he smiled they lightened, growing more friendly. He wasn’t just Shelly’s type. Did Sunday have a crush? Was she jealous of Shelly meeting him at the bar and not Sunday?

She snuck another glance in his direction. The knots in her stomach squeezed tighter. These were not the butterflies of a budding romance but the nausea of anxiety. Didn’t feel like a crush Sunday had ever had before.

“Can I get some more?” Sunday pushed her empty glass toward the pitcher. Omar filled it.

Then, Sunday forced her eyes away from the table. She’d go after this last beer, order a ride share. She watched as more tables emptied. The night wound down, and a group of what appeared to be underage high school students slumped against the table next to hers. Security, the man who had been checking IDs at the door, made his way to the passed-out teenagers. He shook the blond football player’s shoulder. Slowly, bleary-eyed and pimple faced, they got to their feet. The football player leaned against his friend, still half passed out. The security guard followed close behind them, arms held out as if he expected one of them to crash to the floor. 

One of them must have already fallen under the table. Eyes shone between the security guards moving legs.

Sunday blinked.

The group left, but the eyes were still there, staring. Sunday squinted, forcing her alcohol influenced vision to focus. Definitely eyes. Large and yellow. 

The ache of panic settled in the back of Sunday’s throat. She took a gulp of beer to help it pass, but panic threatened to close her throat altogether. She knew those yellow eyes. The beast attached resembled the big bad wolf on steroids: Hounds.

The first time she’d seen a Hound had been on her walk home from middle school. Not only was her body changing in uncomfortable and embarrassing ways, but twelve-year-old Sunday now had to navigate spirits visiting her in school bathrooms. 

One afternoon, she walked past a neighbor’s bush and froze. Something growled. She turned and found herself looking at a beast with spindly legs that reached to her chest; its shaggy dark fur stood on end. The beast’s smooth, ratlike tail extended away from its body, pointing to the sky. It faced away from Sunday, hiding its face and teeth. It didn’t notice her staring at first. That was, until she screamed and booked it the last two blocks home. 
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