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            VENITE FORAS

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m leaving Hawthorne. I keep going over it again and again in my head as I ascend this dark path. My tennis shoes crunch leaves and slosh in the mud. My footsteps are the only sound, except for water pelting the leaves. There’s a canopy sheltering me from the downpour. A little. The clouds are stormy, but an occasional sliver of white moonlight slips through the branches above as I walk. To my right, I pass a steep precipice overlooking campus. Far below a few splashes of yellow shine through the woods, lights from our main library at Hawthorne University.

      I’m not wearing a coat, and I don’t have an umbrella. I’m cold, but I don’t care. It’s a foregone conclusion that I don’t belong here. I’m a friendless freshman surrounded by students burying their heads in books, wearing Greek letters, or sporting thick black makeup.

      I mean there’s Alondra. She’s this goth. She’s this girl with long black hair, a sweet smile, and these gorgeous, mesmerizing green eyes…damn. She’s hot as hell. I had a crush, but never asked her out. Now that I’m leaving, I suppose I never will.

      I enter a break in the trees. But then my trail turns into an even denser path. It grows too dark. I take out my handheld flashlight. It’s a little weird that I’m hiking a trail in the middle of the night. I could slip off the slippery ledge at any moment and die, or be attacked by a black bear or rattlesnake. But I’ve got this overall screwed-up feeling tonight, you know?

      I was never assigned a roommate. That was weird. Some people might love that. Not me, but my absentee roommate sort of puts the whole shitty experience into perspective. I tell you, people are way too cliquey here at Hawthorne. This school is deep in the woods, and if you don’t join a group, all the shadowy trees start to feel gloomy as hell.

      My grades are fine, I suppose. Maybe I shouldn’t complain so much? Perhaps I should just keep to myself and study alone like the rest of the nerds on campus.

      Why the fuck am I talking to myself, anyway?

      Because it’s getting that bad, Lee.

      As I traipse up a steeper incline toward the crest of the hill, I freeze—not just from cold. There’s rustling in the leaves, but the foliage is too thick to see anything. I guess it’s a large animal. But then I hear laughter. I catch a glimpse, through branches, of two people running. The odd thing is they’re running through the bushes, not on any of the trails to the hilltop.

      They make it through a clearing. They’re clearly visible now. I jump back at the sight of their naked breasts and asses shimmering under white moonlight. Their skin is coated in filth. One turns and gazes at me. I can swear there’s something smeared over her face. Actually, it covers both of their faces. Their eyes are moving about wildly. They’re high off something. The scene is so weird that I look back into the darkness of the woods thinking I must be seeing things.

      But then they laugh again.

      “Venite foras!” cries one. “Venite foras.” Then the other echoes, more high-pitched, almost sounding like a bird, “Venite foras. Venite foras.”

      The two girls run—knee deep in bushes and reeds—up the rest of the slope until they disappear over a ledge, still laughing.

      Toward the peak of the cliff, a place called Hilltop Bluff, I smell smoke. And there’s a red hue at the summit. I hear more voices. I reach the summit; then I hide behind a bush in a dense thicket. I’m hiding because ten to fifteen girls wearing these weird hooded black cloaks are circling around a huge bonfire. And in the center is another girl, pale, naked, but her body is clean. She is tied to two large wooden beams shaped in an x.

      “Lux tenebris!” cries one of the black-cloaked girls. She is standing at the center of the group, close to the bonfire. They all repeat it. Then one rushes forward holding a large golden chalice out to the girl, “Lucifer! Lucifer! Satanas!” She splashes fluid from the chalice onto the girl tied to the stakes.

      The tied girl opens her eyes wide and screams in apparent ecstasy, shaking and twitching, now covered in a sticky brownish-red fluid. The girl at the center of the group moves to a table upon which an animal with antlers is trying to squirm out of ropes. As her cloak shifts, I see her naked breasts. All the cloaked girls are nude underneath their cloaks, I think. Then she pulls out a long, curved dagger and strikes the poor animal dead. All of them cry out as if they feel the animal’s pain. Then she bends over the animal and smears it with the fresh blood. Is this the fluid I saw on the wild girls?

      Another one leaves the circle. The black robe is dropped revealing a naked body, but it’s a man’s. He has short hair, and his skin is pale. He approaches the girl on the wooden beams. She cries out something inhuman. But she’s not crying out in pain or fear. She’s gesturing with wild eyes and a free hand for him to approach closer.

      “Touch me,” she says. “Fuck me. Please fuck me. Venite foras. Venite. Venite.”

      I look around the hillside, then back to the path I came from, ready to bolt. I can’t believe what’s happening.

      I carefully get up to head back down the dirt trail, but then I hear a scream. I look back at the bonfire. I wish I hadn’t. The man is embracing the woman on the planks and flexing his ass tightly, fucking her on this x. The sex drives the rest of the people to move quickly in a circle around them, dancing, and bobbing up and down and chanting. The girl on the x doesn’t seem in pain. She’s screaming in ecstasy, goading him further.

      I’ve had enough. I rush back down the trail.

      A large animal jumps me… no, it’s not an animal. It’s one of the girls I saw running through the bushes. She grabs me and trips me, and I fall to the ground on some ivy. I drop my flashlight. Then the other girl appears from behind a bush. Their eyes are roaming wildly over me, lit by white moonlight. I see up close that the liquid covering their faces, including their lips, is not just brown, but red. Blood. It’s blood. And it must be fresh to have stuck to them despite the downpour earlier. The blond also has blood staining her hair in auburn streaks. Animal or human?

      “Let me go!”

      “Venite foras,” she says, nodding and gazing at my body with crazed eyes. She’s a dark-skinned girl, running her finger along my hair and cheek. A pale girl with long blond hair is on her knees beside her. The blonde is oddly jerky, reminding me of a bird. “Venite. Delactatio. Venite. Foras. Fructus.” Then the dark-skinned girl runs her hands under my jacket and along my shirt and all over my stomach, chest, and abs and whispers, “Fructus. Coitus fructus.” The pale-skinned girl echoes her words quietly with a grin.

      The dark-skinned girl straddles me. Her eyes are still wandering everywhere as she’s probing me with her fingers as if I were a specimen. Her gaping grin doesn’t seem sane. And her hands and limbs are jerking in odd directions over me.

      “Like to watch?” asks the blonde nodding beside us. She giggles and grabs one of my arms. I’m trying to slide out of their grasps, but they’re pinning me down. It begins to drizzle again.

      The one on top of me brings her mud-caked face closer to me and smiles. “You like to watch fucking, hmm?” she asks. “Maybe you want to fuck us?”

      My jacket’s off; then comes my shirt. The shirt’s torn, I think—everything is happening so fast. I jerk desperately, trying to get her off, but they’re strong—inhumanly strong. And now the girl over me is grinding into me as if she’s having sex with me. Her friend is laughing.

      Rain drips down the nude girl sitting on me, but she doesn’t seem to notice or care. There’s a crack of thunder. Then lightning illuminates her.

      Before I can strike her to get her off, both girls haul me up and pull me toward the yellow-red firelight.

      “Come fuck us by the fire,” says the blonde with a nod, pulling at me and laughing. “Come. Venite. Venite.”

      The group circling the fire is dancing with their heads bucking up and down, moving around the flames and the central wooden x where the couple is fucking. This act, in front of other people, deep in the middle of the woods, before a huge bonfire with circling witches—witches, yes, witches; that’s what their laughter is like now…yes, exactly like cackling witches—while I’m being dragged by two beastly girls...

      I start pulling the girls with all my might. I lift weights, I’m not weak, but these girls seem inhumanly strong. I lift one of them and throw her toward a tree. But as soon as she falls to the ground, she acts like a caged wild animal and leaps back at me.

      I’m in the open grassy field at the top of the summit. I look down and there’s blood on my flank. It’s not their blood; it’s a gash on my stomach from something. A twig that stabbed me? I don’t know. Then the pale girl sees it, runs up, touches it, and licks her finger.

      “Get away from me, girls. Stop it!”

      The goths stop moving in a circle hearing my struggle. Then they all freeze quickly, unnaturally quickly, turn, and stare at me. They’re bizarrely perfectly still. The only movement that continues is the man screwing the girl on the planks. And light rainfall. I’m so disturbed by the whole group of black-clothed witches staring at me that I stop resisting. The naked girls beside me see the group too, and they also freeze. Then each of them hooks an arm in one of mine and walks me, still shirtless, to the bonfire.

      The couple’s moaning is all that’s heard in the woods now. Everyone else is as quiet as the rainfall on the leaves of the trees.

      “Venite foras,” the girls in cloaks whisper—just like the two girls who attacked me. “Venite foras.”

      “Profer extraneo deinceps,” another witch says, raising her hands to the moon with her back turned to me. She has long black hair; she is the only one that hasn’t turned and looked at me yet. She’s facing the couple fornicating by the fire.

      The girl cries out in rapture as the couple climaxes. Then, even weirder, a male witch turns the wooden planks like a wheel so that the girl is hanging upside down before the flames. He leaves her like this, her body still twitching in the firelight, and approaches the witches, grabbing a cloak on the ground. He puts it on and acts like nothing happened.

      The dark-haired girl with her back turned to me holds her arms up high before the symbol, as if worshipping the x and bonfire. Then she drops her arms and turns. I can see her pale skin, including her boobs, in an opening in her black cloak. She has bright green eyes.

      When I recognize the eyes, I cringe. This is my crush. This is the girl I liked in my study class. Then I feel the heavy weight of the crush falling away. It’s Alondra. This is Alondra. And when Alondra recognizes me, her familiar emerald eyes open very wide.

      “Liam?” she asks, shaking her head violently. “No.”

      She runs toward me, shouting at me, “Somnus! Somnus.” She throws her arm before me as if slicing the air. “Somnus. Somnus.”

      I close my eyes. I feel as if I’m falling. I finally stop resisting the two girls holding me and feel them lay me down on the grass.
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      I wake up with my head in my arms at a study carrel beside a window of the Jonathan Brewster Taylor Library. I’m wearing someone else’s long white T-shirt. There’s a pain at my right side, and as I touch my skin under the shirt, I feel bandaging. I don’t feel hung over. If anything, I feel good. Refreshed.

      Outside the window of the brick library, the sky is pink through the thick branches of trees. The sun is either rising or setting. There’s no one around me in the library, I’m guessing it’s early morning. I check my watch. It’s around 8:00 a.m.
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      “Can any of you explain how one controls people? How do you get into someone’s mind?”

      Professor Kriegel’s lecturing. He’s a short, bald, overweight eccentric man wearing gray sweatpants and a T-shirt. Right now, he’s pacing on the stage under a projected image of Charles Manson, who’s sticking his tongue out at us under the tattooed swastika on his forehead. Kriegel’s the main reason I chose this elective. Not because of him, but because of his slides. His slides, I tell you, are legendary.

      “We talked of Bundy. He murdered for sex, engaging in necrophilia. But he did it looking professional.” The slide changes to show Ted Bundy wearing a suit. That’s more boring. “He’s a similar serial killer to Jeffrey Dahmer, only Dahmer ate his victims.” The next slide shows meat and sinew strewn over a table at a crime scene. There are groans from the crowd. This is what I’m talking about. Don’t you love it?

      He paces under the slaughterhouse.

      “Charles Manson manipulated people, but his perversions involved making others do his work. His cult murdered, not him. That was the difference. He was able to get into people’s minds and control them.”

      My professor stands right in front of me, on stage, looking out at the crowd. The lecture hall is packed, and I’m in the front row. The slide changes to a more pleasant picture: a hippie commune. People are sitting around a guy with long hair playing an acoustic guitar on the grass.

      I’m having difficulty focusing. I don’t know what the hell happened last night. For all I know, I could have been drugged and raped. I was trudging through the doldrums of my loneliness, in my first semester at Hawthorne, thinking of Alondra. Seeing my “crush” was helping me get through my days here. Not anymore. Not after seeing her naked leading a psycho-goth cult.

      A picture of a woman unconscious with a plastic bag over her head flashes above. Okay, that’s a bit too much. My classmates think so too. Many students groan. He flashes the slide quickly, as if it was never there, to another crime scene.

      “But I posit all of our serial killers murdered for control.”

      Like Alondra? Maybe that’s what her hypnotic eyes are all about? Maybe she’s a psychopathic killer, like all these serial killers? Maybe the blood last night wasn’t animal blood after all?

      On cue, a girl wearing a black-checkered skirt with black leggings hurries down the dimly lit aisle. Her red sweater says “Hawthorne,” and she’s wearing sunglasses. At first, I take little notice, but then she tips down her shades, revealing bright green eyes. She’s not in her usual black makeup, but it’s Alondra for sure. She smiles and nods at me. I turn away. In my periphery, I catch her quietly sitting down in the only open spot, on the other side of the guy to my right. She puts a stack of books on her desk and takes out a notepad and pen. From the corner of my eye, I watch her carefully preparing for class. I love that. I love watching her obsessively arrange her desk with all her stuff. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s just because it’s her.

      The image on the screen changes to another grotesque scene: a bloody body on a white tile floor.

      The student to my right, irritatingly, hands me a note.

      We need to talk.

      In my periphery, I see Alondra leaning forward, nodding, and looking at me. I crumple the note and lean my chin on my hand, completely ignoring her.

      “Being a sociopath,” the professor continues, “it didn’t take much for Manson to learn how to use his grandiosity to impress others. He moved his family from San Francisco to Los Angeles, creating a cult of prostitution and drugs.”

      Liam, I’m sorry, reads a second note. You need to let me explain.

      I crumple the second note.

      “Manson was a white supremacist preaching that Armageddon was nigh and that a leader, himself, was needed to prevail against the Black Americans before they took over the world. It was with this cult that he used satanic symbols. And much of the satanic panic in the eighties grew out of the acts committed by his commune on August eighth, 1969.”

      The guy to my right practically throws a CD on my desk. He’s pissed about having to pass yet another thing from her. The CD has a cover portraying two girls, one with white wings. It’s the new album cover of a grunge band we like. She knows this means something to me. I asked her if I could borrow it during our study group last week. Attached to the plastic case is a yellow sticky note: You can keep it.

      For a moment I relish looking at her handwriting. If she weren’t staring at me, I could do something really stupid like sniff it to smell her perfume.

      You love-sick idiot. You’re so dumb, Liam.

      Well, when I’m hooked, I’m hooked. Even when the girl happens to enjoy standing naked in a druid’s cloak, in the middle of the night, raising her hands before a satanic pentagram.

      The guy to my right’s had enough. He stands up in the aisle gesturing for me to take a seat closer to Alondra. I hesitate but nod and switch seats, because the whole class is literally watching him standing behind me.

      Alondra smiles as I sit beside her. She touches my arm and nods. And, fuck me, I can’t help but enjoy the smell of her lavender- and vanilla-scented perfume.

      “Manson instilled fear of the apocalypse,” continues the professor. Alondra is scribbling another note. It’s not about the lecture, I’m sure. I roll my eyes. “His victims were runaway teens, porn stars, prostitutes—people who would have looked up to him and followed his psychopathology. Folks, Manson is great for our study of sociopaths.” Dr. Kriegel stops right in front of me again. “He used his megalomania not to lure victims, but to control his cult to do it for him. But isn’t that the same as Bundy or Gacy?”

      This note is kinda long. It reads:

      

      Apologizing for last night is trite. I need to talk to you. Can you meet tonight at my place? If for some reason you can’t, call me. I left my phone number on the back. But I think we need to talk about this in person. We’ll be alone.

      

      Then she hands me another note:

      

      My friend Jane will be the only other one at the house. She’ll let you in.

      Liam, I’ll tell you everything. I promise. If it helps, I’m sorry.

      

      After I finish reading, she flashes me that irresistible sweet smile that she loves wearing. She tears off another piece of paper and quickly writes and passes it over. CD’s yours. Then she nods with her same big grin. For a moment, I tell you, I’m lost in those damn mesmerizing green eyes.

      “Thanks, but no thanks,” I say, putting the CD back on her desk. Alondra furrows her brow but then opens her green jewels wide, turning and gazing up at the stage. Dr. Kriegel is glaring down at us.

      “Since you’re so chatty,” my professor says, with his voice sounding through the speakers throughout the auditorium, “Ms. Billington, what do you think about my theory?”

      Who the hell’s Ms. Billington? I know the Billington Frat House. That’s the most popular building in Hawthorne. They throw a huge Halloween party every year.

      “Happy to see you in the front row for once,” the professor adds, before she can respond. “Do you think Manson’s sociopathic charm was the same sociopathic megalomania of all the other serial killers?”

      Neither of us says anything. I think I hear Alondra swallow hard. No, that’s me.

      “He shot Bernard Crowe in the stomach, professor,” answers Alondra, shaking her head. She speaks loudly enough so the whole auditorium can hear her. “Who’s to say that Manson was any different? Maybe he would have preferred killing if his hippie commune wasn’t at his disposal? Yeah, I agree with you. I think he’s the same as all the others.”

      There’s no hesitation in her voice. It’s like she’s been transformed. And she seems so confident, even though everyone in the auditorium is staring at her.

      Then my mouth feels dry when he glances down at me.

      Please, Jesus, please don’t have him ask me.

      “What do you think?”

      “I… Uh⁠—”

      “That’s what he and I were just talking about,” Alondra interjects. “We were agreeing with you. He would have been a killer whether he got others to do it or not.”

      There’s silence and Dr. Kriegel lifts an eyebrow.

      “What of his own assertion, in interviews, that he did nothing different from our government in Vietnam?” Dr. Kriegel asks. “Isn’t war killing?”

      “Lyndon Johnson didn’t go to war with Vietnam in order to control the American population,” Alondra retorts. “He went to war to protect it. Or to protect US power and hegemony.”

      “But I’m asserting that,” Dr. Kriegel continues, “as Manson excused his own actions, perhaps, psychologically, the charisma of a leader is the same as that of a psychopath. Such power might be used for satanism or for good.”

      “No, I don’t think that’s the same,” Alondra says, shaking her head.

      He looks at me and I stupidly just shake my head too. Because I’m not about to dare say a damn thing.

      “But I find it offensive and ignorant to assume satanism is simply bad,” continues Alondra. I stare at her. “Satanism is primarily anti-Christian. And, anyway, drawing the word “PIG” in blood on a refrigerator is not representative of satanism. That’s Hollywood showmanship.”

      “Isn’t satanism evil by the Judeo-Christian definition?”

      “If you believe those religions. But that’s just not the issue, Professor.” Alondra laughs. She brushes her long black hair back from her face. “Really, whether he is anti-Christian is not relevant. What he did is what’s important. He confused everyone by pushing a satanic panic. Just as he’s confusing you now by excusing his acts of murder by saying they’re no different from governing a nation at war.”

      To this, the whole auditorium gets really loud with scoffs and laughter. Then they break out in applause.

      “I wasn’t saying it,” the professor says with a smirk. “I was asking you.”

      “Then my answer’s no. But he wasn’t satanic. He did not properly study rites or perform sabbaths. He used symbols to spread fear over his imagined race war. Honestly, I’m more disturbed by the swastika on his forehead.”

      There’s more applause. I’m wondering if Alondra intends to go on. She’s squinting up at Dr. Kriegel, with those green eyes intensely challenging him.

      He pauses, continuing to stare down at her. It’s tense and the entire auditorium is quiet. “Come up to the front row more often, Ms. Billington,” he says finally. Then he’s back to pacing.

      I take a deep breath.

      As confident as my new friend acted, she becomes quiet after her performance. Then she flutters her eyelids and breathes hard. She can’t fool me. She was scared.

      She turns to me and gives me her classic sweet smile. But her quick change in countenance, this sudden sweet grin—even though, I admit, it turns me on—seems evil. And then I’m thinking, she might claim Charlie Manson isn’t satanic, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t.
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      At the end of class, we gather our books and I rush out of the lecture hall. She tugs at my arm and I ignore her, moving up the aisle.

      Outside, it’s gloomy and drizzling. I don’t have an umbrella, so I hope it doesn’t rain hard.

      Alondra is on my tail as I walk under an aluminum awning.

      “Nice job showing him his place, Allie,” says a short blond girl passing by her. “Are we going to meet tonight?”

      I cock my head and see Alondra gesturing at me. “I’ll tell you later, Jane.”

      Alondra pulls my arm again and I finally stop. Then she furrows her brow and searches deeply into my eyes. She’s chewing gum. Spearmint—by the smell. She even digs into a pocket and offers me some. I’m glaring at her.

      “What time is it?” she asks, breaking her gaze and redistributing her books to her other arm. She glances at the watch on her wrist. It’s silver and looks expensive.

      “What do you want?” I ask.

      She frowns. “Lee, you weren’t supposed to be there.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “No. I’d love to explain to you what happened. That’s what I wrote in class.”

      “You were worshipping the devil?”

      “I can’t talk about it here.” She looks around.

      I resume walking. Neither of us says we’re gonna walk together, but we do. And neither of us knows where we’re going—at least, I don’t—so we just sort of meander under the metal awning with other students.

      “You don’t have that album?” she asks. “Have you heard all of it yet? It’s awesome.”

      “I’ve heard most of the songs on the radio. Was I drugged last night?”

      “No. But I don’t want to talk about it here.”

      I stop by a tree, away from the crowd, and turn from her. Maybe I’m trying to avoid her eyes? “How does Dr. Kriegel know you so well?” I ask. “And why does he call you Ms. Billington?”

      “Cause my last name is Billington, silly. And aside from my family owning this whole boring town, believe it or not, Liam, outside of extracurricular activities, I’m a bit into my books like you. And, apparently, I’ve visited during his office hours too much.”

      “Who says I’m into books?”

      She just lifts her brow.

      Before I can ask any more, she digs through the pile of stuff in her arm and brings out the CD. She pushes it against my chest.

      “For god sakes, enjoy it. It’s fucking great.”

      We’re no longer under an awning, and the drizzle is turning to light rain. But neither of us goes back under shelter. And I hate to tell you this but, even though I don’t want to be, I’m really into this girl. Maybe it’s because she’s so weird? Or maybe it’s because she’s so pretty. I really don’t know. She’s probably just really hot.

      I think she’s into me.

      “Here, Lee. Take it.” She pushes the CD against my chest again. “It’s cool that we’re into the same music. Just take it. And meet with me tonight. I’ll explain to you about what was going on at the cliff. I owe you. We’ll eat dinner at my place.”

      I had a girlfriend in high school. Her name was Sandra. Sandra was a straight-A student, pretty but nerdy. It was platonic. This girl’s not nerdy, she seems wild.

      Is she actually asking me out on a date?

      No, stupid, she’s trying to cover up her sex cult.

      Maybe she’s planning on killing me, like Charlie Manson? Or perhaps brainwash one of her goth friends to do it? God, she’s got the eyes for it.

      Speaking of that, why isn’t she wearing her black makeup? Why is she wearing a preppy “Hawthorne” sweater, looking almost like a sorority girl? It’s the first time I’ve seen her look “normal” on campus.

      “Lee, I didn’t attack you, if you remember.”

      Oh, that’s supposed to make me feel better.

      “All right,” she says, shaking her head. “Look, it’s up to you. I’m inviting you to give me a chance to explain. But I can’t talk about it here. I’ve got to go.”

      “Was I roofied?”

      “I told you, you weren’t drugged,” she snaps.

      “Then how did I get knocked out? Did those girls… have sex with me?”

      “No, ah-ight? Look, come to my house. Or…” She turns from me, looking impatient. “Please, Liam. Just come over tonight to my place and let me explain.” She looks down. Not just down at the ground—down, like depressed.

      “All right.”

      She glances up and flashes that winning smile. But it looks a little wicked. To be honest, I like it. I told you. I’m hooked.

      You’re a moron, Liam.
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      It’s pouring rain. I park my red Camaro in front of the house, behind this nineteenth-century carriage coincidentally matching the color of my car. The carriage is the only other vehicle in the driveway. I thought of turning off the main road, riding down the one-lane road to 75, and driving back home to Raleigh, leaving this freak town forever. But I didn’t. Instead, I drove a few minutes from my dorm to this mansion on the hill. Curiosity got the best of me again, I suppose. I want to hear her explanation for what happened on the cliff.

      Alondra lives in a grand white house on a hill with a majestic columned porch. I’ve been here before. She likes to throw parties for the school. God knows what her parents think about that. Unlike the surrounding thick woods, the trees near the house are nicely trimmed and lamps shine over the perfectly mowed lawn. There’s even a garden near the porch. Like Alondra, the house is gorgeous.

      I take out an umbrella and walk up to the door and knock. The girl who opens is wearing a long saffron dress and no goth makeup. Under the crystal chandelier, she looks like a pretty Southern belle. She’s a little older than Alondra. I’ve seen her. She’s the short-haired blonde who talked to Alondra after the lecture. She’s always hanging with Alondra. They’re like best friends.

      “Hi,” she says with a kind smile, reaching out for a handshake. “I’m Jane.”

      “Liam,” I say taking her hand.

      “Come in.” She takes the umbrella and leans it by the door. Then she reaches for my coat. “Allie had dinner made for you. Are you hungry?”

      “Are you her butler?” It’s a stupid joke, but she laughs. I can smell dinner. It’s something like roasted turkey or chicken. It’s pleasant.

      “She’s in the dining room.”

      “Why can’t she answer the door herself?” I ask.

      Because she’s fucking weird.

      “Go to the dining room and you’ll see.”

      What?

      I nod as politely as I can and walk down the hall. I look back and Jane’s still smiling that nice welcoming grin, gesturing to the left. I turn at the end of the hall and enter one of the most elegant rooms I’ve ever seen. No lights are on. Just a ton of candles on a dining room table. The room connects to another room—the kitchen, I think—but that room has all the lights out.

      Sitting at the end of a long wooden table is Alondra. But she’s not dressed like she was in the lecture this morning. She’s wearing a black hood over her head with her black druid cloak. As she pulls back her hood, her dark goth makeup is thicker than ever, with black lipstick and black eye shadow. She even drew a black star on her forehead. It kind of reminds me of ash on the foreheads of Christians for Lent. Or the swastika on Charlie Manson’s head. (That thought creeps me out.) I have no idea what this star means.

      She gestures for me to sit, and I’m about ready to throw one of the candles at her and run back to my car.

      “Sit down, Lee. Did you eat?”

      “Call me Liam. Lee is a nickname for my friends.”

      She frowns and flutters her eyelids over that, just like she did after speaking in the lecture hall.

      I look down at a magnificent cornucopia on the table—a feast, really. There’s a whole chicken, poshly decorated in thin green leaf garnishes, two silver trays of potatoes—one mashed and another roasted—and a plate of carrots and spinach. A fancy crystal decanter is beside it, full of red wine. I point to the wine. “Blood?”

      She laughs and shakes her head.

      “Are you trying to shock me?” I ask.

      “No. I’m trying to explain.”

      “And having Jane open the door was…?”

      “To lighten the impact.”

      “You think of everything.”

      She just nods. Then she looks at the window pensively. I follow her gaze.

      The window is the most amazing part of the room. It’s a wall of glass looking out into the forest. During the day, this room must be spectacular with such a view of the woods. Tonight, it’s too dark, but I can still make out the shadow of dense trees. Water drips along the glass, and I can hear the raindrops outside.

      “Nice house you have, Allie,” I remark. I put my hands in the pockets of my jeans. But I don’t sit.

      “I was born rich, Liam. And my name’s Alondra. The only one who calls me Allie is my best friend.”

      “Is she a witch too?”

      “Of course,” Alondra says with a nod. “So you get that I’m a witch?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      She permits a chuckle. “Come have dinner with me. I haven’t eaten. And I promise you I won’t bite.”

      “Oh, you’re not a vampire too?”

      She shakes her head. But I don’t sit down.

      “Did you ever see The Wizard of Oz?” I think she thinks that’s funny. I don’t. It creeps me out with her dark makeup and green eyes.

      “Who hasn’t?”

      “Think of me as Glinda.”

      “Uh, no. No, no. You’re not Glinda. Not after what I saw last night. And honestly right now, you don’t look like Glinda either. Sorry.”

      “Okay. That’s fair. But I haven’t eaten and I’d enjoy your company. I promise to be nice tonight.”

      “You’re probably more like the witch from Hansel and Gretel.”

      “I said I won’t bite.”

      My body, more than my mind, walks over to the end of the dining room and slowly sits beside her. I stare out the window facing me. Then I put a napkin on my lap. She smiles at that. God, I love her smile. Why was this witch graced with such an angelic smile? Maybe that makes her more evil?

      She gets up, takes a gorgeous piece of chinaware, apparently meant to be my dish, and carves some meat. I enjoy watching her brush her sleeve by me slowly cutting the meat. Not only because she’s cutting meat, but also because she seems to be aware of me watching her do it—me watching her. Then she spoons some carrots and spinach onto the plate and plops a roll on the side. It’d be elegant, even sexy, her preparing me a dish, if she weren’t in a long black witch robe.

      She hands me the plate.

      “Bon appetite,” she says with a smile. Then she picks up her own plate.

      “Should we say grace?”

      “You’re funny, Lee,” she says with a laugh. “You really are a very funny guy.”

      “It’s Liam. Everyone seems to think all you goths are devil worshippers. I thought that was stupid until last night. I’ve heard bad things said about you and your friends at church. Now I believe them.”

      “People are ignorant,” she says with a shrug. “I hoped to break those misconceptions with you. I hoped that you could realize we’re just people.”

      I shake my head.

      She starts to work her food with a fork and knife—real expensive silverware, of course—and I love watching her beside me, cut her potatoes, bring some up to her black lips, and eat. That’s how hooked I am. I’m completely enraptured over watching her eat and with her getup, and that scares me. But maybe that fear is alluring too?

      She furrows her brow as if reading my mind.

      “Did you already have dinner? You’re not eating.”

      “I can’t eat with you wearing that cloak.”

      She nods and obliges me by taking it off and laying it on a wooden chest behind her. Underneath the cloak are an elegant dark blouse and slacks.

      I grab a roll and bite into it. It’s warm French bread. Very good. I wonder where she got all this great food. Was it shipped from Atlanta? We don’t have the greatest food in Hawthorne.

      She smiles and demurely pats her lips with a white napkin. Her lipstick stains the napkin black. That’s when I notice, oddly, as she twirls her fork in some spinach, that she didn’t serve herself any meat.

      “So, what would you like to know?” she asks.

      “Where should I start? How about why I chose such a freak college? That’s what I kept asking myself when I was out late last night.”

      “Well, that should be my question to you,” she says, after swallowing some spinach. “Well, Hawthorne’s a good liberal arts school. You said you were a psych major, right? We have some renowned professors. Dr. Kriegel. He’s a history teacher, but there are lots of psych students in our class. And we love his lectures, right? Psychology is a good department. And that’s a good crossover class.”

      “Hawthorne has a good history department.”

      “Yeah.” She raises her brow and nods. “It does. A very good history department. I hope to teach here someday.”

      I cut into the chicken. It’s absolutely amazing, of course. There’s a tart sauce, almost orange, on it. It’s like the food you get in a really fancy restaurant.

      “Did you make this?”

      “Hell no,” she says with another laugh. “Are you joking, Lee? Sorry…Liam.”

      “You can call me Lee.”

      “I can’t do much better than PB and J. Or an occasional cheese sandwich. I’ve tried. Ask Jane when you get a chance. We’ve burned lots of stuff together, especially when we were little. She’s from Hawthorne too, you know. We both grew up here.”

      “Did that help with you getting in?”

      “Possibly.” She shrugs. “But I got pretty damn good grades in Flintwood High too.”

      “Dr. Kriegel thought you were pretty smart.”

      “Yeah. Look, Lee.” She pours some wine from the decanter into my glass but then stops. “Oh, do you drink wine? You’re a freshman. You’re probably underage?”

      “I’ve had plenty of wine.”

      “Well, Dr. Kriegel,” she says, filling my glass and sitting back down, “he’s the best history teacher in school. I’m hoping to work on a dissertation with him, if I can get into the grad program. My dream would be to teach history at Hawthorne.”

      “Judging by your speech in class, you’d make a great professor.”

      “You think so? How ’bout you? What do you want to do?”

      “I’m considering premed. If not that, I’d love to be a counselor.”

      “Well, if it’s med school, you should transfer. Hawthorne’s a great liberal arts college, but stinks for science.”

      I shrug.

      She peers at my face, no, scrutinizes me. I can swear she can read minds with those green gems of hers. I feel my heart quicken as she stares at me.

      “Why don’t you become a counselor?” she asks, finally breaking eye contact. “You seem thoughtful.”

      “I don’t know.” I sip some wine. It tastes sharp. It might be good, but I wouldn’t know. I lied to her. I really don’t drink wine. “I don’t know what I want to do. I almost went in undeclared.”

      “But you got into the most popular class in school. How’d you manage that as a freshman?”

      “I have a scholarship. I can take any class I want.”

      “Smart.” She nods. “I knew you were smart.”

      I pick up my fork again, but then I decide to ask her a more pressing question. “Why do you and your friends wear black makeup?”

      She sips some wine pensively. Then she nods and says, “Goth represents death. Black clothes and black makeup represent mourning. I suppose we could wear white shrouds but, by tradition, most cultures wear black to funerals. Unlike our society, we goths don’t live lies. We’re real. We’re not about bullshit. We know our deaths are nigh. And what many don’t understand—including you, perhaps—is that by embracing death, we goths, we witches, live more in one day than many of you in a lifetime. We cherish every waking moment. While all of you outside the occult waste every day pretending like your breath will never cease.”

      I swallow some meat because that’s a mouthful.

      She chuckles. “What else would you like to know?” She forks a carrot and smiles at me.

      I look around the room. The walls are covered in flickering candlelight. Then I look behind me. The lights are off in the hallway. It’s a bit creepy. It reminds me a little of an old horror movie—like I’m expecting a zombie to be lurking behind me in the shadows.

      “I think you scare us.” Or you scare me.

      “Because we bring to light the darkness you fear. But you know, Lee, death is an illusion. Your being, who you are, Liam, or Lee, is nothing. You’re simply a shell that’s taken in thousands of memories. Most of those memories have already faded. You don’t mourn for them. If you lose a thousand more, what’s to mourn? So what use is fearing death? We are made up of atman: everything that surrounds us. Our individuality and our fear of losing it is an illusion.” She sighs and forks some carrots. She squints at her plate, as if pondering it, for a moment. “I think of this stuff a lot.”

      “What?”

      “Death. Do you remember the first day you crawled? Or the first day you rode a bike? Or the first day your mother suckled you? Witches believe in a central soul that passes to the Summerland. But even this is universal. The Hindus call the one soul atman, and I have extended atman to the teachings in my group.”

      Her group? What sort of a group does she teach?

      I stare out the window. The rain has calmed to a drizzle, but a fog has rolled in, darkening it even more. It’s so black. Mysterious. Frightening. It’s like her.

      “A witch enjoys nature,” she says. “A witch enjoys pleasure from nature. And, with it, sacrifice with pain.”

      I spoon some mashed potatoes.

      She looks into my eyes again and, for a moment, I really don’t give a shit about her philosophy. I’m entranced, no aroused, by her. And I think she is with me.

      Then I’m cursing myself for liking this girl. She’s smart? So? She’s philosophical? So? She walks around thinking she’s a character from a black-and-white Hollywood movie. Deep discourse doesn’t get rid of the fact that she’s really, really, really weird. And her group of goth weirdos is anything but honest. They are occult. Secretive. Isn’t that why I’m here tonight?

      “You’re always thinking, aren’t you, Liam?” she asks. She puts down her fork and knife and leans forward. “What are you thinking about?”

      You. But I say, “Nothing.”

      “We witches,” she says, sipping some wine, “walk around being one with atman. Living. And as goths, we live life, not hide from it.”

      I rub my eyes over that.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      “All you do is hide,” I say, shaking my head. “Alondra, I saw you naked in front of a pentagram. On the pentagram was a naked girl tied to two stakes while being screwed. Afterward, she was turned upside down to represent a backward pentagram. I know damn well what that symbol means. That is satanic. Evil. You all act very fake, with your goth makeup, not real at all. Many of you are using it as if it’s a costume. And now you’re philosophizing about⁠—”

      “That’s why you’re here. To let me explain.”

      “But what’s there to explain? I don’t care about your philosophy. I would much rather know what the hell was going on last night.”

      “Sit down, Lee.”

      I didn’t even realize I’d gotten up.

      “Please.”

      I take a deep breath and run my hand through my hair.

      “What you saw last night was an accident—because you saw it,” she says. “You weren’t supposed to. I asked you here to… Please, sit down,” she says again.

      I won’t.

      “I invited you here to ask you to please not talk about what you saw to anyone.”

      “I see. That’s why I’m here.”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head with a big sigh, “you’re also here because I wanted to have dinner with you.”

      “I don’t believe you. Why should I trust you?”

      “Why should I trust you? Lee,” she says, raising a hand. “What you saw was Capper and Rachel against the stakes. They both agreed to come together in union for our ceremony. They chose to have ceremonial sex. It was completely mutual. Even before mandragora, they agreed to be one under Selene. It was a full moon between the clouds, if you didn’t notice.”

      “I can’t do this,” I say, shaking my head. My legs are moving me to the door. It’s weird, because as much as I’m enthralled by her, my memory of what I saw last night trumps all else and I want to get the fuck out. But, boy, as I’m at the threshold, I hesitate. I…really…do.

      Alondra gets up. “If you give me a second. I’m trying to explain.”

      “Okay.”

      “But sit down. Please.”

      “Why?”

      I walk over to the window and run my hand over my short hair again.

      “You asked why we wear gothic makeup and cloaks, and I told you.”

      “You lied. You’re not real. You all hide behind your makeup.”

      “I won’t hide from you. I can explain what you saw last night.”

      “No. What I saw disgusts me. I’m not sure I want to know any more. I saw blood on the two girls who attacked me…” I sigh and lean my forehead against the glass, staring out at the mist covering the tree trunks. “At least tell me this, Alondra. And be honest. Did you drug me?”

      “You already asked me that. I didn’t. I cast a spell on you. I’m a witch. I put you to sleep by using magic.”

      What…the…fuck?

      That’s actually much worse.

      I turn my head. She’s sitting again, with her goth face lit by all the flickering candles along the table. Now she’s folding her arms. She’s not smiling. She’s frowning. She seems as mad as I am. Did I upset her? Really? Me? She’s telling me she knocked me out with some kind of magic spell. How can I believe that?

      “I like your feathery hair,” she says, regaining a smile. “It’s brown, but almost red.”

      “Jesus, Alondra, how did you put a spell on me?”

      “You said we hurt people. By accident, sometimes. But you said we are fake. We’re not. I haven’t lied to you, Liam. We are real witches. This outfit is not a costume. I cast a spell on you to get you away from those girls. To make you unconscious so that none of the other girls would touch you. We’re highly charged when we’re in a trance. Mandragora is like an aphrodisiac. Even I can barely control myself under its power. We were drugged, not you. The two girls holding you brought you over to have sex with you. They were drugged—again, by choice. When I saw it was you, I cast a spell on you and made you fall asleep.”

      “And the satanic pentagram?”

      “Good eye.” She nods. Then she sips some wine and turns from me. “You’re so sharp. We were worshipping the devil. Yes. Sometimes we do that. I’m not Christian. I don’t really care about Satan. For me, Satan is just another god, and I really don’t care about whether he is good or evil. But some of our members are very religious. That gives that symbol great power. Some of the girls like Satan. Cap does. We also worship natural goddesses, like Hecate. Hecate’s not a very nice god either, by the way.” She looks back and smirks at my expression. She shrugs. “You want to know why I appeared to you as a witch tonight? It was because this is the real me. Tonight, it’s about honesty. I told you. It’s trust. You want to know me, here I am. Alondra. I’m a witch. I practice real magic. I’ve been doing it since I was eight. It’s not an act. I’m not just playing with black clothes and makeup. This is not bullshit. This is real magik with a k. You might not want to believe it. Then explain everything you’ve seen. I didn’t drug you, but my words put you to sleep. How did I do that? If it was drugs, did you feel a hangover? I’m telling you because I owe you. If I’m honest and tell you the truth, hopefully, I can put your mind at ease.”

      I lean my forehead on the window again and don’t say a thing. It’s raining again. The water splashes against the glass.

      “But we are occult. Our secrets are secrets. We don’t go about telling everyone. I’m honest with you, but with you alone, because I owe it to you, Lee, to explain what happened. I want to explain so that I get your assurance that you won’t tell anyone. That’s truly why you’re here.”

      Not because she wanted to have dinner with me.

      I watch the water run down the windowpanes again. The glass is cold. Winter’s coming. Soon it will snow.

      I can’t believe I’m here. I’m with this odd girl in this amazing rich house. And she wants me to believe she’s a witch. More like a schizophrenic. I’ve got a crush on a hot, rich, psychotic girl.

      What happened to me last night? If I don’t believe her, she drugged me. And that’s repulsive enough to make me want to run. So now I ask myself: why did you come here, Liam? If this girl drugged you last night at Hilltop Bluff, why did you come and accept her invitation to her home in the first place?

      “I also like you,” she adds. “You’re cute. Can you come back to the table and sit with me?”

      “You’re manipulating me,” I say, turning back to the window and shaking my head.

      “I’m not.”

      “Can you prove to me you’re a witch?”

      “Yes. But people don’t believe magic even when they see it.”

      “Try me.”

      She nods.

      “Tenebris,” she says, running her hand beside a candle on the table. It is snuffed out.

      I smile and shake my head. “You could have blown it out with the flick of your palm. That’s a simple parlor trick.”

      She nods and folds her arms. Then she says plainly, “lux.” The candle relights. This time, she didn’t move at all.

      “It still could be a trick.”

      “I told you it wouldn’t be enough. But if you hang with me long enough, you’ll be convinced. I even sometimes attend summonings. I visit haunted houses and help people who have problems with the outer worlds. You can see plenty of magic there, if you want.”

      “I don’t.”

      She shrugs and picks up her fork and knife and cuts some carrots. Then, with her mouth full, she looks up at me and says, “I think you do. I think you like dark stuff. I think that’s why you accepted my invitation to my house.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      She rolls her eyes and points at me with her fork. “You picked a psycho killer class.” She swallows some food and shrugs. Then she says, with her mouth full, “You like freaky stuff. I invited you here because we’re a secret cult. We’re not Wiccan. We practice occult ceremonies, worship the devil, and sometimes engage in ceremonial sex.” She sips some wine. “I didn’t want to explain your complaints to administration.” She forks more potatoes. “But I also…” She looks right at me with her infamous gaze and says, “like you. That is truth. I’d like to be your friend, Lee.”

      But after that, she decides to stop tending to me. She just tends to her plate and eats, acting like she could spend the rest of the night alone, if that is my wish. I think she believes her trap is set. I’m snared. It is very pompously her.

      There’s a presence about her. Arrogance? Omnipotence? I’m not sure. But she holds so much confidence. More so than anyone I’ve ever known.

      Of course, she’s right. I sit back down beside her feeling defeated. She’s snared me. Hell, I was trapped even before coming to the house.

      But I feel…happy. Happier than ever to be sitting next to her.

      “May I?” she asks. She reaches over to touch my hair and I back up. She laughs and tries again. I let her run her fingers along my bangs. “I really like your hair.”

      “I really like your eyes.”

      “I hate my eyes,” she says, covering them and spooning some mashed potatoes. “They’re weird.”

      “No offense, Alondra, but you’re weird.”

      “But I’m right, aren’t I? You didn’t just choose a serial killer elective because of the professor. You chose it because it deals with what both you and I like thinking about. Death. You’re a goth, Liam. Inside, you’re a goth. You might not wear black makeup, but inside you’re the same as me. I saw it the first time I laid eyes on you, at the welcoming party at my house. Then again in our study group. And I’ve liked you since. It’ll just be my job to add a little actual eyeshadow to your face to bring it out.”

      “You’ll never do that.”

      “Your loss.” She chuckles and shrugs.

      I cut some chicken and fork it into my mouth. All the while, she quietly eats her vegetables.

      “Where’s your parents?” I ask.

      “Dead. Mom and Dad died when I was little. A hunting accident, they said, but there was evidence of evil witchcraft. That’s one of the reasons I visit hauntings and seek the supernatural. You think I’m bad? There are some really nasty beings out there, Lee. Of course, I don’t have proof, but I’m searching. I know my parents were not killed by accident.”

      I force some tart red liquid down my throat over that one.

      “My Uncle Hanley’s raised me. He has a farm nearby, in Flintwood, and he’s let me live here alone since I graduated high school. He says it’s my house, anyway. But trusting me is probably not a great idea knowing what you know about my parties. He doesn’t know.” She laughs. “He’d disown me if he knew his favorite niece is practicing witchcraft. But he’s barely ever here. He doesn’t care much for Hawthorne.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s where my parents died in a hunting accident.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Life’s a horror show. Wake up, open your eyes, and witness our purgatory. That’s what we witches do.” She drinks some wine, mulling that over. “How ’bout you, Lee? You’re so nice. Where’s little Lee’s mum and dad?”

      “I was adopted. I was raised in Raleigh.”

      “A horror show,” Alondra says, wagging a finger at me. “Life’s a fucking horror show. When you see it, one day I will convince you to wear makeup.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Too bad,” she says, drinking more wine. “You’d look good.”

      “So you have this whole house to yourself?”

      “Yep.”

      “Like Pippi Longstocking,” I say quietly, more to myself.

      “Huh? Yeah, like Pippi,” she says. “Only you’re the one with the red hair. You think that magical girl with the long red pigtails was happy?” Then she reaches over the table and touches my hand. She shakes her head. “I tell you, we’ve got a lot in common.”

      I look into her eyes. She smiles and I feel something in my chest.

      “Two orphans,” she says, raising her brow. “No family.” She raises her wine glass in a toast. “Well, to you and me, Lee.”

      I raise the glass and drink. I can’t hide a wrinkle of my nose.

      “You don’t drink wine, do you?” she asks with a smirk.

      “How’d you know?”

      She shrugs. “This is expensive. And very good.” Then she touches my hand again. “Can we be friends?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Even after what happened?”

      “Maybe. Thank you for dinner, Alondra.”

      She forks some potatoes to her mouth, nods, and smiles demurely while looking down at her plate. I finally just eat. But mostly, I enjoy eating quietly beside her.

      As I drive back to my dorm, I don’t think about the naked girls with blood and grime on their faces who abducted me, or bonfires with satanic symbols. Or witches and all the goths hanging around campus. I think about her. And I consider how this is the best night I’ve had at Hawthorne. No. I think it’s one of the best nights I’ve ever had.
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      “Did you listen to the song “Quiet” yet?”

      “What?” I grab her hand and help her across a stream. The water’s pretty deep here, but hikers have tossed a bunch of rocks and logs in the water. It’s slippery so we have to be careful. I watch her carefully land her white tennis shoes on the stones. Her legs are so pale. Above her white legs are her cut-off blue jeans and a cute T-shirt, tied above her waist revealing her belly button. She’s wearing large dark sunglasses, which is too bad. I can’t look into her mesmerizing eyes. I’m wearing blue jeans too, but mine aren’t cut into shorts, and I have on a black T-shirt. It’s a warmer day with clear skies. I’m shading my eyes from the sun’s rays with my Braves hat.

      “How much longer?” I ask.

      “Not far. So, did you? Did you like that song by Smashing Pumpkins?”

      “Yeah. I liked it.”

      “I knew you would,” Alondra says with a smile. “It’s funny, right? Billy Corgan’s, like, saying to be quiet, but the guitar and drums are blaring in your ears. It’s so Smashing Pumpkins. Did you listen to the whole album? When did you listen to it?”

      “I was studying. I have a portable CD player.”

      “Cool,” she says. Then she puts out her hand for me to help her over another stream. “Water’s up higher after the rain. Sometimes you can just run across this. You know, I actually like the song “Today” on that album the best. You know what I picture when I hear that song?”

      “Hmm?” I ask, pulling her across.

      “I see in my mind a music box. The guitar sounds like a music box. So before the guitar and drums blare, I’m picturing a baby looking curiously up at a mobile. It all kinda surrounds this baby. I have a vivid imagination, you know.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      “Hey!” She hits my shoulder. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “All your friends wear hooded cloaks.”

      She shrugs.

      We walk down a hilly dirt path that only she knew where to find. Then it opens into a meadow of tall yellow grass. We leave the dirt path and cross the meadow. I’m just following Alondra. She’s showing me the way. If she left at this point, I’d be totally lost. But I have the feeling that if I blindfolded her, she could feel her way around.

      “Alondra, this yellow meadow is kind of like the video,” I say. “The video’s about an ice cream man in a desert. The grass looks yellow like the desert.”

      “Really? Never saw the video,” she says with a shrug.

      “How far are we from your house?”

      She stops and puts her finger to her cheek. She turns around, peers across the trees, then shrugs. “You know, I have no fucking idea. I think we’re lost.”

      “We’re lost?” I ask, wide-eyed.

      She nods with a bigger smile.

      “Bullshit. You said you’ve lived at this house all your life.”

      She bursts out laughing. “Your brains make my antics less fun,” she says. “So the video’s in a desert, huh? Go figure. I always pictured a baby in a crib. And you said an ice cream truck? What happens?”

      “They repaint the white truck all kinds of colors. And lots of people make out with camera tricks making it look like they’re having sex. And the ice cream man looks happy at the end—like, happily ever after not having to sell ice cream ever again.”

      “I’ll have to check this video out. I don’t watch a lot of TV. It doesn’t sound like what I had in my mind at all.”

      “No, you’re not all that far off. An ice cream truck can play music like a music box.”

      At the end of the meadow, there are dense trees again. Somehow she finds another dirt path. Of course she does. The woods get thick again and much darker.

      “How long have you known this trail?” I ask, stopping and taking a break.

      “Since I was a little girl.” She looks around at the trees surrounding us. “My dad used to take me.”

      “Before the accident.”

      “Uh…yeah.” She lifts her eyebrows over her shades.

      “Sorry.”

      “Forget it. My dad loved walking trails with me when I was a little girl. That’s why all my memories of him are here. He used to tell me how much he loved Hawthorne. The woods. Mom loved it but didn’t like taking me as much. These trails wind so far that if you turn up ahead… See that light in the break in the trees? Over there?” She points. “If you take that trail for another half mile, you’d be right back to campus. And then...” She puts her finger to her black lips. (The lipstick is the only goth makeup she has on this morning.) “If you were to continue further on the trail, you’d land at the Billington Frat House, but we’re not going that far. All the trails connect with one another, and my dad told me once that my family owned all the acreage surrounding the Billington House and the college. Not the college itself, but the surrounding woods. My family’s been here for hundreds of years.” She turns and just looks at me. “How do you like that? You just got to Hawthorne, and you found the heir to the whole goddamn place.”

      “Can I kiss you?”

      “That’s random.” She shrugs. “But sure. Only if you’re good.”

      I close in pressing my lips against hers. She laughs as my face hits her shades. She takes the sunglasses off. Looking at her mesmerizing eyes, I lose my smile. She turns serious too. Then I lean down again.

      I feel her lick my lips and part them. Then I feel her hands run along the back of my head, running through my hair. I hold her tighter. We make out in the woods. It’s not the most romantic place. It’s dark under the trees. But we’re alone and that’s nice.

      “Come on,” she says, putting her shades back on. She tugs at my elbow. “Enough funny business, ah-ight? I want to show you somewhere where it’ll be better.”

      “How was my kiss?”

      She shrugs. But then she sticks her hand out for me to hold as we walk on.

      I hear the water before I see it. The branches and trunks of this part of the forest are so thick that I can’t see much of anything except Alondra and the dirt path between thickets.

      “So you’ve always lived in that house?” I ask.

      “Yeah.”

      “Why does your uncle let you live there alone?”

      “It’s my house.”

      “When was your parents’ accident?”

      “When I was six. And it wasn’t an accident. Two people don’t get shot in the woods together because someone accidentally thinks they’re both deer. I didn’t even buy that at six.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      She nods. “Come on.” She tugs at me, leading me down a windy narrow path. “It’s just beyond those trees. And…” She gestures at a tunnel of trees, with a big smile, still holding my hands. “Here we are.”

      I lean down to kiss her lips again. She blocks my lips with her hand and signals with her finger for me to walk with her through the tree tunnel.

      I’m speechless. Beyond the tunnel is a large waterfall and a pool surrounded by trees. Rays of light are falling through the leaves and branches of the towering forest. And surrounding the pool are bushes. I feel like I’ve been transported to a tropical island. It’s like a private pool, only it’s completely natural.

      “So?” she asks. “What do you think?”

      “Incredible.”

      “Yeah,” she says, nodding. She removes her backpack. Then she puts her arms around me. “Better here. Ah-ight? Now where were we?” And she puckers stupidly for me.

      “Can I be honest with you?” I ask.

      “You don’t have to ask me every time you do something intimate, Liam.” She chuckles. She kisses me again. “Actually, I adore it. It’s kinda cute. What?”

      “When I was walking the trails around Hilltop Bluff that night, I was seriously considering leaving Hawthorne. There was nothing here for me. Now you show me this. It’s like… I can’t believe my eyes.”

      “Pretty cool, huh,” she says with a nod, looking back. “Hungry?”

      “It’s only ten.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      She kisses my lips again, entering my mouth. Then she starts stripping in front of me. She removes her shirt and pulls down her shorts. I’m surprised at what’s underneath—a yellow bathing suit. She tears herself away from me, pops off her tennis shoes, pulls off her socks, and walks barefoot to the ledge.

      “You’re kidding?” I ask. “It’s probably fifty degrees in there.”

      She shrugs. Then she walks right up to the water’s edge. She dips her toes in the water. “Fifty? How ’bout…forty?”

      She leans toward the pool until she falls in.

      But as quickly as she falls, she leaps up, splashing and crying, “Cold!”. She grabs for the ledge. “So fucking cold!”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “Fuck! It’s cold.” She splashes me. The water is freezing. “Come in.”

      “I don’t have a bathing suit.”

      “You’re a boy. You have underwear, right?”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “Shit.” She squints, looking around at the murky water. “I think I lost my shades. I can’t find them. I think they’re under me. Wait a minute.”

      She dips her head in and submerges back into the water.

      I’ve already removed my cap and shirt. I’m hesitating with the jeans though. It’s warm outside but there’s a cold breeze, chilling my bare chest.

      Then I worry. She dipped her head underwater and hasn’t come up after, like, twenty seconds. Could she be drowning? In freezing water?

      Remember Hilltop Bluff, Liam? A month ago, you were telling yourself how bored you were. Now you have a stunning girl asking you to swim with her in a private pool in the middle of nowhere.

      So after another ten seconds, I jump in, but with my pants on. The minute I’m in, she jumps up by my side gasping for air. It’s shallow and I can stand up beside her. She tosses her shades near her bag, grabs the ledge, and pulls herself onto her elbows. Then she turns to me and bursts out laughing in my face.

      “You’re crazy.”

      That’s when I feel the cold. It’s like someone dropped a bucket of ice over my head. My eyes bulge. “Fuck, it’s cold!”

      She nods and laughs harder. Then she throws her arms around me again, facing me. She’s shaking in my arms. She stares at me with those green eyes. And smiles.

      “Fuck!” I cry. “It’s cold. It’s fucking freezing in here!”

      “Yeah.” She nods. “It’s probably fifty.”

      “How did you hold your breath for so long?”

      “I’m a witch.” She shrugs. “And I had to get you in.” Then she runs her hand along my butt. “Hey, you cheated. You’re wearing your pants!”

      “It’s too cold.”

      “Do you have any idea how cold you’re gonna be on the way back, dummy? Why don’t you listen to me?”

      “You planned this, didn’t you?”

      She smiles slyly.

      “How did you find this place?”

      “It’s warmer in the summer.” Her teeth chatter. “Then we could actually swim. I’ve wandered the whole area many times. I told you, this is my home.”

      “I think we should get out.”

      She shakes her head. Before I can say another word, she presses her shaky lips onto mine hard. Her tongue enters my mouth and we French kiss. That’s nice. And unpleasant. I’m cold. It’s like that really loud Smashing Pumpkins song she was talking about: “Quiet.” It hurts and is pleasurable at the same time. Kissing her—I think it’s the greatest pleasure I’ve ever experienced in my life. I absolutely love it. And I don’t want the pleasure to ever go away. But the frigid water is sharp and cuts at me, hurting me.

      “I got sandwiches from the campus store,” she says between kisses and our trembling. “And Coke. You…like my pool?”

      “I love it.”

      “I knew you would.”
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      Dating a witch is not all that different from dating a normal girl. I mean, on one hand, if you’re not one yourself, you can’t see her on their Sabbath. That means Friday nights are never date nights. And then there was that awkward moment when one of her “sisters,” Rachel, the girl that was tied to stakes, ran up to Alondra while we were eating sandwiches on the campus lawn and asked her for the perfect herb to help with her stomach cramps—the answer was gentiana. She’s always helping her witches with stuff like that. Other than that, and getting used to her black clothes and eye shadow, she isn’t much different from my girlfriends back home. In fact, I think the mystery of Alondra makes her more alluring.

      We never have “dates.” Just like she doesn’t like the word “kiss.” But we go out all the time, alone, to nice restaurants and watch movies together. But they are never “dates.” Most of the time Alondra calls me at my dorm and we hang at her place. She says she likes hanging with her friend. Her friend that she also likes making out with, not “kissing”.

      That’s why I’m excited when she asks me to accompany her to dinner in a suburb of Macon on Saturday. She won’t tell me what it’s about, so I guess it could be a “date.” I dress the part in a burgundy-striped button-down and slacks and drive her through the woods to the town nearest to Hawthorne. But I was a bit suspicious when she brought her cloak and wore a very witchy black dress with full-on goth makeup.

      “Mind telling me where we’re going?” I ask.

      “A haunted house.” She looks over with a wry grin. Then she laughs and touches my arm.

      “So… it’s a joke?”

      “Nu-uh.”

      Bentmont is a small suburb on the outskirts of Macon. I find it a bit woodsier than the city when a sign directs me to turn into a canopy of trees. That reminds me of school. But soon we enter suburbia, with rows of driveways and two-story homes. It’s sprinkling rain and I’ve been running the windshield wipers on and off over the past hour. It’s also foggy and the streetlights are glowing yellow.

      “When you said we’d be together tonight, I gotta tell you, Allie, I was expecting a nice restaurant near campus.”

      “I know,” she says with a laugh. “And you look really cute for it.”

      “Mind telling me why you didn’t tell me we were seeing ghosts tonight?”

      “Do you know what the word mundane means?” She laughs again and touches my arm. “Come on, I warned you about who I am when you visited my house our first night.” Then she pecks my cheek and grabs my hand. “You’re so cute. There’s a couple of real good friends I want you to meet. I’ve known them since high school. For years now, I’ve met them all over the state, investigating the paranormal. I was really excited when they told me of some activity so close to home. You keep wanting me to prove my witchcraft. Well, I thought it’d be fun to check this out.”

      “Fun?”

      “You can drop me off if you prefer.”

      “We’re a bit far from Hawthorne.”

      “I’m a big girl.”

      I shake my head.

      Alondra laughs and touches my arm. “You’re such a good sport.”

      “How often do you go on these haunts?”

      “Every month or so. A lot of people ask for help from the Hawthorne witch.”

      “Why do you seem so chipper about it?”

      “Because I love it, Lee.”

      “I’m not sure if I should be scared or excited.”

      “Excited,” she says, nodding. She stares back at the windshield, holding my hand.

      This street in Bentmont looks new. She starts rattling off turns from a map on her lap. Then we reach a very ordinary looking cul-de-sac. She points to a two-story house. “There, Lee.”

      The only thing spooky about the house is that more fog is rolling in. There’s a lot of mist around a single yellow streetlight by the curb. It’s beside a large tree in front of the house, a bike leaning against it. A trash can sits by the curb, and a short paved walkway leads through a well-groomed lawn to the front door. A blurry glow emanates from one of the first-floor windows. Otherwise, the house seems covered in darkness. It looks normal enough, sans this really big beat-up gray van parked by the curb.

      “They’re here,” Alondra says, gesturing to the van.

      She pulls off her seatbelt, grabs her cloak from the back seat, and jumps out. Then she knocks on the back door of the van. She throws the cloak on and fixes her long dark hair as she waits. Then an overweight guy with a bushy beard opens the two back doors.

      “Alondra Billington,” he says, jumping out and giving Allie a big hug. Then he turns to me and nods.

      “Hey, Alondra,” shouts another guy, deeper in the van. “What’s up!” The van has a violet hue inside, and I can make out three large TV monitors. The guy closer to the driver’s seat is lanky with pale skin, and he’s wearing a multicolored Rastafari hat.

      “Liam, this is Ray, the leader of this debacle,” Alondra says, gesturing to the overweight guy. Then she gestures to the man in the rainbow hat. “And that’s David. Guys, this is my good friend, Liam, I was talking to you about.”

      “Any friend of the head witch of Hawthorne is a friend of mine,” Ray says. Then he shakes my hand and winks at me. “Come inside and have a look around. You like computers?”

      I shrug. Then I take a gander.

      The van reminds me of a hiding place for a police stakeout. There are wires strewn all over the floor, along with fast food bags over stacked metal boxes, and various cameras and camcorders. All three monitors are turned on, lighting up rooms with blotches of yellow, red, and purple. Ray crouches with Alondra over the screens. Then David starts typing on a large keyboard near the front seats.

      “Is this the real thing?” Alondra asks him. There’s a bed and desk on the screen. It appears to be a bedroom—and everything is in a dark purple hue. She’s lost her mirth and has suddenly become very serious.

      “That’s Maybelle’s room. She’s thirteen. We think she’s the vessel.”

      “Alice and Maybelle, you said,” Alondra says with a nod. Then she moves down to another screen—two figures are sitting on a couch. The figures are blotches of yellow and red. “And there they are?”

      “Yep, waiting for the Hawthorne witch,” Ray says with a nod. Then he turns to me. “You hang ’round Alondra long enough, man, and you won’t question the afterlife anymore.”

      “Why?” Alondra asks, still staring. “I still do.”

      She looks back at the bedroom. Then she glides a finger over the final screen. This is just a dark purple hallway.

      “Is this infrared?” I ask.

      “Good eye, Liam,” Alondra says with a nod. “Yes, they’re thermal cameras.”

      “Doesn’t that cost a fortune?”

      “Yeah,” Ray says. “It does. So do the computers. It’s good to be in the company of Alondra Billington.”

      “I sponsor their little ventures, Lee,” Alondra says, staring at the bedroom again. “Believe me, if I had a choice I’d be out hunting with these guys—if I wasn’t trying to make something of my future.”

      “Hey!” cries David, looking up from his keyboard. Ray looks at her with a frown. Alondra laughs.

      “Is this the real thing or not, Raymond?” Alondra turns back to the monitor.

      “I wouldn’t waste your time if it wasn’t,” Ray says with a big smile. “I’ve seen thermal energy plop itself right down on the desk chair three times over the past twenty-four hours. I’ve seen small hovering balls of light. Then I’ve seen light rush across the room. I have the footage, if you care to look.”

      “No,” Alondra says, shaking her head. “I want to see it for myself. Introduce me to the vessel.”

      Raymond moves to the front of the van and grabs a large camcorder. Then he pats David on the shoulder and gestures for him to move out with him.

      They walk with us to the front door of the house, their hands full carrying silver metal boxes and wires. The door’s unlocked. David pushes the door open with his foot.

      The lighting inside the house has a bit of an orange hue. I see a kitchen and living room to my right, and carpeted stairs to my left. I recognize the living room immediately when I see two women on the couch. They were seen in infrared on the van monitor. One is a teenager, Maybelle, I’m guessing, and the other looks to be in her midthirties. The first thing that strikes me about this “normal” home is that, even though, seemingly, every light is on, it feels dark. It not only feels dark; it feels creepy. I feel something in the air. And it seems like there’s a dark corner in every room. I don’t like it.

      The mom and daughter seem very shy. They’re wearing glasses. The woman has long curly hair; the girl’s hair is short and blond. The woman gets up to greet us, but she backs up, seeing my girlfriend. It’s probably Allie’s witch cloak and makeup.

      “Alice, these are the experts I was talking about,” Raymond says. He lays down a large metal box in the foyer.

      Alondra nods and smiles. “You have a beautiful home, Alice.”

      “Thank you. Would you two like some tea?”

      “Sure,” Alondra says.

      “Well, come in, Alondra,” says David excitedly to both of us. “Come in.”

      Alice gets up to get tea from the kitchen, separated from the living room by a half wall room divider. I sit down on an old brown corduroy recliner across from the sofa.

      Alice hands me a cup of tea. Then she sits down in the center of the sofa with Alondra on one side and Maybelle on the other.

      “You’re the Hawthorne witch?” Alice asks.

      “In secret,” Alondra says with a quick grin. “Yes. You must keep my secret—as secretive as you wish this haunting to be.”

      Alice and Maybelle nod.

      “When did the ghost first appear?” Alondra asks, sipping her tea. It’s Earl Gray—a bit soothing in the midst of all the tension.

      “Five months ago. Every day. Five months.”

      “Has the spirit ever hurt you?”

      Alice pushes back her blond hair and nods. Holding her hair, she shows Alondra a red mark along her neck. “I get marks like this every morning.”

      “We took photos,” interjects David.

      “Did anything happen before your husband’s death?” Alondra asks, examining the burn marks. “Were there hauntings back then too?”

      “Well…there were sounds at night. This house has always been strange.”

      “How so?”

      “Creaking sounds. Banging. Cracking along the foundations. We never thought much of it. The house was built thirty years ago.”

      “There’s a ton of electric lines going through the nearby field in the backyard, Alondra,” David chimes in. He’s digging in a duffel bag, sorting through bulbs and batteries, I think. He pulls out a small Polaroid camera. “And there’s evidence of water running beneath the surface of the ground.”

      “Did you check the soil content?” Alondra asks Raymond.

      “Loam,” says Ray, sitting in a lounge chair at the opposite corner of the room. “Nothing special. No limestone.”

      “But there’s water running below,” Alondra says with a nod.

      “What does all that have to do with anything?” I ask.

      “EMF,” Alondra replies. “Electromagnetic fields. EMF fields can be invisible to our senses. Hauntings are either ghosts or demons, Lee. We believe ghosts manifest from an electromagnetic field in a house. Are they illusions or real? I don’t know.” Then she turns back to Alice. “Your house might not have limestone or chalk, but it’s chock full of—excuse my pun—objects that create energy. The running water underground and the nearby power lines could be the cause.”

      “It’s not real?” asks Maybelle.

      “Oh, it’s very real,” Alondra says. “The energy serves as a gateway. There are some hallucinations that are more psychological in nature, but I don’t believe a haunting can exist purely from energy. I think it takes both the EMF and the history and setting of the dead to create ghosts—if ghosts are what we’re dealing with here. From what I’ve heard, it sounds like poltergeists.” Then she leans over to Maybelle, who spontaneously lurches back. I’m so used to Alondra’s weirdness that her getup doesn’t faze me anymore. “Poltergeists are ghosts that do violence, like the burn marks on your mom. And you, Maybelle, might be the cause of it.”

      “What? What do you mean?” snaps Alice.

      “Many researchers, including my team, believe that poltergeists can be more a manifestation of psychic energy than ghosts. Teenagers, particularly teenage girls, have a great deal of pent-up energy when maturing. Not only are they learning how to cope in our world, but in the spirit world as well. Psychic energy at this time is extremely powerful. When you add her age to the physics of this house and the stress of the recent loss of your husband, you have a situation ripe for poltergeists.”

      “We’re Christians,” Alice says, shaking her head. “We don’t believe she can have psychic energy.”

      “He doesn’t believe either,” Alondra says, pointing to me. “And he’s Christian too. That’s why I brought him.”

      “Oh, you will after tonight, man,” says David, slapping my shoulder with a laugh. “You guys ready? Everything’s set. We’re ready upstairs when you are, Alondra.”

      Alondra nods.

      Alice just puts her head in her hands. Maybelle rubs her back. “It’s okay, Momma.”

      “Tell me some of the things that happen to you,” Alondra says.

      “Almost every night, there’s noises,” says Alice. “Doors slam. Lights turn on and off. Most of it is while we sleep. Usually after midnight. One night, a window shattered. I’ve seen black tar-like footprints in Kyle’s study that disappeared the next day. And I clean Kyle’s study daily. I’ve been doing that for years, even before he died. Thick dust settles on the desk every morning. No matter how many times I clean it, the dust settles again. But I feel compelled to clean it daily anyway to get rid of the ghost.”

      “She showed us, Alondra,” says Raymond. “We saw the surface wiped clean yesterday. I’ll show you upstairs.”

      “Kyle is your late husband?” Alondra asks Alice.

      She nods.

      “Most of the activity is in his study,” David says.

      Alondra nods. “Anything else?”

      “Screams,” says Maybelle. “Howls that sound more like monsters than wind or any animal. Terrible sounds accompanied by objects being thrown or dropped.”

      “Poltergeists,” Alondra says, cocking her head and nodding to David.

      “You’ve gotta see this shit.” David laughs. “It’s fucking amazing.” Then he puts his hand over his mouth, looking at the mom and daughter. “It’s incredible. I’m gonna record all I can, if that’s all right.”

      “As long as you don’t record me.”

      “What about him?” David gestures to me.

      “He’s not a witch,” Alondra says with a chuckle. “It’s fine with me if it’s fine with Lee.”

      “I don’t care,” I say.

      “You might end up on television.” Alondra laughs. “Ray over there has dreams of selling a movie.”

      “I can only dream,” Raymond says with a laugh.

      Alondra pats Alice’s shoulder. Then she gets up and walks over to me. “Liam, you can stay down here with Alice, if you want. But you keep telling me you want to see magic. Maybe if you see enough, you’ll finally believe.”

      “But you said that a poltergeist could just be Maybelle being psychic.”

      “Isn’t psychic energy magical?” Her grin is too wide.

      Alondra nods and turns back to Alice and Maybelle. “We’ll be right back. I have to feel this place. Okay?”

      They nod.

      We follow Raymond and David upstairs. Again, though everything is bright, it seems dim. Worse, the lights along the stairwell flicker as we walk up the steps. Then Alondra freaks me out more by putting her hood over her head.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper to Alondra.

      “Scaring ghosts. Why are you whispering?”

      Raymond and David laugh.

      “We’re just playing with you, Lee,” she says with a laugh.

      “But you didn’t take your hood down.”

      “No, I’m serious about that. Believe it or not, ghosts can get scared too.”

      “You stick around this witch long enough, bub,” says David, pulling something out of his pocket. “I tell you. I’m telling you, you won’t believe your fucking eyes and ears.”

      The hallway gets darker.

      Ray presses some buttons on his camcorder. Then David walks in front of him with this weird beeping handheld device.

      “Which room?” Alondra asks.

      Raymond points to a closed door to the right.

      “It was used as his study,” Raymond says. “Kyle was an architect.” As Raymond holds whatever thing he has in his hand close to the door, the beeps go crazy. It reminds me of a Geiger counter.

      “You want to open the door?” Alondra asks me with a smirk, like a total bitch. I roll my eyes.

      “It’s going nuts,” Alondra says, staring down at the machine. “Wow.”

      “What is that?” I ask.

      “An EMF detector,” Alondra says. “It detects the electromagnetic waves I was talking about downstairs. These energies are common around spirit hauntings.”

      Alondra puts her palm on the white wooden door. Then she closes her eyes. She stands like this long enough to really creep me out.

      I shiver. At first, I think it’s because I’m creeped out. But it actually feels icy cold. Then I fall against Alondra. I was pushed. I’m sure someone shoved me, but all three of them are in front of me.

      “What’s wrong?” Alondra asks, cocking her head.

      “Someone pushed me.”

      “Um-hmm,” she says with a smile, resuming touching the door.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Alondra doesn’t need an EMF detector, man,” David says. “She can feel the energy.”

      Then Alondra loses her smile. She takes her hood off and cracks open the door.

      “Kyle?” she asks. “Kyle, are you here? Come out so we can see you.”

      There’s a flash of light. It’s David shooting pictures with his Polaroid camera.

      The room is very dark. The only light is from Ray’s camcorder bulb. I see the desk by the window. This must be the desk Alice was talking about. I’m glad I don’t see some sort of spirit sitting in the chair. There’s a window too, but it’s dirty and too foggy outside to see much of anything.

      Alondra weirds me out more by standing in the center of the room, closing her eyes, and sticking her palms out. She takes a deep breath.

      The EMF detector beeps like crazy.

      There’s a scream. It sounds like it’s from downstairs. Alondra doesn’t turn, but the two ghost hunters do.

      “I’ll go see what’s wrong,” I say.

      “No, Lee,” Alondra says with her hands still out. “Stay here. It’s the ghost. It’s not Alice or the girl. He’s downstairs now.”

      Then she walks to the desk and runs a finger along the surface. She presents her index finger to us with a big smile. Ray shines his camcorder light on her hand and there’s, in fact, a film of dust.

      “Alice cleans this every morning,” Ray says with a nod. His smirk mirrors Alondra’s, and I really want them all to stop being so excited about all this.

      “Come here, Lee,” Alondra says. “Alice comes into the room every morning and cleans it. Our friends here saw her clean it. The ghost then makes a mess again. It’s the first thing that spooked poor Alice.”

      “It’s just dust,” I say.

      “Flash the camera light over the desk,” Alondra says. He shines the light, and the surface, in fact, has a film of dirt. “Liam, what causes a desk to become dusty after being wiped every day? Ray, do you have the footage from yesterday?”

      “It’s the real deal, Alondra,” he says. “I told you.”

      “Yes. I feel that. I’ll look at the pictures later. Of course, there is fake dust. But I doubt this is being staged by Alice or Maybelle. You all met them. They’re horrified.” Alondra walks over to a cabinet and takes out some books. They’re notebooks with handwritten documents. “Alice should have gotten rid of all his stuff. This room is keeping a trace of his past.”

      There’s a crash. It sounds like a bookcase, or something, was turned over downstairs. Then we hear dishes breaking and Alice—this time I’m quite sure it’s Alice who screams.

      Alondra turns to us, her green eyes wide under the camcorder light.

      We all rush down the flickering stairway. On the living room couch, Alice is holding Maybelle, crying. Alondra walks over to her and sits beside them again. She puts a hand on her back.

      “It’s all right,” Alondra says.

      “I can’t take it anymore,” Alice cries. “It has to stop!”

      Alice points towards the kitchen. I walk around the wall and see a bunch of dishes shattered on the tile floor. Some are on the carpet of the living room, apparently thrown all the way from the kitchen. The refrigerator has been pulled completely from the wall and is leaning against the counter.

      “Did you see what you were looking for?” asks Alice. “Can you get rid of the ghost? Can you help us?”

      Alondra nods slowly, but she seems hesitant.

      “Can you help us?” asks Maybelle.

      “He’s a wily ghost,” Alondra says. “I tried to draw him into the room upstairs and he rushed down and attacked you. I think you should leave this house. The paranormal energy is too powerful.”

      “We don’t have the money to move,” Alice says, shaking her head. “I can’t take Maybelle anywhere else. And who’ll buy a haunted house?”

      “I can get rid of the poltergeist. I can absorb its energy. But I warn you, it will likely only be temporary. He can, and probably will, come back if you don’t leave.”

      “You’re saying he,” says Alice. “Is it Kyle?”

      “No. Your husband passed to the Summerland. But his passing has awoken the energy I spoke of and brought someone else. You said the house is old.”

      Alice nods.

      “Mom, look!” Maybelle cries.

      On the coffee table, Alondra’s cup of tea is shaking.

      “Holy shit!” cries Ray. He scrambles for his equipment, throwing his camcorder over his shoulder, and turns on the light again. I can’t believe my eyes. The cup is rattling by itself on the wooden table.

      “Turn the vid off, Ray,” Alondra demands, jumping up. Maybelle’s crying hysterically now in Alice’s arms. When Ray keeps pointing the camcorder at the coffee table, Alondra shouts at him, “Turn it off!”

      The video camera bulb cracks, and the light goes out. “Alondra, why would⁠—”

      “Prohibe,” Alondra says, running her arm over the entire coffee table. The cups stop shaking. Maybelle stops crying. Then the young girl stares at Alondra.

      “I can exorcise the spirit, but it will be back,” Alondra says, sitting on the couch between them. She puts a hand on Alice’s shoulder. Alice is shaking. “You’re going to have to move out of your home.”

      “Please help us,” Alice says. “Please. Just do what you can.”

      Alondra looks down for a moment. Then she looks at me and nods. “All right. I’ll need to use your phone.”

      “Alondra, damn it, that was a dirty trick,” Raymond says. “You gonna pay for a new one? Why can’t you just let us record you?”

      Alondra permits a slight smile. Then she turns to me. “Lee, I have to talk with you alone for a second.”

      We walk to the foyer and stand by the base of the stairway. My hands are shaking. I look down and squeeze my fists.

      “You okay?” she asks, furrowing her brow. She holds my shaking hands. Then she smiles and searches my eyes.

      “No,” I say.

      “Oh, the teacup,” she says with a chuckle.

      Uh, yeah…

      “That was better than dust, wasn’t it? Listen, I didn’t think this house was a real haunt. Honestly, I thought we’d visit, meet my friends, and then go into Macon for dinner and go home. Now I see this home is really haunted. I want to help Alice and Maybelle. But in order to do that, I’m gonna have to hold a séance in her backyard.”

      “Okay.”

      She shakes her head. “You don’t understand. I need you to go home.”

      “Why?”

      “You can pick me up tomorrow. You don’t need to see any more. It’s going to get weird with my friends.”

      “Allie, everything about you is weird.”

      “I know. But…” She bites her lip and gazes back toward the living room. “I’m not going to be myself.” She grabs me in an embrace and leans her head on my shoulder for a moment. Then she squeezes me and says, “If you want, you can stay, babe, but you must promise to stay indoors and keep away from the backyard. I’m going to use black cherries. I won’t be able to speak with you normally. I won’t be myself. We can drive back home tomorrow morning after the ceremony wears off. But, if you stay, you have to stay inside the house. You’ll be forbidden to come outside with us.”

      “We’ll leave tomorrow morning?”

      “Aha. I have to use black cherries.”

      “Blackberries?”

      “Some weekend, huh?” asks Alondra, shaking her head and looking away. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise. Anyway, you wanted me to show you magic, right?”

      “I saw the teacup.”

      “Witchcraft is cool, huh?” she says with a big smile. Then she kisses my lips. “You’re a good sport.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Bentmont is not far from Hawthorne, so it’s not difficult for Alondra to gather her clan. Alondra assigns me the role of door greeter, and I can’t help but feel like I’m opening the door for a goth party. As Alondra’s black-cloaked friends pile into the house, they act as if I’m the host. I think some even think that I’m a member of Alice’s family. I am, after all, wearing “normal” clothes.

      I always wondered when I’d finally meet Alondra’s friends. I didn’t expect it to be like this.

      “I’m Jessica.”

      “Cass.”

      “Gloria.”

      I’m really bad with names, but I do my best at trying to remember all of the girls as they enter the home.

      “Hi, Lee,” says Jane, giving me a hug. She’s wearing a black witch cloak with makeup like Alondra. “You’re brave to be hanging with Allie at one of her haunts.”

      “She tricked me into it.”

      “Of course she did,” Jane says with a shrug. “She’s Alondra.”

      “She wanted to show me magic.”

      Jane raises her brow and nods. “Did she?”

      I nod.

      “I’m Holly, Liam,” interrupts a bald Asian girl with a nose ring and multiple ear piercings. “Are you a history major, like the high priestess?”

      “Psychology.”

      “Psychology’s cool,” she says. “Are you in a frat?” She’s looking at my button-down shirt. Honestly, she means well, but it makes me feel stupid wearing preppy clothes.

      I shake my head.

      Then I’m accosted by a dark-skinned girl yanking my elbow. “Hey, I remember you. You were that boy we captured that night!” My skin crawls. She’s one of the girls who was high on drugs and attacked me, naked on Hilltop Bluff. “I’m Beth,” she says. “You joining? It’s weird to know an outsider who knows about our ghost hunts.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Sure. Well, you’re cute. That’s why we grabbed⁠—”

      “Okay, Beth,” Jane says. “I don’t think Liam wants to rehash that night.”

      “Where’s Alondra, Jane?” asks a tall man with an Australian accent walking through the door. He’s the only man, and a large man at that. He has short hair, almost bald, and is wearing a black witch cloak too. But he’s shirtless under the cloak.

      “She’s in the backyard,” I say.

      “Who are you, mate?”

      “Liam.”

      “This is an occult meeting,” he says, “not a social gathering.”

      “I know.”

      He stares at me.

      “Did you bring the juice, Capper?” Jane asks.

      Capper winks and shows Jane a bottle tucked under his arm. “I couldn’t get everyone to come. Whatever Alondra’s up to, the circle’s gonna be incomplete.”

      “She tried to get as many as she could,” Jane says.

      “Can’t see why she wants to help these souls,” Capper says, looking around the entryway. “Looks boring.” Then Capper looks down and sneers at me. “You know, man, when I lived in Jersey, I belonged to a coven that used to sacrifice unwanted babies. We’d cut the children with curved daggers, then we’d drip their blood into a goblet and pass it around. Add a few verses, in an ancient tongue, offering our souls to Lucifer, and the dark magic was…” He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “Intoxicating. You up for that tonight, mate?”

      “Are you trying to scare me?”

      “Just telling you what we did,” he replies with a laugh. Then he stabs me with a finger in the chest. “Stay the fuck away from the yard, eh?”

      “Leave him alone, Cap,” says Jane. “You’re being an asshole.”

      I knock his hand away from my chest. He smiles.

      “I’ll see you outside, Jane.” Then he hugs Jane and walks off.

      “Nice guy,” I remark to Jane.

      “He’s a jerk,” she says. “But you get used to him.” She turns back and flashes a smile. “But how are you doing? How are you holding up? I’m used to Allie and her ways, ever since we were little. It’s all new for you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Well, Cap might be a creep, but he’s right. Stay indoors while we perform the séance. We can’t protect you, and we won’t be right in the head.”

      “Alondra said something about blackberries. So what?”

      “Black cherries,” Jane says, shaking her head and laughing. “Not blackberries. Witch’s berries. Nightshade. It’s poison, Liam. It helps witches reach altered states. She’ll use it to rid the house of this ghost.”

      “Why don’t you guys just try beer?”

      Jane laughs again. “You’re funny, Lee. Nightshade is a hallucinogen. It makes us see things. But it also heightens our magic and could cause things that affect the minds of people around us too. Even if you don’t partake, you’ll see things if you go out there. That’s why Cap is telling you to stay away. Don’t come outside. Whatever you hear.”

      I nod.

      Jane hugs me again. “Thanks, Liam. You’re so sweet. I think Allie must really like you to bring you here.”

      “It was our Saturday night…” I was going to say date. I don’t know why I was going to say that to her, but I was. I feel comfortable with Jane.

      Jane leaves, making her way to all her friends congregating near the living room.

      Pretty soon I feel like a wallflower. I open the door for a few more witches; then I saunter over to the living room by myself and plop back in the beat-up recliner. It might be old, but it’s cushiony and comfortable. Leaning back in the chair, I can’t see the kitchen past the wall. I have to admit, I’ve gotten up a couple of times to take a glimpse. I saw a bunch of Allie’s black-robed witches stacking wood in the center of the grass. They looked spooky under the patio light because it’s still foggy.

      Alice and Maybelle head to sleep in a guest room down a hall by the front door. They haven’t slept in their bedrooms upstairs for months, they told us. I suggested to Alondra earlier that they leave, but Alondra said she needed their energy in the house.

      The ghost hunters head to their van, but I know they’re watching via the surveillance equipment. Allie wouldn’t let them record her coven outside. That would give them footage of the witchcraft she’s so protective about keeping secret.

      A few sheets are given to me for the couch, but I don’t lie there. I’m too uneasy to sleep.
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