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We’re coming to the end of the fourth year for Ye Olde Dragon Books. What a wild ride! We didn’t quite know what we were getting into when we broached the idea of starting our own publishing company over lunch at the Train Wreck Saloon in St. Louis during the 2019 Realm Makers Conference. Over the past four years, we’ve been blessed with some of the best authors in Christian fiction. They’ve put up with a couple of novice publishers while we “learned by doing,” and they’ve been very patient as we grappled our way around the contracts, the editing, basically the whole process of putting together a collection of stories that are totally unrelated to one another except for the one underlying theme. The incredible creativity displayed by these authors continually amazes me. You would think that, given one theme, everyone would write similar stories. But NO! Every story is a diamond, different in color, cut, and size. What mind-blowing imaginations!

Fairy Tales were a bit more of Michelle’s “thing,” while my heart rested with the Classic Monsters of the fall anthologies. Slowly, we began to see them blend over these last four years. You’ll always find a little bit of whimsy, a little bit of fantasy, a bit of science fiction, and a touch of horror in all of our collections. That’s because we now have such an eclectic band of writers! We’ve even had a few historical drama pieces in past anthologies. We appreciate our authors, many of whom come back time after time. Their stories just keep getting better with every collection.

In The Invisible Files, we celebrate the character long-ago brought to life by the great Claude Rains in Universal Studios’ production of The Invisible Man. He was a man changed by a science experiment gone wrong. We have a few of those in this collection, though not in the same vein as that age-old book by H.G. Wells. We have illusionists, super-heroes, vigilantes, and even aliens. We have some bad science experiences, and misused medications. We have some writers who are new to our anthologies, and we have many returning contributors who are the backbone of our endeavor. To all of our authors, new and old, we salute you and send our heartfelt gratitude.

To our readers, we do it all for you! Thank you for coming back time and time again to read these wonderful stories. We hope you will enjoy them as much as we have.

Blessings,

Deborah Cullins Smith

September 2024
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It’s hard to believe we’ve been doing this four years now. Next spring will start our fifth year doing the anthologies. When we release the as-yet-to-be-titled Three Little Pigs-themed anthology, we’re retiring the anthology that launched the whole party, When Your Beauty IS The Beast.

Thanks, to everyone who has ventured out on this journey with us. It’s been fun, sometimes frustrating, sometimes nerve-wracking, sometimes mind-blowing, but always an adventure of discovery. Our authors are amazing, just the variety of visions and viewpoints and new ways to twist around a tried-and-true theme or trope, and make it fresh and new, and sometimes truly bizarre.

We couldn’t do it without you.

So sit back, and since it’s that time of the year, grab your favorite pumpkin-themed refreshment, and settle in for an exploration of what it truly means to be invisible.
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Michelle L. Levigne
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GHOSTS, PIZZA, AND OTHER COMFORTS

H.L. Burke
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Belle sank down in the front passenger seat of her mother’s sedan, praying no one from school would see her. 

“I’m so proud of you, dear.” Her mother beamed. She stared forward through the windshield, seeming to be blissfully unaware of her daughter’s face, now almost as red as the caped hood that was part of her humiliating new uniform. “The Slice of Enchantment is our family’s legacy, you know? Your older cousins, your aunts and uncles, even me! We all did our time serving pies and bringing joy to this dreary old town. Why, your dad and I even met there. I told you that, right?”

“Just fifty gazillion times,” Belle muttered.

“Yes, well, it’s the only place in Ivywood where dreams come true. The happiest place on Earth!”

“That’s Disneyland, Mom.”

“Nah, they’ve got nothing on The Slice.” 

Belle fell silent. It wasn’t like anything she said would make a difference. Her whole family was delusional. 

“Besides, this will be good for you,” her mother continued, giving her an obvious side-eye. “You’ll meet new friends, get out of your shell a little.” 

Belle liked her shell just fine, but there was no point in telling her mother that. It was hard enough going through her sophomore year as the daughter of that weird, fairy tale-obsessed family that ran the kitschy pizza place. Working there? What little remained of her social life was doomed.

Probably sensing Belle didn’t want to talk, Mom turned on the radio. No music, just a news report about a recent supervillain attack in Yakima. The Department of Super-Abled’s (aka DOSA’s) superheroes had caught the guy, but only after he’d trashed a local convenience store. Belle indulged in a fantasy about a supervillain knocking down The Slice so she could get out of this awful first job. Not going to happen in their sleepy small town, though. 

They turned into the parking lot of a dilapidated strip mall. Half the storefronts were empty, either with “For Lease” signs or plywood over the windows. In the center of it all, like a garish beacon, stood the fiberglass castle exterior of A Slice of Enchantment Family Fun Center, a long name for a glorified pizza parlor with a handful of arcade machines and an overly complicated theme. 

Her mother pulled to a stop next to the side door. 

Well, might as well get this over with. 

Belle checked her apron pocket for her cell phone before springing out of the car. 

“Wait! It’s your first day.” Her mother scrambled out of the driver’s seat. “Can I come in and get a picture?”

Belle’s chest tightened. Knowing her mother, that would be all over social media, probably with captions about the family legacy and how proud she was and how cute she looked in this stupid, stupid Little Red Riding Hood get-up. What if someone from school saw?

She thought fast. “Uh, I don’t think that’s very professional. Like, it’s my first day at work, not kindergarten.” 

Her mother’s shoulders slumped. “I guess you’re right. You’ve just grown up so fast. Okay, then. Best of luck, Belle, and watch out for the Big Bad Wolf.”

“Yeahhh,” Belle drew the word out. Her family’s weird, multi-generation obsession with fairy tales had been cute when she was six and she and her likewise “named on the theme” cousins had gotten together for princess tea parties and movie nights. Now? She couldn’t wait to do her time at the Slice of Enchantment and be free to get a normal job. 

She turned to the employee entrance and rang the bell. A moment later a lanky teen wearing a hairnet over his brown hair opened the door and eyed her skeptically. When his gaze fell on her red hood, white shirt, and black vest, he clicked his tongue. 

“Ah, the fresh meat. Come on in. I’ll get Phil.” 

Belle slipped into the backroom and the smell of cooking pizza, buckets of cleaner, and aging upholstery washed over her. Of course, she’d eaten at The Slice innumerable times. The family discount was too good to pass up. That said, she’d been actively avoiding it for the last two years. It wasn’t surprising this guy, who was only a couple years older than her and probably hadn’t been working there long, didn’t recognize her as the boss’s niece. Not that she’d been able to escape the place, even without dining there. Her family tended to use the building to host holiday parties, so she’d spent every Christmas there for as long as she could remember. She’d even been allowed to use the kitchen facilities for as long as she was old enough to help with holiday meals. 

They walked past the area where a couple of women in hairnets and disposable gloves portioned out side salads, adding exactly two slices of cucumber and two tomatoes to each in turn. Ahead were the conveyor-style pizza ovens and the prep station with every possible pizza topping imaginable. 

They emerged through this area, past the window with the heat lamps, to the section behind the counters. 

A middle-aged, balding man was putting in the till trays. He looked up as they approached and grinned. “Ah, Dylan. I see you’ve met my niece.” 

“Uh, I guess I did.” Belle’s guide glanced at her, a single eyebrow arched. “I didn’t realize she was one of them, though. Which princess are you?”

Belle’s cheeks burned. “I’m Belle.” 

“We’ve got about an hour until we open,” Uncle Phil continued, typically oblivious to her embarrassment. “I’ve got some tax paperwork I need you to fill out, but when that’s done, Dylan, could you take her on a mini tour? She knows the basics, but you can give her the inside scoop.” 

“Sure.” Dylan smirked.

About fifteen minutes later, Belle looked up from the last tax form and set her pen aside. She hoped she’d gotten her social security number right. She’d been too embarrassed to text her mom to verify it, like a little kid. Even if this was a lame first job, it was still a job. Time to start acting like an adult about it. 

Leaving the papers on the breakroom table, she stuck her head through the door, peering out at the cashier counters. A couple of other employees had joined Dylan: a teen girl with olive skin and a bob of black hair and an older woman who was setting up the drink station. 

“Uh, hey, I’m done with the forms,” she called out. 

“Great. Give them to me.” Dylan held his hand out. “We can drop them in the office before I start your ‘tour.’” 

The teen girl snickered. 

Belle’s lips pursed. Sure, maybe this was a little lame, but they worked here too. Did being the boss’s niece immediately make her less cool, though?

As soon as he had her paperwork, Dylan quick walked out into the lobby. The restaurant’s garish decor continued throughout the building. The main dining area had a huge gas fireplace that was meant to look like a campfire, around which sat life-size statues of the Three Little Pigs. There were fairytale murals painted on every wall and chalked on every window. On one wall, a mannequin with ridiculously long hair leaned out of a fake window about halfway to the vaulted ceiling. 

There were two dining rooms and a game room branching off the main dining area. Each was themed to a different fairytale. The room to the left had fake marble floors, a glittering chandelier, and elaborate “palace” details to represent Cinderella. The room to the right had walls painted with a forest scene and in one corner a large children’s playhouse made up to look like Little Red Riding Hood’s grandmother’s cottage, complete with another mannequin asleep on a twin bed within. 

Dylan jerked his thumb at the cottage playset as they made their way through the lobby toward the back office. “Cleaning that thing is a nightmare. Especially after children’s parties.”

“I bet,” Belle said, hoping she sounded sympathetic. 

The arcade/game room in the back was Pinocchio/Pleasure Island themed. Kind of ironic, considering what happened to the kids in that story. To the right of this was an atypically mundane, undecorated door marked, “Employees Only.” Dylan tapped on this.

Uncle Phil opened it and took the papers from him. “Excellent. You showing her the ropes?”

“Yeah. What station do you want her on?” Dylan shot her another smirk. “She going in the wolf costume?”

Belle winced. She’d seen the “characters” who would roam about the dining area in costume, blowing up balloons or doing silly dances for the kids. The costumes ranged from the aforementioned Big Bad Wolf in a full-on fur suit to an aged princess dress with plastic tiara. None of them looked particularly comfortable, and all inevitably humiliating.

“Nah, just bussing to start. Unless you really want to do some entertaining, Belle?” Uncle Phil eyed her.

“No, bussing tables is fine, sir,” she said quickly.

He laughed quietly. “I’ve got payroll to do, but I’ll see you in a bit. Don’t have too much fun without me.”

As the door shut behind her uncle, Belle glanced around. “We’re opening soon, aren’t we? We can skip the tour—”

“Nah, wouldn’t want you to miss out. Come on.” He jerked his thumb toward the game room. “Let’s start here.” 

A dozen arcade cabinets were crammed into the circus-themed room. A fake stage jutted over it with stringed marionettes suspended midair, unmoving and dead-eyed. 

“We give refunds if the machines eat tokens, but only if the kids didn’t ignore an out-of-order sign.” Dylan motioned toward one of the machines. A piece of paper had been taped over its screen warning people not to use it. “Some kids’ll just pull off the signs and try to play anyway.”

“I mean, they’re little. Maybe they can’t—” 

A burst of electronic music and flashing lights caused Belle to jump. She inhaled sharply and spun to face a retro-looking game cabinet that had randomly come alive. 

“It does that sometimes,” Dylan said blandly. 

Belle steadied herself. “Do they all just ... go off like that?” 

“Specifically that one. Phil says it’s a quirk in its programming, to draw people in by catching their attention. Me?” Dylan glanced at her. “I think it’s haunted. Half the junk in this place is.” 

A shiver cut through her as the adrenaline from the jump scare faded, but then she pulled herself together and glared at him. “Nice try. I’m not six, you know?”

“Hey, if you don’t believe in ghosts, that’s great. Just letting you know, weird things happen around this creepy old place. Come on. I’ll show you the costume room next.” 

He turned away and walked out of the arcade room. Belle moved to follow.

Something flew across the room and landed at her feet. Lukewarm liquid splashed over her sneakers, and she shrieked.

Dylan glanced back. “You okay?”

Belle stared down at the paper soda cup that had burst open at her feet. “Where ... where did that come from?”

Dylan looked around. “Some kid must’ve left it in here last night and the cleanup crew missed it. Looks like your first cleanup job. Congratulations.”

“But ... but it flew ... or fell ...” She took in the room. Maybe it had been balanced on top of one of the games and toppled off due to ... a small, unfelt earthquake? The breeze of her and Dylan’s passing? Something ... not ghosts. 

“Yeah, that’s weird.” Dylan shrugged, then his eyes glinted. “But you don’t believe in ghosts, so it’s okay, right?”

She squared her shoulders. “Right.” 

Heart still beating a little too quickly, Belle followed Dylan across the dining area to another “Employees Only” door. This one, however, was not painted to blend in. Instead, a rose trellis framed it and there was a funhouse mirror attached to the door itself. Belle’s grandfather, the founder of The Slice, had meant it to look like a magic portal, a “Through the Looking Glass” thing, though she wasn’t even sure that counted as a fairytale. It didn’t quite live up to his intentions, though seeing her own wavering figure next to Dylan’s as he opened it did have an uncanny valley vibe.

Dylan flipped a switch and weak lights hummed to life on the ceiling, casting eerie shadows over the small storeroom.

This was one room of The Slice Belle had never been allowed to enter. Uncle Phil worried that the younger family members would dirty or ruin his “props” playing with them. Now she took it all in.

On the back wall were two doors marked “Princes” and “Princesses.” Bathrooms or changing rooms for the performers, she guessed. Along the walls were shelves and racks of every fairytale themed costume imaginable. Pointed wizard hats, several plastic crowns, scepters, robes, dresses ... most impressively a full on “fur suit” of an anthropomorphized wolf slumped in the corner, its head lolled forward against its furry chest. 

“Normally only the long-time employees pull character duty,” Dylan said. “Though you’re family, so maybe you’ll get lucky? Think you’d like to be the wolf?” He pointed to it. “Check it out. You can even put the mask on if you want to.”

She wrinkled her nose. “No thanks.” 

“Oh, don’t be a killjoy. We sanitize it after every use.” He prodded her shoulder. “At least take a closer look. It’s cool, right?”

Belle stepped forward, examining the suit. Its glassy eyes had a dead look to them. The fur was bare in patches and matted in others. How many people had worn this thing? How many snotty kids had wiped their boogers—

The wolf’s head shot up and grinned at her. It lurched forward, grabbing her by both arms with big furry mittens. Belle’s heart tried to jump out of her body. She screamed.

Stumbling back a step, she tripped and sat down hard. 

The wolf loomed over her, head tilted to one side. 

“Ha! Gotcha!” Dylan stepped forward, pumping his fist.

“Wh ... what?” Belle’s eyes darted desperately from the teen to the wolf. As she did, the wolf pulled off its mask, revealing the girl she’d seen earlier, now grinning. 

“Great job, Em!” Dylan offered the girl/wolf a high five. “You played that perfectly. I almost wondered if you’d changed your mind and weren’t in the suit, it was so still.”

“Pretty much held my breath after you came in.” Em focused on Belle. “You okay, kid? It’s just a little hazing. No hard feelings, right?”

Belle felt like crying, but breaking down in front of the two slightly older teens would only make this worse. “Right,” she forced the word out, hoping it was convincing.

“Dylan?” Uncle Phil called out from across the restaurant. “Is Hazel here yet?”

Dylan stepped out into the dining area. “No. I think her shift starts at one. Why?”

“When she gets here, I want to go over the books with her. Something’s not adding up again...” 

Dylan cringed back, and he cussed under his breath. He quick-stepped it out of the costume room, headed toward her uncle’s office. 

“Thanks for being a good sport. I need to get this thing off. It’s almost time to open and no way I’m cashiering dressed like a mangy German Shepherd.” Em turned away and entered the room marked “Princesses.” 

Alone for a moment, Belle drew a deep breath. That had sucked. That had really sucked ... 

Something rustled among the racks of princess dresses, and she flinched. Was someone else waiting there to jump out at her? She narrowed her eyes at the clothes. Yeah, they were swaying slightly, almost like there was a breeze coming from somewhere. She reached forward and pushed them out of the way.

Nothing. Well, there was a small pile of candy wrappers. Kind of random, considering how clean Uncle Phil liked to keep the place. 

“Eleven o’clock!” the older woman from the drink station called out. “I’m unlocking the door. Stations, everyone!”

Shaking her head, Belle let the dresses fall back in place. There was no such thing as ghosts, just lousy coworkers, but dang ... this place gave her the willies. 

~~~~~
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It didn’t take long for Belle to settle into a routine. As the youngest current employee, she was relegated to bussing tables, using the carpet sweeper to try to get up crumbs, and running pizzas, burgers, and other “kid-safe” foods to the customer’s tables. 

One of the few family dining establishments in her small town, there wasn’t a day when The Slice wasn’t busy. During peak hours, some of the employees would dress up in the costumes and go out to entertain the kids. It wasn’t like Disneyland levels or even quite up to party entertainer levels. Mostly they handed out balloons and did TikTok dances ... full on cringe. Belle prayed no one ever asked her to do that. She’d want to disappear completely. 

Thankfully, after their first prank, Dylan and Em left Belle alone. None of the other employees took much notice of her either, though a lot of that was Belle. Making friends had never been easy for her. The few times someone tried to make friendly conversation, she froze or blurted out lame, one-word answers. 

Mostly, Belle kept to herself, not hanging out for long in the breakroom before or after shifts, keeping her head down when she worked for fear someone from school would come in and see her in her embarrassing “uniform.” 

Uncle Phil checked in on her every so often, but he seemed distracted. The tills just weren’t adding up, and a few times when she’d had to fetch him over something requiring a manager she found him in his office, watching and rewatching the security tapes from the cameras aimed at the tills. 

After about a week, she decided that even if she didn’t really love working here, it was ... okay. The extra spending money was nice, and the work was mindless but not tedious. Sometimes there was free pizza and she refilled her water bottle with soda without anyone saying anything, leaving her on a constant sugar buzz. 

Not that the place wasn’t creepy. In fact, the longer she worked there, the more things just seemed ... off. Things would go missing then turn up in weird places. Sometimes she’d get a feeling she was being watched, even in sections of the restaurant that were empty and lacked security cameras. 

On her two-week work anniversary, her mom drove her in for her noon to four shift in a thunderstorm. Rain hammered against the roof of the sedan, and the windshield wipers worked double time just to keep the road visible.

Her mom gave a low whistle. “Man, I haven’t seen it come down this hard in a long time. I’ll try to pull right up to the door so you don’t get soaked.” 

“Thanks.” 

Jumping out when her mom parked, Belle rang the buzzer. A moment later Em let her in. Behind her, the break room was dark. 

“The power’s out,” Em said. 

“Oh, dang.” Belle stepped out of the rain. “Uh, what do we do then?”

“Hang out and wait for it to come back on, I guess?” Em led her into the eerie restaurant where Dylan, Rodrigo the line cook, and Felicity who usually worked the pizza line were leaning against the counters. 

“Okay, next question,” Felicity was saying. “Favorite soda?”

“Mountain Dew,” Dylan said.

“Coke,” Rodrigo added.

“Interesting.” Felicity turned to Em and Belle. “You, Em?”

“I usually just drink diet whatever,” Em said. 

“Not really an answer, but okay. New girl?” Felicity eyed her. 

“Uh, Sprite, I guess. Why?” Belle asked.

“Ice breaker. We never really talk as co-workers, you know? Like I’m always busy making pizza while Rodrigo’s doing the burgers, but who are we really?” Felicity held up her smartphone. “I found this ‘get to know someone in twenty questions’ list. I’ve already gotten through the first half with these guys, and I’m finding out a lot.” 

“Oh, okay.” 

“What’s the next question?” Rodrigo pushed, clearly more into this than Em or Dylan.

“Uh, if you could have a superpower, what would it be?” Felicity read. 

“Money creation,” Dylan said. 

Felicity furrowed her brow at him. “That’s not a superpower.”

“It should be,” Dylan said. “Think about it, just snap my fingers and a twenty appears? I’d never have to work again, be able to buy whatever I want—”

“Wouldn’t that be counterfeiting?” Em asked. 

“So I’d be a supervillain.” Dylan shrugged. “Worth it to be rich. I just wouldn’t use my powers where anyone could see.”

“I still don’t think it counts,” Felicity said. “Like, I follow the Super Spotter Blog. I know all the big named super-abled people—we in the fan community call them sables—on both sides of the law. There is no sable power that would be ‘money creation.’ I think you need to pick a superpower that actually exists like flying or superspeed or pre-cognition or something.” 

“That’s no fun.” Dylan scowled.

“I mean, it’s got to be flying, right?” Em hopped up to sit on the counter between the cash registers. “It’s the coolest power for sure.”

Rodrigo shook his head. “Nah, man, you seen that Wildfyre guy on the news? He can shoot fire out of his hands! Way cooler—”

“You mean ‘hotter’,” Belle broke in. 

“I mean, if you’re into older guys,” Felicity shrugged. “I’ll admit, Glint’s also kind of a zaddy, and he’s like my dad’s age—”

Belle’s face heated. She’d been going for a fire pun, not remarking on the attractiveness of the sable. Why did she always make things awkward? “Uh, yeah—”

“What power would you like? Remember, has to be an actual power?” Felicity cut Dylan a meaningful glance.

Belle’s mind went blank, suddenly unable to remember a single superpower. 

“I don’t know. I guess I don’t know a lot of superheroes. It’s not like there are any in this boring old town.” She forced herself to think, trying to remember everything she’d ever read about sables in the news or seen on social media. Only the most basic powers, like flying and superspeed, came to mind. That seemed awfully boring. Her coworkers probably already thought she was lame without adding her dumb answers to their game. “Is there anyone who can, I don’t know, speed up time?”

“I’ve never heard of that,” Felicity said. “What would you do with that power, though? Just make things happen faster?”

“I was thinking like if I was bored at work I could get to the end of my shift faster.”

“That’s not very heroic, though,” Felicity pointed out. 

“I mean, not all sables are heroes,” Dylan said. “Some are villains.”

“Do you have to be a hero or a villain just because you have powers?” Belle asked. “Maybe you’d just want something to make your life a little better without having all the danger and excitement of superhero-ing. Like if you had a power like that, you might not even let people know you had it so DOSA wouldn’t recruit you. You’d just use it and keep it a secret.”

“I don’t know. If I had a superpower, I’d tell everybody about it,” Felicity said. “Wouldn’t you want to be a hero?”

Belle bit her bottom lip. Not really. She spent most of her life trying to stay out of the spotlight. Heroes had to talk to people, make speeches, be out there in bright, colorful costumes designed to draw attention. It sounded horrifying to her. She’d rather just ... disappear. That was an answer, though, wasn’t it?

“Is invisibility a superpower?” she asked.

Something crashed in the kitchen. Felicity and Em jumped, Belle flinched, and Rodrigo swore in Spanish. 

“It’s the ghost again,” Dylan snickered. “Maybe you should go talk to him, Princess. Or would you rather go hang out with the Big Bad Wolf again?”

Em practically cackled. 

Belle’s skin crawled. Her heart still hammered in her chest, though. “Shouldn’t we see what that was, though? Something fell down.”

“I told you, it’s a ghost,” Dylan persisted. “You know all about—”

“It’s not a ghost!” Belle snapped, the ferocity in her own voice surprising her. Dylan shied back.

“Dang, a little touchy about the ghost thing, are we?” He clicked his tongue. “If you’re so worried about it, go check it out. I’m sure it’s nothing scary.” 

Belle’s jaw clenched. “Okay. I will.”

She pushed past her co-workers and stepped through the swinging doors into the kitchen. Her skin immediately went cold. There were no windows in this part of the building, just darkness. She put out her hand and found the metal countertops on one side of the narrow “standing space.” She knew the flat top and deep fryers were on the other, so she leaned away from them. They might still be hot even with the power off. 

Dang, I can’t see anything, though. She fished out her phone and turned on the flashlight. A good dozen to-go containers that had been stacked on the counter, waiting for orders, were now strewn across the floor. Well, those are wasted. 

She took a step toward them, intending to pick them up and toss them in the trash, when the rubber mat squeaked.

She froze. Was someone there? Was this another of Dylan and Em’s pranks? Trick her into going into the dark kitchen where someone would jump out at her? Did they really think they could get her again like that? Dang, she hated people—but if they weren’t doing that, if it were just her imagination, and she acted like they were, they’d also think she was stupid. Like she’d pranked herself. 

“Is anyone there?” she whispered, hopefully not loud enough that the people back by the registers would hear. 

Nothing. Just silence. She held her breath, listening. Nothing. Maybe she really had—

The world exploded with snaps, whirs, the roar of fans, and so many beeps and clicks. Lights flashed on. She gasped and jumped, dropping her phone.

“Power’s back!” Rodrigo shouted. 

“Gee, thanks, Captain Obvious,” Dylan said dryly. 

Belle sucked in a steadying breath. What was with this restaurant and things trying to jump scare her? Now even the power was at it. Muttering to herself, she retrieved her phone, bent down, and scooped up the to-go containers for the trash. As she straightened, her eyes fell on something... On the counter, next to the to-go containers that hadn’t fallen, was a hamburger bun, open, with a slice of cheese and some of the ham from the sandwich-making supplies on it. Beside this was a knife, covered in mayo. Someone was making a sandwich?

“Hey, did you figure out what made the noise? Oh, hey, um—” 

She spun and found Rodrigo had entered the kitchen. 

He cleared his throat and motioned to the half-made sandwich. “I know you’re his niece and all, but Phil really doesn’t like the staff to just make food in here.”

“I wasn’t ... That wasn’t me,” Belle stammered. “The lights just came on. Do you think I’d make a sandwich in the dark?”

“Uh, I guess not.” He looked around. “You’re saying there was just a half-finished sandwich sitting in here? That’s... weird. It wasn’t there when the power went off—” He looked around the room, cleared his throat again, and laughed. “Maybe one of the others did it?”

“I guess.” Goosebumps broke out over Belle’s arms. This was weird. Something was going on.

As she left the kitchen, she heard Em call from out of the Little Red Riding Hood room, “Dylan, you lazy butt, you didn’t clean up the playhouse last night!”

Dylan looked up from pouring himself a soda. “Did too!”

“Well, it’s messed up somehow. Looks like someone was sleeping in the bed or something.”

“I guess it was just right.” Dylan chuckled. 

“That’s Goldilocks, not Red Riding Hood,” Belle said. Dylan shot her a dirty look. The desire to disappear overcame her again and she hurried out into the dining area, hoping to find something she could clean. She did a slow turn, looking around. A chair in the Red Riding Hood room toppled backward and crashed to the floor. She cringed. Great, more creepy stuff. She stepped closer, but before she could move, the chair righted itself, returning to its original placement. 

Belle’s knees knocked together. What. The. Heck? 

A chair falling over, sure, that could be a draft or a small earthquake or maybe the rumbling of a passing truck. Picking itself back up? No way. That wasn’t possible.

Her jaw hardened. Something was going on in here, and she was going to find out what. 

~~~~~
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At first Belle’s plan seemed impossible, but almost immediately things fell into place. 

When she got the schedule for the next week, she had several closing shifts. 

Then she’d asked her mother if she could spend the night with a friend from school after work. Her mom had been so overjoyed that Belle actually had friends she hadn’t even asked who they were; she just told Belle to make sure she took her phone charger and texted before bed. 

The sleepover excuse also allowed her to take a backpack with her to work without her mom questioning it. Now to put her plan into action.

The manager on duty that night would be Peggy, an older woman who worked there part-time to supplement her retirement. She’d be in charge of balancing the tills and making sure the building was locked up for the night. 

On weeknights, the restaurant closed at 9 p.m. With the doors locked, Belle began her closing duties, making sure the floors were clean, the dishes washed, and everything spotless for the prep people who would be there early in the morning. 

Peggy disappeared into the office to do the accounting for the night, leaving Belle to her work. 

Belle took her time. The later she stayed for legitimate reasons, the less time she’d have to spend hiding afterward. Finally, though, everything was done. She went back to the office and knocked on the door. 

“I’m all done,” she said.

“Oh, good.” Peggy glanced at the live feeds from the various security cameras around the business. “Do you need me to walk you out?” 

“No, my ride’s already on the way.”

“Okay, have a good night.” Peggy returned to her work.

Belle left the office and glanced around. There was a chance Peggy would watch the cameras to make sure she’d actually left, so she made a point of crossing the lobby where she knew she’d be fully visible. 

There weren’t a lot of cameras in the building. Some on the exits and entrances, one over the cash registers, and one in the arcade. The large number of blind spots gave her a variety of hiding places. The bathrooms, for instance, or under a booth table somewhere. After some thought, she’d settled on the prop and costume room. It had the most places to hide if Peggy actually did look in there. 

Belle slipped behind a row of princess dresses, leaned against the wall, and waited. Time dragged on. How long did Peggy usually stay after the last employee left? Making sure her phone was on silent, she Googled ghost-hunting tips. A lot involved equipment she didn’t have. EVP recorders, EMF Meters, laser grids, and thermal sensors. Man, some people put serious change into this hobby. 

She didn’t think she needed anything this complicated. Just her phone camera to capture anything that moved in a way that it shouldn’t. 

When it had been about an hour, she finally dared to peek out of the prop room. 

Eerie silence cloaked the restaurant. The arcade machines still blinked with colored lights and she could see the faint glow of the exit signs and some of the neon signs advertising the various beverage options. Streetlights also glowed outside, the light pooling on the floors of the Little Red Riding Hood Room. She stood and took it in for a moment.

Should she call out? Attempt to contact the spirit? See what it wanted?

“Come on down to Stevens Motors, where your new used car awaits!” an enthusiastic voice screamed into the silence.

Belle’s breath left her body, freezing her in place, nostrils flared, eyes wide, heart hammering. 

“Come down to Stevens Motors!” a woman’s voice sang from the same direction. Wait. A commercial?

Somehow managing to pry her feet from the floor, she turned and peered into the Cinderella room. Light now flickered across the tables, but it wasn’t some sort of other-worldly glow. No, it was the familiar light from the large screen TV the restaurant had in that room so parents could watch the game while their kids played. 

Okay, nothing scary, just the TV ... but who turned it on?

She crept forward, eyelids peeled back for fear that if she blinked something would suddenly be right in front of her. 

She reached the wall and pressed herself against it, hoping she’d blend in with the tacky decorations. The remote, which should’ve been behind the counter for the managers to watch over, floated in mid-air. Someone, or something, was holding it. Someone she couldn’t see.

The TV flicked through multiple channels before settling on a station playing retro cartoons. A faint giggle rose from the room, then a chair pulled away from one of the tables. 

For a long while, nothing else happened. The television continued to play clips of a cat chasing a mouse around. Occasionally there would be another giggle, but nothing else moved. 

Belle’s heart rate slowed. 

Ghosts ... watch cartoons? 

The cartoon ended and another commercial began. The chair pushed back. 

Belle flattened herself against the wall, praying whatever it was didn’t look in her direction. A minute later the fridge behind the counter where they kept the canned and bottled drinks opened up and a bottle of artisan root beer floated out, silhouetted in the light from the fridge. 

This ... isn’t really that scary. Maybe it’s a friendly ghost?

Gathering her courage, Belle pried herself from the wall and approached the counter. 

The root beer tipped back in a clear drinking motion. 

Huh. Ghosts drink?

The bottle lowered and someone belched.

Ghosts ... burp? This makes no sense. Okay, Belle, time to be brave. Let’s find out what’s going on. 

“Hey, can we talk?” She’d been so determined to be absolutely silent that instead of a shout, the words came out as a squeak. 

A shriek, clearly feminine, answered her. The bottle crashed to the floor. 

“It’s okay!” Belle rushed forward. “It’s just ... me.” 

Nothing. 

Belle swallowed. Had she scared it off? Was it possible this was a dream?

She walked around the counter. The rubber floor mats had prevented the bottle from breaking, but soda had spilled all over. Belle picked up the bottle and grabbed some towels to sop up the mess. 

“It’s okay. I’m not going to ... I don’t know. Hurt you? Heck, I don’t even know if you can hurt a ghost. You are a ghost, right?”

“Y ... yes?” The voice came from less than a yard away. A shiver cut through Belle, knowing whatever it was was so close. The ghost sounded uncertain, though, and ... young. 

“You don’t sound too sure?” Belle pressed. 

“Uh, of course, I’m a ghost. Boo!” 

Belle crossed her arms over her chest. “That really only works if you lead with it.” This did not feel ghostly at all. Something else was going on here.

“Oh, I guess that makes ...”

Before Belle could talk herself out of it, she lunged forward and grabbed at the air where the voice was coming from. 

The “ghost” yelped and slipped from her grasp, but not before Belle’s fingers had brushed against what felt like a knit sweater with a definite arm in it. 

“Ah ha! You’re not a ghost. You’re a person!” Belle announced triumphantly. “How are you invisible? Are you a sable? A superhero?”

“Settle down!” the not-ghost hissed. “We can’t talk here. There’s a camera over the cash registers. Come on.” An unseen hand grabbed Belle’s wrist, and in spite of her newfound confidence that this being was just a person with powers instead of a malevolent spiritual force, Belle still flinched. A sudden twinge of fear went through her, and she pulled away. Should she be trusting this invisible person to lead her out of the safety of the cameras? After all, tills had been coming up short lately. The invisible person hanging out after hours had to be the reason, right?

“You coming?” the disembodied voice asked.

Belle shook herself. If the stranger wanted to hurt her, she probably could’ve already. Plus, she really wanted to know what was going on.

The not-ghost led her around the corner to the dishwashing station. Now that they were out of the camera’s vision, Belle flipped on a light. Still no sign of the person she was with, not even a shadow like in that old fantasy book. 

“Okay, now we can talk,” the not-ghost said. “What do you want to know?

“You know where all the cameras are?” Belle asked. “Why does it matter? You’re invisible.”

“You kind of have to,” the not-ghost replied. “I can’t always keep my power up. It tires me out, and while I can cloak what I’m wearing, it takes a lot of energy to project it into objects. If the cameras catch me moving stuff or carrying them around, people will catch on. I can get away with small things because it’s not like they watch the full feed every night. Probably only if something goes missing or gets broken and I’m careful—but you? You’re right out there, you know?”

“There’s no cameras here,” she pointed out. “Can I see you?”

“I guess. It’s not like I’m anything to write home about.” The air in front of Belle shimmered and a teen girl with curly brown hair wearing an oversized black hoodie and ripped jeans appeared. 

“You’re just a kid!” Belle burst out.

The girl scowled. “I’m not that much younger than you. Not a baby, anyway.”

Belle went over the first time she’d interacted with something “ghostly” at The Slice. It had literally been weeks. “How long have you been hiding in here?”

“I don’t know... couple of months?” The girl shrugged. “There’s food, bathrooms, I can sleep in the Riding Hood playhouse almost like it’s a real bedroom. Better than my last couple of hideouts.”

“Why though?” Belle stammered. “Like ... where’s your family? Do you go to school?”

“Family—not really. Dad’s in prison. Mom—she can’t even take care of herself. Haven’t seen her since I was thirteen.” The girl hopped up to sit on the counter, her feet dangling above the floor. “They tried to shove me into foster care, but when I realized I had powers like my dad—he’s a supervillain, not a very big one, but that’s why he’s in jail—I decided just to take off.”

“Wow.” Belle examined the girl’s face. She wasn’t very good at guessing ages, but she didn’t think the girl looked much younger than her. Definitely not as young as fourteen, which meant she had to have been on the run for over a year. “How long have you been living like this?

“Three years, maybe?” She swung her feet, kicking the counters.

Belle’s jaw dropped. “You’ve been living in pizza parlors for three years?”

“Not just pizza places. I move around a lot.” A grin crossed the girl’s face. “When you were little, did you ever look at a toy store and think how cool it would be to stay at one overnight and play with everything?”

“Well, sure.” 

“Or what about being in a furniture store and seeing those displays with beds and couches and wanting to actually sleep in one?” 

“Yeah, I guess.”

The girl stuck her chest out. “I’ve done both.” 

“That’s cool.” Belle looked around. “My name’s Belle, by the way. What’s yours?”

“Zelda—hey, we’re both princesses. Our parents are so dumb.” Zelda slid down. “It’s great if you want to talk, but I need to get something to eat. I only have a few hours a night to do my chores before the morning crew comes in and I have to hide.” She started down the narrow aisle between the dishwashing station and the storage shelves and prep tables, heading toward the pizza area. 

Belle followed her. 

“What do you mean by chores?”

“Oh, you know, things I have to do but can’t do while people are here.” Zelda grabbed a clean dish off the drying rack and approached the pizza prep area. She started lifting the lids off the various topping containers and selecting things from them. “Eating, stashing aside some snacks for later, cleaning up in the bathroom.” After a moment, she seemed satisfied with her selection of toppings, so she moved on to the hot line. “Things that people would notice me doing even when I’m invisible.” 

“Like making a sandwich?” Belle settled her hands on her hips. 

Zelda’s cheeks reddened. “I got cocky with the power out, since I knew the cameras wouldn’t be working. Sometimes I get hungry in the middle of the day and it’s hard to wait for everyone to leave. With the power out and the kitchen dark, I thought I could grab a snack without anyone noticing—would’ve worked too if I hadn’t knocked over the dumb boxes.” Zelda opened the little fridge beneath the prep counter and pulled out a jar of pickles. She twisted it open and plucked out two for her snack tray. “That’s how you figured out I was in here, wasn’t it?”

“I mean, there have been a lot of little things,” Belle said. “You’re not as sneaky as you think you are.”

“Dang it.” Zelda grimaced. “You aren’t going to tell on me, are you?”

“No, but ... how long can you keep living here?” Belle asked. 

Zelda took a bite of a pickle. “As long as I can get away with it. Sooner or later people catch on no matter where I am, but most don’t immediately jump to ‘invisible teenager living in my restaurant,’ so that buys me some time.” 

“I mean, it’s a weird thing for a supervillain to do.” Belle chuckled.

Zelda’s eyes flashed. “I’m not a supervillain. My dad’s a supervillain. He hurts people, steals stuff, is ... just a jerk. I’m not like that.”

“Sorry, I ... I didn’t mean ...” Belle stuttered. Dang it. She was even messing up this interaction. How come she could never make anyone like her? “I’m sorry.”

Zelda’s expression softened. “It’s okay. I guess I do kind of steal stuff, but I only take what I absolutely need. Mostly food. Maybe clothes or something ... never money or anything people will really miss. It doesn’t hurt anyone, me living here, you know?”

“I guess.” 

“If you want a villain, you should look at that one guy—the skinny guy with an attitude.” Zelda snorted.

Belle arched an eyebrow. “Dylan?”

“Yep. Guy doesn’t do it when anybody is looking, but he doesn’t know when I’m there. I’ve seen him pocket money from the registers more than once.” 

Belle swallowed. Should she tell her uncle? It wasn’t like she had proof. What could she say? An invisible girl had told her? Nah. 

“So we’re cool?” Zelda asked. “You aren’t going to tattle on me?”

“I guess but—” Belle hesitated. 

Why should she believe that it was Dylan, not Zelda, stealing? Someone sneaking around like this had to be stealing to survive, didn’t they? Living like this ... it wasn’t normal. 

She’d already ticked Zelda off once already. Maybe asking prying questions wasn’t a good idea.

“But what?” Zelda pushed. 

Belle cleared her throat. She did kind of need to know.

“Are you really ... happy? Living like this?” 

“Yeah, sure,” Zelda said, then her flippant tone grew somber. “I mean, there are some things I miss. It’s hard to wash your hair in bathroom sinks and, you know, hot meals are hard to come by.”

“You’re living in a pizza place,” Belle said. “There’s hot meals here all the time.”

“Yeah, but when the ovens are on there are too many people around for me to risk going out. I might bump into someone or someone might see me snatching up a piece of pizza or a burger or whatever.” She sighed. “Don’t get me wrong, I can get enough out of the fridge to survive. Do you know how hard it is to smell pizza all day, every day, and not get to eat any?”

“Oh, yeah, that sucks.” Belle chewed on her bottom lip. “Do you want... I could make you something?”

Zelda’s eyes widened. “What? Really?”

“Why not? There’s no camera on the pizza line. Plus, I know how to operate pretty much all the equipment and I know where everything is,” Belle explained. “Like, I don’t usually make pizzas, but I’ve seen the guys make them enough. If we clean up enough so that no one realizes we were here, it shouldn’t be a problem.” 

Zelda’s lower lip quivered. “But why ... why would you do that for me?” 

“It doesn’t cost me anything, and it’s ... nice, I guess? People sometimes do things just to be nice.”

“Not in my experience.” Zelda let out a breath. “Yeah, I’d really love a piece of pizza.” 

The pizza ovens had completely cooled down for the night, and it took a while for them to reheat. While they waited, Belle got a pre-prepared crust and ladled on the sauce.

“Okay, so there’s a lot of options for toppings. What do you want?” She motioned toward the little refrigerated compartments where the toppings were kept. 

“What ... what can I have?” Zelda stammered. 

“Uh, well, we’ve got just about everything.” Belle tried to remember the whole list. “For meats there’s pepperoni, sausage, ham, shrimp, ground beef, salami, bacon, BBQ chicken, and even anchovies, but nobody likes those. Veggies we have onions, green peppers, olives, mushrooms, tomatoes, jalapenos—Are ... are you okay?”

Zelda’s eyes were oddly ... watery. 

“Yeah, it’s just ... too good to be true. My own pizza with whatever ... Oh, boy. I need a minute.” She turned away, rubbing her eyes with the sleeve of her hoody. 

Belle shifted from foot to foot. 

Finally Zelda turned back. “What’s your favorite pizza?”

“Um, probably pepperoni, olives, and white onion,” Belle said. “You should pick what you want, though. I get pizza all the time.”

“It’s too hard to decide and that sounds really good to me too,” Zelda said.

“Okay, I’ll make that then.”

Zelda loomed over Belle for each step of the pizza-making process. When the pizza slid into the oven, she positioned herself at the end of the conveyor belt, watching as it slowly made its way through the oven toward her. When it reached the end, her hand crept forward.

Belle gently slapped her hand back. “Careful, that’s going to be super-hot.” She grabbed a paddle and swept the pizza off the wire rack onto a metal pan. “You need to let it cool for a minute before you cut it or all the cheese will just fall off.”

“Oh, okay.” Zelda stood back, her toe tapping on the rubber mats. 

Maybe it was just the privilege of having a pizza place in the family, but Belle couldn’t imagine being that excited about just normal pizza. 

Finally, the pizza was ready to slice. The cutter rolled through the greasy toppings, stretchy cheese, and crisp crust. Zelda snatched up a slice. She took a huge bite and her eyes rolled back in her head.

“Oh, man, it tastes just as good as it smells.” She devoured slice after slice, not even bothering to sit down. 

Belle turned off the oven then started cleaning up the prep area. Every so often she’d glance at Zelda. It was weird, but in less than an hour, it felt like she’d forged the first real friendship she had in ... practically ever. Since middle school at least, when all her old friends had suddenly got cool and she’d found herself eating lunch alone most days. Maybe it was a friendship bought by pizza rather than anything real, but ... it was good not to be lonely.

It couldn’t last, though. Even Zelda said she moved around a lot. 

“You think you’ll stay at The Slice much longer?” she asked.

“As long as I can get away with it,” Zelda said between bites. 

“Maybe we can visit again sometime, then,” Belle said, hoping that wouldn’t be lame.

“I think ... I mean, I can’t risk getting caught, but it is nice to have someone to talk to,” Zelda said. “Do you think you could maybe bring me some toothpaste next time? I ran out of my last tube weeks ago, and it’s hard to sneak into drugstores. They have a lot of cameras.”

“Oh, sure. We have boxes of the stuff at home. My mom gets the Costco packs.” 

“Thank you.” Zelda glanced down at her half-finished pizza. “Do you want some of this?” 

“Sure.” Belle picked up a slice. 

~~~~~
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Over the next month, Belle figured out how to sneak little visits with Zelda. Not frequently, but once or twice a week. While faking a sleepover every night wasn’t plausible, if she got a closing shift, it was easy enough to pretend she had to work a little late. She’d just draw out her closing duties until just before the manager left. She also found ways to leave little gifts hidden in places that Zelda knew to check. Bars of soap, toothpaste, and food like noodle cups Zelda could just reheat in the microwave and get an approximation of a hot meal. Candy bars, which were Zelda’s favorite. It was like having an imaginary friend—except she was real. 

Just knowing that Zelda was around The Slice made it worth going into work. 

She tried to keep an eye on Dylan, to see if she could spot any signs he was stealing, but if he was the thief, he was careful. Even Zelda admitted she couldn’t prove it, though she promised to keep an eye out for Belle. 

About five weeks after she’d met Zelda, Belle arrived for a morning shift, her apron pockets packed with Milky Ways. 

She rang the doorbell, and the door immediately popped open.

“Where have you—oh, it’s you.” Em scowled down at her before looking past her into the parking lot. “I don’t suppose you saw Dylan’s car in the parking lot?”

“Uh, no.” Belle stepped past the older girl. “Why?”

“He’s a half hour late, and he’s the only one we have on the schedule for the pizza line today,” Em explained, walking quickly back toward the front. “Plus he had the closing shift last night and didn’t do any prep work. We open in a half hour and nothing’s done.”
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