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ProLogUe: 1986

			His parents had no faces, only sharp blobs torn in the places where their eyes and mouth should be. Toby Miles had no clue they’d died three nights before, suicide. They couldn’t take the pain of watching him slowly die from retinoblastoma. His mom blamed herself, for taking so long to get it checked out, and by then it was too late. It had spread to both of his eyes, crawled across his face, and nestled inside of his cheeks and his nose. Each day the doctors changed how long he had to live, and each day it grew shorter and shorter and shorter. Time was running out.

			Even though he was blind, he kept seeing his parents, day in, day out. Right there, talking to him and walking about. They moved backwards, as if they were stuck behind an unseen mirror. And when they spoke, their words were harsh whispers. 

			His favorite nurse, Joanne, said that couldn’t be true. And even after she explained to him what happened (in the most gentlest way possible), they still showed up and hung around in the shadows. Dimmer and dimmer the world grew, while they shone brighter and brighter. What they said to him didn’t make sense. To watch out for the one who walks behind the Doors of Night. To resist his promises, and go gentle into the fire beyond life. Death, after all, his mother said, was not the end. They were proof of that.

			He wanted to ask her what happened to their faces, and he wanted to know why they were naked in his hospital room. But he worried that it would somehow break the spell, and they would be gone from him if he asked too many questions. And he didn’t want to be alone in that dark once more. The dark was a lonely place, and he was a lonely boy who needed company. The nurses weren’t always around, and when they were they were so sad, it left him feeling way worse than he had before.

			After all, he knew that he was the reason why they were sad. He was the reason why his parents had been sad, too, but they weren’t sad anymore. Maybe that was a good thing when it came to death, your sadness gets left behind. It was a thing of the physical world, and had no place outside of the body, and its messy chemical constructions. Anger would be gone, too, he assumed. And even though the rest of the world was sad at his condition, he was angry.

			So much had been stolen from him, and it wasn’t fair nor right, nor good. Why did everyone else get to grow up, grow old, go to college, get a job, get a life and family of their own? All of that gone, taken from him by the great thief known as cancer. He raged in that darkness of his vision, fumed and hollered and shouted. Eventually, those emotional outbursts frightened away the ghosts of his parents. He threw things at the nurses and cursed, and even they came less and less each day. They did what they could and what they felt like they had to do, but they’d also stopped just dropping by to say hello and see how he was doing.

			He didn’t blame them, of course. One day, he was so sick of needles, he slapped the shadow of the nurse who had come to put an IV in his arm. She fell crumpled to the floor, sobbing. Others came and escorted her out, and then a doctor came by, yelled at him, and jabbed him several times with a needle. The doctor kept saying that Toby’s veins were no good. They kept collapsing, and he kept fishing, and they wouldn’t bleed at all. Eventually, after nearly ten tries, with Toby dizzy from all the pain, the doctor found a good vein in his thumb, and hooked the IV port up to that.

			He wondered later if the doctor had done this on purpose, after what he did to the nurse. He knew he should feel bad about all of this. But, no. Instead his anger welled up even greater, a slow burning light inside of his body. He saw it when he looked down, a little candle spark of fire, right where his heart should be, sputtering in the dark. It was the only thing he saw for days, his vision drifting further and further away, until all was lit by the lamp of his hate.

			That hateful lantern of a heart is a beacon in the night for all the wrong kinds of creatures. Creatures that exist on the skin of our world, pressing up against the thin membrane, and looking for the wounded that would let them in, and give them flesh to wear. It came to him on a rotten Saturday, when his medications made him vomitsick with that underskin ant feeling. Woozy, dizzy fury fluttered about in Toby’s heart, the lamp of hate the brightest it had ever been.

			At first he thought it was a hallucination. Doctors said that might happen, after all. It’d been forever since he’d seen the ghostly blobs of his parents, and he wondered now if they’d ever been real at all. Was it dream, a lingering thing, something that would always haunt him? So when the bones made of light first appeared he shut his eyes to try and force it away into the darkness.

			But even with eyes closed the skeleton stuck around. It stood in the center of his room, not moving, not speaking a single word. He opened his eyes again, and the rotted lumpy shadows of the world returned, with the bones still there. It looked like the after image of the sun at first, like when he was younger and snuck a peak at the eclipse, and saw yellow blotches for days. They made curious shapes back then, sometimes a skull or bones. Almost exactly like this entity here.

			His dad had said that it was just a random series of splotches and nothing more than that. “Come on, champ. It’s like looking at a quilt or a rock and seeing faces that aren’t there. Doesn’t mean nothing more than nothing.”

			That thought made him miss his dad so much. The heartlight fluttered again, bright and then brighter still, now tinged with a deadly combination of sorrow and hate. The skeleton nodded at him, and spoke. The splotches moved like a jaw on a real skull. “Hello there.”

			Its voice all smoke and lightning.

			“Hi? Are you really here?”

			“Yes and no, but I would like to be really really here. And to do so, I need you to lend me a hand. I had a body here for awhile, a little girl no older than yourself. But I got kicked out of her something fierce, because she didn’t have the right kind of heart. But you’ve got the right kind of heart, Toby. I know that, I can see that. You’ve got the kind of heart that could keep me going forever.”

			Toby wasn’t sure what to make of all this. The meds left his brain in a constant fog, and right now he was trying everything in his power not to throw up. He hated throwing up, and that seemed to be a common occurrence these days. Way more than he liked, that was for certain. And yet, even under all that, this whole conversation felt off. It was like the day his mom said they were going home to take a shower, and they would be back in the next few hours. That was the night they died. That whole night felt off, too, just like tonight.

			“No, thank you,” he said, and he meant it.

			“You haven’t even heard my proposal yet, so how can you be so certain? This is a gift I’m giving you, in exchange for your help and services. I want to do miracles in this world, Toby. But I cannot.”

			“Why.”

			“Because I need flesh and bones to do that. I was wondering, could I have yours? You probably won’t need them for much longer anyway.”

			No no no no no. This was wrong.

			“So if I’m not long for this world, what’s in it for me?”

			Everything ached and his vision danced. He wanted this vision to leave him now, so he could get some rest and feel slightly better. 

			“Eternity is in it for you. You let me inside, and I can keep your body going for a long, long, time. Might even stick around after this world is gone and done for, and the whole universe is a cold dead emptiness, you would be the only thing left alive. No more pain, no more sorrow, nothing of that sort. Now, I can’t heal all of you, that’s only a gift I can give to others, and only after I have your bones and body under my will. But I can make the pain drain away, and I can make it so death has stopped and will never claim you. What do you say?”

			“Will I still be blind?”

			“In a way, yes, we’ll still be blind.”

			“And I won’t die? Will that mean the cancer will keep growing, and I’ll be in here, trapped in a living corpse? Unable to pass onto the next life?”

			“Oh my, how horrible that would be. Of course not, Toby, my dear, of course not. When I come in, I can freeze it in place with a single word. It’s not as good as my other gifts, but as far as things go, it’s a much better deal than what you have now. Wouldn’t you say?”

			He wanted to be left alone, and told the creature as much. 

			“I’m sorry, Toby, I can’t do that. I’ll be here, waiting patiently for your answer.”

			“All right, then. Tell me your name. You do that much, and I will give you an answer.”

			The creature whispered something horrible sounding. It was mostly a word, constructed out of strange syllables that would be impossible to create in a human mouth. The tongue went into all the wrong places, and Toby wondered if a bird would be better suited to say that name. The sounds of it made him shiver all over, and his blood felt colder than usual. He couldn’t help it, he couldn’t hold on anymore, he leaned over onto the edge of his bed and vomited into a lone bucket, one that had been placed there for that very reason.

			“I . . . I’m sorry . . .”

			His mouth tasted bright and pink and he hated it.

			“Don’t be, my child. Don’t be.”

			“I can’t say that name . . . how about I call you Mister Brightbones?”

			The skeleton smiled.

			“That is a perfect name. I couldn’t have chosen a better one myself.”

			And then he held out his bony paw of light, and Toby leaned over and grabbed it and said, “Okay, yes. You can use my body. Just promise me I’ll still be in there, and I’ll still be able to experience life as much as I can.”

			“I promise. Everything I do, you will do, too. And everything I taste, you will taste, and you will understand. You will be able to see as I see, not with the limitations of the physical world and your damaged eyes, but instead with the ethereal shadows of the world that hums behind sight.”

			And then a whisper, filled with dark secret knowledge. “Everything in this world is a shadow. All they see is shadow. I will show you the sun, and you will be astonished at how beautiful it all can be when we pull back the skin of this world and reveal the bone and sinew that’s underneath.”

			And Toby did understand. He’d seen his own muscles and bones before his eyes completely went. He’d peeked during operations, and watched what should never be watched with childlike glances. The secrets we hold inside of us, the wonders of the world beneath the flesh. But he had seen it, and he was in awe of the beauty he saw. 

			Everything was a top, spinning, as Mister Brightbones walked into him. The two skeletons merging. And Toby slid away from the waking self, and only stayed a whisper, hovering around the edges of his thoughts. Watching, but not touching. Not doing. Yet, still alive.

			Even now, decades later, long past his expiration date, still alive.





 
1

			Between the knotted trunks of the trees a shadow danced in the fog. At first Nix thought it was another scarecrow, moving in the wind. She’d come back for a walk on her property to see if she could figure out who planted them there in the first place. Creepy things, with ragged old clothes, scattered along the various paths. The first one freaked her out something fierce, and she was about to call the cops and have them come and take a look at them when she saw that shadow.

			 It was something human shaped, a little shorter than her, twirling about and flailing in a wild, almost erratic manner. It reminded her of when her own arms would spasm during a multiple sclerosis relapse, the way they would involuntarily jerk about, like she was punching the air. 

			Just the thought of it made her reach over and grab her left shoulder and give it a small squeeze. It was always the left side, wasn’t it? Like her sickness played favorites, of all things. It was understandable, she always liked her left side as well.

			The fog drifted and the dim clouds moved a bit to reveal a teenage girl of about sixteen, give or take a few years. A purple wig perched delicately on top of her bald head, and as she danced it would slip aside and reveal shaved skin and esoteric tattoos. Her body was gaunt, her clothes so big they bloomed around her. Her eyes sparked with embers and fire, and seemed to call the lightning in the sky towards her. She was a roman candle of a girl, burning brightly in the evening light.

			Nix shifted her weight a bit and accidentally stepped on a dry twig. The sound was a gunshot in the air, the crows scattering from branches above.  The girl turned around and looked directly at Nix and grinned. Her clothes were filthy, mottled, and ripped. Her skin had patches of mud and dirt caked across it, and Nix wondered if she’d taken a shower recently. Dead leaves clung to her hair and arms. 

			And it dawned on Nix, then, that this girl was homeless. A mothering sensation welled up inside, and she wanted to run over, give her a hug, wash her up, take care of her and feed her. This feeling was very odd and alien, and unlike any other emotion she’d felt in the past.  Like it came from outside of her body, sinking tentacles of oxytocin under her skin.

			“Hello,” the girl cried out and smiled, waving. “Howdy, howdy, hello! Pleased to meet you, new best friend.”

			Nix couldn’t help but smile back. “Why, hello right back. Are those your scarecrows?”

			“Yes, yes indeedy, that’s my ring of protection.”

			“What are they protecting you from?”

			The girl frowned for a moment, and looked to the sky like she was thinking really hard on this, and that it was the most important question in the universe. “It’s not just protecting me, you know. It’s protecting you as well. “

			“Fair enough. Can you tell me from what, though?”

			The branches around them rustled in a feverish sound, as a few cracked and tumbled about with the force of the storm. It was a right chill air, what everyone around Dark Rivers called the Witch Wind. The teenage runaway wrung her shirt in her hands, and looked nervously toward the ground. “Mister Brightbones.”

			The name sounded weird in her head, and Nix didn’t like it. The girl was in trouble, and even if the scarecrows were part of some delusion, she had a feeling that Mister Brightbones was a very real danger. Probably someone that abused her, and was probably the reason she’d run away from home in the first place. She had so many questions . . .

			Nix tried to stand on her left leg, as the arch of her foot screamed in pain. The muscle felt like it was being stretched close to tearing, so she took her weight off of it and sighed. Stupid multiple sclerosis, always acting up at the worst possible time. “I would say let’s go back to my place and get you something to eat, but I can’t walk right now, and I don’t think you’re any shape to help me out. No offense, but it looks like you can barely hold up your own clothes, let alone a grown-ass woman like myself.”

			“Will you be okay?”

			Nix leaned against the tree and looked up at the sky. It would rain any moment now—you could taste it in the air like pennies. “Yeah,” she said, “I just need to rest for a hot second, and then hopefully I’ll be all right. While we wait, why don’t you tell me all about this Mister Brightbones?”

			“Okay.”

			And then the girl sat down right next to Nix, and leaned her head against a large knotted burl of the tree. “I’m Daphne Valentine, by the by.”

			Nix laughed. Daphne had always been her favorite Scooby Doo character. “My name is Phoenix, but all my friends call me Nix.”

			“Phoenix?”

			“Yeah, my full name is Phoenix Fox. I think my parents expected me to be a super hero.”

			“And you’re not?” 

			“Naw. It’s hard to be a super hero when you’ve got all this going on.” And she motioned at her body with her cane. “Having a chronic illness is less like a super power and more like a super bummer.” Yeah, it was a bad joke. She had a tendency to make them when nervous.

			Daphne frowned and crossed her arms across her chest. “Oh, okay . . . I guess.  Well, my parents didn’t expect me to be a superhero, but they did expect me to be dead by now. I’m sick, you know, like you but different. I’ve got my . . . cure? Well, I guess you could call it that, but it’s not what you’re thinking. Mister Brightbones, he was the one who give it to me, and it worked like gangbusters. It was a miracle, and I was so relieved and filled with joy. Until he had me pay the price. It was . . . it was . . . awful. You don’t have any idea what he had me do, and I wanted to do it at first, he has that kind of power over you, and you get drunk with it, you know? Like your body is filled with lightning. But after a while, it got to be too much. The things he asked me to do grew worse and worse, and I just couldn’t live with myself anymore, after all I’d done, and the price he had me pay for a little miracle cure. I had to get out, I ran and kept on running, and I never looked back, even though I know he’s out there looking for me. He doesn’t like it when his children leave him. That’s what he called us, even the adults, even a woman in her fifties . . . he called us his children.”

			There was a pause for a brief second or two, as the crows returned to the trees above.

			“I owe him everything, for this little miracle cure, but I also fear him, and fear what he needs from me, what he wants me to do when he finds me again . . .”

			Daphne closed her eyes, like she was fighting back tears, and Nix knew that kind of emotional pain, and respected the silence. Sometimes you needed the quiet, she understood that. And she understood the pain of searching for a drug that works to heal you at all costs, and that need to do even the most horrible things to get better. Infusions that made her blood burn like ice and shiver all over crying out in pain, pills and needles and electric shocks testing out her nerves and making her bones jump beneath her skin.

			After all, if Mister Brightbones had approached her and offered her a cure for multiple sclerosis? Well, then, she would take that little miracle without hesitation. And if the cost was too much and she had to stop? That would be like the world ending. 

			“You know,” Nix said, carefully breaching that silence as best as she could. “You don’t have to continue on with the story if you don’t want to, I get it.”

			And Daphne opened her eyes,  a deep green with a gold ring around her iris. “Thank you,” she whispered. “He’s coming for me, you know? And he always finds me. It’s why I have to be prepared, and why I set up my sentinels. After all, this storm is his storm,” and she pointed at the crows in the trees, “And those crows are his crows.”

			And at that moment the sky opened up, drenching them both completely.




 
2

			The walk back to Nix’s house wasn’t easy going. She kept slipping in the mud, and the rain drenched them both completely—their clothes hung damp and heavy on her limbs. She should’ve listened to the weather forecast before going out earlier, but it was just near the end of August, and most of the bad rains didn’t usually come until at least October. Though, she guessed she should’ve known something was up, after all the temperature dropped drastically in the morning, and the fog was a good sign that rain was going to come back soon. At the time she thought nothing of it, and just loved the atmosphere of the woods.

			On their way back she’d made up her mind, that Daphne was going to stay here with her for as long as it takes to keep her safe. She had no idea who this Mister Brightbones was, but that child was terrified and lost and all alone in the world. Her heart roared like a mother bear at the thought of it, her instincts to protect and save this poor wounded cub overpowering. 

			She’d never had kids of her own. Multiple sclerosis complicated things, and left her filled with guilt at even the thought of it. It felt dangerous and irresponsible. and it’s why she’d left so many relationships, once they got serious enough that they thought of starting a family. It was an irrational fear, that was certain, and yet there it was, clinging to her. 

			Maybe she should’ve adopted. Or maybe she should’ve just had a child with her last husband, like they’d discussed over and over again. After all, they say your MS goes into remission while you’re pregnant. And if it gets to be too bad, I can always take over and do double duty for the poor tyke.

			But she couldn’t let him do that, could she? No, no.  And so she ended it like she always did, and then went into a full blown relapse from the stress and depression. That last one was a doozy, and for about a month after she had to go about in a wheelchair, and even hired a live-in nurse for a while until she got better, and her MS went back into remission.

			Best not to think about that anymore, what’s done is done. And now she had Daphne here, fully grown and needing her help. She could be a mother to her, and protect her in a way that made her heart sing. It was something she needed, even though she told herself over and over again through the years that she really couldn’t do it after all. Funny how that was. One person made the impossible possible . . .

			There was a moment during the walk when the mothering feeling felt foreign and strange, like alien chemicals poured into her brain and manipulating her? Her stomach turned, as she bent over and dry heaved for a second, her cane holding her balance so she wouldn’t fall over. The feeling didn’t last too long, and the world righted itself again, her thoughts grew pleasantly furry, and she leaned back into that mothering instinct. Of course this was a natural feeling, of course. This girl needed help, and she was going to help her.

			Their clothes were in the wash right now, and Daphne had borrowed some of her pj’s and a nice cotton robe. The outfit was comically too large on her, with her sleeves dangling down past her knees, hiding her bony thin exterior. When they’d first gotten back Nix insisted that Daphne eat something, anything. The girl kept protesting, saying she wasn’t hungry yet, and that food would just make her sick. Nix still shoved a sandwich and an apple at her, and that was that. She didn’t sit there and make sure that she ate it, even though she probably should have. 

			She had better things to do.

			Like getting that guest room set up for her new guest. She told Daphne to stay there, watch some TV, or go online if she wanted. She gave the kid the WiFi password, and pointed her toward the laptop perched flat on the coffee table.  Daphne saluted her, laughed and turned on the TV, the blue light shouting shadows across the darkness. She flipped through the different streaming channels,  smiling and kicking her feet in that enormous, ratty robe, as Nix walked back, wandering the labyrinthine halls of the old farmhouse.

			It wasn’t going to be easy to fix up this room, was it? Her aunt had died there a few years back. That’s how she got this place, inherited it a little afterwards and didn’t have the heart to clean the room up or change the sheets. Everything was still in the exact same condition, with the pictures on the bedside table covered in a thick pile of dust. The first thing she did was shoo her cats from the bed, moving them reluctantly from the blanket and scattering them onto the floor, their nails clacking on the rough wood.

			One cat was named Doctor Death, since he had velvet black fur with a white skull design over his kitty face. His sister was called Sherlock, and had skyblue fur, and a tail always poised in the shape of a question mark. The two looked at her for a brief moment, cleaned a paw or a tail, and then shuffled off into the darkness beyond the door.

			 After the cats moved on, Nix lifted up the blankets and sheets and gave them a good shake. Dust flew all over the place, and she had to open a window and let the cool air in. This place always felt so dusty, even when she was a kid and she stopped by to visit every summer. The corners clung with cobwebs, with dead spiders and the remains of their prey strewn throughout like pebbles. This would take forever, but she had to do it. 

			And then she turned over the bed, and sat down in shock. That was not what she was expecting, not at all. There was a stain in the shape of her aunt’s corpse stretched out like a ghost under the sheets. No, no, no. How could that still be there?

			She stared at it for a moment more, touched it briefly with the palm of her hand and then stepped back, as if it had shocked her. Brown, deep and rooted into the mattress, shaped just like her shadow. Everyone always said she looked exactly like her Aunt Doreen, right down to the color of her hair and the shape of her body. Would she be able to fit into that shadow? Like a key in a keyhole?

			Oh no. That thought brought back the memory of the day after they took the body away, and her nephew climbed up into the bed, and asked if he could sleep in a bed like this, too, someday? And she remembered her sister, Sammy, choking back a sob and saying, “Maybe, someday.” Trying hard not to worry the poor boy. And yet, Nix could tell that she was wrecked at the thought of her son lying in that same bed, leaving that same stain behind, and dying of mysterious causes during a bad dream.

			Her aunt had also been childless, alone, and somehow the strongest woman she knew. At one point she’d even asked Nix to come and stay with her and care for the plum trees out back. Looking back she really wished she’d taken her up on that offer,  but alas, Nix was too young and stupid to imagine living out here in the middle of nowhere. She complained about the town being too far away, that she would never be able to see her friends, and that she would miss all the after school activities like dances and all that other stuff. How stupid it all seemed now in retrospect.

			She should’ve done it. Maybe everything would’ve turned out differently? Maybe her aunt would be alive now, the two of them living here, taking care of Daphne. Hiding her from Mister Brightbones, whoever that was.

			She’d had a bad dream that night aunt died. Oh god, why was she thinking about this now? She hadn’t thought about it in so long, not even the day of the funeral. That stain, that, that must have brought it back to her. The house in the dream was not this house, but some strange place she’d never been to before in real life, but always visited in dreams. It was a house that was made of night and shadows, a large attic always filled with the buzzing of flies. The walls had the scratch of mice echoing in them, and she knew whenever she had a dream like that it meant something important. 

			Her dream aunt walked and led her through the hallways and corridors, talking as she moved along. It was odd how she remembered this so clearly, the way her aunt’s face looked like wood and bone and windows, like she was made up of the same architecture as the dream house.

			“You’re like me dear,” she said, “You’ve got a place inside of you connected to everything. It’s solid, see, feel that.” And she knocked on the floorboards, and the skeleton of the house muttered and creaked. “Dream houses don’t do that. Look, I’ve pissed off the wrong kinds of shades and they’re coming for me tonight, probably a little after this dream is done and over with. No, no, don’t give me that sad look child, this life has been good to me, understand? I did shit that you wouldn’t even believe, shit that Oliver Haddo himself was too scared to even ponder. Trust me, once this corpse kicks off and the body’s rotting in the ground, I’ll still stick around. I got that kind of ghost you know, the kind that even death won’t pick up and take home.”

			And Aunt Doreen laughed, and crushed a fly in her fingertips. It all came back so strongly to Nix now, like she’d never even forgotten a single moment of it. 

			“Look, something’s going to be coming for you soon enough. I can’t see it quite clearly, the oracles can be shit like that, more interested in riddles and taunts and less interested in the specifics of things. But I see it, right? A blur of the future, all blind and clouded with lightning. It will start with vampires, and end with a great emptiness. The emptiness is where the real fear lies, my wonderful Nixy niece.” 

			And then her aunt leaned in close, pulled Nix’s face right up to hers, so that their lips were barely touching. It was so vivid now in her mind’s eye, more vivid than any dream or memory she’d ever had before. Was it because she’d touched the stain? 

			“I can only hope that the blood you drink will make you powerful enough to destroy it. There is a fire inside us, the both of us, one that can keep us burning past the mortal coil that claims all those other losers out there. We got to use that fire, and hope it’s enough to burn the void with light.”

			And then the bedroom door swung open and startled Nix out of her memory. Daphne stood there, arms akimbo and a crazy grin on her face. She had a bit of red smeared near her lips, and it looked like ocher lipstick. “Wowee, boy! I’m feeling a lot better, thanks for the food!” 

			Nix nodded, and yes, Daphne did look better, she really did. Some of her had fleshed out more, and looked a little less like a bony wraith. Her cheeks were chubby and flushed, no longer pale and hollowed out like a skull. Her eyes brighter, and she noticed little bits of stubble around the edges of the wig. That’s odd, she could’ve sworn that wasn’t there before. 

			“Oh, no problem at all. If you want more, feel free to help yourself.”

			Daphne grimaced and then ran over and hugged Nix tightly, and said, “Oh, you don’t look so good! Are you all right? If you need me to go, I can go . . .”

			And the smell was overpowering, an earthy, sickly sweet scent that subsumed her senses completely. Like rotting fruit, buried under rain soaked dirt and covered in month-old meat. Nix tried not to gag, and gently moved out of the hug and sighed. “No, no, I swear, it’s fine. This room just has a lot of . . .”

			“Ghosts?”

			And Nix laughed. “Yes, that’s it exactly, it has a lot of ghosts.” She was more shook up than she’d originally realized. It had been a while since she’d been here, thought about her aunt Doreen, or even that dream. And yet, the wound was still fresh in her heart, and hadn’t scarred over or healed in all that time. She wasn’t sure what to make about that. The pain was bright, yes, but . . .

			She liked having that connection to her aunt. As if they were still tethered together somehow, and Doreen’s ghost would walk out of the stain in the bed and say hello. She really hoped she would dream of her tonight, that would be nice, to see her again. Even if it was only a figment of her sleeping mind.

			“I have an idea,” Daphne smiled, her lips still closed and hiding her teeth. “We should so camp out in the living room, make a tent and everything. Doesn’t that sound like fun? And we can leave this bedroom for another day.”

			Nix leaned back against the wall and looked at the pictures of her aunt dotted across the room. She’d been the one to find Aunt Doreen dead on the bed, rigor mortis just starting to set in. She’d driven all the way out here that day on a hunch after that dream, and saw her and there was no mistaking it. It wasn’t like she was sleeping at all, her eyes were lifeless and tinted gray, her body completely motionless. Not even the echo of breath, the stillness and silence haunting, like she was made of papier-mâché. 

			“All right, yeah. We can do that.”

			Daphne ran over to hug her, and Nix turned her head and put her hands up. “Wait, wait, wait. When was the last time you took a shower?”

			Daphne hemmed and hawed, twisting the bathrobe in her hands like a puzzle box. “Been a long while, I guess. Why? Do I smell?”

			Nix snorted and said, “Yeah, you could say that. Why don’t you get yourself cleaned up, and I’ll get blankets and sheets all ready to make our fort.”

			“Dealio, my deario.”

			And then Daphne turned around and ran off to search for the bathroom. The scent left with her, and for a brief moment Nix wondered if she’d noticed that smell earlier or not. Maybe not? She couldn’t remember. Maybe she just didn’t realize it, or maybe the rain had washed the scent away and it was just now noticeable after they’d dried off for a bit? 

			Maybe. Just maybe. Oh well, best not to dwell on that now. She got up, put the sheet and blanket back on the bed to cover up the old stain. She would put them in the washing machine later, but for now she wanted that shadow out of sight and out of mind. She had enough things to worry about.  There was a teenage girl to care for, and the thought made her smile. Maybe she could be a mother after all, and her MS wouldn’t be a problem.

			Besides, it wasn’t like Daphne was an infant and needed constant care. That always scared her the most, especially since she was prone to dropping stuff without even realizing. It was the damnedest thing, she would be holding a bowl, and walking into the kitchen, and then it would tumble right out of her hands. It wasn’t slippery, it wasn’t like she let it go . . .

			It just was there one moment, and then shattered on the floor the next. Her neuro said it was probably due to weakness in her muscles, something that was slowly getting worse and worse through the years. She definitely couldn’t hold or cradle an infant like that, it was far too dangerous.

			But a teenager? Well, that was a different story. Teenagers were made of stronger stuff, and were used to getting broken.
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	Nix quickly dug through the linen closet, and brought out every single hand-me-down quilt, bedsheet, and pillow her aunt had left her. They smelled of old cloth, a sweet mildew smell, that brought back memories of spending the nights with her as a child growing up. Right before bed  they played a game called Grab the Ghost, where she chased aunt Doreen through the halls of the house,  a pale sheet twisted about her body like a funeral shroud, as banshee howls escaped her pursed lips. Such a happy memory.

			The sound of running water filled the house, as steam rolled out from underneath the bathroom door. Nix thought of twisting herself in a sheet once again and running through the halls for old time’s sake, but quickly changed her mind. It would be too easy for her to lose her footing, for the sheets to trip her and then she would be on the ground again and in pain. There’d been too many falls through the years, and it made her sore at the prospect of even a slight tumble, and it made her miss her aunt even more so than ever before. 

			Hah. No. Wait, this was a silly thought. A creepy thought. But, well . . .

			Maybe she should go back to the guest room, lay down on that stain herself, and see if Aunt Doreen would come and visit her? Yeah, no, no, no. That’s not a good idea. She shook the thought from her head, sauntered into the living room, and tried to ease her mind away from all these thoughts of death that hung around in the guise of pale ghosts and old dreams. 

			Best way to do that was to go online and be stupid.

			She sat squat down on top of the pile of pillows, and pulled the laptop over and opened it up. It was still toasty warm against her lap, and after a few moments of waiting, the screen lit up, and revealed an incognito window Daphne had left open from earlier. She knew she shouldn’t look, she should just close it right away and check her email, or do anything else, like browse YouTube for dumb cat videos. And yet . . . she was curious. After all, this was a stranger in her house, no? She should look, just in case it was anything too disturbing. 

			The web page was done up in a language she didn’t understand. At first glance it looked like it might be in Hungarian or Russian, but that wasn’t quite right. She copied and pasted some of the text and put it into google, hoping it would help her out somehow. Maybe give a bunch of results in the same language, as well as website URLs that could help her pinpoint the country of origin? It took google awhile to trawl through the records, far longer than usual. She had never experienced it going on for that long . . .

			And just when she was about to close the tab and open up Reddit, it stopped and showed a small handful of pages in English. Pages about different customs involving wraiths, phantoms, and vampires in folklore. What a strange thing to come up, and from such a strange page. She closed out of google, went back to the other page, and tried to see if she could figure out what it was about just by looking at any images plastered across the website. 

			It was hard to make them out. They were blurry, yellowed, torn and taped back together, scanned in on an old low DPI scanner from probably the early 2000s.  Pixels were sheared and smeared, and at points you could see the dots blown up out of proportion. She squinted, pinched and zoomed in to get a better look. Faces, rows of faces, howling and screaming, or maybe laughing. And someone sitting in a chair in the center of the group, levitating. A pair of crutches laid on the hardwood floor beneath him like a cross. She shivered, briefly, and realized that there was a body curled up next to the crutches, blood pooling around a gashed neck.  Was that also blood smeared across the faces in the crowd? No, of course not. That might just be the scanner, and the low resolution causing grainy distortion in the images.

			She looked at another picture, and another, and another. Skulls glowed in the shadows like faint lanterns. A tall thin man in a glass coffin with his eyes closed, while two figures in gray placed a black shroud over the body. More bodies on the floor, more blood. What was going on here, why was all this happening . . .

			One image was just a row of skeletons, their bones rearranged into strange formations. Triangles of femurs and ribs, skulls placed in the center and cracked with a hammer. Large stones placed in their skeletal mouths. Another image had several bodies lying in a large field, and on closer inspection (pinch and zoom, pinch and zoom) she saw they were burnt black and ashen. On one you could still see the fire roaring up toward the unforgiving sun, and in the background someone danced with a skull pressed close to their chest. Was this evidence of spontaneous combustion? Oh, if only she could read the accompanying text.

			And then the bathroom door slowly creaked open down the hall, and startled her so badly she almost jumped in the air and threw the laptop across the room. If only she could ask Daphne questions . . . like what language was that, did she speak it? And did that page have anything to do with Mister Brightbones? But, no. She couldn’t ask that, not without betraying the trust of someone who had recently escaped horrific abuse. Probably the same kind of abuse she saw in those distorted, old pictures from the late ‘90s or early 2000s.

			She gently shut the laptop, placed it back on the desk, her heart thundering rapid in her chest, and then sat back down on the floor, and looked up at the ceiling. Tiny plastic stars glowed green in strange constellations. Her aunt had placed them up there when Nix was only eight years old and still obsessed with outer space. She’d climbed up on her rickety old ladder, and waited for Nix to point out a spot for each new star. “This will be our Sistine Chapel,” Aunt Doreen told her. “And God will be so damned jealous of how beautiful our night sky is compared to his, he’ll come down here and take notes.”

			There was a soft padding sound as Sherlock ran into the living room, followed by Daphne wrapped up in a clean robe, still drying her face and hair with a ratted blue towel. “Wow, we got a lot of great stuff in here! I bet we could make a regular castle from all the blankets and pillows.”

			Nix nodded, the images of the burning bodies still tugging strongly on her mind. She reached out for Sherlock, and petted the blue cat without thinking, as a soft purr rippled across her palms in soothing waves. “I wonder where your brother is,” she asked the cat, “It’s not like him to wander around this house by himself.” 

			Sherlock purred some more in response, and leaned into her palm, greedily seeking attention.

			“Oh, I think I saw that other cat earlier, when I was eating. Skull design on his fur, right?”

			“Yeah, that’s Doctor Death. Or, Doctor Dee, as I sometimes like to call him. Why? Where’d he go?”

			“Dunno, he seemed like he was spooked about something, though I’m not quite sure what it was. Like, I saw this shadow moving on a window pane, and he just freaked out and took off running.”

			“Oh. And Sherlock stayed behind?”

			Daphne shrugged. “Guess so. I dunno.”

			“That’s so odd. Usually they run around in pairs, the perfect brother and sister, fighting over food and snuggling up with each other when they’re napping.”

			A cold sensation spilled through Nix’s stomach, chilling her. The images she’d seen on the webpage flickered in her head like grim movies, as her hand trembled while she petted Sherlock some more. Was that tremor multiple sclerosis, or something else? She felt the shiver running over her arms and her legs, like how the body shakes when freezing cold or in the throes of a fever. What had she invited into her house?

			She gulped, looked up and caught Daphne’s gaze, and almost barked out a laugh. Her eyes, green with that gold ring around the irises, that tight-lipped firecracker smile, dimples, and the lopsided wig, all of it . . .

			What an absurd thing to feel threatened by, even if only for a little bit. 

			That creepy website must’ve really gotten into her head, yes, and Doctor Death was probably out back hunting mice in the barn again. Whenever he disappeared for a day or two, that’s usually where she found him, surrounded by half-eaten mice corpses, their heads scattered about. Sometimes she would catch him playing with the mice skulls, batting them about and nipping at their heads. That must be it—she was being so silly.

			“You okay?”

			“Sorry, I was a bit spooked for a moment there,” and then she realized she had to confess. “Look, I went to go and check my email, and I saw that website you had up, and it had me really freaked out. Those images, that text . . . what were they, and why were you looking at them?”

			Daphne glanced at the ground, chewed on her lip for a brief moment with her eyes closed.  Sherlock’s purrs disrupted the silence as Nix rubbed her ears, and wished Daphne would say something, anything.

			“I’m sorry you had to see that,” she said finally, her voice a rough whisper. “But it’s none of your damned business, okay?”

			And then she lifted up her head and opened her eyes. The gaze caught Nix unawares, and reached into her chest, and wrapped around her heart, and squeezed, briefly. Breathless, heart thunder, the tremors in her muscles quieted down to a mere whisper. In her head she saw only Daphne’s eyes, and felt all worry leave her body. What was she thinking about, again? She felt like it was important or dangerous, and yet now her mind was completely blank. She tried to focus on it, to drink in those images again that disturbed her. Something was there, a warning, and if Daphne did not want her to think about it, well, then . . . maybe . . .

			And then the thought was gone again, replaced by Daphne’s eyes. The gold of the irises spun in spirals, and Nix realized that Daphne had opened her mouth, teeth so sharp, like a cannibal’s grin. She leaned in, no longer petting the cat, baring her neck to Daphne without even thinking about why she would want to do that. It felt like the most natural thing in the world, didn’t it? Like her whole life had led her to this moment, when she could give herself over to Daphne, completely and wholly. Please drink me, she thought, just open me up and drink me . . .

			She’d never wanted oblivion so badly before, and she realized she desired the long untroubled rest of the dead. That was it, she realized, life was so tiring, what with multiple sclerosis, and her bills, and her loneliness, death would be this release from all of it. And it would be such a treat if Daphne would be the one who gave it to her.

			“No,” Daphne said, her voice all wine and opium-coated, “Sleep, sleep, and dream deep. There will be none of that tonight.”

			 And yes, Nix wanted to sleep more than anything else. Maybe that would be just as restful as death? Yes, that made sense. A long good sleep, like dying a tiny bit and putting your whole life on pause. That would do for now. After all, she was so sad all the time, and it was hard to be sad in dreams.

			 “Shouldn’t we make up the fort first? So we have someplace to crash.”

			“You’ve had a rough day.”

			“Yes, I did. My multiple sclerosis was being so stupid.”

			“Of course it was! And you deserve a nice little rest, all right? So crawl into your room and get some sleep, and I’ll stay out here and hold down this awesome blanket fort. That will keep both of us out of trouble, so you can get a good night’s rest.”
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