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      Something snatched Emerie’s ankle and yanked her off the bed.

      At first, she assumed she’d rolled the wrong way and sat up, trying to figure out why her bed was so hard and cold. She blinked owlishly at the leaning tower of laundry across from her. She registered that one of her windows was open, which accounted for how cold her bedroom was. But before she could center herself and fully realize she was no longer on her ebony sleigh bed, an invisible force grabbed her leg and pulled her out the open bedroom door. She snatched desperately at the door jamb, but it slipped through her fingers. She heard it vibrate ominously as she was towed along.

      “Hey!”

      Her head hit several boxes as she careened down the hallway. Emerie attempted to seize the wall, but only succeeded in slamming her body back and forth against the plaster like a pinball. She kicked her free leg fiercely at the imperceptible aggressor. She felt something icy-cold, as though she plunged a bare foot in slush—but she was released.

      Emerie scrambled to her feet and punched the air wildly. She was at the tail end of their long hallway, almost in the upstairs parlor. Monsters crouched in the darkness until her eyes adjusted and they became unpacked boxes strewn across the room. She squinted and steadied her breathing. There was nothing there. As usual.

      Dylan poked his head out of their bedroom. His eyes narrowed.

      “Emerie?” His clicked his teeth. “Did it happen again?”

      “No,” Emerie said. “I just—went to get a glass of water. Tripped on a box.”

      Dylan snorted audibly. But Emerie knew three a.m. was too late for this particular fight for her early bird boyfriend. He retreated into their bedroom and she sighed with relief. This wasn’t the first time she had been forcibly jerked out of bed and dragged down the hallway. She considered herself lucky it always pulled her into the parlor, rather than making a sharp right turn at the end of the hall to push her down the stairs. These unfortunate instances were just one of the many examples Dylan had of why they should not have moved into this house. But Emerie refused to accept that kind of negative thinking about their home renovation plans.

      She started to follow him back to bed and bit back an angry squawk—she stepped in a paint roller tray. Creamy-cold goop covered her foot.

      Her lip curled and she carefully removed her bare foot, resisting the urge to kick the roller tray against the wall. This was getting ridiculous.

      She took care to walk on the plastic sheeting which covered the floor and detoured into the bathroom to wash off the paint in the clawfoot tub. She loved that tub, with its strange taloned feet and a showerhead faucet combination styled like an old-fashioned telephone. It was one of the reasons she moved in—along with the huge kitchen overflowing with cabinet space, three extra bedrooms, and wraparound porch. She exhaled as she flicked the light—they’d been having electricity problems since the move. Thankfully, it buzzed on.

      “Are you kidding me?!”

      The doors of the medicine cabinet were flung open. Their collective toiletries littered the floor. Her Spider-Man toothbrush floated sadly in the toilet over Dylan’s electric toothbrush head. She stared at the mess, balancing on one foot. Dylan would be furious. His assortment of hair products far outnumbered her own and he had organized them so carefully. She scooped them up and haphazardly stuffed them back into the medicine cabinet. Gingerly, she reached inside the toilet and threw both toothbrushes away. She eyed the shower curtain, which had been torn down for good measure.

      Scowling, Emerie hopped on one foot to the tub. She twisted the knob and hissed as the icy water blasted the paint off her foot. She had not been getting much sleep since they moved in. Their first night here, booming explosions of thunder woke them up repeatedly through the night—but the skies were completely clear. After making sure there was no hidden bowling alley in the attic, she blamed the neighbor’s pickup truck.

      The following night a high-pitched scream interrupted them while they tried to unpack the dining room boxes, shattering a crystal tea set. Emerie didn’t much care for the gaudy collection, so she made an offhand comment about the squeaky pipes in the basement and pretended she had dropped the tea set. At this point, Dylan began to grow suspicious.

      After a week, Emerie started feeling cold pokes and prods, like someone slipped ice cubes down her shirt. Of course, this eventually evolved into chilly hands that wrenched her out of bed and towed her down the hallway. Terrifying the first time, scary the second, and then painfully annoying the rest—not that the experience wasn’t frightening. But an awful case of carpet burn converted fear into deep irritation.

      Not to mention, different rooms kept getting trashed—like their bathroom. The longer they stayed, the more the activity seemed to increase.

      Emerie stepped away from the tub, shaking her foot dry. An ice-cold draft enveloped her body and she shivered. She noticed with alarm the water in the toilet bowl had frozen. She wrapped her arms around herself as the mirror fogged over. Words started to appear on the condensation.

      Emerie squinted. “LLIK…Lick? Wait, are you trying to write ‘kill’?”

      The words halted.

      “It’s a mirror.” Emerie placed her hands on her hips. “Are you on the other side of the mirror? Then you’ll have to write words backwards.”

      The mirror fogged over again and new words appeared.  KCUF

      “Yeah, well, kcuf you too!” Emerie yelled at the mirror. She stalked out of the bathroom and climbed into bed. Dylan mumbled something at her presence but she ignored him.  After hijacking the majority of the pillows, she nested comfortably. Just as she started to drift off, a loud blast of organ music shook the entire house.

      Bach’s Fantasia in G minor.

      “Where is that coming from?!” Dylan demanded into his single pillow. “We don’t have an organ!”

      “You’re dreaming!” Emerie yelled over the organ music as she buried herself in the rest of the pillows. “I don’t hear anything!”
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        * * *

      

      Of course, Emerie had heard the organ music. She was also quite aware their new house was, in all likelihood, haunted. Emerie Fox and her boyfriend moved to Milton, Massachusetts about three weeks ago. She’d fallen in love with the fixer upper with a bright red door, an outdoor upstairs balcony, and a large varnished back porch that overlooked a small patch of forest.  It was within walking distance of the library and fifteen minutes away from I-95. Aside from the supernatural pest problem—the house was perfect.

      Unfortunately, the real estate agent had not been forthcoming about the paranormal infestation.

      Her boyfriend had been less than enthusiastic about the purchase of the house with or without hauntings. He claimed they were the only people their age in the world who were buying houses and what’s more, he wanted to live in Boston, not Milton.

      Dylan didn’t like Milton. He had an aversion to small towns and did not share Emerie’s love of the obscurely historical. His family hailed from Chicago; he was used to having his home be a touring spot for his favorite bands and twenty-four-hour conveniences. There was not much to do in Milton, unless you enjoyed early American history or taverns that Washington Irving drank in.  No concert venues, no clubs, no Broadway shows or any sort of night life. Instead there were churches, houses that dated back to the 1700s, a quaint Main Street, a pleasant forest preserve…and even more churches.

      Worse still, Dylan’s hour-long commute to his job in Boston was aggravating—Emerie understood this, but as she’d pointed out several times, it was too expensive to live there.

      He didn’t understand, of course. Probably because the high cost of living was a motivator, not a detractor. Dylan had never had to worry about things like if a paycheck would cover rent and groceries. If he fell in love with an apartment out of their budget, he would simply go to his parents for assistance. (His father was a high-profile politician and his mother ran a lifestyle web series where she explained which thousand-dollar table setting was the most striking.)

      Emerie could not conceive of asking her parents for help. Once she had moved out, that meant she was done. It was now up to her to take care of her family, not the other way around!  Her mother was getting older and her father had just retired. That needed to factor into Emerie and Dylan’s budget.

      Of course, his usual rejoinder was the restorations on their new house were far more costly than a high rent. Emerie would finish the conversation (he claimed it was an argument, she insisted it was a conversation) by declaring their house was an investment in their life together.  Dylan would generally give up at that point.

      The poltergeist was his latest gripe, a technically understandable irritation, but frankly, Emerie wasn’t about to let a little thing like a haunting stop her home makeover plans. Which was why she tried her best to ignore the entity.

      This was easier said than done. Particularly since the poltergeist was becoming bolder with its antics with each passing day.

      After managing to get a few scrapes of sleep, Emerie awoke and trudged downstairs for her morning fix, the found that her coffeemaker was missing.

      Emerie had unpacked the coffeemaker the first day and they had been enjoying steamed lattes every morning since. Their love for all things caffeinated bonded them as a couple and neither one of them were particularly pleasant until their second cup. It simply wasn’t possible for the machine to have been lost in the move. After she checked every single cupboard twice, Emerie was forced to deliver the bad news to Dylan.

      “This is the last straw, Emerie!” Dylan stormed into the kitchen. He was already dressed, in camel-colored slacks and a salmon dress shirt. He had forgotten to iron his dress shirt, which gave him a somewhat rumpled appearance. Emerie toyed with letting him know but ultimately chose to allow him to continue his rant.

      “What are we supposed to do? Drink tea?!” Dylan’s tone suggested that forcing him to drink tea could lead to unemployment, disenfranchisement, and homelessness in one fell swoop.

      “I like tea,” Emerie said mildly. She was seated cross legged on the counter, still in her dinosaur-patterned pajamas. To prove this point, she took an exaggerated sip of herbal tea out of a mug shaped like Edgar Allan Poe’s head.

      “The thumps and thuds are one thing.” He snatched the box of Froot Loops and poured them into a Star Trek mug. (The bowls were not yet unpacked). “It’s an old house. We could chalk it up to faulty construction or boxes falling over or—whatever.”

      Emerie nodded earnestly.

      “The organ music at three a.m.—we could live with that, it makes us more cultured,” Dylan continued, setting down his mug. His fingers tangled in his white and blue striped tie. He was trying and failing to tie it round his neck, but only succeeded in making a noose.

      “But stealing our coffeemaker?!” He then took a large gulp from his mug of Froot Loops.  Ordinarily, Dylan was fairly finicky in his breakfast tastes, preferring egg white omelets with skim milk, perhaps some Greek yogurt and fruit.  But desperate times—being late for work, not having proper groceries yet, their kitchen not fully unpacked, a haunt terrorizing them—led him to fall back into college habits and subsist purely on cereal.

      “Nothing has stolen our coffeemaker,” Emerie assured him as she grabbed a small pot and filled it with cereal herself. Unlike Dylan, Emerie had no stress-related qualms about eating breakfast cereal.

      “We have just misplaced Norman. We will find him.”

      “Stop naming our appliances!” Dylan nearly garroted himself with his necktie. Emerie hopped off the counter.

      “You used to think it was cute.” She tied a Windsor knot easily and took a step back.

      “This is all your fault.” Dylan accidentally tripped over the garbage can. “You

      encouraged it.”

      “What are you talking about?!” Emerie said, stung.

      “The offering! When the lights started flickering, you set out a tray of mochi and salt water like the damn thing was a visiting neighbor!”

      Well, that was unfair. That was how you dealt with spirits in Japan. You appeased them with a food offering, everyone knew that. And in her defense, the spirit had taken the food—the tray was empty the following day—although its activity increased.

      Dylan would not let up.  “How do you misplace a two-hundred dollar coffeemaker? It’s a Keurig! It’s priceless!”

      “Well, it’s not priceless.” Emerie pointed out reasonably. “You just said the price. Two hundreds.”

      Dylan’s face went purple. He was generally a handsome man, with a somewhat roguish look—high cheekbones, prominent brows, classically handsome. Emerie thought he looked a bit like Errol Flynn on a good day. But the purple somewhat ruined his countenance.

      “I cannot live in this town, much less this house, without coffee!”

      Emerie sighed. Dylan’s repulsion to the house had some valid points—she could admit it was a trifle unfair they lived so close to her work and so far from his. The ever-present fear of purchasing a money pit was legitimate. The house needed a lot of repairs and the moving/renovating process was constantly hampered by ghostly pranks and burglaries.

      Emerie took a deep breath.  “It’s garage sale season. I’m sure I could find a Mr. Coffee for a reasonable⁠—”

      “I want my Keurig.”

      “All right, all right.” Emerie munched her Froot Loops. “I’ll find it. Norman’s around here somewhere.”

      Dylan rolled his eyes at her refusal to stop calling their MIA coffeemaker Norman and exited the kitchen for a moment. He returned with his phone and handed it to her. He’d Googled the address—and apparently came upon some poorly designed websites. Emerie’s brow furrowed.

      “I’m pretty sure this is why we got the house so cheap,” Dylan said as she scrolled with her thumb.

      “Hm.” Emerie handed the phone back to him. “I did tell you the house had a colorful history.”

      Dylan coughed.  “Colorful? Apparently all manner of occult practice and ritual went on here. Spiritualist clubs came from all over the world to conjure and perform the darkest spells…did you know about this?!”

      “The entire town of Milton is built on ghost stories.” Emerie explained patiently. “It’s part of the tourist trade.”

      That was the other side of Milton. Unfortunately, neither Nathanial Hawthorne nor Washington Irving ever wrote any short stories about the town, but Milton was still resolutely proud of its haunted woods, local goblins that apparently terrorized farmers in the 1970s, and their documented persecution of witches in the 1600s. A few B-movie horror films had been shot in town—nothing of true notoriety, but enough to warrant the occasional cult status. Emerie thought of Milton as a sort of less renowned Salem.

      But it seemed Dylan’s opinion of the town’s supernatural folklore had shifted.  “This house has a historical marker for the Lucifer Club. A crazy bunch of old biddies that summoned demons for laughs!”

      “Did you know that in New Orleans they have little signs outside their properties that say if it’s haunted or not haunted?” Emerie asked conversationally. “It’s part of the allure. But none of it’s real.”

      “How can you say that?” Dylan raked his fingers through his hair. “You have been dragged off your bed and down the hall three times this week!”

      “I’m going to the doctor next week.” Emerie slurped the milk out of her pot. “I bet it’s a sleep disorder.”

      “And the organ music?!”

      “You know, we live near several churches. Maybe we’re in, like, a sound wave Bermuda triangle kind of area and we just absorb all of the churches’ sound waves⁠—”

      “Emerie!” Dylan held up his hands. “Stop. Listen to yourself. You sound like a lunatic.”

      The lunatic line was an old favorite of Dylan’s. He used it when she first found the house and excitedly pointed out the magenta living room and the possibly broken beyond repair antique oven in the attic. But while Emerie would concede her home décor taste was less than usual, being called a lunatic in this context annoyed her.

      “You’re the one talking about ghosts and haunted houses.” Emerie placed her drained pot in the sink. “Just because I don’t believe in the boogeyman doesn’t make me a lunatic. Stop being condescending.”

      “I’m not being condescending.” He poured the rest of his breakfast into the sink in disgust. “I’m being realistic—I’m being an adult. We can’t live in this house!”

      Emerie placed her hands on her hips.  “You’re being an adult?! You’re the one who wants to abandon our house without even giving it a fair shot! Who’s being the immature one?”

      It was perhaps not the best idea to get into a “who’s more of an adult” argument while she was clad in dinosaur-patterned pajamas—Dylan’s suit shook the foundation of her point. But she stared at him resolutely, not giving an inch.

      “Maybe we have different ideas of what constitutes adulthood,” Dylan said finally.

      “Maybe,” Emerie agreed, “but I’m not quitting, Dylan. I’m sticking it out—I have to! I bought the house, I made the commitment, and I am not wasting the money Ji-Ji left me. This house is mine. I hope you’ll make it yours too.”

      She had brought up the big guns. Dylan knew how devastated she’d been upon her grandfather’s death. It had been his idea to use the money from her inheritance to purchase a small home, but hers to refurbish an old home—just like her Ji-Ji had done back in Hokkaido. The idea had shortly turned into an obsession, whether Dylan liked it or not.

      There was an awkward pause as Dylan avoided her gaze and absorbed his surroundings—the piles of unpacked boxes, the stacked paint cans, the ratty curtains. The kitchen certainly wasn’t looking its best. The window overlooking the sink revealed a daunting jungle of wild hedges and giant trees that littered leaves all over their front lawn. Those trees did an excellent job of blocking light into the kitchen, which gave the room a very gloomy atmosphere. Some of the black-and-white floor tiles were missing, the wallpaper was peeling, and the light fixtures were dingy. Like everything else in the house, it could do with a complete overhaul.

      “I have to go,” Dylan said finally. “My flight’s in an hour. Emerie, if this haunting shit doesn’t let up, we are leaving. We are not sticking around to become the next Amityville!”

      Still stung by the “lunatic” comment, she folded her arms.  “I will say this one more time. There is nothing wrong with this house. We are not going anywhere. Is that clear?”

      Before he could respond, there was a mighty CRASH—all the pots and pans hanging over the kitchen island fell to the floor. The mini-egg skillet ricocheted off Dylan’s forehead.

      Emerie glanced upwards.  “I will get that fixed by the time you return.”
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        * * *

      

      Dylan was attending a “Pioneers in Digital Marketing” conference in New York. The conference only lasted a week, but he had sworn he would spend an additional two weeks taking a detour in Boston to look for reasonably priced apartments, no matter what Emerie said.

      They hadn’t even been living together for that long yet it seemed they were fighting constantly. She kept hoping he would see her side of things and join in on the project with gusto…but everything he did to help seemed to be done only to appease her, not because he understood or even cared about her feelings for the house.

      It was unfortunate Dylan left right after a fight. But by late afternoon, Emerie felt energized and motivated. She ripped the rest of the magenta wallpaper from the living room, she sanded down the floors, she swept, she scrubbed the kitchen, she replaced tile, and she contemplated paint colors. Projects were healing. Sweat provided a sense of Zen towards her situation. Tasks distracted her from thinking too hard about her boyfriend’s dampening attitude. She wondered if he really would find an apartment in Boston. He’d agreed to move in with her—after all, the house was in her name, not his. Dylan came to Milton for her…he didn’t have as much riding on the house as she did.

      It would be easy for him to call it quits. The entity was especially hard on Dylan, who seemed to carry the brunt of the haunts—not counting it occasionally dragging Emerie down the hallway. All of his left socks disappeared in one night, along with his boater shoes, and his Netflix queue was abruptly deleted. He complained of the drafts more than Emerie and constantly whined something was watching him.

      Emerie sighed. She opened the fridge (named Midge) and helped herself to some cold pizza—they had pretty much been subsisting on Chinese food and pizza. She retrieved another Guinness and walked into the living room, ready to settle in on the couch for an early dinner.

      She froze and nearly dropped her pizza. There was large, graffiti-like writing on the wall where she’d intended to hang her flat screen.

      HE’S A JERK, EMERIE. DUMP HIM.

      She continued to stare. The words were a bloodish color and faintly glistened in the light. It was recent.

      It was one thing to receive condensation mirror messages at three-a.m. on her bathroom mirror—she could chalk up to being half-asleep if she were feeling particularly rational. But this…?

      Emerie set her dinner down, turned on her heel, ran out of the living room into the foyer and raced up to her bedroom to retrieve her large wooden bokuto—a Japanese wooden training sword—from the closet.

      Emerie’s mother’s side of the family came from Hokkaido, Japan. Emerie spent most of her summer holidays there, staying with her Ji-Ji and Ba-chan. When Emerie was ten, she became enchanted by a Japanese swordsmanship demonstration at a Tanabata festival. Upon her return, her father had signed her up for kendo, much to the delight of her mother.

      This phase hadn’t lasted long, as the bokuto was her approximate height, which made wielding it a difficult affair. Her instructor insisted over and over that her diminutive size would have no bearing on her skill, as long as she practiced regularly. Unfortunately, Emerie wasn’t exactly diligent and the wooden sword constantly fell from her fingers when she raised it over her head. Her kendo obsession lasted about as long as her ice-skating interest.

      Still, Emerie had kept the weapon. Now she patrolled the house and looked for signs of…anything.

      Nothing. All the doors were locked. All the windows were snapped shut. No signs of forced entry.

      Emerie exhaled deeply.

      “This is getting ridiculous,” she muttered, retreating to the living room.  “I will not live with a ghost! Especially a ghost that dispenses relationship advice! I have girlfriends for that job!”

      Nothing responded.

      Furiously, she stormed upstairs to her bedroom. She was going to figure out a way to de-haunt her house before Dylan returned.
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      The refrigerator was upside down.

      For the first time in a while, Emerie was not dragged from her bed in the middle of the night. She awoke in the morning refreshed, rejuvenated, and delighted she was not covered in rug burns. She’d padded downstairs for another Keurig hunt and had found her refrigerator, still plugged in—but upside down.

      She tentatively cracked the refrigerator door and saw in outrage that everything was neatly and tidily organized, as though the poltergeist had taken everything out, flipped the interior shelves and the refrigerator, and carefully placed everything back inside.

      This was an outrage. How dare the spirit reorganize her fridge and flip it upside down!

      Emerie would probably need Dylan’s help to turn it right side up. She pulled out a quart of half-and-half and shut the lopsided fridge with a sigh. Tea first. Upside down fridge later.

      The Keurig was still MIA, but her rice cooker somehow had ended up in a box marked “Living Room”. All the “Living Room” boxes were in the kitchen and all the “Kitchen” boxes were in the living room and all the “Bathroom” boxes were in her bedroom. Was it the ghost?  Or was it her poor organizational skills? Both possibilities offended Emerie.

      She placed her rice cooker on her kitchen counter.  Her rice cooker, as innocuous as it was a hand-me-down from her grandfather—her wonderful and cantankerous Ji-Ji. The plastic was peeling on it, but it still worked fine. She scooted it where the Keurig used to stand.

      The granite countertops had been another selling point of the house. She loved the kitchen, despite the trees that loomed over the window. Sky-blue cabinets surrounded the room and extended into a small hallway. Peacock-blue glass fixtures on the ceiling fans provided the majority of the light and created constellations of shapes on the smooth tile floors. The kitchen was nearly always cold, but the gas stove more than made up for that—Emerie had already celebrated this triumph by toasting marshmallows over its open flame on her first day here.

      She also especially admired the vintage corbels lining the doorway into the dining room. They intricately webbed across the corners, looking sort of like demonic lyres. The hallway ended in a roomy dining room with a sparkling chandelier that flung specks of light every which way. She was undecided on the startling turquoise and gold wallpaper rimming the dining room walls and she didn’t have a dining room table yet. She wanted something special for such a magnificent room; her college dining table was far too plain.

      Emerie began to stack a colorful assortment of bowls on the counter, and then transferred them into the cabinet next to the sink. She’d had a short conversation with her mother last night, after she’d discovered the writing on the wall. It had not gone well. Her mother flexed between repeated pleas to move back home and to start having grandbabies.

      Emerie hadn’t mentioned the ghost problem. It was too embarrassing and she had no idea what her mother would even make of it.

      Besides, Emerie couldn’t back out now. She couldn’t let the terrorists (or poltergeists) win.

      Still…a part of her did want to ask her mother for advice. There were old family stories about how she grew up in an old hot springs resort in Hokkaido. Her mother had hated the house; she described it as having ‘terrible energy’, whatever that meant.

      Emerie’s grandfather, the owner of the aforementioned Hokkaido house, passed away last January. He had been a man of unusual quirks and interests, much like Emerie herself—and perhaps a man of simmering grudges. He had not left Emerie’s mother anything in his will. Ji-Ji’s small estate went solely to Emerie, his eldest grandchild.

      This bizarre stipulation had shocked Emerie’s family. His Hokkaido house, haunted or not, would be sold and the money would go to Emerie. Everything else, save a few knickknacks apparently reserved for her younger brother Falcon, would be donated.

      Her mother had barely reacted to the fact Ji-Ji left her out of his will. She simply shrugged and said something in Japanese about respecting his wishes, requested that some of the personal letters be saved, and left Emerie to it. Her mother suspected, perhaps correctly, that Ji-Ji had never forgiven his daughter for marrying an American.

      Still, it put Emerie in a rather awkward position with her family, who had very little trust in her to handle the money responsibly...

      She finished with the bowls and strolled into the living room. Arms akimbo, she surveyed her defaced walls.

      She needed more information. That was how she tackled articles at work—gather all the information she possibly could, review it carefully, and draw a conclusion. She could no longer ignore the metaphorical and literal writing on the wall—it was time to act.

      Emerie’s initial projects since moving in had involved a great deal of painting. The living room’s ceiling and walls, for whatever reason, were previously a violent pink topped off with magenta wallpaper. Not only that, the former owners thought green and violet velvet blanket-style curtains pulled the room together. Everything was topped off with a crimson glass chandelier, which amplified the room’s red glow. It had been unnerving to walk into the room and be thrust into blush-colored light. Three days ago, Emerie had transformed the shocking pink into a serene pearl. The cream color relaxed the room, made it more welcoming. Which made it particularly aggravating the ghost had chosen to leave its judgmental message right after she painted…

      Neither here nor there. At least she still had paint left. It had taken several coats to cover that shade and ripping wallpaper was always a trial. Emerie smiled grimly at the memory.

      She methodically painted over the words, ignoring the shiver that went down her spine once she reached her name. HE’S A JERK, EMERIE.  DUMP HIM. She paused and scratched at one of the letters with her fingernail. She frowned at the rust-colored flecks on her thumb. It sure looked like blood…

      After an hour or so of work, the living room no longer looked like the inside of a bordello. Emerie did keep the crimson light fixtures, as she thought they added “atmosphere” to the room. She shoved her favorite easy chair next to the east-facing bay windows and positioned her lumpy couch so it was angled near her small bookshelf and flat screen. While moving her easy chair, she discovered the window lock was broken—she would need to get that fixed sooner rather than later. She completed her work by setting a coffee table that used to be an old railroad trunk before her sofa and adding an end table that used to be a tea tray.

      Emerie took a seat on her couch and smiled at her newly hung flat screen. It did occur to her that the haunt might still write on the wall, even with the television blocking it—but for now, she was satisfied with her small victory.

      She flicked on the television and idly flipped channels. In a moment of terrifying coincidence, a horror film was on one of the movie channels. Emerie watched with interest as a priest splashed water on a young girl writhing on her bed.

      Holy water…now there was an idea.
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        * * *

      

      For $17.80, Emerie could purchase holy water from the Dead Sea online.

      Holy water, according to the internet, was water blessed by a priest and used for protection against evil. She wasn’t sure if this would be effective. Salt was also recommended, but this resulted only in Emerie accidentally getting salt in her eyes—and a new incredibly disconcerting message, this time painted on her kitchen cabinets:

      ARE YOU SEASONING YOURSELF FOR DINNER?

      It occurred to Emerie that the message was likely a joke in bad taste, as spirits and ghosts (as far as she was aware) did not eat new homeowners. Did they? Surely a big budget horror film would’ve been made about ghosts eating people if it were true. The internet provided varying opinions on the matter. She wished she could ask her grandfather. Ji-Ji knew everything.

      He didn’t visit very often; Emerie’s mother would bring them to Japan over the summer holidays. He no longer ran the hot springs his daughter grew up in and had retired to a smaller cottage a mile away. (He told his grandchildren to steer clear of the hot springs and Emerie and Falcon were far more interested in his backyard pool)

      Ji-Ji knew the best remedy for a cold was tamago-zake, a sweet and strong mixture of what Emerie originally thought was just raw egg and honey. Turned out Ji-Ji often added a couple of shots of sake to it too, much to her mother’s displeasure. (For all her mollycoddling, it did work.) He knew her little brother’s big earlobes meant he was extraordinarily lucky.

      When Emerie and her brother hid from thunderstorms, her grandfather’s kind and craggy face would appear at their hiding spot and gravely tell them to protect their belly buttons or the god of thunder would strike them down.

      Ji-Ji had no idea why his daughter requested he leave, after that.  “Smart, sensible children hide from thunder gods,” he’d said approvingly.

      Emerie had nightmares about Thor-like giants chasing her with lightning bolts.

      She shook herself for a moment and returned to her research. She couldn’t tell if bottled holy water was incredibly overpriced or an excellent deal—what was the going rate? But according to the description, it came with a certificate and house blessing card, in order to prove its authenticity.

      Still…$17.80?! It was water. Salty water. Bottled water was a scam in any respect, but at least it was usually no more than a dollar or two. Even with the tempting certificate of authenticity, Emerie could not bring herself to spend that much money on a bottle of water. It felt like buying overpriced snacks at the movies instead of sneaking them in your purse like a proper American.

      So Emerie decided to get some a different way.

      It was a relief to leave her house. She had spent the morning painting over the ambiguous message on her cupboards and attempting to fix the lock on her living room window. The paint fumes and fury that she had the wrong kind of screw caused her to fling her screwdriver across the room, narrowly missing the beloved antique light fixtures. She needed the break—and she needed to see if holy water would be a solution to her supernatural pest problem.

      As she put on her jacket and entered the foyer, she was startled to find a parting message painted on her door.

      WEAR A SCARF, IT’S CHILLY.

      Emerie scowled. She defiantly ignored the advice, added “buy red paint for front door” to her shopping list, and strode outside.

      Autumn had been kind to Milton, decorating the sugar maples and oak trees in varying shades of flame. The weather was just chilly and sunny enough for a brisk walk and Emerie stepped forth onto her sidewalk, snuggled into a charcoal-colored blanket cape. Given a choice in the matter, she would wear nothing but blankets and pajamas forever.

      Emerie’s house stood on the corner of Crenshaw and Cambridge streets. A left took her down Cambridge into the heart of Milton. Pavement became cobblestones, houses bled into folksy shops, selling everything from antiques to taxidermy. A barbeque restaurant caused her to stop short and inhale deeply—she had been living on fast food for too long. Across from the barbeque restaurant was a coffee shop called “Witch’s Brew”, which made Emerie smile. She noticed quite a few new age shops too…Milton apparently wanted to capitalize on its history of witch persecution as much as Salem.

      Farther down was the courthouse (built in 1790), and across the street from the courthouse was St. Julian’s Parish.

      St. Julian’s looked almost gothic in appearance, as though a hunchback might swing from its expansive bell tower at any moment. It was certainly bigger than the Baptist church down the street from Emerie’s house, and it loomed over Cambridge Street with grave authority. The stained glass windows were gruesome, with graphic pictures of angels slaying monsters with spears and clubs. It was impressive—the little plaque before the main entrance boasted that it was one of the oldest Catholic churches in Massachusetts. Emerie especially liked the gargoyles that decorated the front.

      She hesitated at first, then boldly strode up the front steps as though she knew exactly where she was going. It was mid-afternoon, so there was no fear of her interrupting the service.  She would just nip into the back, dunk her Wonder Woman water bottle in the nearest holy water fountain, and be on her way.

      Unfortunately, as Emerie was not a practicing Catholic, she was unaware of the afternoon mass.

      For a moment, she thought she’d interrupted the service. But she got lucky—the mass had just concluded. The sparse congregation were focused on gathering their purses and coats, greeting each other with small smiles, and chatting with the priests. Emerie flushed at the few people who blinked at her, and surreptitiously approached a large baptismal font near the doors. Acting quickly, she plunged Wonder Woman into the water.

      No one seemed to notice this—the collective congregation seemed more intent on exiting the church. Emerie sighed with relief and pulled the water bottle out, screwing the cap on tightly.

      “Can I help you?”

      Emerie jumped and almost dropped her water bottle. She shoved it into her bag and whipped around. A man with a white clergy collar looked down at her suspiciously.  He was a striking black man who looked to be in his early forties. Something about his stern gaze and crew cut made her wonder if he was ex-military.

      “Nope, I’m good.” Emerie started to back away from the baptismal font. “It was a great sermon, Pastor. Great job.”

      “Father.” He gently corrected her and folded his arms against his chest. “We’re priests, not pastors. I will be sure to relay the message to Father Simon.”

      She smiled brightly at him. He did not smile back. She continued to smile pleasantly and walked backwards out of the church, her hand gripping Wonder Woman tightly. He continued to stare her down as she tripped out of the doors.

      Emerie half-expected to be struck by lightning once she entered the bright sunshine. But it seemed God didn’t mind her stealing holy water.

      As she made her way home, she was feeling pretty good about herself. She stopped at the barbecue restaurant and ordered some dinner to go, picked up a bottle of wine at the liquor store, and was feeling pleased her venture outside the house had been rather productive. She paused outside a new age store, but pressed onward. If the holy water didn’t work, she’d try there next.

      Emerie was just about to turn the corner on Crenshaw Street to her house when she noticed a yard sale across the street. An older woman was starting to close it down, folding up tables and boxing up the unsold items. This did not seem to deter her neighbors however, who continued to mill about, deciding between vases and old clothes.

      Unable to resist a good yard sale, Emerie crossed the street to check out the bookshelves. She always seemed to be in need of more bookshelves. There was a lovely window seat under the stairs she wished to turn into a book nook.

      Emerie crossed into the yard and stopped in front of a small black bookcase, about three feet high. She felt the woman’s eyes upon her, so she cast a tentative smile at her neighbor who nodded happily.

      “I’m just about done.” Her neighbor’s voice was pleasantly husky, like an old forties film star. “I’m practically giving away this stuff!”

      She was a little strange looking, if Emerie were to be honest. She was wearing something that appeared to be a turquoise muumuu and had more necklaces around her neck than Emerie even owned. Her hair was an ashy blonde, streaked with gray, and her round pale gray eyes gave her an almost owlish appearance.

      Emerie gave her a thumbs-up. “Good! I’m still looking for some new furniture. I just moved here. My name’s Emerie.”

      “Oh, you’re the new one to the neighborhood!” The woman exclaimed. “My name’s Sunflower. I’ve been wondering who my new neighbors are.”

      Emerie resisted the urge to comment on the name “Sunflower.” Her house was a little smaller than Emerie’s, but it still had a classic Victorian turret and a wraparound porch. Her porch looked almost jungle-ish; it was overflowing with vibrant greenery. Approximately a thousand wind chimes lined the lacy overhang over her porch. They seemed to be made of everything from seashells to coke bottles. A sudden burst of October wind nearly knocked a flimsy chair over and the cacophony of wind chimes clanged and tinkled a discordant harmony. A few of the lingering shoppers grimaced at the racket.

      “It’s just me and my boyfriend.” Emerie raised her voice over the wind chimes. “He’s out of town right now.”

      “That’s too bad!” Sunflower cleared off another card table. Her hands were slender and a large crystal ring encircled every finger. One finger got caught on an old scarf and Sunflower impatiently shook it off.

      “You look around my daughter’s age, as a matter of fact.” Sunflower heaved another box onto the porch. “She’s up in Boston; her work keeps her so busy, she doesn’t often come down here. Life in the big city, I guess. I’m glad at least some young people still have an appreciation for small towns.”

      “Well, home ownership is no picnic,” Emerie examined an old leather jacket with a patch that read CC LOVES EM. “I’ve been up to my ears in paint and boxes and old wallpaper. But I really like projects.”

      “I completely understand,” Sunflower rooted through the depths of her box like a caver. “It’s more fun to fix those kind of places up with someone who shares your vision. I’m so happy my daughter helped me refurbish my home!”

      No kidding, Emerie thought with a grumpy huff. Some people actually LIKE working on projects with their loved ones!

      “Wait a second.”

      An elderly woman interrupted her and stood between Emerie and Sunflower. She had the face of a gremlin—wrinkled, with large ears and wiry gray hair. She wasn’t that much bigger than one, either. She carried a paper bag filled to the brim with buttons.

      “You moved into Hell Haven?” The old woman’s tone was frankly accusatory.

      Emerie’s lips twisted. “Excuse me?”

      “That’s what we used to call it.” The old woman maneuvered around one of the folding tables, plodded up the steps, and began to count out pennies on the porch railing. “Hell Haven. Or Hell House. Most haunted house in Milton.”

      “Well, I don’t know about most haunted!” Sunflower sputtered out. “My house is full of spirit activity. I am a medium, you know. I own an elemental store in town.”

      This did not strike Emerie as surprising. But the gremlin-faced woman paid her no heed, simply continued to pick out pennies, occasionally murmuring in approval if she found a nickel in the bunch.

      “You’re a damned fool,” she said, as she slowly held up a silver dollar in Emerie’s direction, “if you think you can renovate that house.”

      A woman at the next table heard this and inclined her head. She was blonde with a distinctly “mom” haircut in expensive athleisure wear. Emerie felt a little embarrassed at the woman’s cool expression—apparently restoring rumored haunted houses was not in her Martha Stewart Bible.

      A balding middle-aged man looked up from a collection of golf clubs.  “Don’t mind my mother. She has a story for every house on this street. Hurry up, Ma, they’re closing down!”

      The old woman finally finished her budgeting and shoved two handfuls of pennies and assorted nickels toward Sunflower, who responded with a rather fixed smile. Emerie coughed, glad to recuse herself from the conversation.

      The first table revealed quite a few fake plastic roses, marked for a nickel each. There were also several chipped teacups, a swan necklace, and several Hot Wheels cars, most missing tires.

      The second table looked more promising. Underneath the card table, she saw an old record player from the 1940s. It was about the size of a coffee table, made of cherry wood, standing proudly on four nubby feet. A little wood polish would really make it shine, though she wasn’t sure she could get rid of the scuff marks around the legs. It didn’t appear to be in working condition and there were no nearby records to go with it, but she fell in love with it anyway. Maybe she could fix it. She loved fixing things! Dylan used to love it too, haunting garage sales, finding old beat-up stereo systems or computers they would monkey around with over the weekend. Surely she could find some instructions online. For twenty-five dollars, it was worth a shot.

      She was just about to stop Sunflower and pay for the record player when something caught her eye. The last table was covered in board games and puzzles—Risk, Monopoly, Mouse Trap…but there was something else buried under a mountain of castle-themed ten-thousand-piece jigsaw puzzles. Her heart leapt to her throat as she dug out a long, flat rectangular box. She was staring at a classic Ouija board.

      Carefully, Emerie tucked the box under her arm and trotted up the front steps. Sunflower looked up from counting the old woman’s pennies and smiled brightly.

      “How much for the old record player and this?”

      “Well—” Sunflower started to say.

      “You ought to give it to her for free!” The old woman shouted from across the yard. “If she’s dumb enough to play with it in the Hell Haven!”

      Sunflower blanched. The balding man said exasperatedly, “Mom.”

      “You can take the spirit board for free,” Sunflower cleared her throat, “and if you’re interested in that sort of thing, we have some much nicer ones at my shop. I’ll take twenty dollars for the record player.”

      Emerie dug a twenty from her bag and handed it over to Sunflower. She then carefully balanced the Ouija board on top of her new old record player and crossed the street to her house.

      When she opened the front door, she came upon another blood message—this time marking up the beautiful teal ceiling of the foyer.

      YOU HAVE AWOKEN ANCIENT EVIL

      “Then go back to sleep!” Emerie yelled upwards. She set the record player down with the Ouija board and her dinner balanced on top and stormed down the hallway. She furiously sprinkled her purloined holy water in the kitchen and dining room and repeated her work in the living room. She spritzed the mud room facing the backyard. She splashed water on every step leading upstairs, the upstairs parlor, the spare bedrooms, and her own bedroom. She even ventured into the expansive attic and flicked water in every corner. Nothing screamed or burned, but at least it felt like she was doing something.

      She exhaled and retreated downstairs once more. She paused for a minute, considering the record player and Ouija board. Not tonight. She would figure out where to put both in the morning.

      She grabbed her dinner and wine and marched into the kitchen. She seated herself on a barstool and sullenly ate her barbecue burger. She really needed a dining room table.

      There was a sudden banging on the front door. Emerie choked on her burger. She slid off the barstool and stormed into the dining room. The lovely chandelier was swinging ever so slightly. Emerie glared at it accusingly and strode into the entryway.

      “What?!”

      She took a few steps forward and saw the message on the front door again.

      DID YOU BRING ME ANY BRISKET?

      Emerie screamed in frustration.

      Holy water was a joke. At least she hadn’t wasted seventeen-dollars on it.
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      It was amazing how much work Emerie got done in the wee small hours of the morning.

      Sleep was officially out of the question. She didn’t relish getting dragged out of bed again and it seemed more likely to happen with Dylan gone. So instead, she finished unpacking the dining room and hallway, dragged the record player into the living room from its temporary spot, and piled the now empty boxes in the mudroom to be taken to the curb at a saner hour. She then moved upstairs searching for more things to do. Unfortunately, she was nearly finished with the upstairs, aside from retiling the bathroom.

      It occurred to her that the attic probably needed a good sweeping. At the end of the upstairs hallway, across from the master bedroom, was a heavy chestnut door. Emerie hadn’t had a chance to spend much time in the attic, aside from shoving all her Christmas boxes haphazardly up there—but now seemed as good a time as any. So she pulled open the attic door and climbed the narrow steps, broom in hand. Once she reached the third floor, a cobweb attacked her face and she grimaced, fending it off with the dustpan.

      The attic was one of the best rooms in the house. It was neither dark nor dreary—windows lined every wall, providing a gorgeous view of her neighborhood. The ceiling was vaulted, and wood paneling arced against the slanted corners of the room. Emerie even contemplated turning it into a library of sorts, it was such a lovely space for quiet—but hauling bookshelves up the rickety attic stairs did not strike her as a pleasant task.

      She swept furiously, awakening ancient dust-bunnies from their slumber. She reached the old cast-iron stove at the far end of the attic. She wiped it down with an old T-shirt, letting the rhythm match her breathing. She still wasn’t sure what to do with the thing—it didn’t work and even if it did, what would they cook in an attic? Dylan had suggested selling it online, but she hated the idea of something so obscurely historical leaving her house. She had named it Eunice.

      Dylan…Emerie winced. She should have called him by now…but then again, he hadn’t called her either. Perhaps he really was looking for a shiny Boston apartment—and perhaps a new girlfriend.

      She sat on her heels in thought. It hadn’t always been like this with Dylan. They used to laugh themselves silly at each other and Emerie’s antics amused rather than annoyed. She had thought of him as her straight man, the Abbott to her Costello, the Hanshin to her Kyojin, the Greg to her Dharma. She swallowed a little hard. Perhaps he had outgrown her.

      She decided that she ought to clean the inside of the old stove, so she cracked it open. She blew inside, to try and scare off spiders, and wiped the interior.

      Her fingers brushed against something. Emerie started and pulled out a packet of papers. They were bound in twine—letters and photographs.

      She rolled the twine off and flipped through them. The spidery script was hard to read; she needed better light. They were photographs of different women in old-fashioned Victorian clothing. In one photograph, they were sitting in an ornately decorated room with a sparkling chandelier.

      Emerie leaned in closer. That was her chandelier…that was her dining room.

      There was something on the table—a board of some sort. Their hands were all touching it. Emerie squinted. Was that a Ouija board? Did they have Ouija boards back then? But she recognized those symbols; they looked exactly like the one she owned. But the planchette wasn’t plastic. The planchette was much fancier—perhaps made of mother-of-pearl or ivory.

      She turned the photograph over. It was hard to make out, but she was pretty sure the inscription read:  Order of the Rosy Eden, 1898.

      “Weird,” Emerie muttered to herself. She stood and brushed herself off. She crossed the room and opened the attic door, descending the constricted stairs. She made her way down the bedroom hallway, continuing to flip through the photographs, until she reached the upstairs parlor. She found another photo, this one of a middle-aged woman, seated in the same parlor.  The inscription read, “Fairy Lemp, 1881.”

      It seemed as though Dylan had been right—Fairy Lemp really did have a club in this house. Some women played bridge; maybe these women played with spirits. Were they responsible for her poltergeist? Or had they used their spirit board to try to rid themselves of the mischievous spook?

      There could be a way for Emerie to find out. She trotted downstairs to her living room glancing gout the window. It was still fairly dark out, but dawn would be here soon enough. She placed her Ouija board on the ottoman in front of her couch, made herself a cup of instant coffee (her coffeemaker was still MIA, but they had a spare electric tea kettle), and examined the board carefully.

      By all accounts, the game looked a little silly.

      Despite the box, which promised surefire scares, it just looked like a board game with a piece of plastic. She couldn’t recall ever playing with one before—she and her brother were more Scrabble and Boggle players than anything else. But at least she had a possible way of communication.

      “All right then,” she announced to the house. “I’m sick and tired of repainting my walls. Can you communicate with me this way?”

      She rested her fingertips gently on the pointer. Nothing happened.

      Emerie shook her head angrily. Why had she even tried? This was a board game! What kind of lunatic bought into this nonsense?

      Still…wasn’t she a little past the point of skepticism?

      She cleared her throat again. “Look—my name is Emerie Fox. I want to make this house my home. I found some fairly suspect photographs in the attic. Are you trying to hurt me?”

      This time, the pointer quivered. Emerie sucked in her breath as the planchette suddenly flew out from under her fingertips and landed firmly on the word NO.

      A shiver went down her spine. Her breathing grew shallower and she tentatively drew the pointer back to her.

      “Are you—are you trying to make me leave?” She swallowed, suddenly afraid of the answer.

      The pointer hesitated before it moved again.

      NO

      Emerie let out the breath she’d been holding. “Okay. Are you…a ghost of someone who died here?”

      NO

      “A ghost from somewhere else? I heard this house was buried over part of the cemetery…”

      NO

      Emerie’s brow furrowed.

      “Are you a ghost at all?”

      NO

      Her heart began to hammer. If not a ghost…

      “Then you’re something else, right?” She wrapped her hands around her coffee mug, absorbing its warmth. “Some kind of entity…”

      YES

      “So then…” Her fingernails tapped a rapid rhythm on her mug. “What—what are you?”

      A book fell off the bookshelf next to the bay windows. Emerie jumped, accidentally spilling coffee on herself. She swore and stood, moving to the window. She wiped her wet sleeve absently on the curtain and bent down to pick the book up. One of Dylan’s.

      The Screwtape Letters by C.S. Lewis. She turned it over and skimmed the back cover.

      Ice prickled through her veins. Like a child afraid of monsters, she jumped up and turned on all the lights.  The room started to drink in the morning sunlight, but she couldn’t seem to quell her nerves. She set the book down and placed her trembling fingertips on the pointer.

      “Are you a demon?”

      The pointer leapt out from under her fingertips.

      YES

      A little cry came from her mouth. She wanted to scream, but couldn’t muster the full noise. Ghosts were one thing—her mother and grandfather treated them as more of a nuisance than anything else. But demons?

      A thousand horror films flew through her mind…Linda Blair vomiting pea soup, Barbara Hershey screaming, Katie Featherston smiling wickedly at her boyfriend’s camera …

      I should move. I should get the hell out of here. I should leave this town in my dust…

      Suddenly, the image of Dylan’s smirking face entered her mind. “I told you so! I told you this would happen! You know, if you just listened to me more, Emerie …”

      Emerie shuddered. Somehow, facing down a demon was preferable to her smug boyfriend.

      “Okay,” Emerie took another deep breath. “A demon…hey, wait a minute. If you’re a demon, how come the holy water didn’t work?!”

      The pointer moved between the letters rapidly.

      STOLEN

      She tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear as heat filled her cheeks. Whoops. Somehow it hadn’t occurred to her that stealing holy water might make the water less holy. She exhaled slowly.

      “Fair point…so you’re a demon. But…you’re not going to hurt me?”

      NO

      “You’re not going to possess me, are you?”

      This time, the pointer spelled out something. Emerie carefully scribbled out the message on an old receipt.

      NOT WITHOUT YOUR PERMISSION

      Emerie blinked. “You’re asking my consent?”

      The pointer flew to YES.

      Unexpected.

      Emerie’s eyes narrowed. “Do you want to drag me to Hell?”

      NO HELL IS LAME

      “Do you want me to sell my soul to Satan?”

      NO SATAN’S A DICK

      At that, Emerie had to laugh. Then inspiration struck.

      “Maybe I’m not the target.” She said grimly. “If you’re not after me, are you after Dylan?”

      The pointer hesitated.

      NOT IF YOU DONT WANT ME TO BE

      The message was so stilted, so reluctant, it made Emerie laugh again at the absurdity of it all.  She pinched the skin between her brows.

      “All right,” she sighed, “if you’re not after me or my boyfriend…what is it you want?”

      There was no response from the Ouija board. Emerie’s lips twisted. Perhaps the demon was tired of talking.

      “Let’s try something different.” She hummed a little. “How about a name? I’m guessing Mephistopheles? Beelzebub? Stormagedden?”

      MY NAME IS SAMAEL

      “Samael…”  When she said his name, the lights flickered.  Shadows filled the room like scattering goblins.  Emerie craned her neck towards the window—the rising sun was hidden behind clouds.

      “This is crazy.” Emerie said, half to herself. “This is crazy. But…I mean, it’s not like I’m making this all up. Samael…Samael, have you been in the house this whole time?”

      YES INCORPOREAL

      “I don’t know anything about western demons.” Emerie stood, pen and receipt in hand, and started to pace in a circle around her coffee table. Western demons were connected to Christianity, right?

      Demons were different in Japan. They were called yokai or mononoke. They weren’t evil, exactly, more mischievous. Something to be wary of. Yokai was often translated into the word demon, but a better word might be fairy or trickster spirit…not that Emerie believed in any of that nonsense. Ghosts were one thing—humans were real, after all. But demons?

      “Anyway, I’m agnostic. So…what type of demon are you, exactly?”

      LAZY

      This demon had a weird sense of humor.

      “Come on.” Emerie prompted. “What kind?”

      PART INCUBUS

      PART BELIEL

      “I have no idea what the hell a beliel is. But an incubus…so what’s that mean? You trying to seduce me?”

      The pointer hesitated again, circling awkwardly.

      IF I WERE TRYING TO SEDUCE YOU

      There was a pregnant pause, as though for dramatic emphasis.

      YOU WOULD KNOW

      “Oh yeah?” Emerie placed a hand on her hip.

      At that precise moment, Emerie’s record player turned on. She slowly turned towards it—she hadn’t found the time to fix it yet. But Bruce Springsteen was crooning “You’ve Got It.”

      She decided to sit down. “Seriously? That’s the song you’re going with?”

      AWESOME SONG

      “Whatever.” Emerie stretched. “So it was you, right? The weird messages? Dragging me along the ground every which way? Scaring the hell out of Dylan?”

      YES

      “Okay…I just…I still don’t understand why.” Emerie watched the pointer rattle against the board before doing a backflip. “You haven’t answered me. You haven’t told me what you want.”

      The pointer vibrated. Finally, it scooted across the letters and spelled out one word:

      THIS

      “This?” Emerie threw up her hands. “What’s ‘this’? To talk to me?”

      YES

      “But—why?!”

      LIKED THE FOOD

      “The offering! So it did appease you,” Emerie sat back in her seat. “But then again, no it didn’t. You’re still here. What is it you want?”

      The music stopped abruptly. The pointer halted. Emerie stared at the board and flicked the pointer with her finger. Nothing moved. Samael had exited the conversation.
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        * * *

      

      According to ninety-eight percent of the demonology and paranormal websites Emerie perused the next day, contacting a demon through a Ouija board was an absolutely terrible idea. Several ghost hunters cited credible-ish statistics which stated the number one reason a house becomes haunted is through a user playing with a Ouija board. Under no circumstances should you converse with a demon—demons were liars, deceivers, and cheats. They would do anything to enact their malicious ends. Furthermore, acknowledging a demon’s presence, allowing its influence into your life, was sure to lead to absolute calamity.

      But it was too late now, so Emerie decided to keep going with it.

      Apparently, the demon—Samael—described himself accurately. He was somewhat lazy and didn’t often feel like talking to Emerie, even through the use of a Ouija board. Or he would become bored and refuse to talk to her, but he would flick the living room lights and radio as if distracting her from her work deadlines was just as good as conversation. When she watched TV, he enjoyed mimicking the scores on the piano, which was simultaneously eerie and amusing.

      He stopped vandalizing her walls, accepting the Ouija board as a replacement. But whenever she tried to ask him about where he came from or how he got here, he would abruptly leave the conversation. This seemed out of character. Most of her internet research indicated a demon would try and trick her—in fact, they weren’t generally supposed to admit they were demons. She read about cases where they would pretend to be ghosts to gain the trust of the residents.

      So why was Samael so upfront about what he was?

      She turned to the letters and photographs she’d found in her attic, but much of it remained a mystery. There was one jarring thing she’d found on a few scraps of paper. At the top of one page, in clear black letters, the name SAMAEL was written out. Underneath was a bullet point list of odds and ends, almost like a grocery list. Key of Solomon, lamb’s blood, virgin’s kiss, snakeskin…and on the margins of the notebook:

      
        
        Samael the Destroyer

        Samael the Accuser

        Samael the Seducer

        Venom of God

        Blindness of God

      

      

      None of these titles sounded positive. Furthermore, Fairy Lemp had drawn little hearts around each title, which was confusing.

      In an effort to collect more information, Emerie brought the Ouija board into the kitchen and placed it on the island.  She cracked open a Guinness and kept her eye on the pointer.

      HI EMERIE

      “Hi Samael.” Emerie tapped her fingers on the board. “So tell me. Have you interacted with other people in this house?”

      NOT REALLY

      “Why not?” Emerie leaned in a bit.

      UNINTERESTING

      “So, you find me interesting.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Why?”

      No response.

      “You know, in horror movies, the demon is always after the baby,” Emerie pointed out. “Are you after my hypothetical unborn child that you want to turn into the antichrist?”

      TOO MUCH WORK

      CHILDCARE IS A PAIN IN THE ASS

      She snorted into her beer. “Okay, fair enough…but you’re still being weirdly evasive. You said you weren’t trying to make me leave. Shouldn’t you be scaring me?”

      I AM SCARING YOU

      “Dragging me out of bed and knocking things over isn’t scary, it’s just annoying,” Emerie retorted. “My brother and I liked to terrorize each other when we were younger. You’ll have to try a lot harder than that.”






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/hh-digital-cover.jpg
HELL’S
HERESIES







OEBPS/images/chapterheadings.jpg







OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





