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PART ONE

MISSIONARIES
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She knelt naked before the stone altar with small fires burning on each side, casting a warm, reddish light through the chamber, pushing back the darkness around the altar. The already tawny skin, darkened by exposure to the sun, of Nora Mabry seemed to almost glow in the light, the surprisingly intense heat from the two small fires causing her to break out in a sweat, coating her body with a smooth sheen as she sat back on her heels with her long-fingered hands resting on her shapely knees. Her long, dark brown hair fell over her shoulders and, as her head tilted slightly forward as if in prayer, it fell over her small breasts and left her lean, narrow face in a bit of shadow.

After having remained in the position for more than an hour, her legs started to go numb, Nora looked up and her dark eyes opened wide. She drew in a deep breath and shivered as a strange chill fell over her. The sudden coolness caused a tingling over her entire body, feeling almost like an icy wind sweeping through the chamber. Her jaw dropped, her fairly thin lips spreading as a sense of awe and wonder flowed through her. 

As the sudden chill began to dissipate, a low rumbling sound, almost like a deep groan, echoed off the smooth stone walls and seemed to almost shake the equally smooth floor. With it, Nora experienced a thrill of anticipation, another shiver rolling through her. She knew what was going to happen and it brought a sense of relief, letting her know she’d done everything properly. She sat up straight, her hands moving to her slightly flaring hips as her hair fell aside and fully exposed her torso.

“You have done well,” a deep, resonant voice spoke in a low growl. “You are the one to carry my purpose into the world.”

Nora nodded, “I serve at your request, Lord Ashgaroth.”

“This is no request,” the voice of Ashgaroth replied. “This is your purpose, our sole purpose for the remainder of your earthly life. But you are not fully prepared just yet.”

Nora frowned and leaned slightly forward again, “What must I do?”

“You must prove your dedication to the cause,” the demon replied. “You have brought me the required sacrifice. You must prepare her to be the beginning of my vessel.”

Nora nodded once, “I will do what is required.”

“Good,” he said and paused for a pair of seconds before continuing. “It is time.”

Behind her, two women entered the chamber through its only entrance, an arched opening at the end of a long tunnel that branched off from a series of small caves. The first through the opening was the shortest of the three. Her long, dark blond hair fell about her slim shoulders in gentle curls and her already large brown eyes were open wide and she didn’t blink. The second, just a bit taller, had golden blond hair and bright blue eyes set in an almost triangular face. Janelle Gaines, the taller of the two, held the left arm of the second, Alison Walston, guided her toward the altar, and stopped to Nora’s right as Nora rose to her feet.

“Now,” Ashgaroth said. “Do what you must.”

Nora turned and faced Alison as Janelle released her and took a step back.

Nora looked into Alison’s vacant eyes, knowing that her mind was being controlled by Ashgaroth, the first exhibition of his true power. Feeling confident and having prepared herself, Nora took control of the moment. She took a few seconds to look over Alison’s body and licked her lips. She’d never before had those types of urges concerning a woman, but the influence of Ashgaroth took over. It was what he wanted and it was what she would give him.

Nora slowly lifted her hands and placed them on either side of Alison’s face. As she expected, Alison didn’t react. She stood absolutely still as Nora leaned in, tilting her head to the right. Slowly, she leaned closer until their lips touched. Alison reacted at that moment, her lips parting slightly as their lips locked for a few seconds, just long enough for Nora to reach around and run her hands down Alison’s bare back. She’d never before indulged, though after several horrendous experiences with ridiculous men, she’d often considered a relationship, or at least a bit of sexual experimentation, with a woman. As the kiss continued and grew a bit more intense, Alison’s body began to relax and her hands slipped around Nora’s waist, matching Nora’s motions.

Finally, after not quite a minute, Alison pulled away from the embrace, her hands trailing along Nora’s damp flesh, and looked Nora in the eye.

“It’s time,” Alison said with a faint smile on her glistening lips. “Do what is required.”

Without a word, Nora slid her hands slowly around Alison’s waist and lifted them upward, pausing briefly to give her breasts a gentle squeeze. She relished the moment then slid her hands to Alison’s shoulders and down to her upper arms.

“Do it,” Alison said. “Do it now.”

With a determined and cold expression on her face, Nora slowly turned Alison around and pushed her gently backward toward the stone altar. Holding her arms tightly, Nora lowered Alison to the cold stone until she was lying flat with her arms at her sides and her legs spread. Nora leaned over her, stretching out until she was almost lying atop the relaxed woman. Bracing herself with her left hand, she reached to the side and her fingers closed around the hilt of the long knife she’d placed there earlier, before she’d started the fires and begun the ritual to summon Ashgaroth to the mortal plane. She lifted it and rose to her knees, legs spread wide to accommodate the body of Alison beneath her. 

She took the knife in both hands and raised it above her head. Her eyes grew dark and became almost solid black rimmed only with a minuscule circle of white. Janelle moved up beside them, standing to Nora’s left with an expression of lust on her face, eyes wide as they focused on the gleaming blade of the knife.

“Do it,” Janelle whispered. “It’s time.”

Nora seemed to ignore her, eyes focused on Alison’s slowly rising and falling chest, and took a deep breath of her own then plunged the knife downward. The blade struck perfectly between Alison’s breasts and penetrated to the hilt. Alison let out a single gasp, her mouth falling open as the pain of the blow spread through her. Nora held onto the knife and leaned slightly forward and watched as the expression of pain slowly faded to a smile. 

“It is done,” the voice of Ashgaroth filled the chamber. “You are now bound to each other and to me. I will guide you, through my connection with Alison, to those who will provide you with the necessary talents to finally bring my physical form to your plane. I will then reign over your world and you will be granted the greatest power.”

Alison sat up slowly and looked at Janelle then at Nora, “The two of you must remove the blade.”

With a nod, Nora placed a hand on the hilt of the knife. Janelle shifted closer and placed her right hand over Nora’s. With combined effort, they pulled the knife slowly from Alison’s chest. It left no mark, not a single drop of blood, and all three looked down at her perfectly smooth flesh. 

As Janelle’s hand fell away from the knife, Nora dropped it to the side, letting it clatter to the floor of the chamber.

Ashgaroth said, “Your quest begins miles from here with the first of your recruits. Once the group is assembled, you will find a leader of people and you will bring them all into the fold to become my army. Nora, you will lead as my general, spreading my influence throughout the world until I arrive to claim it as my own.”

Nora looked up, turning her head to the right and what she felt was the source of the voice, and said, “We will not fail,”

“You have no choice,” Ashgaroth replied harshly. “There is one who will oppose you, one with the power to defeat you. He will assemble his own forces, but they will not have the power I wield to support them. You must hurry and complete your mission before he can find you.”

Nora nodded, “We will succeed.”

Ashgaroth growled lowly then said, “If you do not, you will all be banished to this realm and reside with me for eternity. And it will not be pleasant. I will ensure that you suffer until time no longer exists.”

Nora nodded, a sudden fear flowing through her. She was not prepared to consider an eternity of suffering and torment.

Janelle shifted a little closer and placed a hand on Nora’s bare shoulder, “We won’t fail. Together, we can’t be stopped.”

Nora looked at her, feeling a brief surge of hope, and knew that Janelle was going to be the one to keep them focused and motivated.

“Thank you,” Nora said and turned toward her, leaning in and kissing her quickly. 

“It is time to begin,” Ashgaroth said. “My fate and your fates rest in your hands.”

Nora climbed off the altar as the fires began to die out. Once she was on her feet, Alison stood up and the three women stood in a tight group facing each other. They looked at each other for a moment then, without saying anything, turned and started toward the chamber’s entrance, linking arms as they walked away from the altar.
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PART TWO

THE NIGHTMARE BEGINS
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The dream began again, the nightmare, and it once again felt like the reality of the situation happening once again. It was more than a dream. It was a memory, possibly the worst experience of his life, and no matter how hard he tried to push it out of his mind and keep it from recurring, it resurfaced when he least expected it. Still, it was a harbinger of things to come and a small part of his mind, even while asleep, knew it was leading to the next step of his journey.

The incident had taken place during his senior year of high school, the last year with the friends he’d known practically his entire life, friends he would never see again. They hadn’t completed that year of school and neither had he, but he was the only one still alive.

It had been during spring break and his small circle of friends had chosen to spend the week camping, in a way, at a state park several miles from their home in Pine Ridge. They all knew it was going to be their final chance to spend much time together before graduation and, with their disparate plans for the future, it might have been the last time they were all together as a group.

Jake Stone was seen as the leader of the group and he really didn’t like the position. It had been given to him because he was the least frivolous and the most serious of them all. He was the tallest, standing more than four inches over six feet tall, and had an impressive build, though he did little to develop it. He didn’t understand it, but he didn’t complain about it. 

The week had been coming to an end, with only two days left before they had to return home and prepare for the final few weeks of school, including final exams, class projects, and the tedium of wrapping up the final bit of secondary education. Jake wasn’t worried. He wasn’t quite the most popular guy on campus, but he was far from an outsider or reject. His girlfriend, Kelly Danvers, often told him that he intimidated people with his looks, his physique, and his higher-than-average intelligence. He wouldn’t be the class valedictorian or salutatorian, but he was in the running for third in the class. Kelly was right there with him and it wouldn’t surprise him at all for her to take the third-highest honors in the class. Additionally, she was absolutely beautiful with long, dark brown hair, bright blue eyes, and a trim, almost athletic figure. He couldn’t imagine anyone more attractive, physically and personally, than her.

Two other couples had been with them. Allen McMorris, his best friend since before they’d been old enough to start school, was there with his girlfriend, the diminutive and brash Mandy Thomas. She was short, barely five feet tall, a full foot shorter than Allen. Jake thought she was cute, but not in the same league as Kelly. She did, however, have one asset that Jake knew was the reason Allen had initially pursued her. Mandy, while rather slim, had the largest breasts of any girl in school or the town. She liked showing them off and using them to her advantage, but they did nothing for Jake. He was dedicated to Kelly and nothing was going to change that.

The third couple, Pete Carpenter and Erica Williams, were the party couple. They liked to drink as much as they could as often as they could while smoking a little pot when they could get it. Pete was a little shorter, a little broader, and was the athlete of the group, a football player, but he didn’t put a great deal of effort into it. While others on the team had been offered college scholarships based on their abilities, Pete hadn’t been offered anything. Erica was a couple of inches taller than Mandy and was rail thin, but she was in great shape. She was a dancer and intended to pursue dancing as a college major and as a career.

On that day, as morning was drawing to a close and Jake started thinking about what they were going to do for lunch, everything changed. Mandy and Erica were in the water, not far from the edge of the lake less than thirty yards from where Pete had parked the massive RV he’d borrowed for the week. The two girls had been swimming for a while with the two guys sitting a few feet from the edge wearing only swim trunks as they slowly sipped beers taken from the old cooler between them. Kelly was in the RV changing clothes after a brief swim. Jake wasn’t much of a swimmer, preferring to spend his time relaxing and resting while thinking about the myriad challenges ahead for them before graduation.

As he looked toward the water, Mandy rose from the water and started for the shore, now exposed from the waist up, dragging the flimsy bikini top behind her in the water. As she stood up, both guys sat up straight and stared at her. After she took two steps, Erica rose from the water as well.

“That’s not fair,” Erica said. “Wait for me.”

That was the last thing any of them said.

As Mandy reached shore and stepped out of the water, the water behind her seemed to rise, a dark dome of water stretching the surface of the rather still lake. In a second, the water fell away from a pile of mud and debris: branches, twigs, leaves, and assorted trash. As Allen and Pete leaped to their feet and backed away from the water, urging Mandy and Erica to move faster, the pile of mud and debris began to shift and took on a roughly humanoid appearance, thick arms and legs formed, each larger in circumference than any of the trees around the lake. Each arm ended in thick fingers, as large as any tree branch. Then a sphere rose from the top, forming a head, and it moved forward revealing legs thicker than its arms.

Jake shot to his feet, his eyes wide and his mouth agape. Part of him wanted to run away while another part wanted to help his friends. The urges were in balanced conflict and he was frozen with indecision. After a second, he looked to his right, toward the RV, and he started toward it as he remembered that Kelly was still inside.

As he turned, he heard the first scream of pain and terror. His head snapped back toward the edge of the lake as the creature swung its massive right arm toward Erica. She’d already let out one scream, apparently drawing the creature’s attention, and it swung the arm like a hammer blow as Erica tried backing away. Pete, too drunk to react quickly, reached toward her with his left hand, but it was too late. The huge limb dropped onto Erica and she screamed again, but it was cut short as the mud knocked her to the ground and completely covered her. 

Jake shook his head as the others tried to run, but the creature was too massive and moved forward inexorably with huge strides. Jake watched for a second, long enough to see Allen trip over the cooler and fall face-first onto the ground and struggle to get up as Pete and Mandy shifted course, running along the edge of the lake in the direction of the RV. 

As Jake finally turned toward the RV, intent on getting to Kelly before the creature could reach the vehicle, another vehicle shot into view from the trees roughly fifty yards behind the parked RV. Jake stopped in his tracks as a dark brown pickup truck, an older model, shot toward him, directly toward him. He stopped, waiting to see where the truck was headed, but it didn’t stop and altered its course slightly, directly toward him.

Another scream came from his left, a more masculine scream and he looked over quickly as the creature lifted its arm again, revealing the inert body of Pete with the crushed remains of the cooler just behind him. 

The truck skidded to a stop, turning almost completely around, as the creature launched itself into the air and landed atop both Allen and Mandy, crushing them. 

“No,” Jake practically wailed as the creature continued forward, toward the RV.

“Get in the damn truck, Jake,” a familiar voice called out.

Jake looked over and saw the driver of the truck was his uncle, David Stone. His long, salt-and-pepper hair hung in loose strands around his narrow face with a few caught in the stubble of his matching beard.

“Now, Jake,” he continued, his voice sharp and demanding. “Let’s go.”

Jake pointed toward the RV, “I have to get Kelly.”

David shook his head, “You’ll never make it. Your best bet is to get in this truck and get out of here. This thing is after you.”

Again caught with indecision, Jake stood there for a pair of rapid breaths, not knowing what his uncle meant, and the side door of the RV swung open. Kelly rushed out, her hair still wet from her brief swim, but she was dressed in shorts and a tank top, ready to relax in the sun. 

She looked at Jack, frowning, and started to ask something, but she never managed to speak. The creature leaped again and landed atop the RV, easily crushing the front end as its right arm swung out and struck Kelly with enough force to send her flying more than a hundred feet away. 

“Now, Jake,” David growled. “We have to go.”

With no other choice, Jake quickly climbed into the truck and David hit the accelerator. The truck shot forward, skidding on the loose dirt of the path leading from the lake to the narrow roadway of the state park.

As the truck sped away, David Stone explained to Jake that his father was dead and revealed the truth about him and his real occupation as they sped toward Jake’s home.

His life hadn’t been the same since he’d learned the truth and the details about his father.

The dream ended and segued as he’d expected into a dreaming vision, the one that would lead him to the next step of his seemingly unending journey. It had been ten years since he’d left the lake and the bodies of his friends behind and almost as long since he’d first learned the nature of what he was to do and what he was.

It was no longer a dream or a memory. It was a dreaming vision, one that happened quite frequently. He’d first thought it was a dream or a delusion, but his uncle, though not quite fully prepared to train him completely, had explained that he was visiting the spirit plane, where he would have contact with his spirit guide to lead him along his path. It had taken him a while to understand what was happening, especially since his spirit guide was his father. Though he’d died months earlier, his spirit remained because of his destiny and his life’s mission. 

John Stone, his spirit, had explained to Jake that he was known as the Wanderer, a person descended from a line of Native Americans, from the original tribe that had birthed all the other tribes known to history. Though the name might not have been accurate, the Council of Elders claimed to be descendants of the Anasazi, the unknown progenitors of the North American people, and funded the mission. With the death of his father, Jake had inherited both his mission and his abilities. With the help of his uncle, Jake had learned a great deal about the role of the Wanderer. He’d claimed the title, but he felt more like it had been forced upon him.  Still, he continued the mission to oppose the force of evil in the world. In the ten years since he’d left his home in Pine Ridge, he’d experienced a large number of situations from evil spirits and demonic possession to vampires and werewolves. He’d never known such things actually existed, but he’d learned.

As the recurring dream ended, Jake opened his mind’s eye to find himself on a plane of pure white, what his father called the “waiting room,” a place where Jake’s spirit could visit and would not go beyond until his life was ended and his mission was over.

Seated across from him, dressed in pure white as well, was his father, sitting cross-legged on the brilliant white surface.

There was no greeting as had happened in previous visions. His father, face set grimly, simply nodded and said, “Jake, it’s time for you to move forward. Something drastic is beginning and you aren’t strong enough on your own to handle it. Complete information isn’t available to me. A demon named Ashgaroth is attempting to invade the mortal plane and his power is causing some sort of distortion. I can’t tell you exactly where to find those who are assisting him, but I can tell you where to go and find those who will help you find these people and stop this demon.”

Jake nodded slowly, “What happens if I fail?”

John’s eyes narrowed, “If you fail, the world will die. Ashgaroth is one of the hidden demons. Not much is known about him, but he is powerful and will take control of the entire world then open the gates of Hell and allow every demon there to relocate here. It will literally become Hell on Earth.”

Jake continued to nod, his eyes narrowing in deep thought as he assimilated the details. He finally took a deep breath, looked up, and asked, “Where do I begin?”

John nodded, “You are strong, Jake, stronger than I ever imagined, possibly stronger than I ever was. I am proud of you and I have faith in you.”

“Thank you,” Jake said. “How, where do I need to go?”

John sat up straight and said, “You will gather those that can help you. I can only tell you of the first, but she will guide you to the next.”

“Her?” Jake asked. “Where is she?”

“Another small town in Mississippi,” John said. “It’s called Picayune and it’s on the other side of the state from Pine Ridge. You’ll find her at a restaurant. Your visions will lead you to her once you’re on the path. When you wake, get started. From where you are now, it’ll take you a couple of days to get there, but you’ll know how to find her and you’ll have to protect her before she will agree to join you.”

Jake frowned, “How do I do that?”

John shook his head, “I don’t know how. I just know that you must. You’re smart, Jake. You’ll figure it out.”

“I’ll do my best,” Jake replied, trying to sound confident.

“I know you will,” John said, his voice fading out as his image vanished along with the white landscape.

Jake then woke with a start and sat up in the small tent he typically slept in when not close enough to a town to find a hotel. He looked around in the dark tent, barely able to make out the details of the few things inside the tent with him, then slid out of his sleeping bag and began preparing to leave.
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PART THREE

GHOST OF A CHANCE
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Returning home at the end of a long, demanding day at the salon, Lora Coler was ready to relax and rest, maybe go to bed early, but there was too much to do. She’d just moved into the new house the previous weekend, three days earlier, and very little unpacking and organizing had been done. It was later than she’d expected, but there’d been so many clients that day and one of her stylists had been out sick, creating a greater workload for the other three available. Lora had handled most of the overflow herself, barely taking a break for lunch, and she was starving when she entered her new home.

There wasn’t much food in the house, but she would find something, at least enough to satisfy her until breakfast. First, though, she needed to relax a little a get rid of the stress that built up through the day. She wanted to take a long, luxurious bath, but she didn’t have time and knew she’d most likely fall asleep in the hot water, waking up in cold water with her fingers and toes wrinkled. She hated that and opted for a shower instead. 

She sat on the small sofa in the living room for a few minutes, staring at the blank TV across from her. She’d ordered cable, but it hadn’t yet been installed and her old DVD player was still packed away somewhere. She liked the silence of the late evening and was thankful for quiet neighbors. Finally, she convinced herself to get up and take a shower.

Her OCD started getting in the way. It wasn’t so bad that she found it difficult to function normally, but she had to plan every step she took and would follow her own rules. There were certain things she could and couldn’t do when taking a shower. She couldn’t bring herself to take a change of clothing, or any clothing, into the bathroom. In her previous residence, the bathroom had been adjacent to her bedroom. That wasn’t the case in her new location. The bathroom was at the other end of the old house’s main hallway, running from the living room to the back door past the kitchen and was in clear view of the front door, which was half glass that she hadn’t yet covered with a curtain as she’d planned. But there was nothing she could do about it.

She entered the bedroom and found her clothing for the night, a clean pair of panties and a long t-shirt. She placed them on the end of her large bed then began disrobing. She’d never been one to expose herself in public, but she doubted anyone would be standing at her door looking in the small window waiting for her to walk down the hall naked. Still feeling a little anxious about being so fully exposed in her new home, she shivered slightly as she left the bedroom and walked quickly down the hall to the bathroom. 

To feel more secure, she closed and locked the door before starting the water flowing in the spacious shower, one thing she loved about the house. There was a large bathtub to the left of the door and twin sinks against the wall to the right beside the toilet that sat between the sinks and the linen closet just inside the door, but it was the massive shower at the back of the room that intrigued her and had already fallen in love with. It had a tall, sliding glass door with only a slightly raised lip across the front with a drain at the center of the amber tile of the floor. There were four shower heads, one on each wall, that were capable of all running at the same time. The water pressure was enough that she could turn them all on and stand at the center of the square space and feel the powerful stream from four angles, washing over her body evenly. 

While the water warmed to the temperature she desired, she pulled a towel and washcloth from the linen closet and hung the towel on a small plastic hook beside the shower door. As steam began to fill the chamber, Lora nodded and smiled warmly as she slid the door open and stepped inside, rewarded with a blast of steam over her soft skin. She moved to the far wall and placed the now-damp cloth on a small rod attached to the wall just below a small recessed area roughly the size of a standard sheet of paper that held her soap and shampoo. She took the bar of soap, moved back to the center, and began slowly and methodically cleaning her body.

As the water coursed over her and the soap slid easily over her skin, her mind began to drift and she strangely thought about the last time she’d had sex in a shower. It had been more than five years earlier and it had been in a rather sleazy hotel bathroom with the man she’d thought was going to marry her. She’d been deeply in love with him despite their differing personalities and outlooks, but she’d accepted him for what he was and he’d been trying to change her. It hadn’t happened and he’d walked away just a couple of weeks after the shower incident. 

Shaking her head, she forced the memory from her mind and tried to relax, letting the hot water flush away all the bad memories and the stress of everything that had been taking place since her big move. Once she finished lathering and rinsing her body, she replaced the soap and stood at the center of the stall and closed her eyes, tilting her head back slightly to let the water just wash away everything troubling her. 

After several moments of letting her mind drift, thinking about her life and current situation, she took a deep breath and completed the process, shampooing and rinsing her hair twice as the instructions on the shampoo bottle indicated. Then, as much as she hated to do it, she shut off the water and opened the stall door, clouded with a white mist of condensation. She reached out and pulled the towel from its hook then carefully dried herself off before leaving the stall and drying the soles of her feet on the mat outside the stall. 

She turned to the sinks and the wide mirror above it, reaching forward with the towel to wipe away enough condensation to see clearly as she combed her hair with the black comb she kept between the left-hand sink and the wall. With her hair as short as it was, she only ran the comb through a couple of times before it was good enough to make it through the night.

Satisfied that she was done with the process, she unlocked the door and walked casually back to her bedroom. It didn’t dawn on her until she’d entered the bedroom that she’d felt no anxiety at all as she’d walked along the hallway naked. She didn’t even look at the front door to see if anyone was actually watching her. She frowned and shook her head, confused as to why she was no longer concerned about being seen without clothing. She felt comfortable in her own skin for the first time in a couple of years, since the end of that terrible relationship with Jerry Myers.

In a way, she hoped he would be the one standing at the door staring in the window to look at what he’d missed since their break-up. She wanted him to see her, but she wasn’t quite ready for anyone else. Instead of dressing in the panties and t-shirt as she’d planned, she went to the closet beside the head of the bed and pulled out her soft, pink bathrobe. She pulled it on and wrapped it around herself, but she didn’t tie the belt and left it dangling from its loop at the back. 

Feeling comfortable and relaxed, she left the bedroom and entered the living room once again. With no TV or radio, the silence was almost overwhelming and the only thing she had to entertain herself with was a book. It was a rather graphic horror novel, but the author was a friend, someone she’d met on social media through mutual friends, and they’d grown a bit closer during the year or so they’d been connected and communicating. Some of the scenes, either full of violence and gore or explicitly descriptive sexual activity, made her blush and hope no one saw her being excited by any of it, but the story itself was intriguing and she’d already finished four of his books. She was on the fifth and would finish it soon enough.

She sat on the sofa, picked up the book from the coffee table in front of her, opened it to the spot held by a cardboard bookmark, and began reading.

Within moments, she was once again caught up in the author’s world of vampires, werewolves, and supernatural forces. She loved it and found herself immersed in the story as if she were participating in it. Then, as she settled onto the sofa, pulling her bare feet up and tucking them beneath her, she felt a strange chill in the air. It seemed to flow over her, sliding smoothly beneath the edges of her robe, and sent a shiver through her. She frowned and the sudden cold air pulled her focus away from the book. She looked around the room, making sure she hadn’t accidentally turned on the living room’s window unit air conditioner when she’d entered. It was early fall, but the Mississippi air hadn’t yet reached the point where the nights were too cold and the days were no longer quite as hot. It was the perfect time of year for her to relax and keep her electric bill down by not using the air or heater.

Her frown deepened as she looked to her left, toward the door leading to the kitchen beside the fireplace, dormant and dark, and saw what looked like a faint glow beside it, almost like a wisp of fog. Her first thought was that there was an opening somewhere in the house that had allowed a bit of fog to enter, but it wasn’t a foggy night and it made no sense.

It began to move and to grow, seeming to swirl a bit and move toward her. Sudden fear filled her and she drew her legs closer to her and dropped the book to pull the lapels of the robe closer, to cover the bit of flesh that had become exposed. She curled into a ball, but her eyes remained focused on the patch of fog as she trembled slightly.

As she watched, the fog moved slowly closer, grew larger, and began to take shape. As it drew within several feet of the sofa, it flowed into the shape of a naked woman. It was still comprised of shifting fog, but there was a definite form and it was that of a naked woman with a body Lora was glad she didn’t possess. With large breasts and a narrow waist, she was the ideal form for every guy she’d ever known. Her hair was long, falling past her shoulders and her face remained almost featureless. Her feet seemed to hover an inch or so above the hardwood floor and her hands were held out at her sides, almost in supplication.

Lora’s trembling grew more intense and she tried to press herself back as far as the fairly giving surface of the sofa’s arm and back would allow.

“Don’t be afraid,” the sibilant voice of the apparition said. “I wish you no harm. I want your help.”

Her voice trembling and stuttering, Lora asked weakly, “How can I help you? I don’t know anything.”

“I shall tell you my story,” she said. “My name was Melanie Drake and I lived in this house long ago, before you were born. I conducted business in this house and it was business that killed me in the bedroom you now occupy.”

Lora gasped, “You died in that room?”

The ghostly image floated a few inches closer and she said, “I was murdered in that room. My killer was caught and executed, but I remain trapped in this place. You are the first to reside here with the right personality to allow me to make contact.”
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