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			This one’s for you. 

			Whether you’re new to my fiction or you’ve 

			been reading my stuff for a while now, know that 

			I’m grateful for each and every one of you. 

			Except that bastard Jerry. 

			He knows what he did.

		

	
		
			*

			From dust we came, to dust we returned, and from dust we rise again.

			The Monad

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			In Echo Springs, it started with Eddie Herrera. 

			Eddie worked third shift at Steiner Tire and Rubber. STR, as the town’s residents referred to it, was the largest employer in Echo Springs, and had been since the 1950s. The company had been downsizing some in recent years, and Eddie – who was on the wrong side of forty – was grateful he still had a job. A lot of his coworkers had been laid off, and he kept wondering when his time would come. He had a family to support, and the thought of losing his job made him feel sick. So he did his damnedest not to think about it.

			He was always exhausted by the time he got home in the morning, but despite how much he wanted to, he didn’t fall into bed right away. He and Anna had two boys, ages six and eight, and he liked to see them off to school in the mornings. He often made breakfast for everyone, and today it had been waffles. Once the boys were on the bus and headed to school, Anna had taken his hand and led him to the bedroom. He was never too tired to spend time with his love. An hour later, Anna got dressed, gave him a quick kiss goodbye, and headed off to do the week’s grocery shopping, while he hit the shower. He liked to wash the night’s work off him before he slept, and standing under the water relaxed him, got him ready for sleep.

			As he stepped under the warm-almost-hot spray, he sighed in contentment. His balls ached pleasantly, and he was sorry Anna had gone. It would’ve been nice to go for round two. Maybe if he was still awake when she got home….

			Smiling, he squeezed body wash onto his hands and began rubbing it on his skin and hair. He still marveled that he was capable of enjoying water like this. For a large part of his life, he’d loathed water and had wanted as little to do with it as possible. But thanks to Anna’s love, support, and understanding – not to mention a significant amount of therapy – not only could he tolerate being in water, he actually liked it. It was practically a goddamned miracle. In fact, he liked standing in the shower and feeling the warm spray caress his body so much that he often lost track of time and would remain in the shower until the water started to grow cold. He knew it was a waste of money – water wasn’t free, after all – but he couldn’t help himself. It just felt so damn good.

			As he began scrubbing his hair, he started singing Queen’s ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. He was an admittedly terrible singer, but he was alone in the house right now, so he could belt out tunes at whatever volume he wanted, without either Anna or the boys saying he sounded like a dying dog. After a couple lines, he noticed something smelled strange, and he broke off his song. He inhaled deeply through his nose and detected the fruit-mixed-with-menthol odor of his body wash. But there was a second smell beneath that, a rank scent of dead fish and rotting vegetation that he hadn’t smelled for almost thirty years, but which he instantly recognized. His bowels turned to ice, his pulse galloped, and his stomach gave a queasy lurch, as if it were going to eject the waffles he’d eaten. It was a struggle, but he managed to keep his food down.

			God, that smell….

			Lake water. And not just any lake: White Stone Lake.

			He had to get out of here – now. He didn’t bother turning the water off, didn’t even consider doing so. All he wanted was to get away from this horrible stench, grab a towel, and rub his skin raw until he got the stink off him. But the shower door wouldn’t budge. It was a simple door – two overlapping panes of clear glass that ran along a metal track, the same as millions of others. It had no lock. Who the hell would need to lock themselves inside a shower? But no matter how hard he pulled, he couldn’t move either pane, couldn’t even make the glass shake. It was like the bottoms of the panes were embedded in concrete. While he fought with the door, the rancid lake water smell grew stronger, and the spray coming from the showerhead began to grow cold, the water turning thick and brackish. He heard a voice then, the words distorted and wavery, as if the speaker were underwater.

			Hey, Eddie. Miss me?

			The water was ice-cold now, but the chill that gripped Eddie’s heart upon hearing his brother’s voice was far colder. A memory came to him unbidden: a small boat in the middle of a large lake, a man sitting at the stern, fishing rod resting easily in his hands, his gaze fixed on the red tip of the bobber twenty feet away. Two young boys were also in the boat, one sitting in the middle, the other at the bow. They both had simple cane poles, and their bobbers floated only ten feet from the boat, if that. 

			Eddie – who at seven was the older brother by four years – hated sitting in the middle. He should be at the bow, not Randy. It was a much more awesome place to sit, and as the oldest, it should’ve been his place by right. But before they’d left the dock, Randy had whined and begged until Dad let him sit at the bow. As bad as giving up the bow seat was, being forced to fish with a cane pole was worse. He was big enough to use a rod and reel, but on shore Dad had taken him aside and explained that Randy wasn’t old enough to use anything but a cane pole, and a small one at that.

			He’s not strong enough yet, not coordinated.

			Eddie hadn’t seen what any of this had to do with him, but then his father had added, Randy will be jealous of you if you get to use a rod-and-reel and he doesn’t. So I need you to use a cane pole too.

			Eddie had protested that he’d been allowed to use a rod-and-reel the last time he’d gone fishing with his dad.

			It was just the two of us then, Dad had said. Now Randy is with us, and I need you to step up and be a good big brother. Can you do that for me?

			Randy had wanted to ask Dad why he wasn’t going to use a cane pole too. Wouldn’t Randy get jealous of him as well? But he knew better than to backtalk his father. The man was kind and gentle – until you showed him any disrespect. Then he got mad. Really mad. So Eddie had nodded, reluctantly, and Dad had smiled and put one of his big hands on Eddie’s shoulder.

			Good boy.

			The boys both wore puffy orange lifejackets, but their father didn’t. I’m a strong swimmer, he’d explained. Eddie thought he was a good swimmer too, so why did he need a lifejacket? But he didn’t argue that point either.

			They’d been out on the water for what seemed like hours, and none of them had caught anything. Even more irritating, Randy kept casting his line too hard, and the worm – which Eddie had to slide onto the hook for him – would fly off every time. Whenever Randy pulled in his line to check the hook, which was often, Eddie had to bait it again. Randy also had a habit of humming tunelessly as he watched his bobber rising up and down with the motion of the water, and the sound was driving Eddie crazy. If Dad hadn’t been there, he would’ve shouted for Randy to shut the hell up – and he would definitely say hell to underscore how angry he was. But all he could do now was glare at his little brother and grind his teeth. He was so irritated at his brother that when he noticed Randy fiddling with the buckles on his lifejacket, he didn’t say anything about it, although as a good big brother, he knew he should have. But right then he didn’t care if the little jerk fell into the water, sank, and never came back up. Eddie’s life had been so much less complicated, so much better, before Randy’s arrival.

			So Eddie did his best to ignore his brother, and he didn’t know anything was wrong until he felt the boat rock and heard a splash. Maybe Randy had gotten bored, tried to look over the side of the boat to see if he could spot any fish, and fell in. Or maybe he’d gotten a bite – or thought he had – stood up to try to pull his line in, lost his balance, and fell overboard. Whichever was the case, Randy was no longer seated in the bow. His cane pole floated on the lake’s surface, and an instant later it was joined by Randy’s lifejacket. Randy had messed with the buckles and straps so much that the jacket had slipped off of him in the water.

			Eddie had heard that drowning people always rose to the surface three times before sinking for good, but Randy didn’t come up even once. Dad jumped into the water immediately after Randy went overboard, and dove downward, searching for his younger son, but it was no use. Eddie’s brother was gone. Later, a rescue crew would drag that part of the lake and recover Randy’s body, so at least his family could bury him, but it wouldn’t be much comfort.

			Neither of Eddie’s parents blamed him for Randy’s death. At least, they never said so out loud. But Eddie had blamed himself, and although as the years passed he’d come to understand that what had happened had been a terrible accident and there was nothing he could’ve done to prevent it, he still blamed himself deep down. It was why he’d made sure the boys had started swimming lessons early on – so they wouldn’t end up like poor Randy. Sometimes his guilt manifested in his dreams, and he’d be the one who fell into the lake and drowned instead of his brother, and as he sank down in the cold, dark depths, he’d hear – from a great distance – Randy laughing.

			After that day, he’d never gone out onto the water in a boat again, had never gone swimming. When he took his boys to the pool, he always made sure to stay several feet from the edge. It was as if he feared that if he got too close, the water might surge forth, grab hold of him, and pull him in and drag him down and hold him under until he died the same way Randy had.

			The brackish water blasting from the showerhead grew even colder, and the shock of it brought Eddie back to the present. Water pooled around his feet, the level rising fast, and he realized that the drain was clogged. He shouted for Anna, even though he knew she probably wasn’t home yet, and when she didn’t answer, he began pounding on the shower door with his fists. He knew that if he managed to break the glass, there was a good chance he’d be seriously cut, but right then he didn’t care. He was in the grip of full-blown panic, and his body reacted on its own. He slammed his fists against the glass over and over, continually shouting Anna’s name, his voice eventually devolving into wordless cries of despair. The shower door shook under the impact of his blows, but the glass didn’t so much as crack. The water level in the shower had risen to his ankles by now, and frigid water continued blasting from the showerhead in an arctic torrent. His body shivered uncontrollably and his teeth chattered, and he wondered if the cold would kill him before the water rose high enough to drown him. He hoped it would. Any death would be better than drowning.

			Drowning’s not so bad. Let me show you.

			A pair of small hands gripped Eddie’s ankles and with surprising strength yanked him downward. The shower floor seemed to melt away to nothing, and Eddie found himself descending into cold darkness. He gasped reflexively as he went down and drew water into his lungs. He coughed, inhaled, coughed again, took in more water. His lungs burned, became heavy, and his panic gave way to animalistic terror. He hadn’t gone swimming since Randy’s death, but his body remembered how, and it thrashed in the water, trying desperately to push itself toward air. But those small hands – a boy’s hands, Randy’s hands – were clamped tight around his ankles, and it was as if a great weight was dragging him downward, one so heavy that he could not fight it. Water roared in his ears, but despite this, he had no trouble hearing his brother’s voice, the sound that of a boy, the words eerily adult.

			 Try to relax. Even if I let you go, it wouldn’t matter. There’s no surface here. No bottom, either. Just water in all directions, extending outward forever and ever. Once you get used to it, it’s really quite peaceful.

			Eddie couldn’t make a sound. His mouth, throat, and lungs were filled with water, but he spoke to Randy in his mind.

			Don’t do this. Please! I have a wife and two sons….

			He’d been descending deeper the entire time, but now he picked up speed, as if Randy was pulling him faster, eager to take him as far into the inky blackness as possible before he died.

			I’m sorry, Eddie. But this is the way it has to be. Your time has come. Everybody’s has. And there’s nothing you or anyone else can do about it.

			A pause, and then—  

			Who am I kidding? I’m not sorry. I fucking love this! You’re just getting what you deserve, brother. And so will everyone else.

			Eddie’s lungs spasmed as they attempted vainly to draw in one final breath of air, and then they grew still. A darkness came for him then, one that was blacker than the water that surrounded him, the water that had become his entire universe. This darkness filled him, swept him away, and he was gone. And in his last seconds, did he feel some small measure of relief that it was over, that he’d finally repaid a debt to his brother that was long overdue?

			Maybe.

			* * *

			When Anna came home, she carried in plastic bags filled with groceries, placed them on a kitchen counter, and began putting items away in cupboards and the refrigerator. She was surprised to hear the muffled sound of the running shower drifting down the hall from the master bedroom. Eddie didn’t usually take showers this long. His back muscles must’ve really gotten jacked up at work last night, and he wanted to spend as much time as possible beneath the hot spray to ease the soreness. He was increasingly having trouble with his back as he got older, and although she’d gently urged – not nagged – him to see a doctor about it, he’d ignored her advice. She supposed she would have to be a bit more forceful, maybe even make an appointment for him and drag his ass there if she had to.

			When the groceries were all put away, she headed to their bedroom. She went inside and decided that it might be a good idea to give Eddie a spoonful of sugar before she started in on his needing to see a doctor about his back. They’d already made love once this morning, but tired as Eddie might be, she knew he wouldn’t turn down a repeat performance. She stepped out of her clothes and padded barefoot to the master bathroom. She opened the door, expecting to be met with a wave of hot air, but instead she shivered. It was goddamned cold in here! What the hell?

			Eddie lay on the shower floor, curled into a fetal position, shower spray blasting his unmoving body, and even before she threw open the door, she knew her husband was dead.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The baby was crying, Mari was sure of it. The only problem was, there was no baby.

			She stood at the kitchen stove cooking eggs in a pan – over easy, just the way her husband liked them – body frozen, listening. Eggs sizzled and popped, the stove fan whirred, Lewis opened and closed the fridge as he got creamer out for his coffee. And above all of this, the soft, mournful wail of a baby, upset that it was alone and not understanding why.

			Not real, she told herself. Not. Real.

			She took hold of a plastic spatula with a shaky hand, flipped the eggs, put the spatula back down on the counter. She reached up and switched the stove fan to high, hoping to block out the sound that didn’t exist. It didn’t help. The baby continued crying, even louder now as if it knew what she was doing and refused to be blocked out.

			Not it.

			Noelle.

			Soft lips brushed the back of Mari’s neck, and she spun around to see who it was. Lewis, mug in hand, stepped back, expression a mix of amusement and apology.

			“Sorry, babe. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

			Of course he didn’t, but that didn’t stop her snapping at him.

			“Give a girl a warning next time.”

			“I said I was sorry.”

			She scrutinized her husband’s face, searching for any sign that he heard the baby crying. She saw none, but maybe he was doing his best to ignore it, like she was. The only way to know for certain would be to ask, but if she did that and he didn’t hear the baby, he’d think something was wrong with her, that she might need her medication adjusted, should return to therapy. She didn’t want to deal with that right now, didn’t want to face the possibility that she was losing it again, so she said nothing about the baby. 

			“The eggs will be done in a minute. Go sit at the table and I’ll bring them to you.”

			Lewis was a tall Black man in his forties, stocky, with a round face and mustache. He wasn’t what most people would call handsome, but she thought he was good looking in a big teddy-bear kind of way. He was dressed for work in a black polo shirt with the Car-Care logo stitched on the left side and jeans. He wore only white socks on his feet, though. His heavy work boots, stained with motor oil, were waiting for him in the garage. Mari wouldn’t let him bring the filthy things into her house.

			Lewis left the kitchen and entered the dining room. He liked to read the news on his phone and sip his coffee in the morning. Mari was a substitute elementary school teacher, and on the days she was called in to work, she left much earlier than Lewis, whose business didn’t open until 10:00 a.m. He often skipped breakfast on those days, which was why, when the school didn’t need her, she always made sure to make him a little something – eggs or pancakes – in the morning before he left. She wasn’t a big breakfast eater, but she would usually have a little of whatever she served Lewis. One egg, a single pancake, and sometimes she wouldn’t finish that. But she liked sitting with him at the table, sipping her own coffee, and watching him eat.

			Today, however, she didn’t intend to sit with him. The baby’s cries had grown louder, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to hide her distress from Lewis. If he thought something was wrong, he’d insist on her calling the doctor. She’d refuse – she was goddamned sick to death of doctors – and they’d end up in a shouting match and the morning would be ruined.

			So when the eggs were finished, she slid them onto a plate, sprinkled a bit of salt and pepper on them, got a fork from the utensil drawer, and carried Lewis’s breakfast into the dining room. She set it on the table before him and gave him a quick kiss on the side of the head. He had the Associated Press website on his phone. He liked the AP because it presented news in an absolutely neutral way. I don’t like being told what to think, he’d say when explaining his choice of news outlet to people. And when he was reading, he became so absorbed that he barely noticed the world around him. When she left the room after serving him his eggs, he said nothing. If he noticed her go, he likely figured she was returning to the kitchen to get her own breakfast or maybe heading to the bathroom or something. He wouldn’t notice if she didn’t return right away, and even if he did, he would think nothing of it. He certainly wouldn’t come looking for her. She hoped.

			Mari was a Black woman in her late thirties – a few years younger than Lewis. A small woman, short and petite, and her long straight hair hung to the middle of her back. She was nearsighted, but while she had contacts, she hated wearing them, didn’t like the thought of something artificial touching her eyes, so she wore her glasses much of the time. Besides, the glasses made her look more like a teacher. Although she hadn’t been called to sub today, she’d dressed for work just in case. She had on a light blue sweater over a sleeveless black top, black slacks, and flats. No jewelry except for her wedding ring. She tended not to wear any around the house. She didn’t see the point.

			She passed through the kitchen. Normally she would’ve turned off the stove fan, but she let it keep running. She wanted its noise to mask any sounds she might make.

			She and Lewis lived in a small ranch house in an upper middle-class neighborhood on the east side of Echo Springs, north of the river. They could’ve afforded a larger house, but this was enough for the two of them right now. They’d planned on moving to a bigger place once the baby—

			She stopped that thought in its tracks. Whenever she thought about Noelle she cried, and if she started now, Lewis would be sure to realize something was wrong. She needed to keep her shit together, at least until he left for work. After that, she could cry all she wanted, all fucking day if she felt like it. It wouldn’t be the first time.

			She moved out of the kitchen and into the hallway that led to the bedrooms. The baby’s (Noelle’s) cries were louder now, and Mari’s pulse thrummed hummingbird-fast in her throat. She felt disoriented, disconnected, as if she’d somehow stepped out of the physical world and into a dream. Her stomach roiled and she was glad she hadn’t eaten anything yet and hadn’t had her first cup of coffee, else it would’ve all come up now.

			She passed the hall bathroom, her footfalls soundless on the thin carpeting. There were two bedrooms at the end of the hall, opposite one another. One was hers and Lewis’s. The other….

			Mari and Lewis had been married five years before deciding to start a family. She’d always found that phrase strange. Weren’t a husband and wife already a family, albeit a small one? She’d shared this thought with Lewis once, and he’d grinned. It’s more socially acceptable than saying ‘get knocked up’.

			A paragon of class, her man.

			They stopped using birth control, but otherwise made no change in their sex life. Mari had read a number of articles that advised avoiding stress when trying to conceive. And working too hard at it – while fun – often proved stressful for a couple, especially if they didn’t conceive right away. Still, Mari was hopeful, and she resigned her full-time teaching job at Echo Springs Elementary and started subbing to make it easier for her to stop working altogether when the baby came. Maybe more than one. Twins ran on her mother’s side of the family.

			A year went by, then two. Mari changed her mind about not focusing too much on trying to have a baby. She decided the problem was they weren’t focusing hard enough. She visualized a child growing inside her, kept a journal in which she wrote to her baby, charted her most fertile days and only had sex with Lewis then. She talked him into getting the second bedroom – which up to that point they’d used as a home office – ready for a baby. They bought and assembled a crib, put in a changing table, laid in supplies of diapers, wet wipes, baby power, cream for a sore bottom, and stuffed animals. Lots of stuffed animals. They painted the walls ocean blue and then painted sea creatures – fish, squid, lobsters, sharks, whales, all happy and smiling.

			Still no baby.

			They visited a fertility doctor to make sure their respective equipment was in working order, which it was.

			Sometimes it just goes like this, the doctor had said. I know it’s hard to keep being patient, but that’s really the best advice I can give you. Often, once a couple has come to see me, they relax and end up becoming pregnant before I can treat them any further. He’d smiled kindly. Let’s hope that happens with you.

			And it did.

			Less than two weeks after seeing the specialist, Mari missed her period. She bought a home pregnancy test, peed on a plastic strip, and it confirmed she was pregnant. She’d been elated, as had Lewis, and they grew more excited every day after that. Mari had wanted desperately to tell all their friends and family the good news, but her obstetrician advised them to wait a few months.

			Just in case, she’d said.

			Logically, Mari had understood this precaution, but emotionally she hated it. She didn’t believe in planning for failure, even as a contingency. She believed in remaining positive, that negative thinking produced a negative outcome. Still, she did as the doctor suggested, and a couple months later, when she found herself sitting on a toilet bowl filled with blood, she was glad she had.

			That had been seven months ago, and she’d only recently started to feel something like her previous self. Her doctor said miscarriages weren’t uncommon, that they were the body’s way of dealing with a nonviable pregnancy before things got too far along. She hated that word. Nonviable. As if what she’d lost had been nothing more than a seed that had failed to take root. What she’d lost had been a child, goddamn it. And although the tissue her body had ejected was never examined by a doctor, she knew it would’ve continued growing into a beautiful little girl called Noelle, named after Mari’s grandmother. She grieved her daughter’s loss as intensely as if she’d been born, and that was something Lewis couldn’t understand. He was sad, sure, but he was far from devastated. He hadn’t fallen into a deep, dark, suicidal depression. He hadn’t needed anti-depressants and anti-anxiety meds. He hadn’t needed to see a psychiatrist. He loved her, she had no doubt about that, and she couldn’t have made it through these last few months without his support. Even so, she was still ultimately alone in her grief. How could it be otherwise? It was her body that had failed to provide a safe place for their daughter to grow, not his.

			Lewis had wanted to try again, but if she wasn’t willing to, for whatever reason, he was happy to adopt instead. He’d been adopted, and he was perfectly comfortable with their going this route. Mari had no objection to adopting, but regardless of which path they chose, she wasn’t ready to let go of Noelle, not yet. Lewis said he understood, and while she very much doubted that, she was grateful for his patience.

			But as hard as the last several months had been, she’d never experienced hallucinations like this. She’d had nightmares, sure, a shit-ton, but that was all. This sound, though, this wailing despair…. It was so real.

			When she reached the baby’s room – for that’s how she still thought of it – she paused. In the first weeks after the miscarriage, she’d come here often. She’d go inside, sit in the rocking chair they’d bought at an antique store, one she’d imagined nursing Noelle in and holding her gently while she slept afterward. She’d rock slowly and gaze at the crib, empty now and empty forevermore. Sometimes she’d do this for hours, even coming here in the middle of the night when she couldn’t sleep. Her psychiatrist had urged her to stay out of Noelle’s room, said that by spending time there she was wallowing in her grief instead of working to come to terms with it. She’d taken the doctor’s advice – reluctantly – and she hadn’t entered Noelle’s room since. If she went inside now, would she be taking a giant step backward in her recovery? Would it be better for her to turn around, go back to the dining room, and tell Lewis what she was experiencing? Maybe her psychiatrist could fit her in for an emergency session, during which she’d tell Mari that she was going to be fine, that an occasional hallucination was nothing to worry about, that she only needed a slight adjustment to her meds. Then again, the doctor might just as easily decide Mari needed to spend some quality time in a hospital psych ward. Regardless of what sort of treatment her psychiatrist would prescribe, Mari had to know what was behind this door. She had to see for herself what, if anything, was making this noise.

			She reached out and took hold of the doorknob. When her fingers closed around the metal – which felt far colder than she’d expected – the wailing stopped. It didn’t dribble away to muffled sobs and hitching breaths. It cut out all at once, as if a switch had been thrown. Maybe the sound had only been in her head, and now that she was ready to confront the hallucination, it had dissipated like morning mist burned away by the first rays of the rising sun.

			No, she thought. Noelle stopped crying because she knows I’m here…knows Mommy’s here.

			She opened the door, stepped inside, and slowly, softly, closed it behind her.

			Although she knew what waited for her within, had sensed it with a mother’s instinct, she still gasped when she saw that the cradle was no longer empty. Trembling, she stepped to the side of the crib, gripped the wooden rail with her hands, and leaned over to peer inside. A baby lay on the small mattress, a tiny thing in a white onesie covered with polka dots of various colors and sizes. Her arms and legs were bare, but a pair of adorable little socks covered her feet. Curly wisps of black hair clung to her head and she had the most gorgeous brown eyes. She gazed up at Mari with those eyes, and her tiny baby lips stretched into a smile and a happy gurgle escaped her mouth. Unrestrained joy filled Mari’s heart, the sensation so powerful that for an instant she couldn’t breathe.

			She recognizes me! Praise God!

			Wait. There was no blanket in the crib. It was early February, and while so far Ohio had enjoyed a mild winter, it was still cold out. Since this room wasn’t in use, Lewis had closed the vents. Why waste money heating an empty room? Mari found it chilly in there, and she was fully dressed. Noelle must have been freezing.

			She reached into the crib, took hold of her daughter, and lifted her. She stepped back from the crib and pressed Noelle against her chest to warm the child. The poor thing felt like a block of ice, and Mari hurried over to the dresser to get her a pair of warm cotton zip-up PJs. But halfway there, she stopped. She and Lewis hadn’t bought any baby clothes. She’d wanted to wait to see how big the baby would be once she was born before buying any. She’d figured they could make do with blankets and onesies until they purchased some outfits. But after the miscarriage, there had been no point in buying baby clothes. Or baby blankets, for that matter. There was nothing in the room Mari could use to cover the baby.

			The baby— 

			who shouldn’t exist— 

			because she’d never been born.

			But that was nonsense. Noelle was here, in her arms, exactly where she should be. And she was cold. So very cold.

			Mari started toward the bedroom door, intending to carry Noelle to the linen closet in the hallway and find a blanket to warm her. But she only took a few steps before Noelle began squirming in her arms. The girl was stronger than Mari expected, far stronger than an infant should be, and for a horrifying moment, Mari feared she might lose hold of her and drop her. But Noelle grabbed her sweater with her tiny hands and clung tight. Then, moving with feral speed, Noelle crawled upward until she reached Mari’s face. The baby continued holding on to Mari’s sweater with her left hand as she stretched her right toward Mari’s mouth. Tiny fingers clawed at her lips, their sharp little nails carving bloody furrows into the flesh. Mari was so startled that she let go of Noelle, but the child maintained her grip on the sweater and did not fall. She continued clawing at Mari’s lips, her motions frantic, as if she were desperate for her mother to open her mouth. Noelle’s features were contorted in an expression of anger, and fury blazed in her eyes.

			Let me in!

			Noelle’s lips didn’t move, but Mari heard her daughter’s voice in her mind, tone shrill, words sharp.

			I want to go home!

			Noelle forced her tiny hand past Mari’s lips and jammed her fingers into her mother’s mouth. The baby’s skin was soft and smooth, but cold as ice, so cold it burned Mari’s tongue. 

			With a wordless cry of triumph, the baby hauled itself higher and shoved her hand further into Mari’s mouth, across her tongue, reaching toward the back of her throat. Noelle’s hand was slick with blood from Mari’s wounded lips, and a metallic taste like pennies filled her mouth. That, plus the pressure of her daughter’s hand made her gag. At first she was so stunned by what was happening that she couldn’t think, but then Noelle’s words – how could an infant speak? – replayed in her mind.

			Let me in! I want to go home!

			Mari was struck by a sudden wave of nausea that had nothing to do with the fact that her infant daughter was trying to ram her arm down her throat. She understood what Noelle was trying to do. What was the single greatest shock any human being could experience? Growing for nine months within the warm dark safety of Mother’s womb, only to be cruelly evicted and thrust into a world of harsh bright light and cold unfeeling air. Noelle wanted nothing more to do with this world. She wanted to go home. And home was inside her mother.

			With a cry of disgust, Mari grabbed hold of her daughter’s tiny waist and pulled. Noelle’s hand was yanked from her mouth, and the baby shrieked her frustration as Mari held her at arm’s length. Noelle thrashed, kicked her legs, clawed at the air.

			Bad Mommy! Bad, bad Mommy!

			Mari felt a revulsion so deep, so strong, that it was close to blind, unreasoning hatred. She hurled Noelle away from her, no longer able to bear the feel of her daughter’s cold, squirming body in her hands. The instant Noelle left her grasp she regretted her action, and she tried to catch hold of her child, wanted nothing more than to draw her back to her breast and tell her that she was sorry, and that she’d never do anything to hurt her ever again, so help her Jesus. But it was too late. Screaming now, as much in anger as fear, Noelle flew toward the crib. Her back struck the rail and she bounced off and fell. Mari ran forward, hoping to catch her before she hit the floor, but even as she started moving, she knew she wouldn’t be fast enough. But then Noelle’s screaming cut off, and the infant – mere inches from the floor – disappeared. One instant she was there, face crimson with fury, and then she was gone. Mari stared at the spot where Noelle should’ve landed, as if expecting the girl to reappear there. But she didn’t.

			Mari was relieved, but she also felt a crushing sense of loss. Her baby had come to her, if only for a moment, and now she was gone again. Mari trembled. She was losing her goddamned mind. She needed to talk to her psychiatrist, needed to check her ass into a hospital. Anyone who experienced a hallucination so vivid, so fucking real, had to have something seriously wrong with her.

			She became aware of her lips stinging then, and she reached up to touch them. When she brought her fingers away and looked at them, she saw the tips were slick with blood from where Noelle had scratched her. The blood was real, and if that was the case….

			Mari fell to her knees and sobbed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Faizan Barakat hated Accounting 101. Not because of the math required – he found that relatively simple. What he hated was that the class started at 8:00 a.m. every Monday and Wednesday. That was what he got for putting off registering for classes until the last minute. The only open classes left were those scheduled at times no one wanted. And his only other M-W class was a Psych 102, and that met in the evenings, so every Monday and Wednesday he had to get up early, drive to class, come home, eat lunch and do homework for several hours – or more likely, play video games and mess around on YouTube – and then drive back to his college for his evening class and hope he managed to stay awake though it. He was currently a business major, but he wasn’t really sure what he wanted to do with his life yet, so he ultimately might not need Accounting at all. He supposed he could always count it as an elective if he changed his mind later, though. Adkins State University was located a little over thirty miles from Echo Springs. Not a particularly arduous drive, but traveling back and forth more than once a day got old fast.

			When he pulled into town just after 10:00 a.m., a warning message on his dashboard told him Fuel Low. He likely still had enough in the tank for another round trip, but he’d need to refuel after that anyway, so he figured he might as well do it now and be done with it. Besides, his glance at the weather forecast on his phone this morning had shown they were supposed to get a ‘wintery mix’ tonight, and if that was true, he wouldn’t want to waste any time getting home this evening. The temperature was in the low forties now, but it was supposed to drop ten degrees by nighttime. That meant the roads might ice up, and the less time he had to spend on them, the better.

			He pulled his yellow Ford Fiesta hatchback, which he’d dubbed the Rolling Banana, into the parking lot of a convenience store called Qwik-Mart. He drove up to one of the pumps, got out, filled the Rolling Banana’s tank, then drove over and parked in one of the spaces in front of the store. He’d paid for his gas at the pump, but he felt like getting some junk food to nibble on while he was ‘studying’. A couple Snickers, maybe a Hostess Fruit Pie too. Cherry was his favorite. He parked next to a rust-tinged pickup that had a Confederate flag painted on the tailgate along with a bumper sticker that said Global Warming is a Hoax!

			Fantastic, he thought.

			He stepped out of the car and shivered. He wore a black sweatshirt over a long-sleeved gray pullover and jeans, but it wasn’t enough to insulate him from the cold air, and he hurried inside.

			He hoped it would be warmer inside Qwik-Mart, but if anything, it was colder. Did they have the air-conditioning on? In February?

			He stopped at this Qwik-Mart a lot on his way to and from school. It lay on the northeast side of Route 2, which was the road he took to reach the highway. The store was kind of on the scuzzy side – floor tile yellowed, windows cracked, and an ever-present odor of mildew in the air. And of course, the prices were higher than they’d be in a grocery. But despite all this it was convenient, which was the sole purpose of a place like this. So what if it wasn’t pretty?

			He recognized the guy working the register, a thin white man with blond hair and a sparse, patchy beard. He didn’t know the guy beyond the fact his plastic name tag proclaimed him to be Roy, Master of the Universe. There was a small TV on a shelf behind the counter, and Roy was watching it, clearly fascinated by whatever was on. An electronic tone brayed as Faizan entered, alerting Roy to his presence. The man usually gave Faizan a nod whenever he came in, and he did so now. Faizan smiled, gave Roy a small nod in return, and headed for the coolers in the rear of the store. As soon as Faizan moved off, Roy returned his attention to the TV.

			Faizan was jonesing for a Dr. Pepper, but when he saw a couple white guys – both in their thirties, one with shaggy brown hair, the other with a shaved head – he hesitated. Echo Springs was better than most small Ohio towns Faizan had been in when it came to how people of color were treated, but it was far from perfect. His parents were from Lebanon, but he’d been born in America. Not that it mattered to some people. And not only was he clearly not white, he was a skinny guy of average height. Not exactly the most imposing presence. He might as well have a message tattooed on his forehead: I’m different from you and I can’t fight back. Harass me at will!

			Sometimes he wished he went to an out-of-state college, as his brother, Salman, and sister, Rida, had done. Both of them had graduated and gotten jobs in cities, and while they still encountered anti-Muslim prejudice from time to time, it was far less than what they’d experienced in Echo Springs. But he hadn’t wanted to leave his mother alone, so he’d stayed at home and gone to Adkins U, despite her protestations. He didn’t know what he was going to do once he graduated, though. He tried not to think about it too much. 

			He examined the two men more closely. They wore heavy winter coats unzipped over flannel shirts, jeans, and work boots covered with dried mud. What were the odds that the pickup with the Confederate flag belonged to one of them? They were talking as they looked over the drinks, and he listened in.

			“It was the damnedest thing,” Shaved-Head said. “That guy looked just like Mark.”

			“What?” Brown-Hair said. “You mean that guy on the sidewalk, the one we passed who was holding the cardboard sign?”

			“Yeah, you see what was written on it?”

			“No.”

			“It’s beginning. Weird, huh?”

			“I guess. It couldn’t have been Mark, though. He’s been dead almost two years now. Fucking heroin.”

			“I didn’t say he was Mark. I said he looked like Mark.”

			Faizan considered turning and leaving. He had no reason to think these two men were racists, and he was well aware of the irony that he was prejudging them based on their appearance. And it wasn’t as if he knew for certain that the pickup outside belonged to them. And even if it did, and even if they were racist, it didn’t mean they’d do or say anything to him, beyond maybe giving him a pair of hostile stares. Surely he could handle that.

			You have to be strong to make it in this world, boy. Have to be tough.

			His father’s words, repeated to Faizan so often that he’d never forget them. His father had made certain of that by following the words with a physical test of his son’s toughness. A smack to the side of the head, a pinch on the back of the hand, a hard slap across the face, an arm twisted and pinned against his back…and later, when he was older, bruises, cuts, and burns.

			Coward.

			He heard this word in his father’s voice, a taunting whisper in his ears. He’d already been cold, been fighting to keep from shivering, but now he trembled uncontrollably. That settled it. He was getting out of here – now. He turned to go, but as he did, a hand caught hold of his arm in a tight grip.

			“What did you say?”

			Faizan was yanked back around and found himself facing Brown-Hair. This close, he saw the man needed a shave, and his breath stank of coffee and cigarettes.

			“I-I didn’t say anything.”

			Faizan hated how meek he sounded, but he knew better than to match the man’s belligerence. That would only lead to worse trouble.

			Shaved-Head leaned in close to Faizan’s face. His breath didn’t smell any better than his friend’s.

			“You called him a coward. I heard it.”

			Faizan was sure he hadn’t spoken, but there was no way he’d be able to convince these two of that.

			“I was referring to myself. There’s a girl I like. I…wanted to ask her for a date this morning, but I chickened out. I’ve been kicking myself ever since.”

			He hoped he sounded more convincing than he felt. His voice was shaky and nausea roiled in his stomach. He’d never been a good liar and his mother – who was very devout – would always say the same thing when she caught him in a lie.

			You know what the Quran says. “And do not conceal testimony, for whoever conceals it – his heart is indeed sinful.”

			In this case, he hoped God would forgive him.

			Brown-Hair’s eyes narrowed as his gaze bore into Faizan. He then glanced at Shaved-Head, who shrugged. Finally, Brown-Hair’s expression eased and he let go of Faizan’s arm.

			“Sorry, man. Nick and I have both been there, you know?”

			“Yeah,” Shaved-Head said. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’ll ask her when the time’s right.”

			Brown-Hair gave him a pat on the shoulder, then the men grabbed a pair of Starbucks Double-Shots from the cooler and headed toward the register. When they were gone, Faizan released a sigh of relief. He’d gotten lucky. That could’ve gone a lot worse. His nerves jangling from adrenaline, he went over to the cooler where the Dr. Pepper was held. After what he’d just gone through, he figured he deserved an entire two liter instead of a twelve ounce.

			He reached for the cooler door’s handle, but he caught sight of his reflection in the glass and froze. Someone was standing behind him – and not just any someone. It was his father.

			Asad Barakat looked exactly as Faizan remembered him: tall, broad-shouldered, full beard, severe features set in a disapproving scowl. He was dressed in an expensive gray suit and tie, the clothes he had been buried in. Faizan had helped his mother pick them out. It was the suit his father had liked to wear when making closing arguments in court. Asad had died of a sudden heart attack seven months previously, so seeing his reflection in the cooler door meant only one of two things. Either Faizan was looking at a ghost, or he was losing his mind. And he didn’t believe in ghosts.

			His father’s reflection bared his teeth in what could only charitably be called a smile, and his eyes were cold as an arctic plain.

			The way you debased yourself before those men was disgusting. I’m surprised you didn’t get down on your hands and knees and lick the mud from their boots.

			Asad’s mouth didn’t move, but Faizan heard his words clearly. They issued from within his own mind, and he could sense Asad’s emotion, a deep disappointment bordering on loathing. He whirled around, expecting to see his father standing behind him, already flinching in anticipation of being struck. But no one was there. Relieved, he let out a short bark of a laugh. His brain was rotting away from all the sugar and chemical preservatives he ate. Maybe he should skip the Dr. Pepper and get a bottle of water instead. He turned back to the cooler, and there was his father, still standing behind his reflection.

			I don’t know how you can stand to look at yourself in the mirror, Asad said.

			Faizan wanted to tell himself that this wasn’t real, that he was experiencing some sort of mental breakdown caused by a lifetime of enduring his father’s emotional and physical abuse. But no matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t deny the reality of what he saw. He knew it was real. But that didn’t mean he had to engage with it.

			He turned around and started walking away from the cooler. He expected to ‘hear’ his father demand that he come back and face him like a man, but Asad was silent, thank God. He almost looked back to see if his father followed him. He imagined Asad’s reflection emerging from the glass, his transparent body assuming solidity and then coming after his son. Faizan didn’t look back, though. Maybe his father was there, maybe he wasn’t. Either way, right then he didn’t want to know. He planned to leave the store without buying anything, get in the Rolling Banana and get the hell out of there – most likely never to return – but as he drew near the front register, he saw Brown-Hair and Shaved-Head standing there, talking with Roy. All three men were focused on the small TV behind the counter. Despite Faizan’s desire to leave, curiosity got the better of him, and he slowed down and listened to see if he could catch what they were talking about. Had something important happened? Another mass shooting, maybe? There seemed to be a new one every few weeks in America. Or maybe a disaster of some kind? An earthquake or a plane crash?

			“It’s bullshit,” Brown-Hair said.

			“It’s got to be some kind of hoax,” Shaved-Head said. “No way it’s real.”

			The skin on the back of Faizan’s neck prickled. Something was going on in the world. He walked over to the three men and asked, “What’s happening?”

			All three of the men turned to look at him, but it was Roy who answered.

			“Evidently, people are starting to see ghosts.”

			That word – ghosts – sent a chill rippling down Faizan’s spine. He took a quick look back toward the coolers and was relieved to see no sign of his father. He faced Roy.

			“You mean, like actual ghost ghosts?”

			“It’s bullshit,” Brown-Hair repeated. “Some kind of publicity stunt.”

			“Probably advertising some movie or something,” Shaved-Head added. “Viral marketing.”

			Brown-Hair nodded. “Right.”

			Faizan looked at the TV. Roy had turned the sound up, and he could hear the newscaster on the screen speaking.

			“…reports that people are experiencing, for lack of a better term, spiritual manifestations. What’s more, many of them have what they claim is video evidence of these encounters which they’ve uploaded to the Internet.”

			The image on the screen changed to show a crowded street in what Faizan assumed was a city in some Asian country. Japan from the look of it. It was nighttime, but the lights from the buildings – business signs, advertisements – provided plenty of illumination to see by. People were running in wild-eyed terror from what looked like a mass of gray mist that floated in the air. Lines of electricity like miniature lightning coruscated across the mist’s surface, and a dozen thrashing tendrils extruded from the main mass of the object. Faizan thought he saw a suggestion of faces within the mist – a dozen, maybe more – but he wasn’t certain. The mist-thing floated down the street in pursuit of the people fleeing it, and when it got close enough, a tendril lashed out, grabbed hold of someone who hadn’t been running fast enough, and hurled them away. People hit the sides of buildings, slammed into cars – both parked and moving – or landed on the street, all of them twisted, broken, bleeding. Sound accompanied the video, which Faizan assumed had been recorded by a witness with their phone. Screams of terror, cries of pain, moans of anguish. If this video was fake, it was exceptionally well done and convincing.

			The newscaster came back on.

			“There are dozens more videos like this one on the Net, maybe hundreds by now, all purporting to show different types of phenomena. I recently spoke with an expert on the occult from the University of Glasgow about these sightings, and here are some highlights of our conversation.”

			The screen cut to a pre-recorded segment in which the newscaster spoke with an academic type complete with glasses and a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches. Faizan wanted to hear what the expert had to say – and he thought the man’s accent was cool – but just as he began to speak, a hand pressed against his back and shoved. Hard. The action took him completely by surprise, and he stumbled forward, fighting to keep his balance. He collided with Brown-Hair, who in turn was slammed against the counter’s edge.

			“I’m so sorry!” Faizan said. “Somebody pushed—” He turned to see who it was, but he saw no one and his words trailed off.

			“What the hell, man?” Shaved-Head grabbed double fistfuls of Faizan’s shirt and gave him a single rough shake.

			Roy, who like the rest of them had been caught up in what was happening on television, turned to face Shaved-Head. He put out his hands, palms up, in an everybody-calm-the-fuck-down gesture.

			“I know this guy. He’s cool. I’m sure it was an accident that he—”

			The impact with the counter had momentarily knocked the breath from Brown-Hair, but now he turned around and stepped toward Faizan, features contorted with anger. He ignored Roy and leaned his face close to Faizan’s. Faizan reflexively tried to draw back but Shaved-Head held him too tight.

			“Why the fuck did you do that?” he demanded.

			Ordinarily, Faizan wouldn’t have lied again so soon after his last untruth, but he hoped God would understand, given the circumstances.

			“It’s my shoes. They’re new and I’m still getting used to them.”

			Kind of lame, but it was the best excuse he could come up with considering he was most likely seconds away from getting hit by one or both of these men.

			Brown-Hair, Shaved-Head, and even Roy – who had to lean over the counter to do so – looked down at Faizan’s worn, comfortable sneakers. He’d had them almost two years now, and while they’d served him well in that time, they were obviously not new.

			The trio raised their heads, and Brown-Hair glanced at Shaved-Head.

			“This muzzie thinks he’s funny.” He turned to Faizan. “You think we’re stupid? You think we can’t tell your shoes aren’t new?”

			Looks like I told one lie too many, Faizan thought. His mother had been right, as usual.

			He intended to put those sneakers to good use and start running, but when he tried to lift his foot, it refused to obey him. It was as if something was holding his feet to the floor, a force of some kind, like weird localized extra-strong gravity.

			Once more, he heard his father’s voice in his mind.

			Stand and face them, boy. Show me you know what it means to be a man.

			Faizan didn’t know what scared him more. The prospect of getting beaten up by these two men, or the fact that his dead father was somehow keeping him from fleeing. Right now, it was a toss-up.

			He squeezed his eyes shut in anticipation of receiving the first blow. Would Brown-Hair strike him on the jaw or in the midsection first? But before the man could hit him, Roy said, “Dude, is that your pickup?”

			Faizan opened his eyes. Roy, Shaved-Head, and Brown-Hair were all looking through Qwik-Mart’s large front windows at the parking lot. At first, Faizan didn’t see what had captured their attention. But then he saw a man was sitting behind the wheel of the pickup. At least, Faizan thought it was a man. Whoever – or whatever – it was, was blackened and charred, facial features reduced to dark smudges. The driver’s-side window was down and tendrils of gray smoke curled from the cab and rose upward into the air. The horrible thing grasped the top of the steering wheel with black fingers that looked like lumps of charcoal.

			“What the fuck is that?” Shaved-Head said. He still had hold of Faizan’s shirt, but his grip loosened now, enough for Faizan to pull away and escape. But he was too transfixed by the sight of the apparition in the pickup to move.

			Brown-Hair stared, face pale, gaze filled with confusion and disbelief.

			“It’s my brother,” he said. “I think. He…died in a fire three years ago. Left a space heater on all night in his bedroom. The wiring was faulty and he was too drunk to wake up when it caught fire. Jesus, will you look at him?”

			Faizan was looking, but he couldn’t process what he saw. A burned man – a dead man – was sitting in the pickup, gazing at them with empty blackened sockets where his eyes had once been. Faizan recalled stories his grandmother had told him when he was a child, about evil spirits called afreet. That was what he was seeing now, and while the logical part of his mind wanted to deny it, a deeper, truer part of him recognized the creature for what it was. 

			There are more of us coming, Asad’s voice whispered in his mind. Many more. The fun’s just starting.

			The pickup’s engine rumbled to life, and Faizan wondered how the dead man had gotten hold of the vehicle’s key. He supposed that if a spirit could find its way back from the realm of the dead, turning on a truck without a key would prove to be no great challenge. He recognized that he was dwelling on a mundanity. What did it matter how the creature had turned on the engine? Was he in some kind of shock? It seemed likely.

			The burnt thing put the pickup in reverse and began to back out of the parking space.

			“What the hell?” Brown-Hair shouted. “Phillip, don’t you steal my truck, you bastard!”

			Brown-Hair ran toward the door, shoved it open, and plunged outside. Shaved-Head hesitated a moment, but then he hurried after his friend.

			Faizan and Roy watched as the ghost – Phillip – put the truck in drive and roared out of the parking lot and onto the street. Brown-Hair ran down the sidewalk in pursuit, shouting for his brother to get his “burnt ass back here!” Shaved-Head followed, running more slowly, as if he wasn’t fully committing to chasing after Phillip but didn’t know what else to do. Within moments the truck and the men were lost to sight.

			Roy turned to Faizan then. There was a wild look in his eyes, and he gave Faizan a smile that didn’t seem altogether sane.

			“Fucking Mondays, huh?”

			Faizan nodded his agreement.
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