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Prologue 


England, Trewnway - 2015





Death is easy, it’s the living that have it hard, the ones left behind,  Shannon thought as she knelt with her camera, taking many shots of the festering, fly-covered cadaver of a squirrel. Dead, drained, and rotting, it was perfect for what she needed. Reviewing her last shot, she puckered her lips at the way the sunlight hit the crusted slime of blood that had congealed darkly down the mammal’s chin. A college student, Shannon had managed to build quite the collection of deathly things in the woods of the village of Trenway, England, for her photography course. She sighed with relief, knowing she had finally sponged enough horror to take back home with her to edit and compile. About time too, as the day had stretched into a gaping void of a yawn. 

Shannon didn’t quite understand what all the fuss was about with the area supposedly being haunted. The nearby Morsley house had so many horror stories connected to it. The Google images she had looked up certainly made the dank, yet pointed, dark features of the house seem foreboding, the home of all manner of horrors.  But that house she saw was just on a flat piece of paper and, more importantly, ghosts weren’t real. Twisted tales appealed to Shannon, the types that made her stay up all night long when she was a child, the ones she couldn’t help but listen to or watch on the horror channels far past her bedtime. Yes, the appeal of Morsley’s tales scratched a certain itch for people, scratched it so hard it seemed to draw blood. Surely that’s all Morsley was, a load of scary stories, and embellished ones at that. 

Assessing the angle and lighting at which she captured the last shot on her digital camera, Shannon rotated through images to see more dead, furry rodents. She wasn’t sure if they were squirrels, rats, or other creatures. They were so bloodied and mangled. Parts were missing, and they seemed … drained of fluids with fang indents as proof. What could do such a thing? A wolf? A stray dog? Shannon blinked in the dim light. She shouldn’t be out for too long; she didn’t want to end up as a husk, like the small prey on the leaf-covered ground. 

A snap from behind caused Shannon to jerk her head around. Tremors of a chill crept up her nape. Then, a loud gulp issued from the seventeen-year-old as she turned to leave the forest. She looked this way and that, but the thin trails looked the same. Shit, I’m lost. 

Her camera shutter went off without being triggered, causing Shannon to jump. She gazed down at the small screen, which revealed dense trees with a shadowy figure lurking behind one. Shannon’s eyes widened, and a cold sweat broke out, beading down her forehead.

Shannon lifted her camera and took another shot. The silhouette stood closer this time. When she looked up from the viewfinder, there was nothing in front of her.      

She took another shot. Shannon’s thumping heart skipped a beat as multiple spectres—void of matter—swallowed the entire frame. She froze, gazing at the nothingness. 

A whisper crept into her left ear, “You shouldn’t be here.” 

    Shannon ran faster than she ever had, heading in the first direction she saw, straight and forward. 

After sprinting until she couldn’t any longer, Shannon found the notorious house she’d heard so much about: MORSLEY MANOR. It looked exactly as it had in articles and books, only more intimidating. Tall, ominous, and engulfing all the landscape, the manor snuffed out the last remaining sunlight. Being the only shelter or possibility of help she saw, Shannon stumbled to the front door. Pounding upon it, the wooden entrance creaked open, unlocked.    

She pushed the door open, revealing a foyer with a grand set of stairs beyond. 

“Hello! Hello? Is there anyone here?”      

No one answered. Her voice bounced off the walls. She passed what appeared to be a museum set with photos, which she believed to be of the previous owners. Their eyes followed her. This place is a museum now? Maybe it’s not public knowledge yet? 

Reaching into her pocket for her phone, Shannon turned down, and looked to see the screen glitching violently. Pixels and static attacked the device. She tapped hard. She had never seen anything like it. Giving up, Shannon placed the phone in her pocket and walked to another vacant room. A small doll, redheaded with a sinister grin, sat on a chair in its finest dingy, stained white dress. Shannon didn’t like dolls. She never had. Turning to nose around the dining room, she eyed a large mirror that hung on a wall. As she inspected the mirror, a ghastly, white-dressed figure walked past, from behind. Shannon shuddered and broke into a cold sweat; she swore it’d been a doctor or surgeon wearing bloodstained attire. 

Shannon hastily, and as cautiously as she could, made her way to the door. The dirt road ahead went on for miles. Her car was parked in a small field about a mile or so away. 

What to do? Shannon inhaled and exhaled at a rapid rate, her brain scrambling. Which way to go? Perhaps there was someone or something that could help her around the rear of the house? The idea that anyone else would be there was a stretch, but a hope she clung to. Sneaking to the back of the building, she breathed in relief to see nothing, her gaze then turned to every corner, uncertain if anything would or could pop out next. She froze in place and the hairs on every inch of her skin stood to high end—a presence was watching her from above. Shannon spun and slowly lifted her head. 

A circular window in the attic housed a black figure: a woman, rigid and firm, looking down. The woman’s face was blurred by the fading light of the sky, but Shannon knew the stories and the history of the estate well enough to know it was Lady Morsley.      

It’s true. All the stories. If Shannon wanted to avoid becoming a meal for the hungry land, she had to get the hell out of there—fast. 

As she fled, Shannon spied a rickety old shack beside the house that sported two large chipped away doors, one of which creaked open. Her hands seized, but she forced her legs to keep moving. Pale balloons on frayed strings floated outward, held by a dirty hand. Something crept past the corner of the other door, wearing a sinister smile which was bloodied, yellow, toothy, raw, and stapled high up on pale cheeks. Wisps of faded, blue-dyed hair glinted in the shadows. The creeper's pus oozing, button eyes twinkled in the fading light, and a long, brown-coated finger beckoned her closer. 

Shannon spun round and sped off. Running deep into the woods once more, she bet her odds were increased there, rather than near the cursed house. She tripped over a thick tree root jutting out of the soil. 

Stumbling down a steep hill, Shannon felt her body collide with rocks and trees. Finally, her broken form fell flat, her face in a heap of dirt which tasted of iron. 

A crunch emitted below her chest when she lifted her weight off the ground, relieving herself from the digging sensation deep within. Was it a rib? No, it was her camera, smashed to pieces. A weary sigh escaped her as she tried to bat away tears. She leaned against the trunk of an old tree. All this, and for what? Blood seeped through her clothes. 

The adrenaline coursing through her waned, thickening like cement. She felt numb, as if her body wasn’t hers, like it belonged to the place. Maybe the house was only tenderizing her for what was to come. 

No. She could get out of this. She just needed to sit for a while and gather her strength. There has to be a way out, she pounded into her consciousness. 

Twigs snapped, though Shannon could not place from which direction. Her muscles stiffened as growls and howls sounded. Vicious creatures of torment. She hoped the dry vines, strangling thorns, and shrubbery would help cover her up, and whatever it was would move on. She waited a good, long minute before the noises lessened. At last, she exhaled. Her lips trembled and her hands jittered as she sat at the base of the withered tree trunk. Shannon would never get the chance to exhibit her work if she died. She might never be able to get married, or have children, or see the world. The realization stabbed her heart; right here and now was most likely it for her. The awareness broke her spirit and soul in two. Her energy seeped into the veins of the land before a slithering, mud-covered, clawed hand reached around the base of the tree. Shannon’s story ended before it had ever even had the chance to begin. For the darkest of creatures are so often the hungriest. 
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Firebird


North Carolina, Asheville - 2013





Clouds loomed over the derelict Travers Orphanage. Drizzle increased the chill as cold wind blew through loose window joints. Whispers travelled through the abandoned corridors. A wanderer had arrived, a man. With light, scruffy honeycomb-coloured hair and hazel eyes. He wore a white shirt and a blue fitted blazer. He had draped a navy and white ombré trench coat around himself, and a stopwatch chain dangled from one of his many pockets. His boots clamped to the creaky, termite-infested floorboards. In his hands, he brandished a device. The EMF detected electromagnetic fields, a known attribute of the supernatural—his line of work. He was, of course, the world’s most infamous and controversial paranormal researcher, Eric Thompson. 

This case proved to be even more spine-chilling than most. Mr. and Mrs. Hickford hired Eric a few days earlier to find their missing daughter. Stupid kids and their dares, Eric thought. Alice Hickford and her friends broke into the orphanage, and now, she was lost within its walls. Was she still alive? How could she survive alone here? Just a girl, a child of twelve years old. Eric recalled her face from the picture provided by her parents on the case file: a lovely girl with curly brown hair, sky-blue eyes, and dimples. 

The grief-stricken and frantic Hickfords searched the orphanage themselves, but the only trace of their child was the word “firebird” written on a wall in rat’s blood. Someone left the animal’s corpse behind as evidence. 

In the early hours of the second day, the police searched for Alice, finding no one at the abandoned orphanage. 

Scratching sounds had been heard above, and the police had seen moving shadows which they’d attributed both to a stray dog or some kind of animal, but decided not to pursue it in case it had rabies or posed some other danger. The police continued their search for the schoolgirl, though they questioned whether the orphanage was an actual lead. 

Eric knew better.

His ability—the gift he possessed since he was a child—told him all he needed to know. His intuition buzzed, tingling with his every breath of the damp air. He sensed the energy draining, the chill in the air climbing his spine toward his cortex. Sweat glistened from his forehead despite the cold. Oh, there was something cooking in this place. The squalor had held something cruel and twisted for a long while, dormant until disturbed. Unfinished business, perhaps? Or something else? Who or what had caused Alice to disappear? 

Eric sensed he was getting closer. His intuition called him in the right direction, guiding him. He suspected that somewhere down the dark, endless tunnels and within the maze, Alice was being held hostage, not by a person but by something otherworldly. Eric would enjoy solving the case, yet he hoped for some extra, peculiar detail to make the challenge even greater. 

He worked upstairs, which had its advantages, such as a better vantage point of the door and banisters. Eric could track the location of his newest companion in the supernatural, Megan Strong, stationed on the floor below him. This was her first real case. Megan was a young, overly keen, naive newbie who had been his research assistant for all of three weeks. Up until this point, she had remained in the office but was now out in the field investigating and learning about different phenomena from the man himself. From his position, Eric heard the house groan every time Megan moved around. Most investigators would stick together in a similar scenario: a Scooby Doo Spooktacular! However, Eric had learned during his time ghost hunting that splitting up was more likely to provoke the spirits into revealing themselves. With such a large building, they had a lot of ground to cover. Besides, being alone added to the adrenaline rush in which Eric revelled when on a hunt. 

As he sneaked through the broken walls, roaches scurried in and out of the plasterwork.  If he’d been in a horror movie, he imagined an arm would lash out and grab him. Nothing did. There was only silence. Broken picture frames dangled from the walls, pictures of the orphans now hanging like nooses. 

The Carolina Orphanage closed twenty years ago due to abusive staff and accommodation problems. Megan had informed him during the ride. She carried out her research thoroughly. She’d found countless reported cases of neglect—so different from the New York orphanage Eric started out in. His home. His childhood. His beginning. It was possibly the happiest time of his life. A cheerful place, unlike this orphanage. It had been the place he’d met the only family he ever knew. His friend, and, in many ways, his brother.

The eyes in the photos on the walls seemed to follow him, as if appealing to Eric to leave the orphanage. He choked on the dust, which rattled his lungs and made him wheeze. 

“You alright?” Megan called from below, her New Jersey accent apparent.

“I’m fine, Megs. You find anything?” Eric asked as he entered the dark room and switched his flashlight on. He turned off his EMF device and put it into one of his large pockets, relying on his flashlight and senses as he moved forward. 

Megan’s voice echoed through the floorboards. “Nothing yet. You?” 

Eric paused at finding the windows of the room boarded up. A dirty mattress lay on the floor, heavy with decay and stains. Dead rats surrounded the mattress, all of which seemed to have been sucked of blood for sustenance. Broken toys gazed up when he passed, their eyes and plastic skin reflecting off his flashlight. 

“Almost.” He’d found the epicentre. Surely his presence would trigger something. Hair, nails, and teeth carpeted the floor, crunching like snow beneath his boots. Eric knelt down to utilize a part of his gift. Gently, he touched some of the leftover DNA. In doing so, a flash of images of the past, of a long-haired creature in that room on the mattress, pulling its hair out, gnawing its fingers and ripping out its teeth as it rocked itself, hunched over. The image of the monster misted away as Eric was brought back to the here and now. What the hell was that thing? 

It looked human, he realized upon reflection with a loud gulp, winching himself up to stand, to find something, a message on the wall. The word written in blood: firebird. What does it mean? Is it a message from Alice or from the thing keeping her here? 

A prickly sensation climbed up the base of his neck. He knew what it meant. Someone was watching him. Eric turned swiftly, reflexes prepared for anything. Something scuttled past the doorway—a blur in his flashlight. Eric could handle it, whatever it was. 

He approached the door with caution, treading upon the dead matter covering the floor. Taking a deep breath, Eric stepped back into the grey, barely lit corridor. And found nothing. 

A creak came from the right. Eric jerked his head to see, but the hallway was empty. A viscous snarl emitted from the left. From the corner of his eye, the blurry form of a creature climbed upward, disappearing through a hole in the wall. Eric rushed toward the crack, shining his flashlight inside. Nothing but moths. Stuck between relief and disappointment, Eric sighed. Above him, dust fell, and the ceiling rumbled. 

Eric tracked the creature’s crazed journey around the never-ending corridors. It moved fast. Eric ran, tripping over debris on the floor. 

Without warning, the creature’s movements stopped. As did Eric. He held still. 

Megan’s voice broke the silence. “What’s happening? Have you found her?” The young woman’s voice shook with uncertainty.

“Not yet!” Eric shouted back, angry and frustrated. He couldn’t blame Megan for her lack of experience, but it still aggravated him that she’d chosen to call out given the circumstances. Worse? It threw him off the creature's path. Something scurried from behind. The mysterious being crawled away at the end of the corridor, escaping him. It resembled a hairless spider, but with larger and thinner limbs. Eric hated spiders. He ran after the arachnid monstrosity. “Megan! I need you!” he yelled. 

He ran too fast to catch her reply, dodging broken furniture as he went. Each time he turned a corner, he caught up with the large-limbed monstrosity. Eric’s heart raced. This is what I live for. While scuttling away, the creature used its back legs to shove things off tables and walls to slow Eric down. Its efforts did not work. The creature rotated around the twisted terrain, clinging to every available surface, hopping around like a deranged, demented, jumping spider. 

Eric arrived back at the banister and realized he’d gone in a circle. No sign of Megan. No doubt she tried to follow me and got lost in the maze. The specimen scampered back inside its darkened room. It was trapped. 

He jogged toward the half-shut door and pushed it gently. A bewildering array of animalistic, unnatural growls and cries surged. The door creaked open, revealing the critter, which, when he shined his flashlight upon it, was more humanoid than Eric expected. Bloodied and short, ripped nails, with large hands shrouding the being's face, it retreated to a secure position, its glowing eyes peering through its fingers. Its feet were large, and its ribs showed through its skin. It was pale and bore hardly any hair. The fiend wore ripped clothing: dirty trousers and a purple T-shirt. 

The being had adapted to its habitat. Much like the orphanage, the specimen was damaged, stuck in its own sick history of pain. Only after the demon's hands dropped down did it become clear what the thing was. 

“Alice?” Eric said. 

His torchlight repelled the deformed girl into the corner of the room. A feral animal of madness and despair, her pupils expanded to the point they eroded all the blue.  The creature gnashed at the blinding light. Between missing teeth, he noticed brown, infected gums and dried blood crusted all the way down to her chin—the rats’ blood, no doubt. Her lips were dark and cracked. What little hair was left on her scabbing scalp fell thin and grey—dead—and dangled over her skeletal shoulders. Her face was gaunt and skull-like, her ash white skin peeled in parts, as if shedding her former self. Seeing the once-pretty, innocent, young girl corrupted and twisted into a hellish monster turned and stiffened Eric’s stomach. He knew he could fix her. There were ways. Whatever she suffered from could be reversed or repaired. He had to save Alice.

Eric heard a clambering of feet enter the room, as well as heavy panting from running through the tunnels. 

“Thank God!” It was Megan. She winced in disgust when her head turned towards the abomination. “What is that?” 

Still focusing the beam from his flashlight at the girl, Eric turned his head to face Megan. “It’s Alice,” he said. Megan’s expression turned sour. “Are you okay?” 

Megan composed herself. “I’m fine,” she said, but could not hide her disgust as she gazed at the girl’s new form.

“Good.” Eric nodded calmly, trying to reassure her. She clearly struggled, given the pained look in her eyes. 

Eric turned back to the growling, possessed Alice. Her cheekbones jutted out, tears trickling from her red-rimmed eyes. Eric licked his lips, preparing himself for the hard questions he knew he had to press. “Alice, do you understand me? Do you know who I am?” 

The mutated girl wailed at his statement like a toddler having a tantrum. 

“Your parents have sent me to bring you home.” Eric stepped forward, leaning in. 

Alice retreated further back, relying on her weak, stick-like legs for support. “No! No!” she cried, her voice a rasping croak. She lashed out at his hand and tried to creep past him along the wall, her eyes unblinking as she watched him. 

Eric followed Alice’s every move, mirroring her to block any chance of her escape. He forced a smile. “Yes, yes. Please. I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to talk. Take my hand. I can take you home.” He reached out like they were old friends.

Her jaws snapped. “No! No! You don’t know!” Alice cried, whimpering. “You don’t know anything. No! Never!” She jerked away, her bones cracking. Shrouding and cradling herself in the opposite corner, Alice fidgeted and twitched.

Eric paused and adjusted his tone. “Who am I talking to?” he asked. 

The girl stopped juddering. Time stopped. All was completely and abnormally still. 

“What's your name?” Eric asked. He bent and gathered his courage.

Huddling in the corner, the creature appeared to think for a moment, likely blending both its minds into one. She whispered, “My name? My name?” Tears then began to fall from her bat-like eyes. The voice remembered. “Jennifer Langdon.” A painful grin splayed across her distorted face.

“Is this how you’ve been living the past few days, Jennifer?” Eric asked, glancing around the dank room.

“For years and years,” she wheezed, her neck cracking. “These walls are my home; it’s up here that I’m not welcome.” Jennifer pointed to her head with a short, ripped nail. Then she wept.

Eric turned to Megan and indicated for her to film the awful interaction for proof. Megan took out her phone.

“Do you remember who you are?” Eric continued. “I can help you leave this place and get some peace.” He reached his arm out to comfort the sad abomination before him.

“Lies. All lies!” the girl screamed, pushing him away while moving swiftly past him and back to her filthy mattress. Her frail legs shook as she attempted to stand, which explained her crawling movement. They soon gave out, and she sank back down, her desiccated, twig arms seeming to fracture on impact with the dirty, flea-infested bed.

“Your body?” 

A thin voice snapped back. “That brute, he broke me! He broke me!” Jennifer pulled at her ears.

“Who? Who broke you?” Eric asked.

She whispered the truth angrily, and it echoed throughout the house. “Daddy!” The being paused, then spoke in a harsher, louder whisper of remembered torment. “Daddy!” 

Eric leaned over. “You remember?”

The creature known as Jennifer, housing poor Alice, covered her ears and spoke in anger and frustration, blanking out the rest of the world. “This place is a lie, a trick …” She murmured nonsense that Eric couldn’t comprehend. 

He squinted at the girl through tired eyes. “Jennifer? What are you saying?” 

She howled and winced. “He said he’d come back, but he never came back! Daddy!” Suddenly, she sprang at Eric, attacking him with all her weakened, dying might. Long fingers reached for the investigator’s eyes. Without flinching, Eric unleashed a large, black onyx stone with an engraved symbol from his coat. It repelled Jennifer like garlic repels a vampire. Eric backed her into the corner as she wailed and hissed at the sight of his stone of protection. 

Megan’s eyes had grown large at the sudden turn of events. “Eric? How are you doing that?” she said, still holding out her phone. “What are you doing?”

“Something smart. Just keep recording.” Eric’s jaw tensed.

The beast clawed its way into the dusty corner using its flailing limbs to cradle itself. “Far above, far above, we don’t know where we’ll fall. Far above, far above, what once was great is now so small.” 

“Leave her. Leave, Alice. Now!” Eric ordered. 

The creature’s lips twisted into a bloodied smile. “She is mine.” Jennifer gurgled a sadistic laugh of victory.

“Leave her!” Eric stepped forward, pressing the stone closer, inflicting more pain upon the struggling corpse.

“I can’t! I won’t!” 

Eric’s patience ran out. “You will.” 

The beast’s neck cracked; it bit back in agony. “Oh, you're going to die,” she said. 

“We all die.” 

“Oh, no. You’re going to die.” She chuckled with deep satisfaction, gums salivating. “She waits for you.” She pointed a twisted finger at him. “As she always has.”

Eric moved away. “What do you mean?” His throat dried.

Jennifer Langdon unleashed a cackle of dark pleasure which carried through the orphanage. Eric’s jaw tightened from the taunts. He sprang closer to her, the stone hovering inches away. 

“Speak!” Eric ordered. 

Tormented and damaged by the onyx’s proximity, she morphed into the worst shape imaginable, snapping all the joints in her doll-like body. She writhed upon her stained mattress. Jennifer's back arched, her arms spasming like a drowning spider. 

The house shuddered and shook. Wind blew through with the force of a hurricane. Three wooden panels fell from the windows, hitting the floor hard enough to send gusts of dead leaves flying. Light cut through the broken glass and against the girl, making her thrash even more. The walls cracked, and dust fell from the ceiling. 

Eric wanted answers. 

“That's enough!” Megan shouted. 

He stopped, frozen in the moment. 

“Enough!” Megan repeated, stepping forward, still recording. 

“Stay back!” he snapped. 

The creature ascended in mid-air as the wind in the room slowed. Dust floated down as the monster rose, limbs hanging limply.

“Oh, my God!” Megan said, her lips quivering. 

Eric shuddered. The creature grinned, her skin cracking like clay. Her eyes sank inwards, the pupils rolling back into her head, showing only yellowy whites. Eric retreated with his stone, but it was too late. The apparition continued to climb in tormented glory before, suddenly, the bottom of her spine snapped like a pencil. The crunch sounded like a thousand tree trunks breaking. Her wilted, broken body fell back down onto the mattress. 

Megan dropped her arms, letting go of her phone, which was still recording. She left the room without saying a word.

Eric persisted, his blood like ice. He faced many things—and usually won. Of those he hadn't, none would stick with him the same as this. None was as horrific. That poor girl. Her parents. How would he tell them what happened? They called him to save her. Did he kill her? Or had the thing inside her done so? Eric glanced down at the onyx in his hand and placed it in his coat pocket, his hands shaking. Looking back, he saw only Alice’s mangled form, and with no trace of the pretty young girl with lovely hair and blue eyes he’d remembered from the case file. Only an empty vessel remained, used for whatever nefarious purpose, either deliberate or by mistake. Who was Jennifer Langdon? What did the place have to do with her? And why Alice? At least now Alice is free and at peace. No one can hurt her any longer.
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Dark Past





Wrapped in a foil survival blanket, Eric sat brooding in the rear of an ambulance as Megan was giving a statement to police. Rain spat down on his forehead through the open door.  If only I had … but he knew deep down nothing would have changed the outcome. The Carolina Orphanage ended up being a case unlike most others he’d experienced. Only one previous case, many years prior, had also ended in tragedy. Carolina Orphanage is nothing compared to that, Eric thought. Still, images of this current dreadful day flashed inside his mind. Needing a distraction, Eric took out his phone and searched the internet for Jennifer Langdon. He found a news report: 


3 June 1998

BREAKING NEWS: ORPHAN GIRL STRANGLED TO DEATH BY RAPIST GUARDIAN 

A child was found dead last week in North Carolina, Ashville, allegedly murdered by her adopted father for supposedly running away. The victim spent twelve years of her life in Travers Orphanage before its closure in August 1997. The victim was then adopted by the accused ahead of the closure. Police reports state the girl fled her new home several times and returned to the derelict orphanage. The accused broke several bones in the victim’s body and strangled her to death. Police arrived on the scene after a distressed neighbour phoned having heard screams. They arrested the murderer as he was attempting to bury the body. A schoolmate claimed that the victim had told her the accused would, “Touch her and do weird things to her.” 


Eric had read enough. It explained everything. That poor soul. Those poor souls—both Jennifer and Alice. The sadness bellowed then dropped to a hum as Eric’s mind flickered to the scene itself. What had she meant by, “She is waiting for you?” She must have been confused. What was the significance of the “firebird” message? So many questions and not enough answers. He could only hope Alice and Jennifer had moved on to a better place. Hopefully, they were at peace. Eric wished so for Alice. He wasn't as optimistic about Jennifer. Some just can’t let go … they just can’t quite seem to move on, no matter their state.  

He watched the mangled corpse get taken away in a black body bag, its disjointed bones making jagged mountain shapes. Those poor parents. Guilt cascaded over him for letting them down. 

Eric wondered what would happen to him. A girl was now dead as a result of his intervention; that would no doubt have blowback on him. In the past, others had been charged with murder for performing exorcisms, but Eric had positioned himself in the media that he’d never been one to do them himself. Though he had been charged before, he was unsure if it was pure dumb luck, fate, or his witchy friends having his back that led to none of the charges sticking. Yet, it ate away at his core, his failure to save the girl and how this would have to affect his career. What would the media make of the situation? What would they say about him? His job wasn’t what it used to be—not since the incident with his first partner. The press would love an opportunity to humiliate him again. 

He possessed the video evidence Megan shot on her phone. Eric spotted her silhouette in the distance; she was speaking to a police officer, giving her report. She turned and made eye contact. As soon as she finished, she made her way over to where Eric sat, still in his foil blanket. Both remained silent as she slumped down beside him, exhausted. Megan gulped from a plastic bottle of water. 

“You okay?” Megan asked. 

Eric turned toward her. “Yeah. I’m loving my tin foil blanket.” He gestured with his hand, causing the foil to rustle, reflecting light like a disco ball.

“Suits you,” she mocked.

He stared at her, his smile dropping. “But really: are you okay?”

“I will be,” Megan said.

“Course. Look at you. You can survive anything.” Eric nudged at her with his elbow.

“Well, I don’t know about that.” 

Eric knew he’d have to be careful how he responded and remained reassuringly calm. “Nah, you're Megan Strong, untouchable.” He faked a smile.

“Yes. Well, I watched a little girl die today. I’m going to have to live with that for the rest of my life.” 

Eric’s face scrunched up tight. “I couldn't have saved her … she was too far gone. You know that, right?”

Wiping tears from one of her eyes, Megan sniffed. “It is what it is.”

“Right.” 

Eric sighed in relief. He lowered his head to stare at his dusty boots. 

“That thing you did in there, with the stone …” she began.

“Yeah,” he said in his muffled New York accent, trying to hide his shame.

“What was that?” 

Eric stretched his neck, kicking his feet together, wishing he were away from the mess. “Just a little parlour trick I learned from a friend. Nothing more.” 

Megan turned. “Of course. Nothing more.” 

The pair watched Alice’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Hickford. Both were coping with the news in their own way. Mr. Hickford appeared to soak in his grief like a sponge while cradling his distraught wife; she’d been sobbing uncontrollably for the last twenty minutes. 

Eric deduced what they were thinking—nothing could distract them from their raw pain. The joy that had begun at Alice’s birth had been cruelly snatched away. With their child dead, nothing would ever be the same. Their hearts must be aching with longing to snatch away time from the past, time with their daughter, time they knew had run out. 

Eric worked to process his part in the death. True, Alice had been too far gone to save, but there was usually hope. He remembered a detail. “Jennifer Langdon.” He brought the article back up on his mobile. “I looked her up. She was one of the orphans. She got adopted by …”

“No offence, Eric? But right now? I really don’t care,” Megan interrupted.

Eric scratched his wrist, unsure of what to say. “So, are you coming back to work?” he asked, hating the question because he already knew her answer.

“No.” “That’s fine,” he said, trying to mask his feelings of cringing regret. 

“I just can't.”

Eric’s hand rose to stop her from replying. “No. It’s fine. I understand—” 

“I really can’t. I’m sorry. I mean, I’ve learned so much. But what we did? You live your life that way?” Her deep brown gaze watered.

Eric swallowed hard. “Not all the time.”

Tears rolled down Megan’s cheeks. “Well, you do. I know you do, and … I can’t.”

Eric’s expression fell as his heartbeat paused. His nerves twitched, not wanting to be left yet again by another companion. “You know, there’s so much out there. So many beautiful answers to find,” he said, trying to convince her to stay, despite her grating and sometimes clumsy inexperience. 

“Yeah, so many beautiful answers with so many horrible nightmares to follow,” she added. “That girl was screaming and dying, and you? You just stood there like it was an everyday thing. I don’t want that. I can’t become that person. I mean, you’re terrifying. One moment you’re cracking jokes, and the next you’re chasing demons. I’m sorry, but I’m not cut out for this.” She shook her head.

Eric shrugged. “Well then, I guess that’s that,” he said. “What will you do now?”

Megan processed the question. “Who knows? Travel. Get a proper job? I don’t know. Just go out there, make it up as I go along, and live my life the best I can.” 

Eric removed his foil blanket, placing it as quietly as he could behind him in the back of the ambulance. “I think you’re going to be great,” he whispered, leaning toward her.

Megan stood awkwardly, her jacket shining in the lights. “Just do one thing for me and find that person who can stop you from going too far. Because I think sometimes you need to be told to stop.” 

Eric nodded and stood. 

He evaluated his now former assistant; she’d grown so much in so short a time. “And, oh yeah. Here’s your phone.” He retrieved the mobile from his expansive pockets. “I have already sent the video to myself.” 

“Thanks,” she said, taking the mobile, seemingly surprised to realize she’d forgotten about it. “Guess I’ll have to ring someone for a lift.” Megan walked away with a confident stride. “See you around, Eric Thompson,” she said over her shoulder.

“See you around, Megan Strong.” Eric saluted the young woman, accepting her resignation. He watched her leave through the rickety metal gate, gone to live her life away from the madness. Away from him. 

Alone again, Eric believed life enjoyed punishing him. Might he ever fill the hole in his life? So many people had come and gone. He couldn’t stop people from leaving. The game seemed rigged. He knew that he presented that of a very confident and self-assured person, but in truth, all he wanted was someone to share his adventures—and his troubles. Someone to help fill the void left by his one true friend—the one who’d disappeared many years ago. Every time someone else came to replace them, Eric was swollen with hopes of joy, though those feelings would always soon deflate upon realizing that they could never quite replace his one true equal in this crazy life. It was never the person’s fault, Eric knew; he was the problem. 

There, his legs swung, clutching his tin foil blanket with a crinkle. Swinging his legs triggered a memory, one itching below his thin skin that caused a faint grin to form on his face. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Five-year-old Eric sat alone by the side of the wet playground just outside the orphanage. Beside the plants, he plonked alone, swaying his legs in his tiny grey shorts. He watched the others, wondering why it was so easy for fellow orphanage children to make friends. He knew they didn’t possess his gift, his power. They all called him a freak for it. Or, they called him a liar. Every day, Eric sat playing happily by himself until, one afternoon, he felt a thud beside him. A dark-haired boy with bright blue eyes held out a mutilated Barbie doll. He called himself Michael. Eric had always seen Michael from across the room but had never interacted with him. They were like the South and North Pole: connected in their loneliness but never able to bask in it together, the ability to meet was always there, they both just chose never to act upon it, not until now. 

Bonding over juice boxes and snacks, and how small their hands were. This triggered their signature move, pressing their open palms against each other to compare size. They were both the same. 

Michael went to collect a giant red ball for them to play with, which left Eric prey to one of the larger children, Steven. The boy who had the head of a hippo and the arms of a gorilla and knew how to use them, even at such a young age of seven. The boy grunted as he pushed Eric down to the ground, causing him to whimper. As Steven stood tall over the quivering Eric, a large ball bounced off his head, causing him to topple over into a rose bush. 

Rushing over, Michael asked if his friend was okay before pulling him up and wiping his tears away. Eric felt seen for the first time ever, and smiled before running away from the scene. 
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That night, it started again. The familiar beginning of an old dream. The only dream Eric knew. One he had relived over and over again. 

It always began the same. He was awake, his judgment clouded, shrouded in mist. His eyes focused through the fog. Wearing a clinical, white lab coat, he felt it and gazed down to see that he was wearing no shoes. His feet slid along the clean, white floor. A shimmering white light revealed a door of cut crystal. Nothing else—just a door surrounded by bright white. The entrance of this impossible place gleamed. Its majesty hypnotized him and pulsated pure energy through Eric’s veins. 

As ever, he approached the door, cautious of what may lie ahead despite having replayed the vision many times before. His palm clenched as he turned the handle. A rush of cooling static travelled along his arm, tunnelling around his spine to the stem of his brain. It electrified Eric’s senses. In a rush of deliberation, he pushed through the entrance.

Nothing lay ahead—merely brighter, white light. He travelled slowly through the portal, walking a few feet ahead and turning to find that the entrance had disappeared. As he faced forward, he saw two humanlike figures, dressed in white and black leather, reclining on chairs. They appeared to be non-binary. 

One of them had a huge black spider on top of their bald head, like a wig or a hat. Long black legs gripped their scalp. The spider’s fangs rested atop the person’s pale skin. Were the humanoids alive? Were they the arachnid’s victims or pets? 

The eyes of the two were shut, resting in a forever sleep. They had fingers but no nails. Their pallid faces had no eyebrows, but their eyelashes were as long and dark as the legs of the beast on one of their heads. Their lashes began to move. Spiders clambered out from within. Parasites. Their eggshell lips cracked open to unleash a gurgling fountain of black blood that trickled downwards. Small, dark, furry spiders scurried from the gaping jaw down to the floor in a long line, dotting the way like a treasure map. 

Someone or something banged on the door. The sound pulsed like Eric’s veins, accelerating with his heartbeat. He opened the door to find a stark contrast … black. Darkness. Eric stepped forward, not knowing why, and fell. It was as if he were being pulled into the void’s gravity. He should know this by now, having relived this punishment time after time.

He hit the ground softly. His eyes told him that he was in a grey woodland during a dim night. Yellow moonlight beckoned him. Something called to him with a gentle whistle—a sapphire blue owl with white feathers. It had golden talons, and the owl itself appeared to gleam in the moon’s rays. They saw into each other momentarily. Then, angel wings spread outward from Eric’s back and began to guide him through this decaying woodland after the owl. He struggled to keep his legs up, and twigs snapped underneath him as he moved. 

Within seconds, his feathered friend vanished. Eric halted and scanned his surroundings. Nothing but twisted, dead trees reaching up tall into the starless sky. Objects began to jerk toward him: branches and twigs, like reaching arms. A trap?

Eric’s bare feet sank into the ground. Panic controlled him as his weak knees began to be swallowed up by the earth. His ears tingled at the sound of drums with a perfect single beat. A shadow ahead of him called his attention. He looked up. Everything around him began to disintegrate. 

A cloaked figure appeared in his peripheral vision. He caught a flash of a crazed grin below a heavy hood. A hand bearing long, yellow, dirt-encrusted nails reached out to him. 

“Come to me, my lost one.” The shrill voice carried on the blowing wind. Leaves swirled around Eric. He shut his eyes, begging this nightmare to end. 

“No more!” he screamed. “No more!”

Eric woke from the dream, as he always did at that point. For that second after awaking, he was always relieved, only to realize seconds after that he would have to relive that never-ending hell once again, like the curse it was. 

Eric rubbed his eyes, knowing no cure was ever a possibility, having seen many therapists and doctors about this curious nightmare. He didn’t know what he would be without this dream. It was a part of him now. Perhaps one day, the truth might reveal itself. 
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