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			Introduction

			Mark Morris

			Is the world getting crazier?

			It certainly seems so from many perspectives, but I suspect the same question has been asked by human beings since time immemorial. With the effects of climate crisis, unrest in the Middle East, the ongoing war in Ukraine, and even societal divisions in the USA dominating the news as I write these words, one can be forgiven for thinking planet Earth is currently on a collision course to oblivion.

			Looking back, though, it seems that this insignificant ball of rock on which we all strut and fret our hour upon the stage has forever been on the brink. Our history is a relentless litany of wars, plagues, civil unrest, and, inevitably, the miserable by-products of all that – poverty, inequality, brutality, bigotry, and numerous instances of selfishness and stupidity.

			Perhaps the difference between the past and the present, though, is that, via the internet, we now have almost constant access and exposure to the most mind-bogglingly awful events. This can become so all-pervading, so overwhelming, that there are times when it doesn’t actually seem quite real; times when ‘reality’ appears more like a dream (or nightmare) – or even like a computer game that has run so far out of control, and reached such a crisis point, that the only solution seems to be to end the game and start again.

			Stressful though all of this can be, it is in this febrile hinterland of human fears, phobias and anxieties where the inspiration for horror stories most commonly thrives, and where ideas gestate and develop. Fever Dreams marks the sixth annual anthology in the ‘ABC of Horror’ series, and the stories that have this year flooded in from contributors continue to be as relevant, inventive and varied as ever.

			One thing that has particularly struck me this year is how geographically varied they are. Proving that nightmares are both global and uncontained, these twenty stories range from the USA and the UK to France, Greece, Australia, Antarctica, Syria and Iceland. 

			In terms of content, all human – and inhuman – life is here. Within these pages you’ll find tales of cosmic awe, of human depravity, and of monsters conjured from the darkest recesses of our own souls. Thematically, the class of 2025 delve into the horrors of toxic masculinity and identity theft, mid-life disillusionment and lack of self-worth, intolerance and cruelty and deep-seated trauma. Revenge, incarceration, home invasion – all are explored within these pages. But if this all sounds rather grim, be assured that there is also humour here, to leaven the darkness, albeit admittedly the laughs do invariably come with a generous side order of body horror.

			As editor, I continue to be enormously grateful to my contributors for knocking the ball out of the park again and again and again. In After Sundown, the first volume of this series, published five years ago, I announced my intention that these annual volumes should be a showcase for the sheer scope and inventiveness that the horror genre has to offer. Five years later, I believe whole-heartedly that these books are continuing to fulfil that brief.

			Try not to have nightmares. But if you do, why not write them down and allow others to share them?

			 

			Mark Morris

		

	
		
			MAY I BORROW YOU FOR A MOMENT?

			Tracy Fahey

			“You can’t do this.” My voice is rough, desperate. “I’ll tell everyone.”

			You laugh. Shrug.

			“Which of us do you think they’ll believe?”

			* * *

			When I got the call for papers, I didn’t even think of it as a viable option – too busy, too insolvent. But when you told me the department would pay, I hesitated.

			There’s a me that wanted to go, after all. To send out my ideas, spores in the air. To have my research witnessed and approved. To earn brownie points towards my PhD progression. Perhaps – even – to get a publication out of it. Yes. There’s a me that needed to go.

			And yet. Travelling with you. The proximity of it all, the closeness of lecture hall seats. Unwanted intimacies, breakfasting together. Your white hair, sticking up at the back from where you slept on it.

			I shake my head, the image blurs.

			You cough, cover your mouth with a white handkerchief. “No?”

			I hesitate, irresolute, scroll down the page. The conference is in Paris. There’s a tour of the Catacombs included. The amazing corridors of heaped bone and displaced bodies from eighteenth-century cemeteries. A slow thump of excitement.

			“Maybe.” A crazy dream-collage of Eiffel towers, a Champs-Élysées snaked with lines of traffic, the Mona Lisa’s steady, shadowed gaze. Without meaning to, I’m smiling.

			“I mean yes. Yes. I’ll put in an abstract.’

			You wipe your lips. “Good girl.”

			* * *

			Outside the world peels away into sunlight, brilliant blue sky, wadded with soft masses of cloud. A flash of light far below; land, sea, I’m not sure which. I swallow. My hands are sweating.

			You share my armrest. A vaguely unpleasant warmth as you press against me; I’m acutely aware of the bony line of your forearm. The air-con nozzle above me is on, but when I reach up to touch it, only the tiniest breath of air wheezes out. I don’t like this. Being suspended in the air, being too warm, too hemmed in. Here and nowhere at the same time.

			I put a hand on the window, to cool my palm. When I unpeel it, there’s a handprint etched in frosty condensation. The engines thrum, a lift, the clunk-clunk of wheels folding up like birds’ legs.

			In the glass, a ghost of my face; pale, large-eyed.

			The plane tilts, my insides tilt. I jog your elbow.

			“Are you all right, my dear?”

			“Kind of.” I swallow. “I’ve only been on an aeroplane twice before.” It’s true. Once for a sun holiday with mates that we all got Credit Union loans out for, once for a family funeral in Manchester.

			“Really?” you say, whiskery eyebrows raised. “You never cease to surprise me, Leonie.”

			I’m not in the mood to play Eliza Doolittle. I pick up my conference paper instead, now stippled with biro marks and crossings-out – I must remember to try to print this out again at the conference hotel – and start reading it over. When I sneak a look again, you’re asleep. Linen suit perfectly creased; face collapsed into your chin.

			I look down at my own velour tracksuit. I’ve seen celebrities wear these for travelling in, but, as usual, beside you I feel wrong. I know you don’t mind it; on some level you find me quaint. Gauche. Amusing. Like when I asked too many questions in tutorials, and you called me Sisyphus. I had to look it up later. A god of persistent and futile tasks. Yes, you were laughing at me. But on some level, you saw me, and that was enough.

			It’s why I asked you to supervise me.

			“So, you want to do a thesis on the fetch? Interesting.” You ran a delicate fingertip over the print-out I’d brought for you – email is vulgar. “Why do you want to write about this?”

			“Well, I always heard stories about it as a kid. About the fetch, coming to take you away.”

			You waited, head cocked to one side.

			“And I had a really strange thing happen to me when I was younger. When my Nanna died, my ma covered the big mirror with a sheet, so she couldn’t find her way back.” Me and Jason, watching her, jostling each other. “My brother dared me to pull it back. So, I did.”

			“And then?” The window flickered; sunlight glitched on your gold signet ring.

			“And then I saw myself and screamed in the dark room – I thought it was my Nanna, young again. Got smacked for it.” The stinging brand, hard across the back of the legs. “And yeah, that’s when I got really interested in the fetch.”

			You looked at me. The tiniest raise of an eyebrow.

			I knew what you meant.

			“Right. I mean… well, later I read other accounts of the fetch. There’s a short story by the Banim brothers, and lots of descriptions of it in oral folklore collections.”

			A beat of silence.

			“Maybe,” you said, delicate as always. “Maybe avoid the autoethnographic approach. Perhaps a little” – you paused, coughed – “perhaps a little scholarly detachment?”

			I nodded, ashamed.

			“And when the research office asks at interview you’ll say?”

			I translated myself for you. “That I’m interested in the Banims’ story, ‘The Fetches’, and its folkloric antecedents.”

			The plane’s engines shift, change in tone. I look outside. Everything has disappeared in a drift of cloud. Where am I?

			Beside me, you’ve started to snore, a light, rhythmic cadence. I dig my phone out of my tracksuit pocket. No emails. Of course not. And anyway, I checked it right before take-off.

			I touch the silver pendant that Tommi gave me for Christmas. Gemini, the twins. A sharp pang of homesickness; to be on land, to be in our tatty apartment, my feet on Tommi’s lap.

			Outside the clouds rise, wreathe the plane in cotton-puffs of vapour. I close my eyes, imagine another version of my life down there where I stayed at home on our old estate.

			A rattle of turbulence. I grip the pendant hard. When the shaking stops, I unpeel my fingers. Two girls facing each other, imprinted on my palm.

			* * *

			The conference hotel is fancy and intimidating. I poke around my dark room. A jumble of old and mismatched furniture – a tall wardrobe, a narrow bed, a scatter of small tables and chairs. I give the bidet an experimental flush, try to call Tommi. No answer. I put on a dress she helped me choose. Navy and plain, neither too tight nor too loose. Downstairs, a thin procession streams in. Chic, middle-aged women in black with interesting scarves and brooches, some men with equally interesting beards, some student types with square-framed glasses – underpaid PhD hopefuls, stealing opportunistic glances around the other attendees, calculating the advantage of introducing themselves.

			I collect my badge, sign up for the Catacombs tour, collect a glass of red wine. As keynote speaker, you stand near the registration desk with the organisers, graciously greeting delegates.

			I hold a glass of wine, watch new arrivals greet each other with noisy confidence.

			“When did y’all get here?” Beards, big coats, American accents.

			“Oh my, what a long flight!”

			“Have you seen Peterson from Columbia? He’s gotta great story about trying to get a cab here.”

			“Isn’t there anything but wine? I can’t drink alcohol, I have an allergy.”

			All eyes pass over me. I thread quiet paths through the clusters, forcing quick smiles as I squeeze myself past. The glass of red wine, a prop, grows warm and sticky in my hand. Desperation grows. I bump slightly into some of the chattier delegates, excusing myself. Nothing. They merely step back politely and continue their conversation. My skin pinpricks with perspiration.

			I wish you were here. Tommi would roll her eyes at me. “Be yourself. Everyone else is already taken.”

			I feel your eyes on me. You bend forward, whisper in a dark-haired professor’s ear. He smiles at me, a dazzle of white teeth. My cheeks bloom with red awkwardness. I put down my sweaty, undrinkable glass of wine and walk out. On the pavement I realise I’ve gone the wrong way – out of the hotel instead of upstairs. A cold wind carves into my dress.

			There’s a girl in the doorway, pausing to take a last drag of a cigarette. An illicit line of smoke arches into the foyer.

			“Are you coming back in?” Her hair is a chic blonde bob.

			“Me?”

			“Yes. You look human,” she says, her voice a perfect wash of short English vowels and precise consonants. Crisp and appraising. “Unlike those old fossils.” She nods at the registration desk and the group of professors around you, woven in a close knot of gossip.

			I touch my nametag. “I’m Leonie.” We shake hands. Her nails are red and sharp.

			“Julia. First time here?”

			“Yes.” It probably shows. Landing, I never quite got my bearings. Charles de Gaulle was impossibly huge and ant-lined with queues, signs in French and Mandarin – and, thankfully, English. The journey into Paris was confusing, the ugliness of the industrial suburbs, which dissolved in a few turns. And then, it was there, Paris, a plethora of graceful cream buildings, graffiti, bicycles, people, people, people.

			She draws me back inside. “It’s a bit much, isn’t it?” She waves a hand at the ornate lobby, the grave waiters, the enormous glass chandelier. “Just soak up the wine, smile at everyone, avoid the boring papers, and you’re good.”

			“Thanks.” I’m grateful for these small wisdoms. My head is starting to spin, a combination of poor sleep, no food, and noise.

			Julia picks up two glasses of wine, hands me one. “Are you here with anyone?”

			“One of the fossils.” I point at you. You move slightly apart from the crowd, cough into a handkerchief. “The keynote, Professor Atkinson.”

			“Atkinson… That old James Joyce fart? Book on the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn? Talking here about metempsychosis? Atkinson from Trinity?”

			I’m laughing. “Yes to all the above.”

			Julia looks at you. “He doesn’t look so well. Mind you, he must be ancient. You know him well?”

			“Well enough. He’s my advisor.”

			Julia leans towards me. “Careful,” she says quietly. The hubbub in the room swells. “Careful of that one.”

			“Julia!” A handsome dark-haired man grasps her shoulders, kisses her on both cheeks.

			“Antoine!”

			I linger for a few minutes, but Julia is absorbed in talking. It’s stuffy and airless. My head is starting to ache. I drain my glass, push through the crowd back to the door, through a drift of smoke and chatter at the entrance.

			The rough stone of the wall pricks my back. Before me, the Seine is streaked with the buttery yellow of a low sun. I check my email. Nothing.

			The soft burr-burr of the phone. Tommi’s voicemail, lightly amused voice. “Don’t leave a message. I hate that. Text like a normal person.”

			Oh Tommi. For a moment I see her, laughing, her purple hair, an undercut soft as suede under my fingers. My miracle girl who found me and gave me a home. I wish you were here.

			I bypass the lobby, slink to the lift. In my dark and cavernous room, the thrum of voices and laughter below swells through the floor. I bump into the nightstand, further from the bed than I remembered from check-in. A red bump flowers on my knee.

			I try Tommi’s number again, click off before the recorded message.

			In the bathroom, I’m confused. I can’t work out the shower; a complex mix of levers and taps, settle for sluicing my face and hands under a large, antiquated tap. Coming out of the bathroom, I take a wrong turn, stumble over my suitcase. I flick on the TV, but I don’t speak French. Lying on the duvet cover, I smooth out my paper:

			Though there are many accounts of the doppelgänger – the exact double of a person – in oral folklore, its presence is regarded as a bad omen. Nowhere is this more acutely observed than in Irish lore with the trope of ‘the fetch’.

			God. That’s bad. Stiff and pompous. I score an angry line through the sentences, put the paper back in my bag. My fingers brush my phone.

			I check it again. Three emails, all about upcoming research training seminars. I delete them, lie back on the bed, twisting the pendant between my fingers like a holy medal.

			I wish you were here.

			I took her home last Christmas. Tommi.

			My mother’s gaze slid across her. The hair. Her T-shirt slogan: The Future Is Female. The row of glinting earrings. I wound a strand of tinsel tight round my fingers till they creased white. Tommi leaned against the dirty worktop, piled with multipacks of crisps, huge bottles of cheap, off-brand cola, a doll in the wrong diorama.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, much later, squashed against her in one of the twin beds in my room. “For everything.”

			She pinched me. “Don’t be a snob, Leonie.”

			I wander over to the hotel room window, queerly restless. In the glass I am an inky shape, a negative space, an absence.

			Where am I?

			Within me the city flowers in strings of lights.

			* * *

			“Mademoiselle?”

			I’ve been practising. “Americano, s’il vous plaît.”

			He looks doubtful. “Americano?”

			“Oui.” I shake a cigarette out of my pack, light it. In my head, I’m a louche Eva Green.

			The young waiter shrugs. “Bon.”

			Paris is even prettier in the early morning sun. The street of tabacs, boulangeries and boucheries is striped with pedestrian crossings. I settle back in my wooden chair, blow a smoke ring upwards towards the red awning. A girl pauses in the street to my left; in my peripheral vision I see her from the back. Same black hair as me, same white shirt as me, same shoulder-bag bisecting her body.

			Surely not? And then she turns. Her face is shockingly unlike mine, long nose, full lips, inky eyes.

			My phone buzzes. I jump. When I look up the girl is gone.

			“Hello, traveller!” Tommi.

			“Babe, I miss you.” I put the cigarette in the ashtray. I don’t want her to hear me inhaling, scold me. “I’ve arrived safely, and it’s all going OK. I even talked to someone last night at the reception.”

			“Ah, sweetie, I’m so happy for you.” Her voice is warm. “Lucky old you, being in Paris. How is it?”

			“Very Paris. I had a croissant earlier, just waiting on a black coffee. So far, so French.”

			“Any news?”

			She doesn’t have to specify.

			“Hang on.” I thumb open my email app, check. Nothing.

			“No,” I say. “And I can’t think about it right now. I’m too nervous – I’m giving my paper this afternoon.”

			She makes a soothing sound. “I know, silly, that’s why I called you. Don’t worry. Be yourself.”

			“Mademoiselle?”

			A sturdy tumbler of orange liquid swollen with ice. It smells of strong alcohol. I poke at it. “Americano?”

			The waiter nods, drops a receipt tray on my table. The slip of paper printed faintly with ‘Americano’.

			What the hell? Tommi, oblivious, talks on. “So anyway, tell me––”

			A hand on my shoulder. I grab my drink, hold it up. “Monsieur?”

			Shit. You.

			“Ah, Leonie.” Your face, amused. A cough. “A little Dutch courage for later?” You lift your Panama hat courteously, keep walking.

			The phone crackles in my ear. “Who’s that?”

			I stare dumbly after you, put the glass down.

			“No one. Well. You know. Atkinson. I have to go, Tommi.”

			I stub out my cigarette, glare at the drink glistening amber on my table. Wrong, wrong, always wrong.

			She sighs. “Have a good time.”

			“It’s Paris,” I say. “How could I not?”

			* * *

			The day is a blur of panels, coffees, announcements by the organisers. You stand on the platform as keynote speaker, regally acknowledging applause in anticipation of your lecture tomorrow.

			And then it’s time. Almost time. We’re the last panel of the day. The earnest young man beside me – Simon, the moderator said – is giving his paper. I reread my paper. This is a load of rubbish. I take out my pen and draw a line through the entire first page.

			My phone buzzes. I sneak a look. New email. Subject line ‘Your article is now online’. I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding in.

			The earnest young man clears his throat. I’m up. I grip the lectern. Julia gives me a tiny wave. My heart knocks loud against my ribs. Before me, a blur of faces. I click on the first slide, an old-fashioned print of a woman on a country road.

			You. Front row. Arms crossed, smile flickering across your face.

			I squeeze my eyes shut. Tommi’s voice in my ear. Be yourself.

			“Let me tell you a story,” I say. “A story about my grandmother.”

			* * *

			I sit down. My legs are shaking. I’ve left my paper on the rostrum. My phone vibrates on my lap. It doesn’t matter. They’re still applauding.

			“Thank you to Leonie Burke, our last speaker,” says the moderator. “We will now take questions for the panel.”

			A forest of arms, waving. A sea of questions. They’re all for me.

			* * *

			The delegates who looked through me last night now swarm around.

			“Have you published on this?” Simon, the earnest young man.

			“Yes,” I say, smooth and practised. “As a matter of fact, I have an article just out in the Journal of Interdisciplinary Arts.”

			“So, you’ve conducted fieldwork as part of your analysis of fictional narratives?” A woman I vaguely recognise from University College Dublin. She smiles. “Come and see us in the Folklore Department when you’re back, won’t you?”

			I nod. My phone buzzes in my pocket. Julia, from across the room, gives me a thumbs-up.

			A warm hand on my elbow. You.

			“Well, well, well.” Your eyes are amused, but there’s a flicker of something else. Interest? Challenge?

			“I loved that story about your grandmother’s wake.” An American professor with a wild, white beard beams at me.

			I daren’t meet your eye.

			You give the bearded professor a small, courtly bow, loop an arm in mine.

			“May I borrow you for a moment?”

			* * *

			This is surreal. You squire me around the room. “Have you met my quite brilliant PhD student?” I keep nodding, keep smiling. My phone vibrates insistently, but the crush around me shows no signs of abating.

			“And so young, Atkinson,” says the professor with the huge white beard. “An original and a prodigy.”

			“Exactly, Braun. She has a very bright future ahead of her.” You squeeze my arm, a little too tightly. “I’m sure of it.”

			I feel the phone buzz in my pocket. I disentangle my arm from yours. “I’m so sorry,” I say. “I really need to get this.” I pull the phone out, Tommi’s face flashes up.

			Your eyes are bright, avid. “The lady friend, I take it?”

			The other professors raise their eyebrows. “How very Colette,” says one, and you laugh until you cough.

			“She likes the ladies,” you say. “Can’t blame her for that.” They all chuckle.

			“Tommi.” I lurch over to the corner, press my burning cheek to the screen.

			“I’m trying to FaceTime you, you idiot.”

			“Sorry.” I pull away, grin stupidly at her. “The article––”

			“I saw it’s up! Great timing.”

			“Yeah.” I shake my head slightly.

			Tommi understands. “Babe,” she says quietly. “No more worrying. You’re safe now.”

			I can still feel your fingerprints on my arm.

			“Maybe.”

			* * *

			“Leonie.” Julia materialises beside me. “You conference darling! Junk your fans and come join us.” She waves a hand at Antoine, Simon and a group of postgrads. “We’re off to get very drunk and trash-talk everyone.”

			I can’t help it. A glow. I’m part of the group. “I’d love to.”

			The windows of Le Saint are fogged with condensation. We’re on our third round of drinks. I clink glasses with Eve, a small, punky girl with a lip piercing.

			Antoine smiles down at me. “You’re with Professor Atkinson, aren’t you?”

			“Kind of.” I inhale the first inch of my cold beer, lick my lips. “He’s my advisor.”

			“He’s pretty decent, no? He examined my PhD transfer last year.”

			“Yeah, right.” Eve snorts. “He’s one of those.”

			“One of those?” I put down my beer.

			“You know,” she says. “Fine with guys. But the female grapevine knows him. He’s one of the creepy ones.” Her face looms closer to me, she drops her voice. “You know. The ones that skate close to the line.”

			Your hand on my arm. May I borrow you for a moment? Your eyes on me, greedy, appraising.

			I shiver.

			“He’s bad news,” says Julia, draining a glass of wine. “Try asking Sophia Bell.” Her lips are stained berry purple. “If that was possible.”

			The name sounds vaguely familiar. I lean forward, but Antoine wedges himself between us, brandishing a credit card.

			A tray of tiny absinthe glasses glows green on the wooden counter. I shrug, pick one up, clink it with Eve’s, toss it back.

			“Good stuff,” says Antoine. “To the Green Muse.”

			I slip out for a cigarette as they’re all cheering. The light is fading, but the buttery limestone still glows. I want to tour around a little tomorrow. “I should go home,” I say aloud, with tipsy dignity, then throw the half-smoked cigarette in the gutter.

			At the door I pause. A dark haired woman in a white shirt sits at the bar between Eve and Julia. I can’t see her face.

			Is it the girl from the café? Or? I squeeze my eyes tight shut, so tight that stars spark behind my eyelids.

			And she’s gone.

			The bar stool is empty, and so is the shot glass on the counter.

			I push my way back to the bar. “Julia. Can we talk?”

			She blinks at me. Her sleek, blonde hair is rumpled. “We just were. I told you to be careful, didn’t I?”

			I stare at our reflection in the bar mirror. “Who is Sophia Bell?” But she can’t hear me anymore. She hands me another shot of absinthe.

			“Careful,” she repeats. Her eyes are unfocused. “You’re just his type.”

			* * *

			My night is a soup of dreams, muddy half-memories of running through dark rooms. Mirrors everywhere. I keep splitting, dividing, cartoon versions of me, white shirt and dark trousers, mouth a dark hole.

			I wake in a tangle of sheets. Where am I? A beat, and then the fear descends. It pulses from my throbbing head around my body. Flashes of me laughing, my too-loud voice shouting nonsense at Julia and Eve. I pull the sweat-soaked duvet over my face. My leg hurts. Images unspool, faster and faster. More absinthe, twinkling green and malevolent. A blur and lurch, the sound of crashing glass. Antoine’s laughing face bending over me. My own voice, magnified in my ears. “Don’t let the bastards grind you down.” Steadying myself on the street cleaners’ green van.

			My skin stings, flames with shame.

			I lurch over to the window, rip the curtains back. Paris glares back in, the boulevard outside beautiful and haughty and alien. I’m still wearing my shirt and socks. There’s a huge bruise on my shin. My throat is rough and sore from cigarettes.

			I try everything. A shower. Coffee. Getting dressed. Putting on the incomprehensible TV. But all through these familiar motions, a dark underswell of dread – What did I say? What did I do? – beats a monotonous rhythm of horror.

			Paris is ticking by and I’m missing it. A precious free morning, and of course I had to go and ruin it for myself. In the bathroom I scowl savagely at my pale, dry-skinned, wild-eyed double.

			My phone bleeps. You OK? Julia.

			I text back a bandaged face emoji, a thumbs-up one.

			See you for the keynote. X

			I don’t reply. Instead, I rip my clothes off and crawl into bed in a T-shirt. The unfamiliar room eddies around me, settles.

			* * *

			I slip into the seat beside Julia and Eve. My throat is still raw. I raise my coffee cup and take a surreptitious sip. The coffee rolls forlornly around my empty stomach. I stoop and put the cup under my chair.

			“I’m in pieces,” whispers Eve. Her pixie face is wan. There’s a streak of mascara under one eye. “I’m going to skip the Catacombs.”

			“Same,” says Julia. “I’m feeling quite dead enough already.” She pokes me in the shoulder. “Le Saint again? Hair of the dog that savaged you?”

			My head thumps unpleasantly. “Um.” I don’t want to spurn her offer. “I’ll see once this is over.”

			“Ah, Leonie, my dear.” You’re in front of me, smiling. “Come and sit with us.”

			I get up, give the girls a regretful smile. Eve looks unimpressed. Julia mouths something I can’t catch.

			“Hello.” It’s the old American guy from yesterday. Brown? Braun? “I’m very interested in getting you over to us in Chicago to share your research.”

			I’m overwhelmed. “Thank you, professor.”

			“Chad.” He smiles at me through his bushy white beard, then holds a finger to his lips. You step up to the podium.

			I’ve heard you speak before. And as you put up your first slide – a mosaic depicting Orpheus – I realise I’ve heard this speech before. At the Dublin conference last year.

			“Metempsychosis – the migration of souls – is commonly believed to have its origins in Orphism.” You pause, cough. “But to truly find its source, we must go back further, to Dionysian rites, to the celebration of Persephone.”

			You press your handkerchief to your mouth. “These cults celebrated those who descended to the underworld and managed to return. Those who survived, and even thrived as a result.”

			I sneak a look back at Julia. She rolls her eyes.

			The familiar cadence of your voice; coughing, speaking. The click of the pointer. My eyes shutter down. Your words wash over me – rites and rituals, the life of the soul after death. The conference room dissolves. I’m in bed, heavy covers over my head, a hand grabs me in the dark – my head jerks.

			I open my eyes, confused.

			God. I nearly fell asleep. I slide my phone out of my pocket, check it furtively. A text from Tommi. Proud of you, babe. I send her back a flood of heart emojis. No emails. I pause, remember Julia on her bar stool, hair in her eyes. Go ask Sophia Bell.

			I try Googling her. A number of hits, mostly young girls with pouting Instagram accounts. I pause, try Google Scholar. There’s an affiliation. Same as mine. Trinity College Dublin. And there’s something that looks promising. It’s an article, ‘Metempsychosis: a history of experimentation’.

			I squint at the byline. She’s a co-author. Before her name, there’s another. Professor S.J. Atkinson.

			As soon as the applause dies down, I wriggle past the delegates to Julia.

			“Sophia Bell.” I show Julia my phone screen. “You didn’t say she wrote with Atkinson.”

			“She didn’t.” Julia looks around, draws in a breath. “He took her research.”

			I grip the seat back. “What happened to her?”

			Julia shrugs. “She was never the same afterwards. Disappeared from the conference circuit. There were different rumours.”

			“I heard she went back to Canada,” Eve offers.

			“That’s one story.” Julia looks at me. “But––”

			You catch my eye, beckon me forward. The organisers are marshalling a line of delegates for the Catacombs tour.

			“Last chance,” says Eve. “Wanna come with us?”

			I ignore her. “But?” I prompt Julia.

			“But I heard she killed herself.” Her mouth is a thin line. “Sophia.”

			* * *

			You find me in the line of delegates.

			“Congratulations, professor,” I say dutifully.

			“Why, thank you.” You are smiling but your eyes are cold. “Though I fear you – ahem – have forgotten to inform your advisor that you have an article published?”

			“I… umm…” You’ve caught me out.

			“A solo authored article, no less.” You raise an eyebrow.

			“It’s the journal convention.” Never mind that I chose to submit for precisely that reason.

			You nod. I can’t read your expression.

			A bus pulls up. I’m confused. According to my phone, we’re only a few metro stops away from the Catacombs.

			Chad, beside me, sees my bewilderment. “It’s a special tour,” he explains. “We’re going to a recently unearthed part of the complex. What a treat.” I climb up the steps.

			“Come sit with me.” Chad pats the empty seat beside him.

			“I think not.” You shake your head at him. “You can’t be allowed to poach my students, my dear fellow.”

			I stand, irresolute, in the gangway.

			“Sit here.” It’s an order, not an invitation. “I like to keep an eye on my promising young students.” Your eyes are hard, greedy. “And you, Leonie, are the most promising of all.”

			* * *

			This looks nothing like the pictures I’ve seen online. We get off the bus at the bottom of a hill, somewhere in the suburbs. There’s a large cave to one side, and a row of silent guides with headlamps and a basket of torches.

			The main guide steps forward. “Stop,” he says dramatically. “This is the Empire of Death.” He introduces us to the Catacombs. There’s a litany of cautions: stay together, no loud noises, walk exactly where we do. He shines a powerful lamp into the recess. A long tunnel unfolds. The light spills and wavers over a wet mass of yellow bones.

			“Four hundred miles of tunnels,” says Chad reverently.

			I shiver.

			“You don’t have to go in,” he says quietly. “You could wait on the bus.”

			You turn. “Nonsense,” you say. “Full of pluck, aren’t you, Leonie? An intrepid little adventuress?”

			I don’t reply. I pick up a torch from the basket, switch it on. The guide continues to talk. I play my torch-beam over a section of wall. A skull glitters. I touch it surreptitiously. It’s gritty and slimy all at once, like half-melted salt.

			“Limestone deposits.” Your voice, close to me. I jump. “Fascinating, isn’t it.”

			I tug my cardigan close to my body.

			Your face, lit from underneath, is wolfish. “And the main event is yet to come.”

			We walk on. It’s colder now. The bones are omnipresent, jumbled in heaps. Here and there, there’s some kind of order. A mound of skulls. A nest of thighbones. The sheer number makes my head hurt. My sore throat throbs.

			The guide halts. “Please pause,” he says. “We have come now to a large complex of caves, unearthed during the recent excavation.” He swings his torch around. The wall gives way to a succession of shadowy recesses.

			Murmurs from the group.

			The guide raises his hand. “We will only go inside one of the chambers,” he says. “The structural integrity of the others has not been determined. Please follow me very precisely.”

			We shuffle behind him. I splash in an unseen puddle, swear quietly. The darkness extends softly upwards. Excited conversations break out; criss-crossing torch beams reveal a high ceiling, stippled with gleaming stalactites. We stand in a huddle.

			“What have these caves been used for?” asks the folklore professor. She scribbles in a tiny notebook.

			“Recently?” The guide shrugs. “Many things. Young people use the Catacombs to meet in. Sometimes to show films. Sometimes to have rave parties.”

			She looks up. “And before that?”

			“We have yet to find a definitive answer.” His torch catches a line of guttered wax candles, a startling purple against the rough grey limestone.

			“Some weird stuff, I’d say.” Chad examines the wall section nearest us, moving his torch beam slowly across the glistening walls. “There’s some kind of writing here.” Small lettering in a faded red.

			“Yes.” Your breath is warm on my cheek. “Potentially evidence of ritual practice.” I hunch my shoulders. The hangover has kicked in again. I feel wretched. I want to go back to the warmth of the bus. If Tommi were here, she wouldn’t hesitate.

			“Intriguing,” says the folklore professor, still writing busily.

			You play your torch on the wall, start to recite slowly.

			“Ah,” says Chad. “Latin.”

			I’m jammed between you both.

			Above us, a distant metal clang. “A truck,” says the tour guide. “Hitting a manhole cover.” I feel it all then. How far we are below. Surrounded by the dead. Sweat prickles on my forehead. I want to leave. I shouldn’t leave.

			Tommi’s voice in my head: Be yourself.

			Close beside me, you cough. A fine mist of spray hits my cheek. My stomach roils in revulsion.

			“Apologies, my dear.” You grip my arm firmly, continue reading aloud. I twist away.

			“I’m sorry.” My voice is rough, desperate. “I need to get out.”

			* * *

			I’m the only person to wimp out on the tour of the Catacombs. I don’t care. The bus is safe and warm and blasting dreadful French pop music. The bus driver is content to stand outside, smoking, and ignoring me.

			My oesophagus is raw. Stupid Gauloises. I’m still cold. I shut off as many air-con nozzles as I can, rub my throat tenderly. Now my ears hurt too.

			I imagine the waxy bones exuding tiny spores of disease, feel nauseated.

			“Ah, you survived,” says Chad cheerily, climbing on board.

			“Yeah.” I’m a bit sheepish. “Got a bit of agoraphobia there for a minute, I reckon.” I clear my throat, cough slightly. “And I’m coming down with a bit of a cold too.”

			“I hope you feel better in the morning.” Chad’s kind face is concerned.

			“Don’t worry.” You swing yourself onto the bus, smiling broadly at us both. “A good night’s sleep and I’m sure we’ll all feel much more ourselves.”

			* * *

			What the hell? My head hurts. Everything hurts.

			I slide my hand under the pillow. No phone. My bag? I stumble out of bed, hit an unexpected chair.

			I bend over to rub my knee. The action makes me wheeze, hack, cough.

			This isn’t good. I’ve definitely caught something from the dank Catacombs. Still coughing, I move to push open the bathroom door. My arm slams against the wall.

			“Ow!” I snatch my arm back, whirl around. The bathroom is on the opposite wall, a ring of light clearly visible around the doorframe. What the hell?

			I grab around in the darkness, pull at the soft velvet mass of curtains. They jerk back in my hand. The city floods the room. But it’s not the busy boulevard. This is the inner courtyard, the ornamental trees gilded with early sunlight.

			Where am I?

			This isn’t my room. How the fuck did I end up here? My heart thuds hard in my ears. I put a hand to the doorknob, patting myself down to make sure I’m decent –

			Instead of the jersey of my T-shirt, I pat soft, expensive flannel.

			I open my mouth, but all that comes out is a tiny, airless croak.

			Who’s done this to me?

			I struggle with the stiff handle, wrench it savagely. The door lurches open.

			“Professor?” A voice, startled.

			It’s…

			It’s me.

			This time there’s no mistaking it. It’s not the girl at the café with the wrong face. It’s not the girl at the bar who drank my absinthe. No.

			It’s me.

			“This isn’t right.” My words are swallowed by a bout of coughing. I clap my hand to my mouth, withdraw it. Stare. My hand. Wrinkled, mottled with brown spots. A flash of gold signet ring.

			It’s not me.

			Somehow, impossibly, it’s you.

			“Good morning, professor,” you say. Your lipstick is crooked, inexpertly applied.

			A phone rings. Mine.

			I slide a hand into my pocket looking for it. You pull it out of yours, a magic trick.

			“Sorry, professor.” You wink at me, hold up a finger. “Ah. Tommi.”

			Your eyes on mine. That hard gleam. A slow smile that peels back over your teeth. “No, I can’t wait to see you either.”

			* * *

			“You can’t do this.” My voice is rough, desperate. “I’ll tell everyone.”

			You laugh. Shrug.

			“Which of us do you think they’ll believe?”

		

	
		
			ENTER, KILL, EXIT

			Tim Waggoner

			Someone’s at the front door.

			Julie was sitting upright in bed, surrounded by darkness, heart pounding, cold sweat beading her brow. She had no memory of waking, no memory of coming to bed, but she was up now – Thanks, adrenaline – and she held her breath and listened. Seconds-minutes-hours passed, bringing only silence. She’d decided that she must’ve been dreaming, but then she heard it again, the meaty sound of a fist pounding on the front door, three times, hard.

			Thud-thud-THUD!

			When she’d been a child and thought she’d heard something during the night, she’d grab her pillow, press it against her ears, then wriggle beneath the covers and hide until she fell back to sleep or the sun rose, whichever came first. But she was an adult – and nearly a middle-aged one, at that – and she lived alone. There was no one else to go investigate.

			You don’t have to do this. Who gives a shit how old you are? If you wanna hide, hide!

			But she knew if she didn’t check out the noise, she’d lie here afraid all night, and she’d stay afraid all day tomorrow, and still be afraid when night came again. A coward dies a thousand deaths…

			Yeah, but she didn’t want to die any deaths.

			Still, she tossed back the covers and rose. She wore only a tank top and underwear, and the cool air in her bedroom raised gooseflesh on her skin. She liked to keep the temperature low when she slept, but she regretted that now. She wished she had her robe, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d worn it, and she didn’t want to take the time to dig through her closet. She did, however, grab her phone off the nightstand and pick up the baseball bat she kept propped up in the corner. She didn’t own a gun, had heard many times on the true-crime TV programmes she was addicted to that most homeowners’ guns were used against them during a home invasion, and she didn’t want to risk that happening. It never occurred to her that an invader could snatch the bat from her hand and club her to death with it.

			She quickly checked the time on her phone. 3:17 a.m.

			Should she call 911 before leaving the bedroom? It would be the smart thing to do, but she’d already called twice this month, both times false alarms, and she feared the police were beginning to think she was a kook. Who was she kidding? They definitely thought that. If she called, and the police came and found nothing, they’d probably put her on a Do Not Respond list, and then when she really needed them, they wouldn’t show up. She should at least verify there was an actual threat before she called.

			Shouldn’t she?

			She opened her bedroom door and stepped into the hallway.

			* * *

			Seven months ago, she got a text from her brother Daryl while she was at work: Check out AFTER THE MURDER on CrimeTV – they did an episode on Angie!!!!!

			Julie had been on her lunch hour at the bank when she read the message, and when she was finished, she felt a wave of dizziness coupled with intense nausea. She’d hurried to the women’s room, sure she was going to vomit, but by the time she got there, the nausea had already started to subside. She splashed cold water on her face and returned to the break room, grateful she’d taken a late lunch and been eating alone. No one to ask her if anything was wrong, no one to explain to. She no longer had an appetite, so she tossed her Caesar salad in the trash.

			Daryl was a true-crime enthusiast, to use his term, and CrimeTV was his favourite channel. She’d never understood the attraction those kinds of programmes held for him. As far as she was concerned, a steady diet of mini documentaries about murder, torture, rape and abduction warped a person’s point of view, made them think the world was full of serial killers and sadists, that a long, painful death by mutilation, strangulation or immolation was not only inevitable but could occur at any moment. Sure, terrible things happened – she couldn’t deny that – but she preferred to focus on the positive parts of life whenever she could. It was more psychologically healthy. Plus, she didn’t want to remember… that.

			She decided to forget about Daryl’s text, but as soon as she got home that evening, she turned on the television, found After the Murder on CrimeTV and searched for the episode about Angie. It wasn’t hard to find. It was in Season Two and titled ‘Enter, Kill, Exit’. She selected it, but before she could hit play, nausea struck her again, and she hurried to the bathroom. This time she did throw up, and afterward she remained sitting on the floor next to the toilet, trembling. It took forty minutes for her to feel well enough to return to the living room and begin the programme.

			As the story unfolded, she had the strange sense that she was falling backward in time. Angie Ingils had been in the same second grade class as Julie, and while they’d talked sometimes, and occasionally sat next to each other in the lunchroom, they hadn’t been best friends. If they had, the producers of After the Murder would’ve likely tried to interview her for this episode. Thank Christ they hadn’t.

			Every summer Angie’s family left town for their annual two-week vacation. They rented a cabin near Lake Erie, and they spent two weeks there, doing all sorts of outdoorsy things – swimming, riding jet skis, fishing, boating, hiking, and playing board games at night. On the morning of their last full day at the lake, everyone got up for breakfast – except Angie. Her parents decided to let her sleep a little longer, but when everyone else was almost finished eating and Angie still hadn’t roused herself, her mother went into her room. She found the mutilated body of her child sprawled across a blood-soaked mattress, and people renting cabins within the vicinity swore they heard her anguished scream. Police came, as well as crime-scene techs and the county coroner – along with dozens of reporters from local TV stations and newspapers – but while the investigation was thorough and lengthy, in the end no one was charged for the crime. There were plenty of suspects, of course, and people had endlessly debated whodunnit on social media, podcasts and YouTube videos ever since. Julie knew about this continued fascination with Angie’s case because Daryl told her. All these years, she’d avoided looking up any information about Angie’s murder on the internet, not wishing to revisit that time in her life. But here she was, watching a goddamned TV show about it. Maybe enough time had passed for her to gain the emotional distance she needed to confront her feelings about the murder. Or maybe she had a morbid streak just like her brother and had finally given in to it. Whatever the reason, she congratulated herself for managing to make it through the entire programme without having a mental breakdown.

			That was the first night she’d dreamed someone was trying to break into her house.

			She’d woken, terrified, and almost called 911. But she told herself it was only a bad dream and went around the house, checking to make sure the doors were all locked and that none of the windows were broken. She peered outside to see if someone was lurking in the yard, but no one was there. No one she could see, anyway. There were trees to hide behind, and plenty of shadows…

			She didn’t have the dream every night, maybe once or twice a week. Each time she’d wake and check the doors and windows, and each time she’d find nothing to be worried about. Her house was secure, and she was safe. At least, that’s what she tried to tell herself. But she knew if someone really wanted to get inside, nothing could stop them, and because of this, she knew safety was an illusion. No one was ever truly safe, not in any situation. People just pretended they were safe so they could get through their days with their sanity more or less intact. That’s what she had been doing ever since Angie had been killed. And it had worked – until she’d made the mistake of watching that goddamn TV show. She’d tried therapy and anti-anxiety meds, and they’d helped. She’d never stopped having the dream, but it had become less intense, and she didn’t always wake up anymore. She didn’t imagine dying in a fatal car accident on her way to the bank, didn’t worry that a robber would come in and shoot her when she worked the teller’s station.

			But eventually the meds stopped working, and the dream grew more vivid and started coming more often. She began losing sleep and suffering panic attacks throughout the day, and she’d missed so many days of work that she was surprised she hadn’t been fired yet. The dreams became so real that she started calling 911, convinced someone was outside who wanted to enter, kill, and exit. The police never found anyone, of course. But as bad as her mental state became, she had never physically heard someone trying to break in.

			Until tonight.

			* * *

			Julie watched every episode of After the Murder that was streaming, and then she moved on to other CrimeTV programmes, such as Horror in the Heartland, The Children are Missing, and Death on the Beach. From the moment she got home to the moment she went to bed, and for an hour in the morning before she got ready for work, she watched episodes of whatever show she was into right then. She became a worse true-crime addict than her brother ever had been. And with each episode she watched, the more dangerous the world became for her.

			* * *

			Julie moved slowly down the dark hallway, the wood floor cold beneath her bare feet. She didn’t turn on the hall light because she didn’t want to alert whoever was – no, might be – at the door. She walked slowly so the floor panels wouldn’t creak, a ridiculous precaution since anyone outside couldn’t possibly hear, but she was unable to stop herself. The hallway ended at the foyer, and she stopped when she reached its threshold, unable to make herself go any further. One more step, and she’d be in the foyer, and whoever had knocked would be able to see her through the glass panes in the upper half of the door. She felt the instinctive urge of prey not to reveal itself to a predator. If I can’t see you, you can’t see me.

			She held her phone in her left hand. All she had to do was tuck the bat beneath her right arm, dial 911, and wait for the police to arrive. Maybe this time they’d catch whoever was harassing her, and she’d finally – finally – be safe.

			Safety is an illusion, remember?

			Stay here, take a step forward… neither action would prevent someone from breaking in if they were truly determined to do so. And what if someone was knocking for a perfectly innocent reason? A couple years ago, her garage door opener had stopped working, and she’d been forced to park her car in the driveway until she could get the opener repaired or, if necessary, replace it. One night, a loud knocking at the front door pulled her out of a deep sleep. She’d sat up, heart pounding, listening, hoping it had been a dream. It wasn’t, though, and the knocking came again, only this time a muffled voice followed.

			Police!

			She knew it could be a trick, but the voice had a tone of authority that made her think it was legitimate. She got out of bed, went to the front door, looked through the peephole, and sure enough, a man in a patrol officer’s uniform stood on her porch. She opened the door, and the man told her that her driver’s side car door was open, and that there were coins scattered across the front seat and on the driveway. Julie kept her change in one of the vehicle’s cupholders, and the officer said it looked like someone – teens, probably – had tried the driver’s side door, found it unlocked, saw the coins in the cupholder and started to grab them. Something probably scared them, the officer said. Likely a driver came down the road, and the kids ran off before they could be spotted. The officer then lectured her about leaving her car doors unlocked – which she had a bad habit of doing – and then he had her check the car to make sure nothing else had been stolen. It hadn’t, she locked the car, and the officer wished her a good night and left.

			Her car was in the garage tonight, but what if there was something else wrong? Something serious this time. What if someone needed help? A neighbour who was sick or injured, or someone who’d been driving through the neighbourhood when they ran out of gas or their engine died. It could be anyone at the door, knocking for a thousand different reasons. But these thoughts weren’t what made Julie finally step into the foyer. It was the thought of how Angie had died without anyone coming to her aid. Despite how scared Julie was, she had to check. For her.

			She walked to the door, saw the deadbolt and chain were still in place, thank Christ, and then put her eye – her closed eye – to the peephole. A terrible thought occurred to her: what if it was Angie out there? She’d been thinking about her ever since watching that episode of After the Murder. Maybe Julie had thought about her so much that she’d called the girl here, and now she’d finally arrived. Any other time, Julie would’ve laughed at such a ludicrous thought. But not tonight.

			She opened her eye and looked.

			The outside light illuminated an empty porch, the front walkway, and part of the lawn. There was no sign of anyone. But there were no streetlights in her neighbourhood, and not all of the houses had their porchlights on. Plenty of dark for someone to hide in… for lots of someones.

			A cold draught of air kissed the back of her neck, and she realised that just because she’d thought the knocking had come from the front door didn’t make it so. The kitchen entrance was on the opposite side of the foyer, and that’s where the back door was located. If it was open, a breeze could pass through the kitchen, into the foyer, and reach her. Panic gripped her, and she almost unlocked the front door, threw it open, and dashed out into the night. What stopped her was the thought of the darkness out there and all the things it might be concealing. At least in here there was light. She’d be able to see what came at her, would be able to defend herself, or find a place to hide. That was better… wasn’t it?

			She turned away from the front door, crossed to the kitchen entrance, stepped inside, and using her phone as an extension of her hand, flipped the wall switch. Bright light flooded the kitchen, dazzling her eyes, and for a second she couldn’t see anything. This was it – the moment when the attack would occur. She let her phone drop to the floor, took hold of her bat with both hands, and started swinging wildly.

			“Come on, motherfucker!” she shouted.

			The bat passed back and forth through empty air, and when her eyes adjusted to the light, she saw the kitchen – like the front porch – was empty. She stopped swinging the bat, but she didn’t lower it. The air in here was definitely cooler than it should be, and she felt air moving over and around her body. Gripping the bat so tight her knuckles ached, Julie walked further into the kitchen, past the refrigerator, then turned left when she reached the stove. She faced the back door now – and it was wide open. The backyard was enclosed by a wooden fence, and she’d put a padlock on the gate after the first time the dream had woken her in the middle of the night. But it wouldn’t be hard for someone to climb over the fence if they wanted to.

			She took her right hand off the bat and flipped on the patio light. The bulb wasn’t any stronger than the one in the front porch light, but it was enough to show her that no one stood in the backyard. But that was no reassurance. She knew she hadn’t left the back door unlocked before going to bed.

			Maybe you were sleepwalking and opened the door for some reason, she thought.

			She had no history of sleepwalking, so why would she start now, in her late thirties? Stress maybe? She supposed it was possible, but it didn’t seem likely. That meant someone – maybe more than one – was already inside the house. But then why didn’t whoever it was close the door behind them after they’d entered? To leave themselves a quick getaway? To scare her? If it was the latter, then mission fucking accomplished. She reached out to close the door, then hesitated. What if she needed to get out of the house fast? She thought she’d be able to climb the fence, especially with adrenaline surging through her body, but even if she couldn’t, she knew the combination to the gate padlock and could open it quickly.

			She lowered her hand and walked over to where she’d dropped her phone and picked it up. Fuck this noise. Time to call the cops. She input 911, held the phone to her ear, and waited. One ring, two, three… She heard a click as the call was answered, and she waited to hear Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency? But that wasn’t what the person on the other end said.

			“Julie? Are you there?”

			Her breath caught in her throat. This wasn’t the bland, slightly bored voice of a 911 operator. It wasn’t even the voice of an adult. It was a child’s voice, a young girl’s to be precise.

			“It’s so lonely here. Please come visit me…”

			“You’re not her!” Julie shouted, then hurled the phone at the refrigerator. The device dented the metal door when it hit, then fell to the floor, case cracked, screen shattered.

			“Come on, Julie. Pleeeeeeeeaaaaassssse…”

			Julie dropped the bat, ran to a counter, and pulled a knife from the butcher block next to the stove. She then ran back to the phone, fell on her knees, and began stabbing the screen.

			“Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up!”

			Glass shards flew into the air, and Julie kept stabbing, stabbing. At one point, her hand slipped, and she sliced her palm on the knife’s edge. A bright flare of pain, and then blood pattered onto the broken phone like crimson rain. Julie didn’t care that she was hurt. She grabbed the knife with her left hand and continued stabbing the phone.

			“I hate you!” she screamed. “Hate-hate-hate-hate!”

			In her mind, she saw Angie lying on a bed. She stood next to her, bringing the blade down in one vicious arc after another, ravaging the girl’s flesh, blood flying everywhere – onto her clothes, hands, face… It was so warm. Angie’s mouth was open wide, as if she was trying to scream, but no sound came out. The first thing Julie did after entering the room and closing the door quietly behind her was stab Angie in the throat so she couldn’t make any noise. After all, she didn’t want to wake Angie’s family. They’d had so much fun on their vacation, and surely, they must be exhausted by this point. Plus, they were heading home tomorrow. They needed their sleep.

			Everyone in their class loved Angie, even the teacher. They always smiled when they looked at her, and whenever she spoke, they listened intently, as if every word out of her mouth was a precious pearl of wisdom. They oohed and ahhed whenever she held up a drawing she’d done, and when the teacher called on her, which was often, Angie always had the right answer.

			I wish I had an entire classroom of students like you, the teacher would say, and Angie’s cheeks would redden with adorable embarrassment.

			At first, Julie had loved her, too. But whenever she’d tried to talk to Angie, the girl’s sweet disposition turned sour.

			Leave me alone. I don’t want to catch any of your Julie-cooties!

			The other kids would laugh, and once after Angie said this during class, Julie had caught the teacher trying not to smile.

			When April came around, Julie began talking to her parents, telling them how Angie’s family always rented a cabin at Lake Erie every summer, and how much she wanted to do the same. Her birthday was in May, and the only present she wanted was to go to Lake Erie. Eventually, her parents gave in. Their cabin wasn’t super close to Angie’s, but it was close enough for Julie to pay a visit late one night.

			Near the end of the school year, Angie couldn’t stop talking about the trip. One detail in particular had caught Julie’s attention.

			“It’s so nice at the lake. Mommy leaves the cabin door unlocked at night because Daddy and Grandpa like to go fishing late. ‘That’s when they’re really biting,’ Daddy says.”

			Julie washed off the blood at the edge of the lake, then she went to the hollow log where she’d left a clean T-shirt and shorts. She removed her bloody clothes, put on her fresh ones, then stuffed the stained ones into the log, and returned to her family’s cabin. She was back in bed before sunrise.

			“Can you believe we were at the lake the same time Angie was killed?” Daryl had said when he’d called to ask her what she’d thought of ‘Enter, Kill, Exit.’ “It’s so damn creepy… I mean, that could’ve been us.”

			Julie stood in the kitchen, breathing hard, skin slick with sweat, blood streaming from her palm. She looked at the scattered pieces of what had been her phone.

			“I never should’ve watched that fucking video,” she said. “It was easier when I could pretend I didn’t remember.”

			She let the knife drop to the floor, and left the kitchen, leaving a trail of blood behind her. Good thing she hadn’t cut herself that night in Angie’s cabin. Otherwise, the police might’ve been able to track her.

			She walked down the hall to her bedroom – except it wasn’t hers anymore, was it – looked inside, and gazed upon a blood-soaked tableau that she hadn’t seen for nearly thirty years. She could feel Angie’s gaze on her, even though the girl no longer had eyes. Julie remained like that for some time, then left, gently closing the door behind her.

			She headed to the foyer, unlocked the front door, opened it, stepped onto the porch. She didn’t bother closing the door behind her. She didn’t think she’d be coming back. The night air was cold on her skin, and the porch’s concrete felt like ice beneath her bare feet. She began shivering, but as she looked at the dark expanse that stretched out before her – no porchlights anywhere, no silhouettes of trees against the night sky, no moon, no stars – she knew the cold wasn’t the only reason she trembled. She was about to step off the porch when she heard a sound behind her, the soft plap-plap-plap of small feet walking on tile.

			Small wet feet.

			A moment later, she felt slick, sticky fingers grasp her injured hand.

			“Ready?” Angie asked.

			Julie expected to hear anger or satisfaction in the girl’s voice, and there was some of both. But there was also sympathy and understanding.

			Tears sliding down her face, Julie smiled, nodded, and together they walked into the dark.
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