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ONE

CHALLENGING

She looked content, not bored, sitting on that rock staring at the stream.

I knew she saw me but she was ignoring me as usual. And as usual I’d break that wall.

I was compelled on many levels.

She looked younger than nineteen, to me. She wore those tan shorts and a conservative white tee shirt; the same outfit she had on in the Walmart surveillance video.

That told me a lot about her physical state.

Not that I didn’t know a lot already. I called it ‘The Curious Case of Poppy Hope.’

Why?

Because I had been working on the case for over a month, the longest I’d ever been on one. Usually, I solved them quickly with the help of the other side, but not this time.

I couldn’t figure it out, but I was compelled to do so, and so I kept on.

It had been eight months since I uncovered the truth about my Uncle Earl. A horrible truth that I kept hidden away in my mind. I was haunted by his presence and had believed he was good.

I was wrong.

My gift was a good one, but for the longest time I buried it. Once it emerged again, I couldn’t stop it. It brought a lot of peace to people, but to others…

A lot of people died.

I learned so much from Uncle Earl’s case. I learnt how a spirit can jump into a person, and how they can be returned to the light. The light: a bright and beautiful source. Then there was the soul eater. The easiest way to understand that was imagining it was hell itself, claiming the souls that were damned. Only those souls weren’t tormented for eternity, that would be too easy. Instead, they were destroyed.

Uncle Earl was destroyed.

And Galen, my light soldier and protector on the other side, was dragged into the flames.

Galen was lost.

There weren’t many out there with my abilities. I was able not only transport to the other side during a lucid dream, but to grab a soul and bring them back, even if only for a moment.

For one final goodbye.

For an answer.

But there was one person with gifts like mine, and that was Mag. In the months after Uncle Earl, she became my teacher and eventually began funding my business, Monroe Investigators, and Doctor Strauss’s sleepy study.

The sleep study was crucial to the business, and while it was hard work, the real trouble for me was fame. While I was healing from my hip surgery and learning from Mag, I was treated like some sort of celebrity.

People were fascinated by my story, and reporters were desperate to get a line, or even just a photo, from me.

I didn’t want fame or fortune.

Money to live would come, and thankfully Mag was a wealthy woman without many hobbies to put her finances to, so I became her project to fund. I turned down interviews, book deals, reality TV shows. I needed to keep my gift and my intentions pure.

After a while it died down, and my vision wasn’t filled with the flashes of paparazzi stalking my every move. The world moved on to the next story, and so did I.

I started working with Officer Lenzi on cases across the city, and we were solving them. Fast.

Simply by tapping into the souls of those missing or murdered, I was able to give Lenzi information she never could have found. It was amazing how much detail the dead could give.

Soon, I was able to move into my own offices, and so Monroe Investigations was officially open for business.

My mother was the most worried about me using my gift. She feared for my soul. Mag assured her that I would be protected, and, like the overprotective mother that she was, she reluctantly agreed to not give me a hard time if I hired her as our receptionist and manager.

Doctor Strauss loved her efficiency. Me? I thought she was extra. Her front desk area went from normal one day, to a shroud of Catholic relics even the pope would envy, the next.

She answered the phone with rosary beads in her hand.

But despite our differences and my mother’s peculiarities, we made it work. We were doing well, solving cases and really putting my gift to good use.

So, I was shocked when it was my mother who brought the Poppy Hope case into our lives.

Poppy Hope wasn’t a national news story. In fact, I hadn’t seen a single one of the thousands of posters that Poppy’s family had put up. The world was a big place, and she was just one girl in it. Getting media coverage was like winning the lottery, and Poppy Hope’s family didn’t have the numbers.

My mother met Poppy’s mother, Lisa, at the single Pilates class my mother took. Lisa told my mom the story, and she brought Lisa to me.

When I met Lisa Hope, she told me that Poppy and three girlfriends were meant to be making a cross-country trip. Her friends claimed there was a fight, and that Poppy had stormed off to cool down. The fight wasn’t about anything major, and even if it was, the girls had been friends for years and no fight would stop that.

Poppy told her friends she was going home, and was later seen on CC footage walking through Walmart, before returning to her car. The only car the girls had for traveling.

That was the last place she was seen.

Her phone pinged off a cell tower ten miles away, and the police were able use the signal to locate the car and her phone.

But there was no Poppy.

They weren’t giving up, and were still searching the wooded area.

When I met Lisa, it had been three weeks since that search began.

I’d seen Lisa a lot since then. And I’d seen Poppy too.

At first Poppy talked to me on the other side, but wouldn’t come with me, each time insisting she wasn’t dead and if she came with me, then she would die.

Try explaining that to a heartbroken mother.

Every time I tried to reach Poppy, Lisa was there.

Except this time.

I truly didn’t want to disappoint Lisa again, and though I worried I’d made a mistake in not including her, that soon dissipated when I saw Poppy again.

She ignored me at first, avoiding catching my eye and drifting away as if she couldn’t see me. But I knew she could.

“Poppy, I know you hear me,” I told her. “So, stop ignoring me.”

“Stop bothering me.”

“Tell me something then. Every time I find you, I ask where you are.”

“And every time I tell you, I don’t know.”

“You have to know, Poppy.” I walked to her. “In the last five visits, you’ve given me nothing.”

“The last five visits you just wanted to take me from this place.”

“Only for a moment, Poppy, just so your mother can see you,” I explained.

“And that would be the last time. I can’t go with you, Harper. I’m not dead,” she said.

“I’m not asking this time. Because your mother isn’t waiting.”

Poppy gasped. “Oh my God, is she…?”

“No. I just didn’t want to hurt her by coming back without you again,” I explained. “Poppy, what’s the last thing you remember? Can you at least tell me that?”

Poppy nodded, staring back out into the stream. “He was a nice man. He didn’t hurt me.”

“Who?”

“I couldn’t take the car. The girls needed it. I had driven so far. I was lost. But I knew I couldn’t take it all the way home; I couldn’t leave them there stranded. So, I left the car somewhere they could find it and I started walking. He picked me up. He said he would take me to where I could get home.”

“This man?” I asked.

She nodded. “Then I remembered I left my phone in the car, and even though it had been a while, we turned around. He said we’d go get it, and that everything would be okay.”

“Did he hurt you?”

“No. He was nice. He was old, and he meant what he said,” Poppy said. “It was on the way back that the storm hit. The road was gone. I couldn’t see anything.”

“Poppy, what road? What was the man’s name? Who was he? Do you know?” I asked frantically.

“Parker. He’s dead now. I’m not. You’re fading Harper.” Poppy smiled. “Goodbye.” She lifted her hand and waved.

Sure enough, she was right.

I woke up.

Doctor Strauss stood above me.

“That was abrupt,” he said. “You went in and out fast.”

“Shit.” I sat up. “Was there a noise? Why did I wake?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “We can ask your light soldier.”

“Can’t. I fired him and went in solo.”

“You fired your light soldier?” he asked.

“Long story. I knew finding her was safe.” I stood and stretched. “She insists she’s alive.”

“Could she be?” he questioned. “I mean we checked every hospital for a Jane Doe, and she wasn’t there.”

“I know. She could be in a coma. But I’ll tell you what, it might’ve been a short trip to the other side, but I got more information this time,” I said. “I think we might finally have a lead.”


TWO

PARTNER IN CRIME

“Parker, you say?” Lenzi asked.

I liked Officer Shawn Lenzi, and we had developed a really great working relationship. I wanted to hire him for the business, but we just didn’t pay enough at our institute and we certainly didn’t have the benefits package he got as a police officer. So, he stayed on the force and helped out when he could. In turn, I helped him out with some of his more challenging cases.

Usually, I’d bring Keith with me. Not that Keith was helpful, but it was always nice to have my best friend alongside me, and I found it funny how they interacted. Complete opposite ends of the spectrum.

“Yes,” I told him. “Parker. No last name.”

“And you went to her, she didn’t come to you?”

“I wanted to try. Doctor Strauss was there to monitor.”

Lenzi nodded, swiveling back and forth in his chair. “Anything else?”

“She left the car; she wasn’t taken from it. This man was not a threat. He picked her up when she was already walking. Seems like he just wanted to help. She said he was dead now. Maybe we could start by looking up elderly men named Parker, who were reported dead around that time.”

“How do we know he was old?”

“She said he was old.”

“Harper, she’s nineteen. Forty is old to her.”

“Shit.” I cringed. “You’re right.”

“She said they were in an accident?”

“Not really. She alluded to a storm and not being able to see the road.” I snapped my finger. “You know, every time I see her, she’s staring at water. Maybe they went off the road.”

“Into water. That’s a good thought,” he said. “I know the police weren’t looking for another car. This is good information.”

“Maybe look for a missing person named Parker, instead of a deceased one,” I suggested. “If he’s alive, maybe you can find him. And if he’s dead, maybe I can get some answers instead.”

“I’ll start looking,” he said. “Any thoughts from your light soldier? He likes playing detective.”

“Oh, I fired him.”

“You fired Elvis?” Lenzi asked in shock. “Why? He’s only been with you two months.”

“Yeah, and in case you haven’t noticed in that two months I gained almost fifteen pounds.”

“I noticed. I mean…” He cringed. “I mean. You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t.”

“How did Elvis cause you to gain weight?”

“Because Mag left out that we are heavily influenced by our light soldiers’ spirits. And Elvis’s spirit liked cheeseburgers and booze. If you can believe it, I even managed to drink more than I usually do under his influence.”

“Yeah, that’s hard to believe. I mean, you drink—” Again, Lenzi caught himself and stopped talking. He cleared his throat.

“Oh, you’re just Mister Insult today.” I stood, shaking my head. “I’m headed to Keith’s; I promised a video. He has to post content to keep his status and income.”

“So much for avoiding fame.”

“I’m not in the videos anymore. We now have people convinced he has the gift, like he caught it from me.”

Lenzi laughed. “Like a cold?!”

“Exactly. Anyhow, it helps us sift through who we need to help. And he loves the attention.”

“He does. I’ll see what I can find out about a Parker.”

“Thank you.” I started to leave.

“Harper, this is the longest I have seen you work on something. I admire that, and I am sure her mother is grateful…I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

“There’s just something about this,” I said. “I don’t know. It’s more than Poppy. I feel it. Something else is coming out of this investigation.”

“Like with your Uncle Earl.”

“Maybe.” I nodded. “Look, I’ll be okay. I’ll talk to you later.”

I knew he had to get back to work and I was due at Keith’s.

I meant what I said to Lenzi, and my feeling wasn’t brought on by the fact that I had yet to solve the case. It was hard to explain.

To me, it felt like some sort of force was throwing me a red herring with Poppy, chasing something I’d never catch. Almost as if to keep me from seeing something else.

Whatever it was, it worried me.


THREE

PARTNER IN PRODUCTION

Most of the time when people become social media sensations, like my friend Keith did, they buy bigger houses, hire staff, you know, that sort of thing.

Not Keith.

He still lived with his mother, Millie, claiming she needed him around to help with the wedding plans when she married Saul. And she was the only one helping Keith with his paranormal show. Of course, she was the craft services lady. When Millie found out that food was required on sets, she wanted that job.

Admittedly, I liked going over for the food.

Today she had noodle ring and chicken salad. It was a lot of food for just me and Keith.

“I’m going to pack your mother up a plate,” Millie said to me. “Don’t forget it when you leave.”

“I won’t. I promise.” I lifted a forkful into my mouth. “This is so good.”

“Oh, honey thank you. Make sure my Keith eats.”

“No problem. In fact, I’ll fix him a plate.”

And I did.

The only difference now with Keith and his online show, was that he redid the basement to make it look better on camera. And he was on that camera alone; I was no longer forced to be seen in his videos.

He sat in a chair with fake electrode-looking things on his head and I sat off camera doing the work.

The camera was set up and Keith was ready to roll. But first, we would eat. That was the tradition: we sat down and discussed things first, and it was always over food.

“Any luck on Poppy?” Keith asked.

“No. Can you run a picture of her again?”

“Absolutely. Do you think she’s dead?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t.”

“Can your light soldier maybe dig deeper for you?” Keith questioned.

“Not any time soon. I fired him.”

“Not a bad thing,” Keith said. “He wasn’t good for your waist or your liver.”

“Right?! Thank you.”

“I knew when you chowed down that bacon double cheeseburger, that he was a bad influence. You’re a sub girl.”

“I am. And…” I lifted the plate. “A noodle ring girl now.”

“Will you get a new light soldier?”

“I will, because I promised my mom. I just wish Galen would come back.”

“He was cool.”

“He was,” I said. “And I don’t think his essence was destroyed. I haven’t told Mag that yet. She’ll help find another. Put out like an ethereal help wanted ad. So…”

I exhaled, and returned to my plate.

“What do we have?” I said, twirling noodles round my fork.

“Chrissy Owens. Twenty-seven,” Keith replied, handing me a printout of her picture.

She had short dark hair, big brown eyes, and looked like a model.

“She died six months ago,” Keith said gesturing to the photo. “According to her brother, she was into some bad shit. He wasn’t specific. The death was ruled to be something to do with her heart. But her family don’t buy it; her mother believes she was murdered. You know, because of the bad shit.”

“But we don’t know what kind of bad shit that was?”

Keith shook his head.

“Keith, you get hundreds of these a week. Why did you pick her?”

He shrugged. “Not sure. Her mom was compelling. Dude, she’s a preacher, and an honest one at that.”

“Who? Chrissy?”

“No, the mom.”

“Of course.” I snickered at my own dumb moment. “We ready?”

“Yep.” Keith nodded and walked over to the camera.

I knew the routine. He’d turn it on, say a few words, then put on the façade that he was reaching out to the other side. I would go off camera and the souls would come through, giving the impression to Keith’s audience that it was him who had retrieved them.

The months of training afforded me the ability to snap into the state I needed to be in. I was the next Mag, I knew it.

My trance sound was bubbling water, and when I heard it, I was able to enter my transporting state immediately.

At least, that’s what usually happened.

This time was different. Before I even arrived on the other side, I heard the oddest collection of voices.

“I was here first.”

“How did you not see me?”

“What do you mean you don’t have the voucher?”

“How did you run out?”

“Get out of my way.”

And when I arrived, the voices meshed together, and I stood in a madhouse. A store, packed with people, pushing and shoving, a quick shift of my eyes to a sign told me it was a black Friday sale.

Seriously?

“Whose heaven is a Black Friday shopping day?”

“Are you here for me?” I heard the girl’s voice.

I turned and saw that it was Chrissy, but as soon as I saw her, my light was spotted by the others crowding the store.

“Hey! A light!” A man yelled. “Go to it. Run! Run!”

The whole mob turned and rushed to me as if I were a twenty-dollar television.

“Come on.” I grabbed hold of Chrissy.

“No, no, no!” she screamed, pulling from me.

“Wake. Now,” I told myself.

For the first time, I didn’t know if it worked or not. Chrissy fought against me, and I didn’t mean to take her against her will.

But did I? Did I get her?

When I opened my eyes, Chrissy was there, and she looked scared.

“We have three minutes with her, folks,” said Keith as he stepped closer. “Chrissy, look at the camera and tell your mother something.”

“Help me,” Chrissy said with a stutter. “Help me, Mommy. Keep praying, Mommy.”

It was scary, and it wasn’t what I expected to hear. Over and over, she begged her mother to help her.

“Keith. Ask her why she needs help.”

“Why do you need help?” Keith asked her.

“It’s coming. It knows. It’s out. It escaped,” Chrissy said and looked eerily at me. “He opened the gate. It’s out.”

“Who?” Keith asked. “Who opened the gate? Who is out?”

Her eyes widened and she peered over her shoulder. The light appeared to take her back, to return her to her Black Friday mayhem, before it could, before Chrissy could step through, a shadow figure appeared.

“No. No.” She shook her head then looked at me. “You made me an easy prey. He’s watching you.”

Her last word transformed into a scream, as the shadowy figure transformed into a dark mist, wrapping around her like tentacles. Instead of dragging her backward, I watched as the darkness began to drain her life, transforming her from a young, beautiful girl, to a shriveled figure, crumpled on the floor. Before anyone could speak, Chrissy’s tiny body exploded into ash, and she was gone.

The light went away before taking Chrissy.

“Stop the camera,” I said.

Slowly, Keith removed his fake electrode prop and dropped it.

“What just happened?”


FOUR

IN THE MAG

Mag watched the video four times before saying anything.

The video was six minutes from start to finish, and in that time, Mag consumed three double bourbons and a piece of cherry pie.

When she was done with the food and the video, she sat back, lost in deep thought.

Mag was my mentor. She sought me out when Keith’s first video went viral. I needed to learn how to use my gift and she was the perfect teacher.

A tiny petite thing, I never knew where she put all the food. Mag was older, beautiful, always well dressed and made up. However, she was not as old as she looked. The ‘life’ aged her. She had the same abilities as I did, and she used them to help solve crimes. Much like I did but she did it under the radar and for some hefty paying government contracts.

Mag had been doing this for decades and knew her way around things. Surely, she would know about this.

But somehow, looking at her pensive face, I don’t think she did.

She reached for her cigarettes and lit one. “What does your light soldier say?” Mag asked.

Before I could answer, Keith did.

“She fired him.”

Mag swung a look my way. “You fired Elvis?”

Again, Keith replied for me. “She was packing on the pounds because of him.”

“That’s stored weight you’ll need,” Mag snapped.

“Like a chipmunk and its cheeks?” I asked.

“Yes.” Mag nodded. “The longer you do this the more it takes a toll in your body.”

Keith looked at her with a curious side-eyed glance. “And the amount of booze consumed doesn’t? He was influencing her on a highway to cirrhosis.”

“Listen smart shit.” She wagged a finger at him. “The alcohol also adds weight, and in about ten years she’ll be forcing herself to eat a pizza for a snack.”

“Okay, so just hear me out,” Keith said. “I know what you’re saying, but it’s genetics. Look at her mom.”

“What’s wrong with my mom?” I asked.

“Nothing.” Keith shrugged. “She’s just kinda portly in places. The old saying goes if you wanna see what a woman will look like in twenty years, look at her mother.”

“Good God,” Mag gasped. “And the body image police here is your friend? Ditch him. Anyhow, we need to get you a new light soldier. Elvis won’t come back.”

“I understand,” I said. “But right now, I need to know about this video. What can you tell me?”

Mag shook her head. “I haven’t a clue. I’ve never seen anything like this. Ever.”

I sighed. “I thought you knew what was happening.”

“Well, wisdom and common sense tells me this gal knew what was coming. Like she was being stalked.”

Keith added, “And she was scared. She seemed to blame Harper.”

“It’s something obvious,” said Mag. “She’s inferring that it was locked away, and someone opened a gate. A male. Whatever got out, like your Uncle Earl, it senses your light.”

“But,” I said. “Chrissy made it seem like he knew what I was going to do before I do. I didn’t know about Chrissy until I got to Keith’s, but she looked at me not him. So, she definitely implied it was me.”

“Whatever it is, to do that to a soul…” Mag said. “It’s bad. It’s something that destroys the soul, but only when it’s on this side. Or else it would have gotten her on the other side.”

“Is it like the soul eater that got Earl?” Keith asked.

Mag shook her head. “No, the soul eater is a place, this is a being. I know someone in Cleveland that may help. I’ll reach out to her. We need to find out what got released,” she said. “And more importantly, how to put it back.”


FIVE

PUZZLE PIECE ONE

I knew Mag was gonna call her Cleveland expert, but I had my own.

Baba.

I really wanted to go see her, but it was getting late and I didn’t want to disrupt the evening routine at the assisted living home. So, I went back to my place, had some leftover noodle ring, popped two Tylenol PM, and a double bourbon, before falling asleep in my chair.

I didn’t want to go to bed. I didn’t want to dream.

After waking from a dreamless night, I called the assisted living home and they told me that it was the podiatrist day, and that I’d have to wait until the afternoon to see Baba.

That wouldn’t be a problem, plus this way Keith could come with me, I knew Baba loved seeing him.

I headed to the office. Doctor Strauss had another sleep group coming in a day or two, and my mother yelled at me if I came in later than ten. Even if I didn’t have anything to do.

My mother wasn’t someone I wanted to see. Don’t get me wrong, I loved her, but I didn’t want to lie to her, and I would if she asked what happened at Keith’s and about my light soldier. So, I decided to bring a distraction that would keep her from asking me questions.

I stopped by ‘Da Do Donuts,’ a new place in town that made French crawlers that burst at the seams with white fluffy filling.

Like the good daughter that I was, I got her a half dozen, each with that white filling and chocolate glaze. Then, as insurance, the sixth had a maple bacon topping.

“You’re late,” my mother greeted me when I walked it. “Sam was here at 7:55.”

“Who?”

“Doctor Strauss.”

“Oh my God, that’s his first name? I never knew that. If he was here at 7:55, what time did you get here?” I asked.

“Not sure. It was earlier.”

“Well, I’m late because I stopped by ‘Da Do Donuts’ for you.”

“Harper, it’s not nice to make fun of people.”

“Huh?”

“The owner, he stutters.”

“Ma, that’s the name of the store.” I set down the box. “Enjoy. It’s the ones you like.”

“Oh, look at these!” She sniffed them as she lifted the lid. “What are you hiding?”

“What are you talking about? Can’t I be nice?”

“Yes, but you’re hiding something.”

“No, I’m not.”

She lifted a donut. “How did it go yesterday?”

“Okay. It was okay,” I replied. To me that was a good answer and wasn’t too much of a lie. “Did you see the bacon one?” I asked.

“Look at that. Who puts bacon on a donut? And Harper, Officer Lenzi is in your office.”

“Aw Mom, why did you let him in there?” I asked.

“I thought he was your friend.”

“He is. Is he in uniform?”

“He is.”

“Then he’ll snoop.”

“He’s a cop,” she said. “He’s doing his job.”

“His job is not to snoop. Enjoy the donuts.”

When I stepped into my little office, sure enough Lenzi was sitting at my desk looking at my computer.

“Ya know, it’s a violation of my fourth amendment when you go through my stuff,” I said.

“Only if I am looking for incriminating evidence.”

“Ha! I’m sure that’s not a footnote in the amendments.”

He laughed.

“Find anything interesting?” I asked.

“Like your stash drawer. Why do you have pickle flavored Cheetos?”

“Fucking Elvis.”

“Cheese in a can?”

“Elvis.” I sat down. “But the bourbon is me.”

“And the framed picture of Jensen Ackles?”

“Fucking Elvis again.”

“Yeah, right.”

“So, what brings you here?” I asked. “Not that I don’t enjoy seeing you.”

“Other than finding really odd Harper things?” He grinned. “I got a lead in the Poppy Hope case.”

I thought for a second, he was kidding, but he wasn’t, and when I heard that I got really excited and stopped minding that he was in my chair.

“No way,” I said.

“Way.”

“How?”

He leaned forward. “I followed through with the Parker lead. And Poppy was spot on. A man named Parker Lowenstein died after a car accident off of Fall River Road in Colorado.”

“Is that near where Poppy was?” I asked.

“Oh yeah.” Lenzi nodded. “He died two days after the accident. Parker was sixty-four, a widower with one daughter. Who, by the way, is in the hospital right now, in a coma, with facial injuries.”

Slightly confused, I leaned back. “Weird. Poppy didn’t mention anyone else.”

“What’s even more weird is that Parker and his daughter have been estranged for three years as recently as Father’s Day two months ago. And suddenly she’s in the car with him.”

“How did you find this all out?” I asked.

“Google search and a newspaper article led me to Parker’s Facebook. Where he vented his sadness over his daughter’s estrangement.”

“Apparently they made up.”

“Apparently not. She’s posting on Facebook. Either she’s fine or is posting from a comatose state.”

Immediately I stood. “The coma girl is Poppy.”

“That’s what I think. I called the hospital, and they said Parker said he was with his daughter in the car. That’s how they identified her.”

“It has to be Poppy.”

“Agreed.” Lenzi nodded assuredly. “I’m working on a court order right now to run a DNA match, since we don’t have Poppy’s fingerprints on file.”

“This has to be her. It makes sense why she wouldn’t come with me. If I pulled her through, I would take her spirit. This is great. Her mom is going to be so happy.”

Lenzi held up his hand. “Let’s wait before we say anything to her mom.”

“Absolutely.” I exhaled and sat back. “This is so good to hear. Especially after yesterday.”

“What happened yesterday?”

With another heavy exhale, I sat back down. “You know we did the Keith thing, right? It got freaky.”

“How do you mean?”

I pulled out my phone, opened the video and cued it up. “Here.” I handed it to him. “Before you watch, the girl didn’t want to go with me. She was adamant and mad.”

“Maybe she’s like Poppy in a coma.”

“No. She’s dead. We know that. Get this, she was at a Black Friday sale with massive other souls fighting over deals.”

“On the other side?”

I nodded. “Yep.” Then I noticed he had a smirk. “What’s funny?”

“Well, my mom used to say her purgatory was going to be stuck in a checkout line for all eternity.”

“There’s no purgatory.”

“Unless her heaven is Black Friday, I think you discovered it,” he said.

“Press play, the odd thing happens when she comes through.”

Lenzi did.

“Help me. Help me, Mommy—”

Lenzi shut it off.

“What? Why did you stop.”

“It’s scary. Freaky.”

“Oh, wait,” I said. “It gets better.”

Apprehensive, he hit play and looked back down at the phone.

“Keep praying mommy.”

“Keith. Ask her why she needs help.”

“Why do you need help?”

“It’s coming. It knows. It’s out. It escaped. He opened the gate. It’s out.”

“Who? Who opened the gate? Who is out?”

I watched Lenzi as he watched the video and saw it in his eyes when he got to the part. His eyes widened and mouth dropped open a little.

“What…the…hell?” He placed down the phone and pushed it my way. “That’s not normal, is it?”

I shook my head. “Mag doesn’t even know what it was. She’s calling some psychic expert from Cleveland to see if she knows.”

“Babette Walsh?” Lenzi asked.

“I think that’s her name. How do you know a psychic from Cleveland.”

“Oh, she’s good, really good.”

“Maybe she knows what it is,” I said.

“Him,” Lenzi corrected. “She said, ‘he got out’ and that shadow figure was menacing.”

“Tell me about it. I don’t want to see him outside the shadow. And Mag said she thinks he can only get souls once they cross over to this side.”

“Or else, he would have gotten her at the Black Friday sale.”

“Exactly. She implied he was waiting for me to pull her through.”

“Like you’re his fisherman,” Lenzi said. “And it ate her soul, sucked it from her as if she were still—Shit.”

“What?”

“Okay, this is going to sound strange, but we got an APB from Erie to be on the lookout for a possible serial killer. FBI is going to try to profile him. I saw the victim picture. They’re thinking he drains them somehow, then mummifies them before leaving the body to be found. But my first reaction was that it looked like the life was sucked out of this woman.”

“Holy shit,” I blurted out.

“Yeah.”

“So, it’s happened more than once,” I said.

“Yeah, this is the third, and each one is a little more north.”

“They think he or she is traveling?” I asked.

“Possibly. Harper, you don’t think a soul can be sucked out and destroyed from a person that’s alive, do you?”

“I don’t know. I mean this being grabbed a soul from this side, it might be possible. Although, they have to have reason to believe that the victim was drained and dried or why say it?”

Lenzi shrugged. “Maybe because saying the life was sucked out of them, is too far out there.”

“One way to find out.”

“How?”

“Get me a picture and a name. I’ll go through. If this thing took her soul, we’ll know right away,” I said. “Because there will be no soul to find.”


SIX

OF THE LIGHT

It was a sad thought. No soul. A person spends their life believing it doesn’t end on that last breath, that the physical body may die but the spirit lives on. To think for one second, that some being could take that afterlife away was just sad.

I didn’t even know it was possible.

But when Mag and I saw the picture of the woman named Elizabeth, we both had the same thought as Lenzi.

Her soul had been sucked out.

Why and how, we didn’t know. Elizabeth was an insurance adjuster, with a seemingly normal life.

Maybe it was nothing more than man-made murder. Maybe the spirits weren’t involved in this at all. We just didn’t know.

In any event, Mag agreed that me going on a search was a good way to find out, but only if I got another light soldier first.

I agreed.

The psychic from Cleveland didn’t tell us anything other than she was coming to see us right away. Which told me she knew something.

We wanted to give her more information, especially if these victims were the victims of this escaped daunting being.

We decided to give it a try before Babette arrived.

I was in Mag’s apartment with her, Keith, and Lenzi. She set up the office as the place to try, and had darkened the room ready.

“You will meet your new light soldier as soon as you cross,” Mag told me. “Be nice.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Elvis said you were a little snippy.”

“Dude,” Keith sang out. “You were mean to Elvis? Not cool.”

A gave him a grimacing look.

Lenzi slightly raised his hand. “I have a question. It’s probably been asked already but how does one become a light soldier? Is there a class?”

“No one knows,” replied Mag. “A light soldier is someone that exhibited bravery or heroics, was an inspiration or a beacon of hope. It’s someone who stood out in their lifetime.”

Keith snickered. “How was Elvis a hero?”

Mag gasped. “He was a hero to many.”

“Obviously, it’s not just famous people,” said Lenzi. “Unless Galen was a rock star in his day.”

Mag shook her head. “I don’t know. I just know they are primarily famous because they shone in life. Don’t ask me how it happens, I don’t know. I never asked, maybe we should ask how they know they are light soldiers.”

“Do we know how they get assigned?” Lenzi asked. “Is it like luck of the draw?”

“I do know,” Mag replied. “That they volunteer because they are called or feel called to the person. Sort of like a spiritual help wanted advert is placed. Galen was drawn to Harper because he knew what was coming. Elvis simply felt a connection to Harper because her grandmother—not Baba—loved his music.”

I asked, “Did you ever have one?”

“Oh, yes, I have had several. Never fired one. It was just time for a switch. My first was Moses.”

“Moses?” I asked, shocked. “The Moses?”

Mag nodded. “The one and only.”

“Wow, I bet he was tough to work with,” I said. “It seems like he had control issues. Or maybe they were abandonment issues.”

“Dude,” Keith scolded. “You can’t be ragging on Moses.”

“Sorry.” I cringed.

Mag just shook her head. “Moses was fine and so will whoever is waiting for you be. I don’t know who it will be, but they will be there before you go to Elizabeth’s heaven.”

Keith asked. “What does that mean?”

“We call it heaven,” Mag answered. “The place they spend eternity, determined by their wishes or events they loved in life. Harper, like me, has the ability to find the spirit wherever it may be, even a Black Friday Sale.”

“So, I go through,” I said to get clarification. “Meet my light soldier, who then will come back with me.” I sighed. “And with him or her I will go to find Elizabeth.”

Mag nodded. “That’s correct. If she’s not there, then our suspicions are correct, her soul is gone. But if she’s there, we’re wrong and you can get a good lead on the killer.”

“That works.” I gave a thumbs up. “I’m ready.”

“Good,” Mag said. “Take a moment, have a bourbon, I’ll get it for you, then we’ll get started.”

Take a moment and have a bourbon?

To me it was just a matter of turning on the noise and going.

“Don’t forget,” Lenzi said. “If she’s there, you need to ask if she knew her killer, and if not, then ask if she can describe him and his approach.”

I nodded. “Okay, I know the routine. I’ll get the information.”

Mag handed me a bourbon straight. “Enjoy, relax, and listen to your light soldier.”

I didn’t sip the drink, I downed it, and I gave a nod of ‘ready’ to Keith to start the sound. I wasn’t bringing anyone back this time, I was only going to find Elizabeth. I looked at her picture one more time, then relaxed my body.

The bourbon hadn’t kicked in, I supposed that would happen after it was all said and done.

Listening to the bubbling sound, I could feel my inner being start to transport. I thought about who would be there waiting as my light soldier.

Would it be another Roman soldier? I wondered if Joan of Arc was available. Or maybe even a celebrity; John Wayne would be nice. My grandfather used to make me watch his movies. Although I heard he hit the bottle harder than Elvis.

The wait was over, and as Mag said, sure enough, he stood there waiting for me.

Taller than Galen but of average build, no defined muscles. His hair was thick and gray with dark tones, styled neatly. He was about fifty, maybe a bit older. My new light soldier was not John Wayne.

“Bill,” he said.

When he gave me his name it was like a record scratching sound.

Everything kinda halted in a ‘huh’ moment.

“Bill?” I asked. “Just Bill?”

“Yes ma’am. Just Bill.” A slight southern draw laced his words. “Very nice to meet you.”

At least he wouldn’t be as hard to explain to the others as Galen or Elvis were.

“Shall we?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Just move forward, and I’ll be right there.”

It wasn’t like I was moving to the light, it felt more like thin curtains of energy. Once I stepped forward, I was inside a futuristic looking mall. It had high glass ceilings, three stories of store front, cheesy mall music, and water fountains, yet there were no people.

It was kind of cool, in an apocalyptic sort of way.

“Is this it?” I asked Bill. “Is this her afterlife?”

“This is where her spirit is supposed to be. Maybe she’s here somewhere. Shopping.”

“What is it with these shopping afterlives? My heaven would never be a mall or Black Friday sale.”

“Some people find it enjoyable. I, myself…” Bill paused. “Do you hear that?”

I heard the sobbing.

A male sobbing.

It echoed in the hollows of the empty mall and I followed it.

A man sat on the edge of a fountain alone. His shoulders bounced as he cried, his head was lowered and face was buried in his hands.

He must have sensed us as we drew nearer.

He spoke to us, his words muffled as he spoke though his hands. “This was our favorite place,” he said. “We were together. In danger. Something happened to me. Next thing I knew I was here.”

“Have you seen Elizabeth?” I asked. “Do you know where she is?”

“Yes,” the man answered then slowly lifted his head.

His face was blurred, almost as if it were erased. The only discernible features were his black eyes.

“I have her now. All paths lead to me. It’s not over.”

“We got our answer,” Bill said. “Take my arm, Harper. Wake up.”


SEVEN

SOUL FOR SOUL

It was my typical return. With great training under Mag, it was simply a matter of opening my eyes to come out of the trance state.

This time I felt like I’d woken from the dead.

I gasped and sat up, almost ejecting forward from my chair.

The first thing I saw was everyone staring in wonder and disbelief. I follow their gaze to see Bill standing beside me.

I pulled him through.

With tightly closed lips, Bill gave an ask award smile. “Hey, y’all.”

I jumped from the chair. “Bill, what was that?”

“Bill?” Keith asked. “Just Bill? Somehow after Elvis I was expecting, I don’t know, an astronaut, or an actor, a rockstar again. Maybe even Ronald Regan.”

“Oh,” I said. “He would be nice. Not that you aren’t, Bill.”

“Well,” Bill shrugged. “Obviously, I am not an astronaut, or rock star, nor am I the actor, Ronald Reagan. I’m just me. Bill the mechanic. No one was really volunteering. I felt bad. Kinda surprised I was the only one trying.”

“What?” I asked shocked. “No one wanted me?”

Mag waved about her hands. “We can address your other worldly reputation later. Right now, I need to know what happened.”

“She wasn’t there,” I replied. “And it was verified by whatever or whoever did that.”

“It was a setup,” Bill explained. “All to lure Harper to him. He was there waiting to taunt.”

Keith asked, “What did it look like?”

“No face,” I answered. “Just dark eyes.”

“Dude.”

“I know. Right.”

Mag shook her head. “This is scary. He lured you to taunt you?”

“I guess,” I replied.

Lenzi started to pace around the room. “So, this means Elizabeth and the others were murdered.”

“Oh, they were murdered,” Mag said. “Just not by anything or anyone your FBI can catch or stop.”

“The question is,” I said. “Can we?”

<><><><>

“No.”

Babette Walsh didn’t mince words or ask questions. Mag and I met her at Luciano’s, at Babette’s request; she claimed she’d only meet over food, because she would be starving from the drive.

She was seated at a table in the back, sipping a large cola and snacking on bread when we arrived. She stood when she saw us. A tall woman with a wrestler build. Her hair was big and eighties-like.

She was intimidating, nonetheless.

Mag introduced herself, then me, as we sat.

Before she said anything else, out came the word “no.”

Babette then buttered her bread. “Not on the current course you’re taking. Then again you just started so I apologize.” She paused. “That’s on your mind, right?” she asked. “Can you stop this?”

“So, we can’t right now?” I asked.

“Honey.” She set down the bread. “I don’t know what you’re dealing with. Not because of lack of knowledge, you haven’t told me anything. Mag said I needed to come and I felt I needed to come. So, I came. When you walked in, I sensed what your question was and intuitively I answered. I know it sounds confusing but we can figure it all out once I know the facts.” She lifted the bread again. “But first let’s order.”

She didn’t seem in a hurry, nor was she concerned, and since she was so highly regarded, I took a bit of comfort in that.

We ordered our food and Mag began explaining.

“Harper has the same gift as I do only a few levels stronger.”

Babette looked intrigued. “Really? How so?”

“Not only can she willingly go to a specific spirit, she also has the ability to bring them back for three minutes.”

“Bring them back?” Babette asked. “Like Freddy Kruger?”

Mag nodded. “That’s not all. Spirits find her, they follow her light.”

“Transients? Transenders, Loopers or all of the above?” Babette questioned.

“I’m sorry, what?” I asked.

“Transients kind of avoided the light, and are spirits that are stuck here,” Babette explained. “Transenders find a way to this side for a purpose, and Loopers can go back and forth all the time. Like a light soldier.”

Mag answered, “I believe all of the above but I’m not sure a transient has found her.”

“Your light must be strong,” Babette said. “Now, tell me what’s going on.”

“I’ll show you.” I pulled out my phone, found the video and handed it to Babette.

Her face was emotionless as she watched it.

“This is not good,” she said, handing the phone back. “And it’s not the only one. He’s taken earthly souls as well.”

“Yes,” Mag replied. “We think three. And I also think he can’t take the souls from the other side he has to take them from this side.”

“You’re correct,” Babette said. “He’s locked in to Harper because he knows she pulls them through and it’s an easy meal. To grab early souls, he has to lure them, trick them, trap them and then take them. It’s work. He’s a soul stealer. The strongest kind.”

I was confused. “Soul stealer, or soul eater, like the one that got Galen?”

“Stealer,” Babette replied. “And we still don’t know if he consumes them or locks them away and uses their energy until they are gone for good. The soul eater takes bad souls. If we’re talking about the same Galen, he’s not gone. His soul is still intact guiding the pope.”

“Galen, the Roman soldier?” I asked.

“That’s the one.”

I grinned. “I thought he was gone forever. Wait.” My soul dropped. “Why didn’t he come back to me?”

“Every light soldier has a purpose,” Babette said. “Trust me you don’t get a light soldier that can’t handle what you have and this is big. This is The Struag.”

I shook my head slowly; I didn’t understand.

“He gained his power by consuming the souls of the Irish. Starting with those who lied and then moving on. He was banished and defeated by a group of Celtic Wiccan. But they were only strong enough to get him to the gallows of a hell. Even the soul eater wasn’t strong enough to destroy his soul.”

“What the hell is he doing here?” I asked. “Why me?”

“Keep in mind everything connects,” Babette explained. “Everything one way or another. It’s been centuries, he’s probably regained strength enough to send out a signal of deception, someone picked it up and opened that gate, setting him free. It’s you, Harper, because he knows who you’re going to pull through before you do. I have a feeling that whoever inadvertently opened that gate is making their way to you.”

“And Bill?” Mag asked. “Bill is strong enough?”

“Who’s Bill?”

“My new light soldier,” I answered.

“You wouldn’t have a light soldier who couldn’t handle this. He must have a connection too. He may not know it but he does. Harper, it’s all connected. Someone opened the gate, that person is coming to you. And these victims are all connected somehow to the gate person,” Babette said.

“How so?” Mag asked.

Babette shrugged. “Not sure. But they’re all part of the reason he opened it.”

“If he opened the gate,” Mag said. “He was reaching to the other side. So, it makes sense that he would come to Harper.” Mag looked at me. “Get Lenzi on the victims to see if there’s a connection, and ask Keith to look at everyone that reached out to him to find a relative.”

“This is good,” Babette said. “You need to find the person that opened the gate, because he or she has to be there to close it. That’s the only way. Who knows, maybe a combination of efforts can do what the Wiccan’s couldn’t.”

“Destroy his soul?” I asked.

“Exactly,” Babette replied.

“What’s his end game?” I asked.

“He knows that the person that opened the gate can close it, he needs to take that person’s soul, consume it and then, well pretty much he can start taking all he wants. He’ll be unstoppable.”

“The apocalypse,” I gasped.

“Okay, let’s not get that dramatic.” Babette lifted her hand. “But it will be bad.”

“Why hasn’t he just consumed the gate person yet?” I asked.

“That’s a good question,” Babette said. “For some reason, he doesn’t know who started it. But he knows the trial will lead you to them, and in case it doesn’t, the early victims are breadcrumbs to the gate person. We have our work cut out for us. I’m not leaving your town until it’s done. We all have to work to end this,” Babette spoke seriously. “For the future of everything.”

Then suddenly her demeanor changed when the waiter approached the table.

“Oh, look lunch! I’m famished.”

We all handled things differently. Babette’s was food, Mag ordered another drink, and for me it was both.

I felt so overwhelmed and more than that, for the first time since Uncle Earl, I was scared to death.


EIGHT

SAM AND DEAN

“Mitchel got Krispy Kremes from Buffalo,” Lenzi told me as if I needed enticing to get to his office.

Babette was with Keith reviewing requests and dropping off her luggage. She would come by after, since it had to do with some sort of lead.

Millie had invited her to stay in the guest room. It had been two days since Babette arrived, and with the way things were, it didn’t look like she was leaving anytime soon. We needed her and she wanted to be with us to add strength in sending The Struag back into his hell. Plus, the hotel and food were getting expensive for me, since I was sponsoring her stay. I was happy Babette took the offer from Keith’s mom.

I assured her the food would be awesome.

When I arrived at the station, I didn’t see Officer Mitchell, and a part of me kind of hoped that the donuts would be there. It was strange, after Elvis, I stopped craving greasy cheeseburgers and grits, but I started smoking heavily.

I blamed that on Bill.

I was told Lenzi was in the captain’s office and made my way back there.

The door was closed; I knocked and Lenzi called out, “Come in.”

When I stepped inside, Lenzi was behind the desk and seated before him were two men in dark suits.

“Harper,” Lenzi said. “We have a chair for you.” He patted the one next to him, inviting me to sit.

It was then that both men turned around. Their attire looked like they had just stepped out of a Men in Black movie, and they were young, almost too dashingly handsome.

I stared at them as I walked around and took my seat. “Any word on Poppy?”

“Got the court order; we’ll know in a few days. That’s not why I called you, though. They are.”

I looked again at the men again.

“These gentlemen are from the FBI,” Lenzi introduced them. “Agents Plant and Page.”

My rear had just touched the chair when I heard their names and snickered.

“Plant and Page?”

The agent to my right nodded.

“Let me see your badges,” I requested.

“Harper,” Lenzi chuckled out my name.

They both flipped open their wallets.

“Yeah, uh huh. Fake.”

“What?” Lenzi blasted.

“Page and Plant. Please. Robert Plant. Jimmy Page. I have seen every season of Supernatural. They used that game. Are you guys hunters?”

“I’m sorry what?” asked the one. “My name is Agent Page.”

“Harper they’re really FBI,” said Lenzi. “They have some important information that not just anyone can get.”

“Oh, yeah well Sam was really good at getting information.”

“Who’s Sam?” Lenzi asked.

“From Supernatural,” I replied.

“Oh my god,” said Lenzi.

“It doesn’t matter.” I waved out my hand. “This isn’t Supernatural, so maybe them being hunters is better. What do you…Agents…have.”

“Apparently,” Agent Plant replied. “All roads lead here to Aurora. Our three victims were all here ten months ago. Same three days.”

“Three days,” I said. “A funeral. We need to find out whose.”

“We’re working on it. We believe our killer is connected,” stated Page.

“Without a doubt,” I commented.

But in my mind, I was thinking that The Struag was trying to find the gate-opener.

It all made sense. They all knew the person that died and maybe they all were reaching out to him or her, weakening the wall.

Say the person that died was named Peggy. But thinking or reaching out to Peggy wouldn’t summon evil entities from a banishment in hell. One of them was doing more, and that was the gate opener.

The Struag was locking in on anyone that had even had so much as a conversation with Peggy.

The gate-opener was doing some shit. Ouija board, seance, something that opened the gate inadvertently while he or she tried to reach Peggy.

Peggy connected them all.

Even saying “Peggy, I wish you were still here,” could put someone in danger.

What I needed to do was find whoever this ‘Peggy’ was. I needed to go to the other side, to talk to them, to see who was going to all lengths to reach them. Was it a mother? Husband? Someone was doing it.

I couldn’t bring them back with me. Until we caught The Struag there was a moratorium on that.

“If our victims came to town for a funeral,” Lenzi said. “This won’t be hard. It’s Aurora; it’s not exactly a big town.” He turned to his computer.

Agent Page held up his hand. “We can dig that up.” He stood at the same time as Agent Plant. “We will be in touch.”

Yeah, right.

I shook my head, and called out as they headed to the door, “Why did you even stop by?”

Agent Plant replied, “A courtesy to the local law. He wanted us to meet you, but to be honest I’m not sure what you have to offer.”

I smiled. “Fair enough. All you hunters are the same. So arrogant. But what I offer is the fact that I’ll solve the case before you.”

“We’ll see,” said Page.

As they opened the door to leave, Babette was standing there.

“Oh, excuse me, Men in Black,” she joked. “Or are you FBI agents?” She did air quotes. “With rock star names.”

They left.

She shrugged. “I guess they don’t watch Supernatural.”

“You know what’s so funny?” I said. “They did use rock star names. Plant and Page.”

“Ha!” Babette replied. “Supernatural Season five, episode six, I believe the Children are our Future.”

“Wow, you’re good,” I said.

“I know my Sam and Dean. They portray hunters pretty accurately.”

“So, there really are hunters?” I asked.

“Absolutely.” She grinned widely and then pointed at Lenzi. “Wow you’re even hotter than your calendar.”

“What calendar?” I asked.

“Boys in Blue.” Babette stepped on and closed the door. “I’ve subscribed for ten years. What’s up with him?”

With a loud, joyful, “Ha!” Lenzi slammed his hand once on the desk, then threw up his arms as if he watched his favorite sports team score.

Babette and I both looked at him.

“You’re gonna love this,” Lenzi said. “Only two people in Aurora had funerals that week.”

“Wow,” Babette said. “If he gets this happy about death, imagine how excited he’d be in the apocalypse.”

“We’ve been using that word a lot lately.”

“Well,” Babette tilted her head. “It’s a possibility right now.”

“True.”

“Ladies,” Lenzi said. “I appreciate the humor, but we have a chance to see if those three victims were at a funeral like we think.”

“Wait.” Babette lifted her hand. “What did I miss?”

I explained. “Agents Plant and Page said all three victims were here in town the same three days. I guessed a funeral.”

“No wonder he’s happy. Even though we don’t know for sure it’s a funeral.”

Lenzi replied, “It has to be. I mean strangers in town on the same three days. Plus, the only way to get the gate open is by pounding on the door. Who’s gonna do that unless they are desperate to reach someone in the other side?”

Babette nodded impressed. “Oh, nice, a lawman who doesn’t scoff at the supernatural. “

“Harper made me a believer,” said Lenzi. “Okay, so everyone, open up your phones and let’s check for these two on social media. See if we can maybe see the friends list and double check for the victims. We have Pamela Hurt. She was eighty-four, so I doubt she’ll have many friends on social media.”

I immediately started looking. “Found her, she has like three thousand friends. But I can’t see them because we have no mutual contacts.”

“Me either,” Lenzi said. “Next. Joshua Dunkin. Thirty-three.”

Babette lifted her phone. “There’s like six of them. Which one?”

“I can’t tell,” Lenzi said.

“Got him,” I said. “And I can see everything because I have a mutual friend.”

“Who?” Lenzi asked. “Is it someone you know that you can reach out to?”

“Uh yeah.” I grinned and held up my phone. “Keith.”


NINE

DIGGING IN THE LIST

Lenzi was on the clock, and really couldn’t take time to go to Keith’s with me and Babette. He made me promise I would bring him whatever food Millie whipped together though.

Babette didn’t quite understand that, after all to her, why was the local law ordering take out from a retired housewife.

She didn’t know Millie’s food reputation.

“I’m so sorry,” said Millie as she set down a plate of sandwiches. “I haven’t gone shopping today, so this is all I could whip together as a snack.”

Babette started to tell her it was wonderful, when Millie left and returned with potato salad.

“I have fruit, would you like fruit?” Millie asked.

Babette grabbed her hand. “We’re fine; this is wonderful.”

“Oh, good. I’m gonna head to the store now. I don’t have time for a brisket, but I’ll think of something.” She kissed Keith on the cheek, then wiped away the lipstick. “Make sure they get beverages.”

“Mom, it’s Harper,” Keith scoffed. “She can take care of herself.”

“Babette is our guest. We don’t want someone from Cleveland thinking we’re terrible hosts.”

Babette smiled. “Millie, I don’t think anyone would accuse you of being a terrible host.”

“Thank you, Babette,” Millie said, turning towards the door. “If you need me call. I’ll be back.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Keith raised his hand.

“I feel so welcome here,” Babette said, with a smile.

“Always,” I told her. “Better than any hotel.”

“I was hoping to see Bill,” said Babette.

I nodded. “Bill is nice. Unlike Galen, and even Elvis, he pops back and forth.”

“So talented.” Babette looked at Keith. “Well? What can you tell us?”

Keith stared intently at his phone, not even lifting his head to talk. “I don’t know him personally. He’s one of those people on social media that you end up being friends with despite never having met, but I have mutual friends with him.”

“I can see posts,” I said. “Some posts. The ones made for friends of friends. All people. All saying they miss him or bringing up memories. Looking at his pictures makes me sad. He was so young. His poor mom.”

“Maybe it’s her,” Keith said. “Maybe she’s the gate opener.”

Babette shook her head in disagreement as she squirted mustard on her sandwich. “No, it’s not her. Any victims listed as friends?”

“Looking now.” Keith’s thumbs moved frantically. “This is our dude. All three are social media friends and all three posted multiple times over the last nine months.”

“All affected by his death,” Babette said. “Maybe more so than other fiends, they have to be if The Struag found them. What we need to do now is make a list of everyone that posted memorial messages on his page. There we will find our gate opener…or the next victim.”

“Like his mom?” Keith questioned. “She posts a lot. I think it’s his mother. Not sure.”

“It’s not her. I’m sure.”

“You sure the woman posting is not his mother?” Keith questioned.

“No,” Babette clarified. “I’m sure it’s not the mother reaching out.”

I looked at Keith. “She is a top psychic. She knows.”

“And I’ll know when you say a name if we need to check them out,” Babette stated.

Keith nodded. “I’m on it.”

“And I’m on this potato salad.” Babette reached for the spoon.

Because Keith was a mutual friend, I was able to see the posts on Joshua’s page, and like Keith, I frantically searched and read each one. We had to find the gate opener, but more urgently, I felt we had to find the next victim before it was too late.

<><><><>

Joshua Dunkin was well liked, at least at the end of his life. He was politically opinionated, posted things that stirred the pot, and, from my vantage point, didn’t care if people liked what he had to say.

Those posts were the ones I paid most attention to.

Not the ones from high school buddies, saying, “Dude, thinking of you.”

It was the people that commented all the time on things that Joshua posted, whether they agreed or disagreed.

I spent the night going through his social media, looking for familiar names. Those who interacted a lot with him.

I found them.

How Joshua died was never revealed, to me it didn’t make a difference. It was fast, unexpected and far too soon.

The two biggest leads as to who to speak to next came from a post that said, “you would have loved seeing everyone at your funeral,” and from a suggestion from Millie.

Millie suggested we go to the funeral home website, look for the obituary and read those who left comments there.

One name matched up on both.

Sarah Minnow.

She not only wrote a tribute on the funeral home page, but was also the one that made the post on Joshua’s Facebook.

I reached out to her not expecting to hear back, after all messages from an unknown online usually went to that dreaded ‘other’ folder.

But surprisingly, Sarah got back to me. She would meet with us under one stipulation: we didn’t talk about anything paranormal.

Deal.

She was about twenty-five minutes outside of Aurora, and Babette, Keith and I took the ride together.

During the drive we discussed how to ask about all those in attendance at the funeral, without being up any spirit stuff.

We found her home. It was on a quaint little side street outside of Buffalo. Her house was a small frame house, with a fenced-in, well-maintained yard, with a kids’ bike and wagon laying in the grass.

We parked in the street and as soon as we opened the gate, I saw it.

Her doors and windows were covered with crosses, garlic wreaths, and sage.

I didn’t have to knock. The petite woman in her thirties opened the door, telling us, “Don’t break the salt line.”

We stepped carefully over the threshold, leaving the line of salt undisturbed.

If the salt line wasn’t bad enough, the inside of the house was even worse.

A whole host of religious symbols and paintings graced the walls. My eyes locked on the Jesus painting with eyes that seems to follow me. He held a burning heart in his hand.

Babette seemed unfazed. “Thank you for meeting us. I saw the bike, and I know you must be busy with the kids.”

“Oh, they’re not here,” Sarah replied. “My husband took them from me. Which would have made me upset but it’s a good thing with all that’s happening. I want them far away. But we’re not taking about that.”

Babette smiled pleasantly and looked around. She then said calmly, “No, seeing all this. We are gonna talk about it. Sit down honey, we’re the people that believe you.”

I was floored. Babette didn’t waste any time, and Sarah didn’t argue with her; she removed the Jesus pillow from the couch, cradled it for comfort, and sat down.

“What’s going on?” Babette asked.

“It’s coming for me,” Sarah told her. “I saw it.”

“What is?” I asked.

“The faceless man with the dark eyes. He came right through the wall.” She pointed to where the sacred heart of Jesus picture hung.

“What were you doing when this happened?” asked Babette.

“Chatting with friends online,” she answered.

“When was this?” Babette questioned.

“Three months ago.”

Babette looked at me and then Keith.

“Dude,” Keith gaped. “That’s when the first victims died.”

Sarah shivered a breath and nodded. “Yes, and that’s exactly what the two parents’ FBI agents said.”

“Wait.” I lifted my hand. “How did they find you?”

“They said they got a tip about everyone being connected to Josh.”

“Damn it,” I blurted. “That was us. We were the tip.”

“And,” she continued. “Josh’s mom gave them the funeral registry that people signed.”

“Damn it again,” I said. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

“My mom sort of did,” said Keith.

“True. Did Plant and Page ask about all this?” I waved out my hand.

Sarah shook her head. “No, just about who all was in the group chat.”

“What group chat?” I asked.

“The one I was in with the other victims,” Sarah replied. “When faceless man came for me.”

Babette lifted her finger. “Who was all in the chat?”

Sarah’s shook her head. “Nope. Nope. I’ll tell you the same thing I told them. I’m not telling. I’m scared for the others.”

“At least tell us how many others there were” I asked.

“Seven more. Mark died right after it happened to me,” Sarah said. “He was the first.”

“Tell us their names, honey,” Babette said. “We can save them.”

“That’s with the agent said. And I’ll ask you what I asked them. How?”

Babette looked at me. “Get Bill.”

“Bill?” Sarah asked, confused.

“Bill,” I called out.

Within seconds a light appeared and Bill stepped through. “What’s up?”

Sarah’s shrieked. “The agents didn’t do that.” Nervously she reached for her Jesus pillow and held it up towards her face.

“Ma’am,” Bill said. “I assure you, I’m on his good side.”

“Now.” Keith leaned closer to her and spoke suavely. “Can you tell us? Pretty please.”

Sarah lowered the pillow. “Let me get my phone.”


TEN

FIRST WALL

It was completely understandable why Sarah was so scared. I would be too.

Babette wanted to do some work on the home to make it safe; we didn’t know the strength of what we were dealing with.

While time was of the essence, we needed to read through the chat. Using the printer in her home we were able to print out the entire thread that spanned from after Josh’s funeral until the death of the first victim.

Thirty-eight pages.

She told us the story of the night, how the faceless man came through, and how she knew it wasn’t her imagination. She felt his presence pounding away.

She believed it was the religious relics that kept her protected. Babette said it was her strength, not the pillows and crosses, but those things gave her the strength, so in essence they worked.

We spent a good part of the afternoon, and long into the evening going over the chats at Keith’s house.

Lenzi joined us for a different perspective, but we all agreed, nothing in that group chat was even remotely on a paranormal level.

Nothing.

Yes, at first, they spoke of ‘Josh’ not Joshua, but not a single person brought up reaching to the other side.

The only inkling of spirits that were mentioned was by Elizabeth. She swore she had a ghost.

Mark, victim one, made fun of her.

That was it.

What was their connection? They didn’t all just meet at the funeral.

Keith brought up that maybe, like a Stephen King novel, they were connected as kids and did something. We laughed at first, but the more we thought about it, the more that made sense.

An eleven-person chat, three dead, and eight remaining, including Sarah, we decided to hit the list. That night, Babette and Keith would go see a girl named Rusty, while me and Lenzi opted for Retreat Pete, because he had the weird social media name.

All of us were going to find out if they had weird occurrences, how they knew each other, and even more so, did they know who was opening the gate. We’d tread gently on that question.

Retreat Pete was actually, Pete Sonofsky. Sarah gave us his real name. A little detective work on Lenzi’s part showed he had two warrants for unpaid fines.

The fines were for nothing serious or major. Urinating in public and cutting the chain on an Aldi’s cart to get it without paying.

Unlike Babette and Keith, who went to the home of Melissa, we located Pete at his job, courtesy of Sarah.

Pete was the same age as Sarah, making the childhood connection theory even more plausible.

We knocked on Pete’s door, but he wouldn’t talk to us. He barely even bothered looking to see who was at the door before yelling at us to leave. But we weren’t leaving.

We waited in the car until Pete emerged from the house, then followed him to the convenience store where he grabbed a six pack, and then all the way back home where we caught him as he walked towards his front door.

He stood on his doorstep and asked us to leave.

Then Lenzi pulled out the power, he whipped out his badge.

“You talk or I take you in on those warrants,” Lenzi said with authority. “Your choice.”

Pete huffed. “Fine. Come on in. The FBI agents used that same tactic on me.”

“Plant and Page?” I asked.

Pete nodded.

“Damn it, why are they one step ahead of us.” I shook my head.

Pete opened the door and stepped in. “Don’t ask for one of my beers. In fact, don’t ask for anything. What do you want?” He set his paper bag with the six pack on the coffee table then sat.

“Why wouldn’t you talk to us?” I asked.

“Sarah texted me and said you were paranormal investigators,” Pete answered. “I don’t believe in that shit.”

“Fair enough,” Lenzi said. “So why didn’t you want to talk to the agents. Obviously, you turned them down too if they pulled the warrant card.”

“Because I figured they were paranormal investigators,” Pete replied. “Actually fakes. I’ve seen Supernatural.”

“So true,” I said. “What did they ask you?”

“Why?”

“So, we don’t ask the same questions,” I replied.

“They wanted to know if I knew the victims. I told them yes.”

“Did they ask paranormal questions?” I asked.

Pete shook his head. “No. Just about Josh and if I knew anything. Look, I get it. Mark, then Troy, then Elizabeth, they died. Police said it was a serial killer. I don’t see how this has to do with me.”

“Maybe,” Lenzi said. “We want to make sure you’re safe. After all you were all in the same messenger chat thread.”

“Safe from the serial killer?” Pete asked. “It’s a coincidence.”

Lenzi chuckled. “A coincidence that three out of eleven people in a chat thread are dead and a fourth is having really freaky visits from a threatening source.”

“You kidding me?” Pete laughed. “She’s whacked. Always hallucinated. I don’t believe anything she said. Any time anything happens, she’s experiences it.”

“Did all of you in the chat know each other before the funeral?” Lenzi asked.

“Uh, yeah, we all grew up together. Went to Saint Vincent’s Youth Group together, in the same school.”

“All of you?” I asked. “All of you were in the same youth group?”

Pete nodded. “Yeah, over the course of middle school and high school, some stayed some left the group. We all stayed in touch.”

“And you were all friends with Josh?” I questioned.

“Of course. He went once to youth group. It wasn’t for him,” Pete said. “But we all were still friends.”

“That’s a big group of friends,” I said.

“Aurora’s not that big and we didn’t all hang out at the same time. Not always.”

“Did you by chance, I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Encounter something in your youth that may have followed you? Something that might be coming after you now?”

Pete snorted a laugh. “This isn’t Derry Maine, and we aren’t the kids from It. No clown is after us and no faceless man neither. Hallucinations. Serial killer. Coincidence.”

Lenzi pulled out his phone and moved his fingers on it before handing it to Pete. “Can a serial killer do this?”

Pete grunted. “Yes. And that’s sick man, why do you carry sick pictures on your phone?” He grabbed his bag of beers, ripped the paper bag, grabbed a can and popped it open.

“That’s your friend Elizabeth.”

“Man.” Pete shook his head and popped the can open.

As soon as that can popped, I heard the bling of my own phone. I pulled it out and caught the preview of the text from Keith. It said they weren’t having any luck with Rusty. I knew when I saw it, we had to push harder.

Lenzi took back his phone. “Do you think a human being can do that to another person?”

“Yeah.” Pete nodded and took a drink. “Are we done? Because there is no faceless man with black eyes, coming through the wall to suck the life out of us.”

“Who told you that?” I asked.

“Sarah,” Pete replied. “You know, she thinks he’s coming for her. Are…we done?”

“No. Let’s play a game,” I said.

“Huh?” Pete questioned, confused.

“The hypothetical game,” I replied. “Humor us. Okay? Five minutes and then we’ll leave.”

“Fine.” Pete took another long swig of his beer, holding it in his hand. “Go.”

“Let’s say some bogey man, a faceless dark-eyed man is on the other side,” I said. “He feeds off of souls. Let’s say you believe this. That he is the one killing your friends. Now let’s say—”

“Where is this going?” Pete asked.

“You said you’d play and give me five minutes.” I wagged my finger. “I have four minutes left. Now say you believe this and the only way this man found you, killing you is because someone was reaching out so desperately to the other side. Someone doing things they shouldn’t.”

“Like a Ouija board?” Pete asked.

I nodded. “Or another means. Who would be the first person you would say? Who would be the person that, reached out and opened that door to let the bogey man in?”

“Oh easy.” Pete lifted his beer. “If that was a real scenario, I know who reached out. Hell, Mark warned me about it. Then again, Mark is one of these religious freaks. Or was. He’s dead. So, he didn’t believe in even fortune telling let alone dabbling. But I don’t’ believe in that shit.”

“Who?” I asked. “Who is it?”

He brought his beer up to have a drink, probably to wet his mouth before answering, but Pete never got the chance.

Before he could utter a word, it happened and it happened fast.

In all my years of dealing with the others side, the paranormal realm, I had never seen or felt anything invade our side so instantly and so violently.

An instant freezing chill took over the living room as if winter blasted in. The lights flickered then went off just before a massive vibration swept over us and the wall behind Pete seeped a black smoke.

“Who?” The deep male voice echoed in the room.

I jumped up and so did Lenzi.

Pete was calm. He lifted his beer and took a drink. “Nice. Don’t know how you guys pulled this off.” He snickered and shook his head.

Again, the voice blasted, “Who?”

Pete didn’t see it, but I did. The wall behind the sofa swelled and the head of the faceless man appeared.

He shouted loudly, causing my ears to ring. “Who?”

“I don’t believe in you,” said Pete calmly. “You hold no power over me. Go away.”

For a split second I wondered if Pete had encountered him before and was lying to us, that was something I would never get an answer to.

Before Pete could take another sip from his beer, the faceless man opened his mouth and in mere seconds, sucked every bit of life out of Pete.

It was like watching a plum go to a prune in time lapse. Even his beer can crumpled.

From his shriveling body, I watched his soul go into the open mouth of the faceless man, exploding into a million particles. Going from light to black, the faceless man closed his mouth and vanished just as fast.

Pete’s body dropped to the ground.

There was nothing left. Skin and bone, dried and shriveled like a mummy.

I never claimed to be brave. I screamed and ran as fast as I could out of that house.
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Could I have saved him? I kept replaying that moment again and again in my mind.

It was even harder watching Lenzi try to explain it to the investigators and the FBI.

We were there.

Right there.

Would they even believe us?

Plant and Page were putting it out there that the members of the chat somehow were all poisoned.

I wasn’t a professional or anything, even if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I was pretty certain no poison could have done that.

To make matters worse, Lenzi was placed on leave until the investigation was over.

I felt really bad for him. Thankfully, Doctor Strauss put him on the payroll for security.

Trying to hide it from my mom was futile. When she found out, my mother freaked and started begging me to stop. I wanted to. I really did. But it was too late.

I was involved, I was marked and anyone that I helped was marked as well.

I made my mother and father stay at Mag’s penthouse. I felt Millie and Saul were safe with Babette in the house with them. I just wanted to lock it away somewhere.

Hide until it was over.

This entity scared me.

Knowing that Babette was at Keith’s home figuring out a way to protect Sarah and everyone else, Keith and I took the opportunity to go and see Baba.

I needed to see Baba to let her know what was happening. Maybe in her wisdom, her years of dealing with everything, maybe she knew a way to defeat the entity we were dealing with or at least lock him back in.

I doubted it. Mag didn’t know and neither did Bill. Galen would know, but I couldn’t reach him. He was protecting the pope or something.

It was just after dinnertime; everyone was finishing up their evening meal.

When we arrived, we were told to keep it quick because it was entertainment night. The residents were having a magician and a medium.

A medium? Just what the residents needed. To hear from people they’d see pretty soon. If I were pushing ninety, I really wouldn’t want to hear what a medium said. Then again, it was entertainment and Keith reminded me I was a medium of sorts.

“Don’t judge,” he said. “You’re a medium.”

“You’re right.”

Entertainment be damned, we’d go and talk to her anyhow, see what she had to say and maybe staying for the show would be a nice diversion. Real or not.

I would know if that medium was real.

Visiting Baba was something I wanted to do days earlier, but it was one thing after another. Then the episode with Pete simply traumatized me. If anyone would tell me how to get through it, Baba would.

I was scared and no longer motivated.

Wanting to shut it off was foremost on my mind.

With all that was happening, with the FBI constantly questioning us, Babette said we all needed a psychic break.

Plus, it was in the best interest of those in the thread to stay clear from there. Maybe I was the draw.

Babette was hell bent on solving and ending this.

I felt as if I just wanted to run away.

Baba would help.

It was as if she knew why we were there. Not that we didn’t visit just to see her, we did. Keith more than me, but Baba was not one of those residents staring out the window waiting for someone to come.

I didn’t even need to explain it to her.

“I never knew his name, but I knew of him,” she said. “He’s a very strong entity that gets his strength from souls. Those on this side.”

“So, when I cross someone over, even for that moment,” I said. “If he gets them before the light does…”

“The soul is his,” Baba stated.

“Does he destroy them?” I asked.

“No one knows,” she said. “Some say he stores and torments them and they can only be released when he is destroyed. Some say he consumes them, and they exist no more. Imagine if he stored them, how many souls, thousands of years old, would finally be released. We’d like that, wouldn’t we?”

“Baba,” Keith said. “What can we do? What can she do?”

Baba looked at me and grabbed my hand. “He has locked on to you. Like a stray cat finds a food source, you are his. If you stop, he will find ways to make you continue. Force you. Take from you.”

“I’m not strong enough to get him,” I said. “I know it. I feel it.”

“You need to find the source that set him free,” Baba told me. “That source is not strong, but you will have a moment when it comes for the source, you’ll have a moment, that all of you, together, can banish him.”

It was ominous the way she spoke and just as dark as the conversation seemed, it turned to a bright one when out of the blue, Baba clapped with a, “Oh, goodie, here comes the magician.”

They were serving orange sherbet, so we decided to stay. Miko the Magician wasn’t bad, he was funny and made the residents smile with his sleight of hand tricks and jokes that somehow were aimed at the really senior crowd.

Baba laughed so hard at him, and that made me smile and for a few moments, made me forget about all that was going on.

The first half of the show wasn’t that long, in fact, it wasn’t the end for Miko. He had to get things ready for the second half of his performance and he brought out Trina, the medium.

Trina was about forty, attractive with big brown hair. Like a long-lost cousin to Babette.

She greeted everyone, telling them her name and then, without warning, went into her performance.

“I grew up in Chicago,” Trina said. “It’s changed a lot. Walter. I am getting a W or Walter, or William.”

“My husband was named William,” a woman said from the audience.

It reminded me of the mediums I would watch on social media or streaming late at night.

A captive audience, tossing out vague and familiar names and places then playing off reactions.

“Of course,” I grumbled softly.

“Dude, not fair or cool,” commented Keith. “You can’t doubt. You of all people can’t doubt. You don’t know.”

“Did William have a special tie he wore to church meetings?” Trina asked the woman.

“He had one sweater he wore to those meetings,” the woman replied.

“He said he was not happy when you gave it to Goodwill. His nephew wanted it.”

The woman in the audience gasped. “Oh my. William’s sister was so mad I did that because his nephew wanted that sweater.”

Keith nudged me. “See.”

I nodded with slightly rolled eyes.

“I’m seeing a woman,” said Trina. “Young. She left this earth young. Maybe thirty-five years old. She had five children when she passed.”

A man in the audience lifted his hand. “I was a widower very young.”

“What’s your name?”

“Stan.”

“Stan, hold on.”

“We had four kids all under twelve.”

“Did she die giving birth or was pregnant when she passed.”

Stan nodded. “Just weeks before delivery.”

Everyone gasped, even I was a little taken back.

“My head is hurting.” Trina touched her head. “Is that how she died?”

“She fell down the stairs and fractured her skull.”

“She said to tell you that you have done a great job and the baby is with her.”

Keith extended his arm to me. “I have chills.”

“That was good. Still. Slightly vague.”

“Vague?” Keith laughed.

“Hush.” Baba smacked my hand. “She has a gift.”

“Baba,” I scoffed.

“Is there a Harlow, Harry, wait or Harper here.”

I literally felt my stomach drop and suddenly I became that person, but I tried to withhold my excitement. Lord knows, people from the other side always reach out.

I lifted my hand. “My name is Harper.”

“Harper there is someone on the other side trying to get to you. It’s really bizarre, like they are expecting you to get them.”

Keith spoke up, “That’s because that’s what she does.”

“Wait. Harper.” Trina snapped her finger and pointed at me. “You’re the one that pulls people through like the Freddy Kruger movies.”

“That’s me.”

“Well, he has to wait his turn then,” Trina joked then went into another round with someone else.

Because I felt it would be rude to get up and leave, we waited until she was done, and we said some quick goodbyes to Baba before Miko returned for his big trick.

“I wanted to stay,” said Keith. “He’s pulling out the knives.”

“We’ll go catch him at the Cat Lounge on Thursday. He pumped that gig enough.”

“Deal.”

“Harper,” Trina called to us as we walked down the hall. “Can you wait?”

I exhaled slightly in annoyance. A part of me through she was going to ask me to be part of her act.

“Thanks,” Trina said when we stopped. “This person on the other side is desperate to talk to you. Just in my head, in my ear. Relentlessly.”

“Yeah, well, tell whoever it is that I am not taking any new spirits, and I can’t pull him through because The Struag will get his soul.”

Trina turned serious. “It’s not funny.”

“I’m not joking.”

“He got out?”

“Whoa,” Keith commented. “You know.”

“Yeah, I was hoping it was a myth.”

“Until we figure out who opened that gate, there’s nothing we can do to put him back in,” I said.

Trina cringed. “My God, this spirit is annoying. But relentless or not, it’s not safe.”

“It’s not. Just try to get that through to whoever it is.” I grabbed Keith’s arm. “Thank you.”

We turned.

“If you need my help to battle.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Keith and I began to walk down the hall and I heard Trina talking.

“I don’t care if you know who it is,” said Trina. “It’s not safe. Go back, Josh.”

I stopped and slowly turned around. “Did you just say Josh?”


TWELVE

DECEPTION

“No,” Mag was adamant. “Absolutely not. The Struag is locked into you.”

“Mag is right,” said Babette. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Well, we can’t rely on the information Trina gives. We know how clouded and convoluted the messages can be,” I argued. “We need his information to get to the gate opener. I will just cross. The Struag can’t get him there.”

Mag stopped and looked me square in the eyes. “What if he grabs onto you? What then?”

“I’ll keep my distance. Who knows, maybe Galen will pop in.”

“That’s not happening. He’s with the pope.” Mag shook her head, walked over to her buffet table and poured a bourbon. “We don’t have a plan to take down The Struag.”

“Can there even be a plan?” Babette asked. “We can’t begin to plan until we know how the gate opener is doing it and who he or she is.”

“And that,” I said. “Can come from Josh. Maybe. I mean, he may be guessing. He knows something.” I walked over and poured a bourbon. “He’s knocking hard enough at the door.”

Mag took the bottle from me and poured another drink, downing it pretty fast. She set down the glass and walked away.

“Come on.”

We followed her into her office.

“What are we doing?” I asked.

Mag sat in the media ration chair with a loud sigh. She looked up at us, and I knew what she was going to say.

“I’m going,” she said firmly. “If Josh is knocking because he has information, then I’m gonna be the one that answers. On the other side. Only I’m bringing the big guns as protection.” Her shoulders lifted as she inhaled and as she released a breath, she whispered out, “Moses.”

Hurriedly, I looked at Babette and she looked at me.

“I just got twitch in my tummy,” Babette said. “He’s like a celebrity.”

A light appeared at the far wall and through it walked someone who could only be Moses. If Keith had been there, he would have blurted out his stock phase, ‘Dude.’

Moses was dressed as I envisioned, the long robe and staff. He wasn’t that gray, but he had a beard. He walked a few feet from the light, shifting his eyes to me and Babette before looking at Mag.

“I need you with me, Moses,” Mag told him.

“Yes,” he replied.

“This could be dangerous.”

“Yes.”

“Let’s go.”

“Yes.”

Mag rested back and closed her eyes; a few seconds later Moses stepped back into the light.

I turned to Babette, whispering, “Moses doesn’t say much.”

“Man of few words.”

“I expected him to be hotter.”

“You’re thinking of the movie.”

I nodded. “True.”

Glancing over to Mag I thought about how odd it was that she was scared. She never got scared. Maybe she just underestimated her abilities.

We waited. I didn’t think it would take too long and I didn’t think much about anything until, at the same time as the light, Moses came barreling through.

He moved directedly to Mag.

“Mag. Wake. Mag. Wake now!” he shouted. “I cannot touch her. One of you needs to jolt her. Now.”

Babette was quick, she leapt for the chair, her hands grabbing Mag’s shoulder. “Mag. Mag, wake up. Mag.” She shook her. “Mag.” Then Babette placed a hand to Mag’s throat and after a beat, listened at her chest. She scooped Mag from the chair. “Harper, call 911.” She shouted and placed Mag on the floor. Without hesitating, she began to do CPR.

“What is she doing?” Moses asked.

I dialed the phone and answered him, “Trying to save her life.”

The 911 call center answered and while holding a hand up to Moses to get him to wait, I relayed the information to emergency services and did so calmly so no time was wasted.

“Older female, cardiac arrest,” I said. “Penthouse floor, Renfro Apartments.”

Not that Mag lived in a high rise, it was four stories tall, but in Aurora, it was a big deal to live in the Renfro. People that had high paying jobs in Buffalo lived there because it was that fancy.

They assured me help was on the way and I was certain Lenzi would be there with the ambulances.

I told them Babette had started CPR and ended the call. They didn’t ask me to stay on the line. Which was a good thing. I wanted to talk to Moses before he left.

He watched Babette do compressions, breathe into Mag all while begging her to come back.

“What happened?” I asked. “Moses, what happened?”

“It was a trap,” Moses replied never taking his eyes off of Mag. “The caller was not who you believed him to be.” Briefly he shifted his eyes to me. “He never was. Do not believe. Never believe. It was a trap.”

“What do we do?” I asked.

“I have to go.” Moses backed up.

“Moses, what do we do?”

“I don’t know. Even I am not strong enough.” He shook his head, stepping back.

I turned my sights from him for a second when I heard Lenzi call out, “Harper.”

“Back here. In the office.”

Moses muttered out, “This is all I have to offer.” Lenzi rushed in with two paramedics, and when I turned back, Moses was gone, leaving only his staff behind on the floor.

Babette stepped away from the paramedics as they took over. She bent down and grabbed the staff. “He left this for you.” She handed it to me. “All he has to offer.”

Blindly, I took it. I didn’t feel or notice the power in the staff, I was more concerned and focused on the fact that the paramedics didn’t move with urgency to work on Mag.

They didn’t announce it or say anything, but I knew when they lifted her to the gurney and the look on Lenzi’s face.

It was over.

Mag was gone.


THIRTEEN

THE FIGHT

I was done. Completely and utterly done. My plan was to take things back to where I was a year before. No more trying, no more reaching. If that being was too strong for Moses, I was no match.

Mag had died. I don’t know how, but somehow The Struag had got her on the other side. I thought it was only our conscience that transported, so how did he kill her?

All Moses said was it was a trap. He was deceiving us.

I wasn’t taking a chance.

I had Bill on high alert, and I never let the staff out of my hands. I kept thinking about Sarah and her religious tokens, and before I knew it, I was wearing a cross, carrying holy water, and had even pulled out that shirt Keith got me that said ‘I brake for Jesus.’

It wasn’t proper funeral attire, but I’m sure Mag wouldn’t have minded.

She was my friend and mentor, and I was heartbroken.

For the four days after her death, I was out and about. That would change after the wake.

According to her lawyer, she had a wake all set up at Luciano’s and wanted the bourbon to flow. She was so specific Luciano’s had a bourbon fountain at the cookie table.

A cookie table.

Mag was originally from Pittsburgh and a cookie table was standard there, Babette had heard of them.

Mag.

She died because of me. I was so insistent that we speak to Josh, I hadn’t even entertained the thought it was deception.

I warned Trina, who immediately joined me on the Sarah ‘religious relics for protection’ bandwagon.

The funeral was really nice, it was at Saint Michael’s, so it was safe, or at least felt like it. I was surprised to see so many dignitaries there: Generals, the vice president, British Prime Minister and even a Saudi Prince were in attendance.

All people she had helped under the guise of a counselor.

I couldn’t figure out why those two fake FBI agents were in the back of the church. Mag’s death wasn’t like the others.

The news announced the passing of Mag being from heart failure and that she was a retired security advisor, but she was far from retired.

Surprising me more than the important people was my mother’s attitude about me wanting to stop.

At first, I thought it was just because she wanted to keep her job, then again, she worked mainly for Doctor Strauss and he wasn’t getting rid of her. She was too efficient.

The woman that did everything to protect me from evil as a child, shocked me. I swore she would be happy about my decision. To be doubly safe she would push for me to lock myself in a ‘Carrie’ style closet.

Instead, she told me I was wrong.

Sitting at our table at the wake, she made no bones about it. I would have thought the bourbon was influencing her, but she only sipped.

“You took this on, you need to find a way to stop it,” she said.

“Mom, this is bad stuff,” I told her.

“Oh, I know, we all know.” She waved her hand about the table, indicating Babette, Keith, Lenzi, Millie and Saul. “But I am sure, you will find away.”

“You see this.” I nodded at the staff in my hand. “Moses left this as a last attempt. Even he wasn’t strong enough.”

Millie let out a sing-song, “Eh,” then sipped her drink. “Moses was cocky.”

“Dear,” Saul tapped her hand. “A better word would be arrogant.”

“No.” Millie shook her head. “Cocky would be it.”

“Have you met him?” I asked.

Millie smiled. “Not personally. But I’ve read plenty about him. I think he was overconfident and was taken by surprise. He has strength, but this isn’t his fight.”

“It’s not mine either,” I argued. “I didn’t start it.”

“No, you didn’t,” Millie said. “But it came to you and it’s your fight now.”

“I don’t want it.” In Mag-fashion, I downed my drink. One of four that was set before me.

“Tough,” Keith said. “You have to find what it wants to do, and you have to handle it.”

“The price is too high.”

“Any cost,” Keith said. “Any cost. Too much is at stake.”

“Yeah,” Babette added. “We don’t defeat him we’re looking at the apocalypse.”

I nearly choked on my drink. “I know we think—”

“We know,” Babette cut me off. “How many souls will he consume before he’s too powerful to stop?”

“We don’t know what his end game is,” I said. “We don’t. What’s he gonna do eat every soul until there is none left? Doesn’t sound wise.”

“That is why you have to fight,” my mother said. “Look, to beat your enemy you have to learn your enemy. Research him, learn about him. Remember when you were eight and you had lice.”

Keith laughed.

I cringed. “Ma.”

“No.” My mother shook her head. “They were tough. But I researched and I learned the weakness of the lice and I defeated them.”

“Now that you have everyone at this table scratching their heads. Literally,” I said. “Big difference.”

“Is it?” my mother asked. “If left untreated, lice will spread, get worse until you get to a point you have to treat it internally, get rid of all hair and maybe even burn things. He’s already getting worse.”

Sarcastically I laughed. “What we’re going to shave his head and give him medication?”

“Yes,” Babette muttered quietly. “Yes. Shaving the head is getting rid of the hiding place, the nest, the medicine is poison. We find a way to lure him from the shadows from his deception and destroy his nest. And until we do, figure out a way to poison the souls.”

“What?” I asked. “Poison the souls?”

Babette nodded. “Make him not want to consume them.”

“How?” I questioned. “I mean that sounds really good in theory, but how exactly would we do that?”

After a pause, a heavy exhale, and a stare to each one of us as if she were going to spew forth this elaborate plan deep plan, Babette shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Upon that, she downed her drink, and so did I.


FOURTEEN

SUDDEN CHANGE

Saying I was on the fence about continuing The Struag fight was an understatement. It weighed so heavily on my mind. The day after the funeral was my personal deadline to make a decision by.

Then something happened when I was having my coffee.

I had just woken up, the decision weighing on my mind. We had the reading of the will in the afternoon. Something I didn’t want to attend. It just made her death so real, so final.

Normally, I wouldn’t think finality with death, but The Struag got her.

For all we knew her soul was gone.

It was nearly a week of sadness until that morning bright spot.

Lenzi called.

“It’s a match,” he said as soon as I said my hello.

I was confused, still in a morning fog. “What?”

“Poppy. The girl in the coma is Poppy.”

Instant adrenaline. I didn’t need that caffeine. I jumped from my chair, holding the phone close to my face. “Are we sure?”

“One hundred percent positive and a match,” Lenzi said. “Do you want the honor of telling her mother.”

“Oh my God, I would love to deliver good news.”

“Come by the station, we’ll take the proof to her mom. She’s probably at work.”

“Give me ten minutes to get dressed and I’ll be right there.”

Lisa Hope, Poppy’s mother, worked at a bank. She had one of those corner offices with a glass wall that allowed everyone in the bank to see why you were doing.

I was nervous when Lenzi and I walked in. I didn’t want her to see us and panic. But I noticed she was with someone, so Lenzi and I stayed out of sight until she was done.

It seemed to take forever for her to deal with the woman in her office. I was impatient but excited and in my hands was a folder with proof.

While it seemed like an hour, in reality it was only twenty minutes. The woman Lisa had been helping exited the office, and before anyone could go in, Lenzi and I stood where she could see us outside the door.

Then, just as I expected, her facial expression dropped and she rushed over to us.

“No.” I shook my head to her. “It’s not bad.”

I stepped closer to her and handed her the folder. “We found her. She’s alive. A little banged up from an accident and she’s in a medically endured coma, but she’s alive and they expect a full recovery.”

Lisa said nothing. I expected a gasping “oh my god” or something. Maybe it was shock. Her hands shook as she held the folder. “I thought you gave up on her.”

“Harper give up?” Lenzi said. “No way. She doesn’t quit.”

When he said that my head slowly turned to him.

“Do you?” Lenzi asked me.

“I’m, I—” I cleared my throat and put my attention back on Lisa. “It’s all there. I also listed flights for you so you can get there today.”

Lisa slowly opened the folder. Her eyes cast down to the contents and she slowly looked back up at me. “She’s alive,” she said with a quivering voice. “My baby is alive. I can’t thank you…” as she said the final word “enough,” emotionally exasperated, Lisa dropped to the floor, clutched that folder and sobbed tears of joy.

It was a great moment and one that I needed.

I carried that feeling with me the next few hours, a reminder that even with the dark something good came out of my gifts.

I still hadn’t made the decision on what I was going to do. I supposed another day or two wouldn’t hurt to think about it.

I wondered if Mag would now tell me to quit. When I first met her, she wanted me not to use my gift and I didn’t listen. That decision locked me into a gate I wasn’t ready for.

<><><><>

The reading of the will was a forty-minute drive to the law office of Burke, Grant and Smith. I would be lying if I said I didn’t know why I was going or called. Mag was a generous woman and though I only met her a year before, it wouldn’t surprise me if she left my business a little bit of money, after all she did fund it.

But when Attorney Smith requested Lenzi and Keith as well, that kind of shocked me.

The three of us, along with Babette, took the ride together.

We weren’t the only ones there. The secretary took us to a large meeting room with coffee and mini sandwiches.

And of course, bourbon.

There were people in the room that I didn’t know at all. Maybe it was a few family members that Mag just never mentioned.

Those two FBI agents, Plant and Page, were outside the building, and since Babette wasn’t part of the will reading, she vowed to find out why they were suddenly hanging around.

Attorney Smith stepped in with a folder and stood at the head of the table.

“Afternoon, everyone. Please have a seat, and if you haven’t yet, Mag has requested, everyone have some bourbon.”

People chuckled nervously, I thought, ‘of course, she did’ and we took our seats. I had never been at a will reading before, I expected it to be boring and for the most part it was.

Smith went through the opening, stating that much of the will was written in Mag’s own words.

I knew Mag had money. Because it was in Aurora, she got a good deal on her apartment. I asked her. She paid close to seven hundred thousand dollars for the entire floor, then another half million to renovate it all into one unit with roof access. I never understood why she needed so much space, I figured that apartment wiped her out financially at one point but she built it back up.

She had a cleaning lady, a private chef that came in twice a week to meal prep everything, and a dogsitter for Mitzie, her chihuahua that had died four years earlier and she had her stuffed. Apparently, the sitter was employed before Mitzie died, and Mag didn’t have the heart to let her go.

Mag was a good woman.

Generous.

It was when Smith started naming amounts, I realized she had more money than I thought.

A million to this charity, eight million to that one. The first list was all organizations and nonprofits, then it got into the personal contacts.

She left her hairdresser fifty thousand dollars.

The local baker seventy-five grand and so on.

Eventually the money had to run out.

I believed I was getting bequeathed Mitzie. Convinced of it.

“To Officer Lenzi,” Smith read. “I give my 1955 For Fairlane, mint condition, Butler County Police cruiser. I don’t know anyone else that would appreciate it. Do with it what you want. Sell, keep it, show it. I am honored to know you.” Smith looked up. “I have details where that is stored.”

“Thank you,” Lenzi said. “That is amazing. Wow.” He looked at me.

“I’m getting the stuffed dog,” I whispered. “Bet me.”

“To Keith, my new friend that makes me laugh,” read Smith. “I leave to you my Tiny House, all its contents and the land in which it sits, on Wentworth Street. I haven’t been in there since it was built, but it has been kept up. The landscape is beautiful.” Smith cleared his throat. “And she goes on to say.” He cleared his throat again. “Please get out of your mother’s basement.”

“Dude!” Keith gasped out. “That rocks.” He glanced at me. “Isn’t that awesome?”

I nodded. “Bet I get the stuffed dog.”

“I’ll have papers for you to sign,” Smith told Keith. “And finally.” He began to read. “To Harper, I leave my most precious possession.”

Again, I whispered to Lenzi. “The dog.”

“I leave you Mitzie.”

I tried to hide the smirk. I knew it.

“And she’s here in the office. But before that, there’s more,” said Smith. “I leave you wisdom in the form of a letter that my attorney has. I also leave you my gift, like any possession it can be inherited and I bequeath it to you. The details are in the letter.”

“That’s awesome,” I said sincerely. “I was happy with the dog.”

“That’s not all,” Smith told me and read. “I give to you, Harper my apartment and all its belongings and the remainder of my estate in hopes that you don’t have to work as hard or as long as I did and perhaps find love and start a family. Things that I regret. But I am so happy with the love and light you and your friends have given my lonely life.”

My eyes actually glossed over and I was touched. I wasn’t going to bring up that I was pretty certain I couldn’t afford the utilities in that apartment.

“And finally,” Smith said.

“There’s more?” I asked.

“There’s more. And finally,” he read. “I leave you Harper with this advice: Live life. Save life. Face life.”

“Dude,” Keith sang out. “That’s so cool, I wonder what it means.”

“Me, too.”

Smith closed the folder. “That’s it. I have staff waiting for each of you to sign documents, if you have any questions, please feel free to contact me.”

Those in attendance began to stand.

I wanted to get back down to Babette to see if she found out anything from those FBI guys.

“Harper,” Smith said. “You’ll be getting a call from Roy. He was Mag’s accountant. On the side Mag stated that she knew you wouldn’t be able to handle the money at first and would need help. You don’t mind, do you?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m sure there’s tax stuff on the apartment. Not sure how I’ll handle that financially. I won’t sell Mitzie.”

Smith chuckled. “You’ll be fine. She left you the rest of her estate.”

“Not to be nosey,” Lenzi spoke up. “But I am. Out of curiosity, how much is the remainder of her estate? I mean I heard some hefty amounts given out.”

“Including or not including the apartment assets?” Smith asked.

“Not including the apartment,” said Lenzi.

“Oh, it’s four hundred and eighty-seven,” Smith replied.

“Thousand?” I asked.

“Million.”

I asked, or rather stuttered for clarification and confirmation from Smith, and that was it. That was last thing I remembered.

He said the amount again and it was lights out.

<><><><>

“Woof. Woof.”

How long was I out? Long enough for Keith to get Mag’s prized possession, Mitzie the stuffed dog, and hold it close to my face.

“Woof,” Keith repeated his dog imitation. “Oh, cool she’s up.”

“Keith,” I groaned and tried to sit up. “Why are you playing with my dog?”

“To get you out of your new millionaire coma,” Keith replied. “But it’s not a coma. You passed out. Dude, you went down.”

“Hold still,” a woman said. I could see her through my peripheral vision, she was holding something on my face.

“Car is out front now,” Lenzi announced. “We can take her down. I got a wheelchair.”

“A wheelchair?” I shook my head. “I’m fine. I don’t need a wheelchair.”

“But you will need at least five stiches.” The woman helped me to stand.

“Where?” I asked.

Keith replied. “On your new Jay Leno chin. Did you know when you pass out you fall forward? I didn’t. I do now, watching you.”

My fingers barely touched my chin and I felt how huge and painful it was.

The unknown woman handed me the cloth. “Keep this on there until you get to the emergency room.”

I took the cloth and saw Babette burst into the room. “Oh, thank God,” she gushed out. “When they said you went down, I thought you died.”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m very much alive. Just a bad chin now.”

Lenzi took hold of my arm. “Let me put you in the chair. You seem unsteady.”

“Fine. Thank you.”

He was right, I did feel unsteady and woozy. I reached for the wheelchair and sat down.

“You get that taken care of,” Babette said. “I have some information for you.”

Again, I shook my head.

“Why are you shaking your head no?” she asked.

“Is it about the current case?”

“Yes,” Babette replied.

“Then no. I don’t want to hear it. I’m done. Finished.” I glanced at Lenzi. “I know you said I don’t quit. But this is time I have to take. I’m ready to go.”

As he pushed me from the office, I heard Babette comment to Keith that I must have seen something when I passed out.

As usual, Babette was right.

In that brief time that I was out, I learned The Struag wasn’t just on the other side poking through for his victims, he was on this side and that side.

He was everywhere.


FIFTEEN

WAKE UP CALL

“Harper, be reasonable,” I heard the calm in Lenzi’s voice. He wasn’t annoyed or angry and I certainly didn’t think I was being unreasonable.

In fact, I was calm, rational, and safe.

I felt perfectly fine.

“Harper, come on,” Lenzi requested. “Let’s go. Is it because your chin is still swollen.”

“No, it’s healing nicely. I’m not that vain.”

“Then what is it?” he asked.

“Listen I am comfortable here. Safe here. I also paid rent to be here.”

“I get that. I do.”

“Is he going back on his word?” I snipped. “Take my money and tell me to leave?”

“What? No.”

“Is he saying I’m trespassing?”

“No.”

“Then why did he call the law?” I asked.

“He didn’t call the law, he called me, your friend, because you won’t get out of this confessional, and he needs it. People start lining up for confessions in less than an hour.”

“Well, there’s like eight more. No one confesses anymore. He can use those,” I argued.

“He wants the one you’re in. It’s his. It has his chair.”

“It’s really comfy.”

“Harper,” Lenzi said firmly. “Get out of the confessional booth.”

“Fine.” I huffed then stood and opened the booth door. Lenzi stood there with his arms folded.

“What?” I asked.

He shook his head. “You have double power now.”

“I know, right, with that brings double trouble.”

“I don’t think you need to live here.”

“I will until it’s done.”

Lenzi threw up his hands. “How do you expect it to be done if you just hide and quit and not end it.”

“Someone will take up the mantra.”

Lenzi laughed. “It’s on you.”

“Look. If Mag wasn’t strong enough, no way I am, even with her strength. If Galen was here, it would be a different story.”

“Get over Galen, Harper,” Lenzi said. “He’s gone. He would have been back if he could.”

“Maybe he’s waiting on the right moment.”

“Harper, stop. You say Mag wasn’t strong enough. Did it ever dawn on you that maybe, just maybe, Mag didn’t run from the S—”

I hurried and covered his mouth. “Shh. Don’t say the name.”

“It’s not Beetlejuice.”

“Still.”

“Fine.” He exhaled his frustration. “Did you think maybe Mag knew the only way to defeat it was for one person to have all the power instead of it divided between the two of you?”

“So, you’re saying Mag died on purpose.”

“No, I’m just say that maybe she didn’t fight as hard as she should when the S—”

Again, my hand went to his mouth. “Don’t say his name.”

“Why?”

“In here especially. If we say his name, that might break down some protective wall. Here in Saint Michael’s. He can’t get in. Ask Sarah.”

From a pew two rows over, Sarah sat up. “She’s right. I feel safe here.”

Trina called from the back of the church. “Me, too.”

“You have them living here with you?” Lenzi asked.

“Hey, I paid rent. I can have guests.”

“Rent,” the male voice echoed to us. “Or rather a donation you have yet to pay.”

I turned to see Father Basil walking down from the altar toward me.

“I gave you a check. I just said don’t cash it yet.”

Father Basil, the slender, elderly, sarcastic, disbelieving pastor of the church, shook his head. “For a million dollars.”

“I’m good for it.”

“I’m sure.”

“I inherited a ton of money yesterday,” I said.

“I’m sure.”

“Would I lie to a priest?”

“Yes. Yes, you would. Are you done with my confessional?” he asked.

“I am. The chair is very comfy. I see why you’re partial to it.”

“Thank you.”

“Wait.” I snapped my finger. “I left my Moses staff in there. I don’t need to have it on me all the time in the church.”

I heard Father Basil’s cough of stifling a laugh. He muttered to Lenzi, “Her Moses staff.”

“It belonged to Moses.”

“Really?” he asked cynically.

“He gave it to me.”

“I’m sure.”

“Whatever.” Shrugging, I headed back into the confessional.

“Harper,” Lenzi said my name with a scold. “Don’t say whatever to Father Basil. Be nice.”

“Be nice. Yep. Sorry Father.” I walked into the confessional and the door slammed. I looked at it. “Nice. Way to be mature guys.” Shaking my head, I turned to get my staff next to the chair, when I did, he was there.

Joshua. Ghostly, like the little girl that had come to me, only he looked good, healthy even.

“Can we talk?” he asked sheepishly.

My eyes widened, I snatched up my staff and I flew out of there.


SIXTEEN

HAVE YOU SEEN ME?

My fleeing, rapid exit from the confessional wasn’t as quiet as my mind believed it to be.

I screamed.

The jolt of surprise combined with it being Josh just brought it out.

When I emerged, staff in hand, I was greeted by the stunned faces of Lenzi, Father Basil, Sarah, Trina and some random woman wearing a blue sweater.

My scream stopped mid-shriek.

“What in God’s name is wrong with you?” asked Father Basil.

“Um, I, he,” I looked behind me. “I saw a bug.”

“In the dark?” Father Basil asked. “In the dark confessional you saw a bug?”

“It was big. A big bug. Possibly a roach. Not sure. Be careful.”

Lenzi tilted his head. “Harper that wasn’t a bug scream you made.”

“And you’re an expert on my screams?” I asked.

“Uh, yeah,” said Lenzi. “Because you don’t scream. You’re the same woman that dug up a body, fought an evil spirit, and saw Jeremy’s bludgeoned body, all without as much as a whimper.”

I bobbed my head side to side. “True, but you never saw me face a bug. I’m not a bug person,” I said. “It was a big bug.”

The woman in the blue sweater inched froward. “Could we do another confessional Father? I don’t want to see this bug. Especially if it’s a roach.”

“There is no bug, nor is there a roach. She’s lying and needs help.” He faced Lenzi. “Evil spirits, dead men, and digging up bodies. You’re an officer of the law, Lenzi, instead of pacifying her delusions, invoke your authority and request commitment under Nine-Three-Nine.”

“I really don’t see that happening,” said Lenzi. “I believe her.”

“Then you’re as bad as she is. So, get her out of my church. All of them. All these women camping out here.” Father Basil ordered.

“I want my check back,” I told him.

“You want your check back?” He reached into his pocket, pulled it out and ripped it up. “You want it back. There. You can collect the pieces.”

I saw Lenzi cringe. “Father, you’ll regret that.”

I lifted my hand. “Before you say, ‘I’m sure,’ we’re leaving.” I bent down and grabbed the torn check, stood up and screamed.

Josh was there.

“What is it?” Lenzi showed concern. “What did you see?”

“Him.”

“Him? The Struag.”

“Ah!” I shrieked. “You said the name.”

Sarah shrieked as well. “You said the name.”

“I can’t believe you said it,” Trina added.

With a face palm, Lenzi groaned out. “Oh my god!”

“Officer Lenzi,” Father Basil’s voice boomed. “This is the Lord’s house.”

“Sorry Father.” Lenzi then looked back at me. “Who did you see?”

“Not did. Do. Present tense.” I pointed to Josh. “Him. Do you see him?”

“No.” Lenzi shook his head.

“You?” I asked Sarah. “Do you see him?”

“No.”

“Trina?”

“No. Who is it?” Trina asked.

“Josh.”

“The Josh?” questioned Sarah.

I nodded.

“Holy shit,” Lenzi blurted.

“Out.” Father Basil pointed. “All of you. I want you out of my church.”

“This,” Josh said. “Is actually comical.”

“You think?” I replied.

“Oh, I know more than think,” said Father Basil. “I want you out. Go.”

I asked Josh, “Are you able to follow us or are you confined to the hallowed ground?”

“Of course not,” snapped Father Basil. “I’m not confined here. I won’t leave with you so don’t ask again.”

“I’m not talking to you Father, I meant him.”

“Lenzi?”

“No, him.” I pointed to Josh.

“No one is there,” said Father Basil.

“Oh, he’s there,” I replied. “You just can’t see him. But he’s there. Like Jesus.”

Josh cringed. “Yep. And on that note. Here it comes.”

With the strongest voice yet, one that bounced off the ways, Father Basil blasted, “Out!”

And that time, whether Josh could tag along or not, we all listened and left.

Lenzi stared up to the church from the parking lot. “That didn’t go well. Is he still here?”

I looked.

Josh smiled.

“Yes. Then again, we haven’t left holy ground technically.”

“Is it really him?” Sarah asked.

Before I could answer, Josh spoke up, “Tell her yes and that I loved that blue hat she got me for Christmas.”

“Yes,” I told Sarah. “And he said to tell you he loved the blue hat.”

Sarah gasped.

“Who is the young man?” the strange woman’s voice asked. “What importance does he play?”

At first, I thought it was another spirit then I noticed it was the woman with the blue sweater from the church. “Did Father Basil kick you out too?” I asked her.

“Oh no. I followed. I was very curious. I see you on YouTube and know you’re for real.”

“Aw, thank you.” I smiled. “To answer your question, he’s a young man that passed nearly a year ago and some round me is stirring with those he left behind.”

“Can you help?” Blue Sweater woman asked.

“I don’t know,” I glanced at Josh. “But we’re going to try.”


SEVENTEEN

PATH TO ANSWERS

Josh wasn’t the first spirit that crossed over to talk to me. I had a million questions to ask him if opted to wait until we made it to Babette at Keith’s house.

I wasn’t quite sure he’d be able to tag along, or what his abilities were.

He wasn’t with us in the car and I started to think he was gone.

In fact, he wasn’t there when we got to Keith’s.

I didn’t view it as a failure or something I lost. I took it as a sign.

Somehow.

Someway.

I was meant to end this. I just had to find the strength and inspiration. If I didn’t, I would be ruled by my fear.

And for some reason I was scared to death.

We arrived at Keith’s. Not the tiny house that he inherited; like my money, it would take a few days, if not longer, for him to get it.

Millie and Saul weren’t home. They took a mini vacation. Surprisingly, or maybe not, Millie meal prepped for Babette and Keith, and even though no one was there to eat our food, there was plenty in the fridge. Which I helped myself to. I knew Trina and Sarah had to be hungry as well, so I made sure to do them both a plate.

“What’s up with the followers?” Babette asked as I peered in the fridge.

“Trina and Sarah are both scared too. Safety in numbers,” I replied.

“And Mary?”

“Who?”

“The woman in the blue sweater.”

“Oh her.” I shrugged. “She just followed us from the church.”

“Lenzi said you saw Josh,” Babette said.

“I did. At the church. Maybe that’s the only place he can show up.”

“What did he tell you?”

I shut the fridge, turned around and faced her. “Nothing because I didn’t ask. I wanted him to come here but once we left the church property he didn’t show.”

Babette nodded a few times. “Maybe there is some truth to the holy ground theory.”

“Maybe he knows that’s the only place that’s safe.”

“Agreed,” Babette said. “If he’s searching you out and trying to be safe then he knows stuff. I say we go back to the church.”

“It will have to be after confessions and when Father Basil leaves. Otherwise, he won’t let us in.”

“What did you do?”

I shook my head. “Not me. Lenzi. He took the lords name in sun.”

“He should know better.”

“I know right.”

After grabbing some lunch for me and the other girls, Babette, Keith, Lenzi and myself headed back to the church.

The woman in the blue sweater, Mary, stayed behind. She was odd. I didn’t know who she was or why the interest in hanging out with us.

All I knew was she came for noon confessions.

I wasn’t sure if Father Basil would be there but when we parked, I learned it didn’t matter.

Still there in the parking lot, right where we left him, was Josh.

“Oh my God he’s here,” I said. “Do you see him, Babette?”

“No, I don’t.”

“It’s like he was waiting for us to come back.”

“Maybe he was,” commented Lenzi. “Maybe this is a safe place and if it is, how does he know.”

“Let’s find out.” I walked over to where Josh stood near the steps of the church. “You waited?” I asked him.

“I figured you’d come back,” Josh replied. “At least, I hoped you would.”

“And there,” Babette put a finger to her ear. “It is the muffled sound of voices. I can’t see him. But I can sense him and hear him. Ask why he is here. Ask him if he knows this is a safe place.”

I didn’t have to ask, Josh heard Babette and replied. “Tell her yeah. Tell her I know the dark is here and the only safe place is to stay in the light.”

“So, you know about the thing that’s coming for souls?” I asked.

“Oh yeah. And if I left this place, I know he’d get me because he doesn’t know I’d lead him where he wants. He just consumes connected souls. He’s not very bright and I mean that in an intelligent way.”

“What’s he saying?” Babette asked.

I conveyed to her what Josh had told me.

“He can hear you,” I told Babette. “So, anything you need to say or ask just do it.”

Babette did. “What do you mean by connected souls?” she asked.

I listened to what he said and then conveyed his reply. “He said every soul consumed is connected to each other through him or me. Me because this dark knows I’m a light that souls follow. Him because of his death.”

I paused listening to Josh. “He also said, me and him only recently became connected. And he’s not clear on why.”

“Can we skip all this?” Lenzi asked. “Find out who opened the gate.”

Babette gasped, offended. “Have you ever solved a crime in this town.”

“Of course,” Lenzi scoffed. “I think. What does my track record have to do with this?”

“Patience,” Babette said. “I need to know facts in order to understand the answer.” She shook her head and looked to where she believed Josh was standing. “Josh, how are the victims connected to your death?”

“My brother.”

My eyes widened. “Your brother.”

“What? What?” Lenzi asked. “What about his brother.”

I held up my hand to Lenzi because I was listening to Josh. When he was finished explaining I faced Babette.

“Josh said he’s not sure how or why but thinks his brother inadvertently unleashed the dark, because he was led there dabbling in trying to reach the other side.”

“His brother has to have a gift. What was it? A Ouija board?”

“No,” I replied. “EVPs—Electronic voice phenomenon. It’s where people record and hear voices in white noise.”

Josh explained, “It started once a week, you know, him trying to reach me. Then it became every day. He would just leave the recorder going, he’d talk.”

“And eventually someone answered?” I asked.

“Lots did, but it wasn’t me.”

“Josh said his brother went headstrong and got a lot of responses,” I told them.

Babette groaned. “Nasty, trickster spirits or bad ones. How did you know this, Josh? How did you know he was trying desperate reach you?”

“No one is gonna believe this,” Josh told me. “But Elvis came to me and said I had to find Harper.”

I gasped. “And I fired him. I feel so bad.”

Lenzi tossed up his hands. “What are we talking about?”

“Elvis,” I replied. “Elvis told him to find me.”

Lenzi shook his head confused. “How can a white noise recording generate enough power to open a sealed gate to hell? That doesn’t make sense.”

Babette explained, “It’s not the power of the recording, it’s the power given to the spirits deceiving. Every time one replied and his brother believed it gave it strength, the more bad spirits the more power, they opened the gate.” Babette inhaled in shock revelation. “The connection. Did the people that died listen to the recording?”

I replied, “He said yeah and many more.”

“No wonder The Struag was able to get out.”

“I’m so lost,” Lenzi said.

“Don’t feel bad,” I said. “Me too.”

“No worries.” Babette tapped me on the back. “Find out where we can find his brother. Get me a name. And I promise I’ll explain it all.”

I agreed. I hoped she could explain it all, because like Lenzi I just didn’t understand any of it.


EIGHTEEN

THE LETTER

There was something I had to do.

I had been putting it off for days, but it was time.

Something told me that the letter Mag left for me would have answers.

I wanted Bill to tag along, but he said that the staff was my earthy protection and he was needed at the house.

I suppose he was right. After all, Sarah was there and The Struag was after her.

I did ask Bill to let Elvis know I was sorry.

Lenzi breathed a sigh of relief when I told him I was going to see Attorney Smith.

He said what I was thinking, “There’s something in that letter Harper, I believe it.”

I went alone. I felt I had to.

Attorney Smith was nice. I met him at his offices, and was led to a smaller meeting room. His secretary brought me a coffee and set the obligatory bottle of bourbon on the table.

I sat down, placing the staff next to me.

Attorney Smith came in and handed me the envelope.

“Mag said to tell you,” Smith said. “It doesn’t start out with the ‘if you’re reading this, I’m dead.’ I didn’t read that but my opinion, she knew she was dying. I’ll leave you alone.”

Once he was gone from the room, I sipped my coffee and poured a small amount of bourbon, then stared at the envelope.

After a few moments and a hit of the bourbon I opened the envelope, when I did a weird feeling came over me. Like an anxiety attack where my entire internal being trembled.

It was the moment I unfolded the letter that I knew what Attorney Smith meant.

It was dated three days before her death.

It read:

My dearest Harper,

I suppose you were wondering why? Why you? Why any of this?

I have known you since you were just a young girl, and I vowed to help you in any way possible. I told you that I wanted to protect you and when your gift got ahead of you, I knew I had to be there for you. Unlike me, you have always tried to use your gift to help others. I truly admire the selflessness behind that. While I have done my best to act as you have, my government contracts were ultimately for the money, rather than to do any good in the world. I am hoping now that by giving you that money, I can ensure that you won’t ever have to compromise your gift. You’ll be able to continue to use your gifts for others and for good. Now you are called for a greater good and to help more than just one person.

In this world and life of ethereal existence, there is a light and there is a dark. That dark collects the most vile of souls, and what escapes that dark must be returned or destroyed somehow. Harper, we now face a force that has gained more power than I imagined possible. A collective power derived from others.

I don’t know if the souls he steals are consumed or captive. That will only be known when he is returned or destroyed.

We have the ability to do so, to lure him. But as individuals we are not strong enough. We need to be as one in a literal sense. Our gifts need to be used as one.

As I pen this my plan is to pull the blue card when I see it is needed. I hope one day you will not need to do so.

What is the blue card? It is when we decide during a travel to the other side, that we will stay. There are times our spirit needs to cross over. Not just our mental being. You probably never noticed it. A blue glow, tiny and miniscule, somewhere in the place we travel. The closer we walk to that blue glow, the bigger it gets. Stepping through removes our soul from our bodies and we cross over. When we do so we have five earthly minutes to return. Think of the movie Frighteners. If we choose not to return, the blue card can take place. In doing so, at the cross over point we bequeath our abilities to our Light Soldier who then will concentrate that into one object.

If I see you need both our abilities to beat The Struag, and an opportunity arises, the Blue Card will be played. I will then call upon Moses, he is the strongest of light soldiers. Forgive him if he doesn’t tell you my plan or explain it. Know this, if Moses emerges and gives you anything - I believe it will be the staff - then I am safe on the other side. The Struag did not consume my soul, but we know this because we know he can only consume what’s on the earthly side.

It is my choice. I do this because if he is not stopped, he will consume until he is strong enough to release all vile from the dark.

The religious would say hell on earth.

To have me with you, you need to have the staff. Or whatever he gives you. Together the gifts are unimaginable and strong. You and the others need to come up with a plan.

Study. Learn him. Defeat him. And remember the power to defeat him must be greater than the power that freed him.

I believe in you, Harper.

I will be with you, always.

Mag

It was a lot to take in, perhaps I was just really emotional when reading it. I read it again while sipping my coffee and bourbon, then when finished, I folded it back into the envelope.

I needed more than just my eyes to read it.

She called for a group effort to defeat The Struag, and I was ready to call for a group effort to understand the letter completely.


NINETEEN

THE VISIT

When Lenzi and I left Babette, he took on the task of finding Josh’s brother, which was proving more difficult than we thought.

Babette said she’d explain how exactly the brother was able to cause the chain reaction. That freed The Struag and would meet us at Keith’s. But since Lenzi was working on the brother information, we waited for him at the coffee shop by the police station.

“Did you get Sarah and Trina settled?” I asked.

“Yea, they’re at Trina’s place and they have it all religiously decked out. Where were you?”

“I went to Attorney Smith’s office.”

“So that’s where you were the whole time?” Babette questioned. “You went for it finally?”

I nodded. “I was hoping to get answers and maybe closure.”

“And?”

“I got a bit of both.”

“May I?” she asked with a slightly extended hand. “Unless of course it’s too personal.”

“No. I mean you can read it. It’s not too personal.” I reached into my purse and handed it to her.

Babette opened it and I knew she saw the date when her eyes widened. “Oh wow, she knew she was going to die.”

“Yep. Read.”

“Hey, nice staff,” I heard a younger male voice say.

“Thanks, Moses gave it to me.”

“Cool.” I looked up to make sure whoever said that was real and saw the talk young man walking to the counter.” I shrugged. “That was random.”

“Everything means something,” Babette said. “Just like this letter.”

My phone pinged with a text. It was from Lenzi. “Okay,” I said after reading it. “He said he’s going to the brother’s house and will meet us at Keith’s with him.”

“So, he found him?”

“He found him.”

Babette handed me the letter and picked up her coffee. “Let’s go.”

We pulled up to Keith’s at the same time that Lenzi pulled up in his squad car. My thinking of, ‘Oh that was fast’ was quickly squashed when he stepped out alone.

“What happened?” I asked. “I thought you had him.”

“I did too,” said Lenzi. “I did. But he wasn’t home. His mother was and said she’d give him my number.”

“You told her he wasn’t in trouble, right?” I asked. “Legally.”

Lenzi nodded. “I did. He has a different last name than Josh. Not sure why, they have the same father and mother.”

“Whose car?” Babette asked, pointing to the black Toyota parked in the driveway. “I haven’t seen that one here.”

I shrugged as I walked toward the door. “Maybe Millie or Saul have company.”

Keith answered almost immediately when I rang the doorbell. At first, he looked serious then he had this smirk on his face.

“Dude, wait, my dining room is like the start of a bad joke,” he said.

“Huh?” I questioned and followed him.

Keith proceeded to tell the opening to a joke. “A lawyer, Jewish Woman and a…” he held out his hand. “Priest, stepped into a bar.”

I saw what, or rather who, he pointed at and it wasn’t a joke.

Sitting at the dining room table with Millie and Saul was Father Basil.

The stuffy priest didn’t seem quite so stuffy when he saw me.

“Oh, there she is,” said Millie. “Harper, honey, Father Basil came here looking for you.”

“Here?” I asked. “How did you know I was going to be here?”

“One of your friends came back for Holy Water and I asked,” replied Father Basil. “Harper, I have been talking to Millie here and I have to really apologize to you.”

“You want your million-dollar check back, huh?” I asked.

“Yes, I want my million-dollar check back. I’m not going to lie. I found out who you are.”

“Thank you for being honest,” I said. “Do you believe me?’

“About evil?”

I nodded.

Father Basil shook his head. “No, but I believe that you believe it.”

“Oh my God,” I gasped. “What do you think this is?”

“You said the staff of Moses.”

“Which, by the way, he gave to me,” I said. “And for good reason. But…I made a deal with you. I keep my word. I’ll give you another check. Just don’t have my checkbook on me right now.”

“Fair enough.” Father Basil faced Millie. “Thank you for the noodle ring and your time.”

“Whoa, wait,” I called out. “Where are you going?”

“Leaving you all be.”

I shook my head. “Sit down please, Father, I would like you to hear what this woman has to say.” I pointed to Babette.

“You’re not going to make me a believer,” he replied.

“That’s fine.”

He sat back down.

“Before we get started,” Millie said with a clap to her hand. “Can I get anyone anything?”

Babette pulled out a chair next to Keith. “I would love some of that noodle ring, Millie.”

“Absolutely. Officer Lenzi?”

Lenzi looked up from his phone. “I’m good, thank you.”

Millie walked over to the buffet and grabbed a plate and fork for Babette.

After thanking her, Babette served herself some of the food while she spoke. “The letter was very interesting. Harper will share it with you all.”

Millie asked, “What letter?”

“The letter Mag wrote Harper before she died,” Babette replied. “She knew she was dying and, in a sense, planned for a moment to cross over so Harper could have her strength, which is encompassed in the Staff of Moses.”

I glanced over to Father Basil to see if he would scoff. He didn’t. I guess that million dollars did carry some weight.

“So, tell me how this uh Jason,” Lenzi said. “That’s the brother’s name by the way, tell me how a simple mourning for his brother can cause all this.”

“Because it’s not just simple mourning,” Babette replied. “He went beyond that. He got desperate. I’m sure even Father Basil will tell you that reaching to the other side isn’t good.”

“Well,” Father Basil folded his hands. “On a personal note, I believe that we’re protected. Hence why Sarah, lovely lady by the way, puts so much faith in the relics she has. But, to the church, you can knock, but you never know when the devil will answer.”

Babette snapped her finger. “Exactly. Not that this is the devil, but Jason knocked, something answered, he believed it was his brother. So, he kept on knocking, and more answered, none of them good. All of them combined created an opening for The Struag to get out.” She looked around. “Understand?”

Millie nodded. “Oh, yes, like when Keith was two and got hit by the Bradly boy zipping down the sidewalk on his bike. Was in the hospital three days. Got thrown four feet.”

We all looked at her.

Millie clarified. “When he was two my Keith used to look out the front door, wanting to go out there, waiting for his chance. One of us would walk out, we close the door, Keith would just stand there. One day I had some ladies over, we were chatting, and one by one they went out the door. The door never closed all the way and sure enough, Keith slipped out between Myrna and June, raced to the sideway, bam!”

“That,” Father Basil said. “Is a great analogy of what she just said.”

“It is,” Babette commented pausing to take a bite of her food. “The problem is he was stuck on the other side of the veil, he can’t consume his souls there, he had to reach over to us. Waiting for a summons. Now he has the strength to do it without a summons, without being called. Pick and choose.”

“Wait. Wait.” Lenzi lifted his hand. “Summoning from this side? Would this be Jason inadvertently?”

“Yeah, as long as he is still reaching out, The Struag is answering. And every person that listened to the EVP has been or was tagged,” Babette said. “When he plays them, more strength.”

“So, we get him to stop,” Keith suggested. “Destroy his recordings.”

Father Basil shook his head. “You close the door; you keep him on this side.”

As we did with Millie, we all looked at him.

“But we can destroy him on this side, right?” I asked.

“What if you can’t?” retorted Father Basil. “Your best bet is to send it back, then shut the door. Speaking spiritual and from teachings of the church.”

“Hating to say it,” Babette interjected. “Father Basil is right. Obviously, we can do it. Mag said in her letter something about the desire to defeat it has to be stronger than the desire to free it. I think she meant just like a bunch of people were responsible for its release, the group of us can send him back.”

Father Basil did a little groan.

“What?” I asked. “For a non-believer in this stuff, you have a lot to say.”

“I learned a lot. The church believes in this, they teach this stuff to us,” Father Basil replied. “They have a course called, ‘Exorcism and Prayer of Liberation,’ which I studied. So, I know a lot and I know, this dark you say escaped is waiting for its vessel. Not just any vessel. I think he’s waiting for the one that started it all.”

Babette sighed out. “Jason. But why hasn’t he gotten him yet?”

“Speaking of Jason,” Lenzi lifted his phone. “He just sent me a text. He says he’ll meet.”

“Can you tell him to come here?” I asked.

“Yeah, I can.”

Before Lenzi’s fingers could even move on his phone, a whoosh of fast-moving air brought in Bill.

When Father Basil saw my ghostly Light Soldier, he stumbled as he stood abruptly in shock.

“Do not bring him anywhere that is not protected. And do not mention his name,” Bill told me in a serious way that I hadn’t heard him speak before. Unlike my other light soldiers, Galen and Elvis, Bill came when needed and his presence told me something was going on.

Everyone stood including me.

“Bill, what’s happening?” I asked.

“It’s here.”

Upon Bill’s warning, the far dining room wall behind Millie turned dark. The black covered the kitchen door and almost immediately the wall warped outward.

Saul reached for Millie at the same time the darkness transformed into a face.

His face.

No eyes.

No form.

The ominous voice called out, “Bring me the opener. Now!”

A howling wind sound accompanied the flickering lights and the face widened its mouth.

Millie wheezed gabbing her chest.

The Struag had her.

Bill rushed forward to break the hood. Doing what he was supposed to do as a light soldier.

His interception freed Millie for a moment but Bill wasn’t strong enough.

The moment his presence pushed back The Struag, my light soldier Bill exploded into ash like particles that flew everywhere.

“No!” I cried out.

How was that possible?

Amongst the loud noise of the howling, an ominous wind picked up and The Struag formed more visibly, emerging forth toward us.

With my staff in hand and a goal to protect those around me, not really thinking what could happen I charged forth swinging the staff as if I were swatting a fly.

A large blue electric like light formed as I swung through the face of The Struag and he retreated.

Silence.

I breathed heavily staring at the now normal wall.

“Is that it?” Keith asked. “Did you kill it?”

“No,” Babette replied. “He’ll be back for us.” She faced us all. “This time with a vengeance.”


TWENTY

THE TWIST

I was still shaken about losing Bill. Not that I had him long or knew him well, but it bothered me. Was anyone a match for it?

As much as I wanted to believe my Moses staff destroyed him, I knew that wasn’t the case.

It merely sent him running like a scared animal, and he’d be back.

We went with Father Basil to the church to meet with Josh’s brother Jason. Me, Lenzi and Babette. Millie and Saul were looking into some sort of spiritual retreat until we solved this and Keith hung back to look at footage. He had cameras in every room of his mother’s house and wanted to see if he caught anything we could use.

I thought at the time it was a good idea.

There was something familiar about Jason when he entered. A talk fit younger man wearing a tee shirt and jeans. He walked up the aisle toward our group.

“Strange place to meet a cop,” Jason said. “Are you guys stalking me?”

“No,” Lenzi answered. “Why would you ask that?”

Jason pointed to my staff. “She was at the coffee shop.”

I gasped. “You commented on my Moses staff.”

Jason nodded.

“Damn it,” Babette blurted. “How’d we miss him?”

“So, you said you needed to talk to me about a crime,” Jason said. “Are you all cops?”

I shook my head. “Only Lenzi. We are actually kind of psychics.”

“Bite your tongue,” Babette barked. “I am a psychic and you, pal, are messing around with the wrong things.”

“He’s not gonna believe you,” Josh said.

I turned my head in surprise. “Oh, good you’re back.”

“Who’s back?” Jason asked.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Not you. Him.”

“Who?’

Babette explained, “Ignore what she just said and listen to me. You’ve been dabbling in reaching out to the other side.”

“I really don’t know what you mean. I’m trying to reach my brother.”

“But you’re not,” Babette explained. “You’re not reaching him.”

“I am. I have recordings,” Jason said. “Do you wanna hear?”

All of us, at the same time replied with a resounding, “No.”

“Okay,” Jason said passively. “Don’t everyone shout at me at once.”

“Look,” Babette told him. “I’m not saying that you aren’t getting a response to your EVPs. Things are responding and it isn’t your brother.”

“It is.”

“It’s not,” I retorted.

“How do you know?”

“Because he’s right here.” I indicated to Josh.

“He’s here?” Jason asked with disbelief.

“Told you,” Josh said.

I waved off Josh. “He’s right here.”

“If he’s right here, ask him who his favorite president was.”

“Living, dead, or what?” I asked.

“In his lifetime.”

“He said Biden.”

Jason laughed. “Wrong. It was Trump.”

Josh shook his head. “No, it wasn’t. I joked with our mother about liking Trump and she went with it and I didn’t have the heart to tell her it wasn’t when she kept buying me Trump stuff.”

I looked at Jason. “He said it was your mom and he didn’t have the heart to tell her because she kept buying him things.”

Jason laughed. “That’s even more unbelievable. My brother wasn’t that nice.”

“Forget him. He’s being a dick,” said Josh.

“No. You wanted me to stop him,” I argued with Josh. “I’m going to stop him.” I faced Jason again. “Look your reaching out opened a door and now people are dying. It’s hard to explain. So bottom line. Stop. You wanna talk to your brother, you’re missing your chance right now. I don’t know how else to get through to you.”

“Through.” Jason murmured. “Through.” He smacked his forehead. “Shit. I know who you are. You’re the woman that pulls souls through.”

“That’s me.”

Jason started looking around. “Did you pull Josh through? I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.”

“That’s okay. I didn’t pull him through because he came to me,” I told him.

“I tried to get you to help me. I did. I reached out to that dude you do the show with. Filled out the form and sent him the EVPs too.”

Hearing that made my heart drop. “Wait, you sent the EVPs to Keith?”

Jason nodded.

“Why didn’t he say anything?” I questioned.

“Maybe he never listened,” Babette said.

Jason shrugged. “He said he did but maybe he was just being nice.”

Lenzi asked. “Does someone help him get through the email and requests?”

“No.” I shook my head. “He does it himself. If he said he listened, he had to listen. He wouldn’t lie. Why wouldn’t he say anything to me? He had to have forgotten.”

“Maybe,” Jason said. “I don’t know it was a while ago.”

Babette stated again, “Again. I believe he never listened.”

Just then, as if on cue, Lenzi’s radio hissed.

“Units in the area of 400 block Pedmore Street we have a 10-67, emergency crew need assistance. Respond.”

Lenzi’s face turned white as he lifted the radio. “This is Lenzi, I’m on my way.”

Immediately panic hit me. “400 block Pedmore. That’s Keith’s street. What’s a 10-67?”

Lenzi only looked at me and raced out.

<><><><>

In my life I had faced a lot of scary stuff, things that shook me and made me tremble. This was a different fear.

When Lenzi raced out I knew something was bad. It came back for Millie. I hoped I was wrong, she was supposed to be going to look into a spiritual retreat, why was she there?

I blamed myself for not staying or taking her. I truly felt the house was safe.

But I was wrong and realized how wrong I was when the text came from the Assisted living aide. I heard the phone but was in such a rush I didn’t answer it, but I did read the text.

It filled me with even more of a sense of urgency, shook me to the core, and when I saw the words and wanted to vomit.

“This is Anna from the Assisted living. Your Baba is hysterical. She says you need to save Keith. Can I tell her you will?”

I was certain that was pacifying Baba, I wanted to call but I was teetering between bad and very bad. With shaking hands, I replied to tell Baba I was already on my way.

Babette and I ran to Keith’s because it was faster but I knew when I arrived it was too late.

Something happened. But to who?

I know Baba said Keith but Saul’s SUV was in the driveway.

I was only gone less than an hour.

How did it happen so fast?

I should have been winded but my adrenaline cranked through my body and then I went numb when I saw the ambulances, fire department and coroner.

“No.”

They tried to stop me.

It looked like a murder scene and I believed that was how they were treating it.

I moved toward the door and some state police officer I didn’t know blocked me.

“I need to get in, that’s my friend.”

Then I saw Lenzi. It was the first time I could recall seeing him look like that. He was destroyed.

My heart dropped and ache filled my belly.

He locked eyes with mine, and he began to walk towards me, slowly.

“Shawn?” I whimpered his name.

His voice cracked. “I’m sorry Harper, I’m so sorry.”

I pushed past the officer I didn’t know, he tried to stop me but Lenzi said not to.

However, that didn’t stop Lenzi from blocking my way.

“Let me go,” I told him.

“Harper, it’s bad.”

“Was it The Struag?”

Lenzi nodded. “Yeah.”

“Who?”

“Keith.”

I wanted to scream, I mean just cry out in anguish but until I saw, it wasn’t real.

Running as fast as I could I reached the front door and stopped. I ended up in pain when I heard the wail of sadness and heartbreak from Millie. In my hesitation to go in, I could see Lenzi’s and Babette’s reflections in the glass of the storm door.

As I reached, a police officer was there, he pushed the door open to let me in.

I moved with urgency, following the sound of Millie’s heartbreak until I arrived in the dining room.

The room we had last been in.

The food was still on the table.

However, on the floor, Millie cried out in a symphony of pain that radiated through my soul as she held the decimated body of my best friend, her only child, in her arms.

I didn’t know what to say, how to act. I stood there frozen and just crumbling inside.

Keith was gone and it was all my fault.


TWENTY-ONE

SITTING SHIVA

Millie didn’t blame me. Though I wouldn’t have been surprised if she did. She was understandably heartbroken and said she wanted me by her side the whole time. I thought she was being polite, who was I but Keith’s best friend? Perhaps her anger would come later. But I knew when she invited me to sit shiva with her that she truly wasn’t angry with me.

Shiva was a Jewish tradition where those in the immediate family mourned in the home of the deceased for seven days.

I was invited, she said I was family and I wasn’t leaving. Not just because I loved and adored Keith, but also because I wanted to be there if The Struag came back.

Shiva began after he was buried and it was solemn and traditional even though Keith wasn’t a practicing Jew.

Millie and Saul were.

In their grief I knew it would be a lot to host the shiva, I offered but Millie asked if my mother would handle it.

Surprisingly, my mother, the good Catholic and fearful of all things dark, agreed. Of course, she showed up with her rosary in pocket and scapula tucked in her bra.

There was an amazing flow of people that came to pay respects and bring food.

Aunts and uncles, friends and cousins.

My mother held on to my phone during sun up hours and not before bed. I wasn’t Jewish but I took it seriously.

Maybe more than I should with the phone, every time I looked down, I had dozens of missed calls and texts. Most from Babette, Lenzi and Sarah.

I just didn’t want that energy. Not when I was mourning so deeply.

What was I going to do?

Who would I run to for advice, binge watch something or eat subs with?

The laughs. No one could make me laugh like him.

I ached for his mother. I knew he was her world.

It was tragic.

My whole adult life and most of my late teenage years were with Keith.

Nothing would ever be the same.

I couldn’t even go to the other side to visit because The Struag had consumed the soul of my friend.

Baba didn’t know what to say. On this, she was lost.

She sent her condolences but couldn’t make it, understandably.

After Shiva was over, I was going to reach out to Mag. Find a way, even if that meant bringing in Moses.

But she went to a secret blue light and I didn’t know if she was reachable like a lot of souls.

I would focus, go into a state and hope what I followed was her. The Struag was strong. He fooled us all.

On the fourth day of Shiva, I suppose Babette and Lenzi got tired of waiting to hear back from me.

Babette showed up with her own version of noodle ring and Lenzi’s mother made a brisket.

I felt like I was in some sort of pressure sandwich when they both took a seat on either side of me.

I saw the look Millie gave.

Probably a ‘not the time’ look and I agreed.

Babette handed me a glass of wine. “Here. Drink. I hear Shiva is not a dry event.”

“Thank you. It’s not.” I sipped the wine. “Millie was telling me it dates back to the bible that family would bring wine.”

“Probably because they couldn’t drink the water back then,” Babette said.

“How are you?” Lenzi asked.

“I’m managing.”

Babette reached over and touched my leg with a tap. “We’ve been worried about you.”

“We appreciate you coming and bringing food.”

“I’m not gonna lie,” Babette said. “Your kitchen was a mess. But I assisted the cleaning lady.’

“What cleaning lady?” I questioned.

“The one that cleans Mag’s old place.”

I nodded. “I promised to try your noodle ring. And…” I looked at Lenzi. “Your mom’s brisket.”

“Yeah, she got the recipe from watching The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel,” he replied.

That made me smile.

“Listen,” he whispered.

“Don’t,” I stopped him.

“Don’t what?”

“Whatever you’re going to say.”

“You don’t know what I’m going to say,” Lenzi retorted.

“I think I do.”

“And that is?”

“You know.” I twitched my head. “About what happened and what we’re going to do next.”

“That’s not what I was going to say.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “What was it?”

“Have you thought about what you want to do?”

“See. See.” I spoke through clenched jaws. “We can’t talk about this here. I have three more days.”

“Two,” Babette corrected. “It’s typically seven, but Shiva ends on Shabbat.”

“Wow, I am impressed,” I told her.

“I researched.”

“So, you only have to wait until then. Okay?” She nodded at me giving her agreement, but I heard the groan from Lenzi. “What?”

“Okay, I understand you’re sitting here, but you can still think about it,” he said.

“I don’t want to.”

“Harper,” he said. “He’s still doing it.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Babette explained. “Jason. We told him to stop. He did for like ten seconds. Sarah said he’s back at it.”

After glancing quickly to see if Millie was getting angry for us talking about it, I lowered my voice to a soft angry whisper. “Why would he do that?”

“Because it’s an addiction now. Like any drug, whatever he’s doing, whoever he’s speaking to, is influencing him. Pretty soon we’re going to lose him.”

“I doubt we will in two days. It has to wait.” I downed my wine. “I think I want some more.” I stood up and as I passed Millie, I slowed down in my pace. “Do you need anything?”

“No.” She gave me a sad smile.

“Just let me know.” I tilted the wine glass to toss that last drop of wine into my mouth and walked into the dining room. I still couldn’t walk in there without looking at that wall, the floor where Millie was holding Keith.

Wine was on the table, and I poured a glass.

“Harper,” said Lenzi,

I nearly slammed the bottle. “I told you out of respect, please, not now.”

He lifted his hands in surrender. “Okay. Not now, just think about it. We need a plan. And we need one fast.”

“I will. But not now,” I said, shifting my eyes to Babette who approached. “My heart is broken. I did this. I caused this. We caused this. I feel guilty enough being here, at least I can do is not talk about it.”

“I understand what you’re saying.” Babette gently grabbed my arm. “But you, me, we…we didn’t do this. That gate was open long before any of us got involved. Now it’s time,” she said. “To close that gate and do it soon.”


TWENTY-TWO

THE WALK

The grandfather clock in the hallway struck a single tone.

One o’clock.

The end of shiva

After we uncovered all the mirrors, Millie walked up to me. “Grab your sweater, Harper. It’s time to go outside.”

“It’s eighty-five degrees out there.”

“Grab your sweater. We walk. This is how we end shiva. And we need to talk.”

Oh boy, I thought. This is when she tells me she hates me for killing her son.

I did have a sweater. My mother brought it for me. Sitting and not moving, I got chilly.

Outside, I carried my staff and Millie looped her arm through mine. “You haven’t worked,” she said.

“Well, I’ve been here.”

“No before that. You started a successful business and haven’t been there. I know you’ve all been working on something. I want you to go back to work.” She stopped walking. “Harper, I am so sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?” I asked.

“I feel responsible. I was the one who convinced Keith to delve into this and he dragged you in.”

“No.” I shook my head. “We all did this together and you didn’t convince Keith. He wanted you to think it was your idea so you wouldn’t give him a hard time.”

Millie sighed out. “That boy. Oh, how I will miss him.”

“Me too.”

“I know.” Millie started walking again. “And even though I haven’t said much I know what all of you think happened to my Keith and the others. Or rather their souls.”

I glanced at her inquisitively.

She continued. “You think this being ate or destroyed those souls. I don’t believe that. Many cultures and religions believe different things about soul stealers. There’s a reason for it.”

“What would that be?”

“No one knows who, what or why so they fill in the blanks. You, Harper, are filling in the blanks. Did this thing tell you who or what it was?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Then you don’t know. All you know is this thing is strong.”

“I know. It scares me.”

“And it should. But it also should anger you.”

“It does. I hate it. I hate it even more because it took Keith.”

“Good. Use that.”

“Millie, it scares me. I don’t know if I can beat this thing.”

“And that is why I am having this talk with you. Now is the time, Harper, beat this thing. Beat it. For the sake of my son.”

“I want to. I just don’t know how.”

“It’ll come to you. I believe that. You have the staff and you have the words that tell you that you can.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mag’s letter. She said the desire to beat it has to be greater than the desire to free it. Right?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“Harper,” she said. “Right now, I don’t think anyone has more desire to beat it than you. Figure it out. End this.”

The moment was so dramatic, so tense that when the sharp sound of the police car sounded off, I jumped with a scream.

After a second, I calmed myself and exhaled. “Has to be Lenzi. He does that shit on purpose to see if anyone runs.”

“Maybe you’re in trouble. He had Babette in the back.”

“No, I’m not.” I shook my head and turned.

The squad car was stopped and Lenzi got out. “Hey, Harper.”

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Since you’re done with shiva, thought I’d give you a ride.”

“How do you know I’m done.”

He pointed to the car. “Babette’s research.”

“Apparently, she didn’t research enough. Shiva ends after a walk around the block. We just got started.”

“We’ll wait.”

“You are impatient. Seriously. I’m in mourning.”

“And you think Keith wouldn’t have bothered you?” Lenzi asked.

“He’s right,” Millie said. “Keith would have annoyed you on purpose.”

“Let me finish my walk,” I told him. “And I’ll meet you at the house. We won’t be long. What is so important anyhow?”

“We kind of need your help,” he said. “Something is up with Jason. We’re not sure what it is.”

Jason, the gate opener, the grieving brother, had been our focal point for a long time. Before we even knew who he was. Knowing what Babette told me, that he hadn’t stopped messing with things, maybe it was time to talk to him again.

<><><><>

It came as no surprise to me that Lenzi and Babette were in the driveway waiting for me when I returned twenty minutes later from my walk.

I didn’t speak much about it to Millie, and I tried not to think about it too much. Truth was, Jason was starting to irritate me. All this trouble he started.

We honestly didn’t know why exactly The Struag wanted Jason. After all, the gate was already open. Did he need him to close it? Did he need Jason to be his minion? To do things on earth that he couldn’t do?

Babette said it had apocalyptic qualities.

How? With each soul did he get stronger? Would he get to the point, like some cartoon villain, where he ruled the world by threat of soul sucking?

What was the end game of The Struag? I truly believed if we knew that, we could figure out how to stop him.

I was at a loss.

Millie must have sensed that I didn’t want to go, because just before I got into the squad car, she said:

“Do this for his mother. Please,” she said. “If anyone, protect her heart. She lost one son already.”

“I will.”

I hated leaving Millie, I felt like I needed to stay with her. I was truly worried. What if The Struag came back for her. He tried to get her once. But I think that was a trick, a red herring, that his sights were set on Keith.

I didn’t know what I was getting into or why even we needed to ‘help’ Jason.

Reluctantly, I got into the squad car and huffed when I realized my staff barely fit and I was trapped.

“Great. No door handles. Any chance we can stop at my apartment, either apartment will work? I need to get cleaned up. I haven’t taken a shower in days.”

“Yeah, we know,” Lenzi said.

I gasped. “That’s rude.”

“No. No.” He looked at me in the mirror then pulled out of the driveway. “You don’t smell that bad.”

“I don’t smell that bad? Well, excuse me for sitting shiva and following the rules like a good Jew.”

“You’re not Jewish,” Lenzi said.

“I am by proxy now,” I snapped. “Can I stop by my apartment?”

Both of them answered, “No,” at the same time.

“Fine. What’s going on? Are we just trying to get Jason to stop?”

Babette shook her head. “More than that. Sarah reached out to him. She said something is wrong with him. He’s acting strange.”

“Like?”

Lenzi replied, “She invited him to coffee and he said he didn’t drink coffee.”

I tossed up my hands. “Maybe he quit.”

“Again,” Babette said. “It’s more than that. She went over to his house. At first, she said it was like he didn’t know her. He seemed annoyed and agitated. Then he switched up, was happy and acted like they were friends for years. She asked him to quit the EVPs.”

“And?” I asked.

“He said he did, but we know he was still doing them two days ago.”

“Maybe he did quit,” I said. “I’m sorry if I seem agitated. He was supposed to stop. I mean The Struag got almost everyone that listened and believed.”

“Not even close,” said Lenzi. “Apparently, he joined this website and has been posting the EVPs for people to listen to.”

“Oh, great. World Wide Web, worldwide targets,” I said. “So, you said it’s an addiction of sorts. Is that what is wrong with him?”

“I did say that,” Babette replied. “But I believe it is one of two things. Not sure if you know, but I am a licensed psychiatrist. I worked with the state for twenty years and did studies. One thing that happens after being addicted to EVPs is you develop this psychosis. You start hearing the voices in everything. Silence of a room, a fan, they are there. The voices are constant.”

“Are they real?” Lenzi asked.

“They are to the person that hears them,” Babette answered. “From a psychic point of voice, the addict, in this case Jason, opened a door and the voices won’t let him be. From a psychiatrist’s point of view, it is a form of schizophrenia so severe, it is causing a breakdown and mental exhaustion. It could be very dangerous for those around him if the voices start telling him to do things.”

“And the other?” I asked. “You said there were two things.”

“Yes. The other. If it’s the other, we need to call Father Basil. It means The Struag broke the wall, he came through, he’s here, in Jason,” she said. “It would mean that he’s possessed.”


TWENTY-THREE

TURNING

Even though I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt that there was something beyond us, beyond death, I clung to the belief that something was psychologically wrong with Jason.

Babette insisted we call Father Basil, which we did, and he said he would meet us wherever we needed when he was done with a marriage class he was having.

The only thing that cast a doubt in my mind was that Jason refused to meet us at the church. That worried me, then he opened the door.

“Hey,” Jason said as he opened the door. A horrendous scent wafted out when he did. He didn’t seem lost or confused. Not even nervous, but he slipped out the door closing it behind him. “Sorry I couldn’t meet you at the church. I was working on something.”

At first, I heard the hard sniff from Lenzi and when I looked over, I saw the flinch on his face.

“What is that smell?”

“Sorry,” Jason replied. “My stomach’s been acting up; another reason I wanted to stay close to home.”

I grunted. “Go see a doctor, that smells like death.”

There was a pause, and I think everyone thought the same as me.

Death.

“Can we come in?” Babette asked.

“I’d rather talk out here.” He looked at me. “I’m really sorry about your friend.”

I paused. “You know it’s the same one you sent the EVP to, right?”

“Yeah.” Jason nodded and walked farther across the porch, almost as if he was leading us. “I heard he was murdered.”

“In a sense,” I corrected. “He was killed by the entity we warned you about. So, you know why you have to stop.”

“Absolutely and I did.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“No, I did.”

Semi-frustrated Babette stepped toward him. “You didn’t. You posted those files yesterday online. “

“No.” Jason shook his head. “What are you talking about?”

“The EVPs,” Babette explained. “You said in the post you just recorded them.”

“I stopped. Last week when I went to the church and you said Josh was there. Maybe it’s someone else.”

“No.” Babette pulled up her phone. “Ha. Look at this.” She showed him. “You uploaded another two hours ago. What is your problem?”

“What is yours?” Jason snapped.

There it was, the sudden change of disposition.

Babette caught it. “I’m sorry,” she said. “That was wrong of me to say that.”

“I’ve got to go.” Jason hurriedly backed up. “You need to leave.”

Just as I was about to question him, I noticed he was looking outward. I turned my head to see Father Basil approaching from his car.

Jason hurried to the door.

“He’s scared,” Babette whispered. “Why is he scared? Even in possession demons are brash.”

I didn’t really think too much about it, instinctively I used my staff to block the door.

What I was thinking, I didn’t know.

I don’t think any of us expected what happened next. I certainly didn’t.

Still facing the door, Jason swung out backhanded style, nailing me in the side of the face.

My ears immediately rung as my head spun, I lost footing and dropped the staff.

I wasn’t out of it enough not to hear Father Basil.

“Exorcizamus te, omnis immundus spiritus!” Father Basil spoke loudly as he walked to the porch.

As if pushing something away, Jason flung out both hands and with that, some sort of powerful, invisible force blasted into Father Basil. It lifted him from the ground, banding him in almost a sitting position and sending him flying backwards. He slammed into his car.

I staggered to stand straight and Jason ran into the house.

The door slammed.

Lenzi tried to the knob. It was locked.

As he kicked it, he used the radio on his collar to call for an ambulance and back up.

Yeah, I thought, back up will work against this being.

“Back door,” Babette suggested. “Let’s go. You okay?”

“Yeah, that stung.”

She grabbed my hand, I grabbed my staff, as Lenzi continued to slam at the front door.

In the race to the back, I looked at Father Basil.

He weakly picked himself up from the ground, holding on to the car.

“I can’t,” I said to Babette. “I have to see if he’s okay.”

Without waiting for a response from Babette, I ran to Father Basil, reaching to him to help him get steady.

“Are you alright?”

“I will be.”

The sound of Lenzi pounding at the door rang out, I glanced over my shoulder.

“Stop him. Stay away from it,” said Father Basil. “I saw its form.”

“You saw?”

He nodded.

The ‘crack’ of the breaking door rang out. Lenzi was in.

I spun to run that way and Father Basil stopped me.

“Here.” Hand shaking, he held out a small bottle. It was holy water. “It’s not the object, it’s the idea of it, of me, that scares it. Use it. If you believe in the power, so will it.”

“Thank you.” I grabbed the bottle, and with my staff ran toward the front door.

The holy water, the staff, all the same.

It was the belief that gave them the power, just like the belief in the EVPs gave The Struag power.

My head spun.

Babette went in the back. Lenzi through the front.

I raced that way, figuring the closest entrance was my best option. As soon as I neared it, I caught the overwhelming rotting stench.

I gagged.

With all that was happening, a horrible smell stopped me in my tracks.

But only for a second. I raced in as Jason threw Lenzi across the room like a rag doll.

Lenzi slammed into the wall behind the couch.

Jason had a sinister look. The sarcastic person in me thought immediately, Yeah, this isn’t a mental illness.

Lenzi was quick, like a cat he sprung from the couch and charged toward Jason.

That was when I saw.

The source of the smell.

Sitting nicely in a reclining chair, posed like a prop, was the dead and decomposing body of who I believed was Jason’s mother.

Blue-green and bloated, her head was nearly turned to the back of the chair, her neck twisted while a dead cat rested on her lap.

My eyes were so locked on that sight, I didn’t see the scuffle between Lenzi and Jason.

Just Babette crying out, “Lenzi, don’t shoot him!”

That caught my attention, then the spinning pistol on the floor told me that Jason knocked it from his hands.

Before I could even comprehend what had happened, Lenzi was back on the floor and Jason turned to Babette, punching her square in the face like I’d never seen anyone do.

I raced to him, swinging out my staff. Before I could make a connection, he did that thing to me that he did to Father Basil.

Waving out his arms, sending me hurling then down to the ground. When I landed, I landed next to Lenzi, and the staff landed on my face.

Stars.

I saw stars.

Wincing, I looked up. It was almost comical, Babette trying to take Jason down.

“Get up,” I told Lenzi, nudging him.

The bottle of holy water lay next to Lenzi’s waist. Lenzi groaned.

“Get up,” I said again, lifting myself.

Lenzi rolled over trying to get up, his face was bloody. If we didn’t do something and fast, he would get away.

As I reached for the holy water, I noticed it still on his belt.

The taser.

I grabbed the black and yellow stun gun, not sure how or if it would even work, then stood.

Babette was on his back and Jason was trying to fling her from him.

Left and right, he twisted his body but she held on.

One thing I wasn’t sure of was if I shot him with the stun gun, would the shock hit Babette. That was one thing I never asked when Lenzi taught me about the taser.

Before I aimed, I uncapped the holy water with my teeth and flung a sprig of water at Jason.

Nothing happened.

I did it again, this time believing it would help, while I shouted.

“Get out of Jason!” I flung the water.

Now, I knew that wasn’t the ‘official’ thing to say, but it was the only thing I could think of.

It worked.

It didn’t burn him, or cause him to scream, but it angered him enough that he shucked Babette from him.

Dropping the bottle of holy water, I aimed. When I saw the position of the laser mark on his belly, I depressed the trigger, just as Jason lunged toward me.

The electrode shot out from the stun gun, clinging to his tee shirt and the wires attached delivered the shock.

For five seconds the gun clicked as the current flowed through.

Jason jolted and shook.

While he was influenced or possessed, whatever we would call it, by a supernatural being, his body was still human.

The delivery was fierce and after convulsing in shock, Jason dropped to the ground.

I wanted to dance and jump. Do some sort of victory chant because I got him down, but at that second my body hurt.

All the pain of the hits and bumps I took cascaded my way.

The stun gun dropped from my hand, and my shoulders dropped in relief when I heard the sound of sirens getting closer.

Lenzi was on his feet, beaten but not defeated, and while Jason was still in a state of muscular shock, he handcuffed him.

He’d need more than that, possibly restraints. With the arrival of other officers, they’d get that.

I glanced over at Babette. Her hair was everywhere, her face scratched and bloody and clothes disheveled.

The three of us were an exhausted and beat-up mess.

We got him.

Handcuffed, on the floor and in a semi-conscious state.

Then it hit me. We weren’t thinking.

The moment leading up to conquering Jason was a fight we wanted to win, but we weren’t thinking of the battle or the war.

Yes, we got him, but it made our job even harder.

The dead body in the room assured that Jason would be arrested and held for murder.

Our goal was to defeat The Struag.

The Struag was now in Jason, who in turn would be in County lock-up with two thousand other inmates.


TWENTY-FOUR

NOT SAFE

“Everything is okay then?” Millie asked over the phone.

“Yeah, or it will be. Stay safe.”

I knew she would be. She and Saul were taking the trip to Israel and were leaving for the airport right after Shabbat.

We went to my place—the Mag apartment—after the fiasco at Jason’s.

It took five officers and a body restraint to get him in the police car. The stun gun didn’t last too long.

His mother was dead, the news reporters were everywhere. Immediately there was talk that he was behind the other murders, including Keith’s.

Father Basil refused to go into the ambulance or even to the hospital. But we convinced him.

Every one of us needed medical care.

That part I left out when I spoke to Millie.

I needed two stitches on my lip and left nostril. Babette broke her wrist. Lenzi had two broken ribs and a head wound that needed fifteen stitches.

Father Basil who was thrown a good ten feet, slammed into a car, had nothing broken and just had minor bruises.

“You’re a tough SOB,” Lenzi told him as he handed him a glass of wine.

“Lord be a shield is what I say.” Father Basil sipped his wine. “And the vector of be a comfort.”

Lenzi smiled then winced, sitting down as he held an ice pack to his face.

“Thank goodness for Amy,” Babette announced as she carried a tray into the living room. She set it on the coffee table. It was covered with sandwiches and condiments.

“Who’s Amy?” I asked.

“Your personal chef,” Babette replied. “She was not happy when I was cooking noodle ring.”

“I have a cook?” I nodded. “Cool.”

“Smith and I kind of took control of things while you sat in shiva. I mean you weren’t bothering and things needed to happen. You also had, and I stress had.” Babette reached for a sandwich. “A valet. Passed down from Mag. But we didn’t see the need and now, he, and again I stress the gender of he, is working for you as a personal assistant three days a week. Help you work off some of the Elvis weight.”

“Why did Mag have a male Valet?” asked Father Basil.

Babette just shrugged.

“Wait,” I said. “I had someone parking my car and you didn’t see the point.”

“Not a car parker,” Babette clarified. “A dresser. Think Downton Abbey. Women usually had what’s called a Lady’s maid. But Mag wanted a valet.”

“That’s so weird.”

“I know. Have a sandwich.” Babette pushed the tray my way.

I waved my hand. “My mouth is too sore.”

“Mine’s not,” Father Basil said, grabbing one.

“Mine either.” Lenzi took one as well.

“Oh my God,” I groaned, resting my head back on the couch. “We got our asses beat today.”

“That’s only the beginning,” said Father Basil. “That entity is in him.”

“It’s not the same as with Uncle Earl,” I stated. “It doesn’t feel it.”

Father Basil shook his head. “I’m not familiar.”

“My Uncle Earl was a damned soul. He was strong. He jumped into bodies, but the bodies were vessels, the souls were gone, maybe just jumped. I don’t know. But I felt Jason in there.”

“Because a soul didn’t push out his soul,” Father Basil explained. “This evil entity has subdued Jason and taken over. Jason pushes to come out, but it’s hard. It’s an inner struggle, but it won’t be for long. Eventually, this thing will completely take over Jason’s body, pushing out his soul to join the others he consumed.”

“Why did he wait so long to do so?” I asked.

Babette shrugged and replied, “He was locked up, but having spent hundreds of years pushed back by good, he had to get stronger. The EVPs made every day mischievous spirits into things you don’t want to mess with, they were strong enough to free him, and the souls he consumed were strong enough that he could cross over and take Jason.”

I shook my head. “It seemed easier for Uncle Earl.”

“That’s because Earl wasn’t possessing, he was using the body,” Babette replied. “Think of Uncle Earl as a renter, sure he had some hoops to go through but, it’s nothing compared to getting a mortgage.”

“The Struag is the buyer,” I said. “So how do we foreclose?”

Lenzi looked at Father Basil. “What happens when we exorcise it out? Won’t he jump into someone else like Uncle Earl?”

“As evil as Uncle Earl may have been, he was not a demon. A demon can only jump into someone who is willing or so exhausted they can’t fight. We can exorcise,” replied Father Basil. “Officially, I can’t do it without the consent of the church. But saying that we do get consent or I pull a TV moment and do it myself, we’re only pushing him back, we’re not keeping him back. He’ll return. We need to lock him tight, put him back until the next poor bastard rings his bell. If we push him far enough, he’ll never get back out.” He lifted his wine. “And an exorcism? If you think we had our behinds handed to us today, just wait. Today was nothing.”

“Again, all those souls he took,” Babette said. “Gave him so much strength that he pushed to our side, took Jason. On the other side there is light, dark and then the abyss of damnation. That is where he needs to be. Unfortunately, exorcising him may not weaken him enough to get to the dark.”

“And,” Father Basil added. “Getting him into that abyss you described, would take more than what we have. Our best shot would be if he went there on his own, crossed back over to the dark and find that force to obliterate him to the abyss. But that isn’t going to happen. He will never willingly go back to the dark.”

Lenzi lifted his hand. “Devil’s advocate, and I say that with pun intended, what happens if…” He shrugged. “We do nothing?”

Babette looked at Father Basil before answering. “He’ll consume from this side. Gaining more power.”

“No. Not just that,” Father Basil said. “He’ll build an army. He’ll consume souls leaving empty vessels. All those minions that gained strength to help him out, they’ll find a nice little home in the empty vessels of The Struag’s victims. In other words, he will create hell on earth.”

Lenzi whistled. “He’d need to be around people first, right? Then good thing we have him in that basement solo cell at the station. We’ll keep him there until we figure it out. As long as he is isolated, he can’t consume anything.”

There was a vibration buzz that rang out.

Lenzi leaned up some, reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.

“This is Lenzi.” With a flinch on his face, he stood up. “Repeat that.” Pause. Lenzi turned around with shear horror. “When was the move? Shit. Shit.” He rubbed his face. “Thank you for the heads up.” He ended the call and lowered his phone. “We have problems.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“District Attorney had Jason moved to county,” Lenzi said. “He’s there now in holding. And if Babette and Father Basil are right,” he said. “We just gave The Struag a feeding ground.”


TWENTY-FIVE

OUTER LIMITS

I really had no clue why the day was so long, and never seemed to stop. I went from sitting shiva for my best friend to getting beat up by a possessed artist, to finally a meeting of the minds that took us to the county jail.

The Erie County Holding Center was located in Buffalo, a good thirty-minute ride from my apartment.

We went there, all of us, with the intention to get bond for Jason at the evening court arraignment. After all, I had money now, it came in during the week I with focused on Keith.

The plan that was hatched in the car was to get him free, detain him away from everyone and work out a plan to get The Struag from Jason.

Unfortunately, the expediated arraignment would result in a ‘no bail’ and District Attorney Federman laughing at us.

“You know, I thought you folks were here to watch the justice process,” the DA commented as we stood outside the special court room. “Not post his bond.”

“We need access to him,” Lenzi explained. “I can’t say much more. Trust me on this, Fed.”

“Trust me. He’s a mass murderer, you know?” the DA said shaking his head. “I don’t even understand why you would think he’d qualify for bail.”

“How can you say he murdered anyone?” I asked. “Okay, his mom, yeah, I saw, but the others? The victim in Pittsburgh?”

“Happens he was there that day.” Federman shrugged. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I want to be in there when they bring him in. It’s already eight.” He started toward the court door.

“He’s possessed, you know?!” I called out.

By their groans, it was much to the dismay of Babette, Lenzi and Father Basil.

Federman stopped walking. He turned around. “What?”

“I know you know the stuff that I do. I’ve helped you.” I approached him. “You know it’s real.”

“I know that you have some sort of insight,” he replied. “I would be laughed out of my job if anyone heard me say that. But possessed?” he sneered. “Come on.”

“Yes, possessed. Would I bring a priest?”

“Yes, you would.”

Lenzi stepped to him. “You’ve seen the other victims.”

Babette questioned, “Didn’t it occur to you that no normal human being could do that? Besides,” she waved out her hand. “He wasn’t possessed when the other ones happened.”

“So, you planned on bailing him out and exorcising him?” The DA asked. “Come on, Lenzi, you know for a fact that even if he is possessed, demonic possession is not a viable defense. It’s been done, it’s failed. He killed his mother. He still going to jail.”

“With his soul intact,” Lenzi retorted.

I saw the scoff on the DA’s face and had to say something.

“Look, okay, I get what you’re saying, and we don’t even know if this beast of an entity can be exorcised, but I know this. It is strong. Do what you can to keep him out of general population. He gets his strength from killing. If you don’t keep him away, he’ll ice everyone he comes in contact with.”

I felt the sudden looks.

“What?” I defended. “I watched Orange is the New Black. I know the lingo and I am not joking or exaggerating. He will kill. He will get stronger and he will build an army of demons.”

“Jesus,” the DA blurted out.

“Yeah, well I’m not sure even he can help. Moses failed.”

Flustered, the DA swiped his hand over his head. “I don’t know what to do or…”

His attention turned when the sound of not only squeaky wheels, but deep grunts.

At the end of the hall, five deputies made their way toward the court. Four deputies walked alongside the restraining chair containing Jason, while one pushed him. It looked like a giant wheelchair with side padding. Jason was strapped in, yet he fought.

Federman slowly turned his head and spoke directly to Father Basil. “Father, you don’t by chance have a flask of holy water, do you?”

“I do.” Father Basil reached into his coat pocket and handed the small bottle to Federman.

With a look that said, ‘I must be nuts,’ Federman glanced down to the bottle that fit in the palm of his hand.

“Theoretically, what would it do?”

“Most demons feel it burn. Just squeeze the bottle.”

Federman nodded, took the cap from the bottle, handed it to Father Basil and turned around. He held his hand up to the deputies, stopping them just before they went in.

“Hey, Bill,” Federman said.

“Fed.” The one deputy directly to Jason’s right, nodded. “What’s up?”

“Bear with me, okay? As crazy as this sounds.”

A quick squeeze of the bottle, shot a small stream of holy water at Bill.

“What the heck?” Bill swiped off his cheek.

“Sorry, I had to check it first.”

“What is it?”

“Holy water.”

Without giving Jason a chance to respond, Federman gave a small squirt down to the exposed part of Jason’s arm. The second it hit him, it sizzled, and Jason screamed.

It wasn’t a normal scream. It was deep and echoing, and for lack of better description, demonic.

Every deputy stepped back, including Federman.

“Whoa, that is some serious screwed up shit,” said Bill. “I, uh…Shit.”

“I know. Take him inside.” Federman turned and handed the bottle to Father Basil. His eyes shifted to all of us as he spoke. “Rest assured, he’ll be in solitaire.” He reached for the door and paused. “Not much scares me. That did. Make a plan.”

On those words he went into the courtroom.

There was never a doubt we’d make a plan; we just didn’t know what it would be.

Not yet.


TWENTY-SIX

GETTING STEAMY

There was a positive to everything. Millie and Saul were safely in Israel and The Struag was on this side now. To get Millie or Saul or anyone else, he’d have to leave Jason’s body.

We had him.

But he was dangerous.

Just as we expected, the judge ruled that there be no bail posted, and agreed to have Jason placed in an isolated cell, but that was only for three days. After that, he wanted a hearing to determine whether or not Jason was ill.

If so, Jason would be placed in a maximum psychiatric holding facility until he was tested and it was determined if he was capable enough to stand trial.

The Struag didn’t know about those things, so he wouldn’t act any different. He’d pull that ‘I am Jason, now I’m a demon’ card and we did not want him in a psychiatric facility. It wasn’t safe for anyone around him.

Plus, it was easier to plan an attack on The Struag while he was in jail and the DA had some pull.

I felt we all needed to be in the hearing. Since Keith’s family was out of the country and Jason was being charged with Keith’s murder, I was going to speak on the family’s behalf, saying anything I could to convince the judge that Jason was sane.

I wasn’t an expert though.

In the three-day interim, Father Basil contacted the Vatican and they sent a young priest over.

The arrogant young priest not long out of priest school, or whatever they called it, made it clear he was an investigator and a good one at that.

Show him.

Oh, we were going to show him.

Father Bartholomew Winslow.

He told us to call him Father Bart, to keep it casual. He was anything but casual. Average height, but thin, Father Bart wore his thick hair short and neat with a defined part and wire-rimmed glasses right out of the eighties.

He looked as if he should have been competing on some debate team rather than a paranormal expert and investigator from the Vatican.

Father Bart showed up on the morning of the third day. Three hours before Jason’s sanity hearing. Which according to Father Basil was a good thing.

They sent him immediately, which meant the testimony and evidence Father Basil gave them was compelling.

“I slept on the plane,” Father Bart stated smugly when I asked if he wanted to rest before we headed to meet Lenzi.

“Oh, okay, do you need anything?” I asked.

“Just take me to your officer in charge.”

He seemed rather dismissive of Babette and I. Almost as if anything we said, he didn’t want to hear or didn’t have merit.

We were to meet Lenzi at the station before heading over to the Erie County Courthouse.

“Officer Lenzi.” Father Bart greeted Lenzi with a firm handshake and a fake warm personality. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. May I?” He pointed to a chair.

“Please.”

“Thank you.” He sat. “It’s been a long journey. I just need to stop before we begin. As you know I am an investigator from the Vatican.” He lifted his briefcase and opened it.

“Wait.” I stopped him. “The Vatican. You don’t like know the pope personally, do you?”

Father Bart looked at me confused. “I…know him personally?”

“Yes. He’s hanging out with a friend of mine, Galen, and I need…”

“Harper,” Lenzi snapped my name. “Enough of Galen.”

“We need him.”

“He’s gone. I’m sorry, Father.” Lenzi sat behind his desk and across from us. “Continue Father.”

“Thank you.” He pulled out a folder. “The photographs and statements from Father Basil are quite intriguing. What is your position on this?”

“Oh, he’s possessed.” Laid back, Lenzi rocked some back and forth in his chair. “This thing that has him is a beast.”

“So, you think it’s the devil.”

Lenzi shook his head. “I don’t believe in the devil. I do however believe there is a dark on the other side and this…this came from the darkest place. It’s strong. Look at us. We’re all beat up from him.”

“But he was able to be subdued and apprehended,” Father Bart said.

Lenzi pointed at me. “She gave the final blow.”

“With that giant walking stick she carries?”

“Staff,” I corrected. “Moses gave it to me.”

“I’m sure.”

“Why is that the first reaction everyone has?” I tossed up my hands. “Really. Is it so hard to believe?” I saw the glances I got. “Okay, maybe it is.”

“Continuing,” Father Bart said. “Jason is in custody. He has a hearing today for competency? I’ll be able to see him?”

“Yes.” Lenzi nodded. ‘He’ll be strapped to a restraint chair. He’s angry and dangerous.”

“That doesn’t sound like possession,” Father Bart stated. “Sounds like mental illness.”

“It does,” Babette added. “Usually, whatever does the possession uses the individuals and often deceives, this thing is making no bones about it now. Which is a problem, because they’ll think he is insane.”

“I take it,” Father Bart said. “If we do deem this a possession, it will be easier to perform the ritual in jail?”

Lenzi corrected, “It’s easier to control him. In a hospital he’s around too many people. Too many he can kill, and he doesn’t need to be close to suck the soul right out of someone.”

“Then why didn’t he take his mother’s soul,” Father Bart said. “I saw the photos, her neck was snapped, she was different.”

“Maybe it’s an incest thing,” I said with a shrug. “Some weird law on the other side maybe?”

“Or,” Father Basil added. “Maybe he didn’t have time. Maybe when he killed her someone showed up or The Struag didn’t do it, Jason did.”

“I think Jason did it,” Lenzi said. “I think he snapped. The Struag was hiding in Jason, behind his soul when we first arrived, right? Why didn’t he let us in? Gas my ass. Pun intended. He was clearly hiding something, The Struag doesn’t care.” Lenzi stood.

“Or,” Father Bart added. “He’s working with the demon because it wasn’t an involuntary possession.”

“As if there’s a voluntary possession?” Lenzi asked.

“Of course,” Father Bart replied. “The possessed willingly invites the demon in. That is of course, if this is a real possession.”

“Father Bart you are about to see for yourself. We need to go.” Lenzi started walking around the desk and stopped. “Out of curiosity, have you ever seen a real possession.”

“Since graduating the course, internship, I have been in one hundred and three investigations,” Father Bart answered. “And only two, in my opinion were real.”

“Well, then father,” Lenzi said. “You’re about to get your third.”

Or so we hoped.

Nothing ever went as planned.

As a group we barely made it out of the police station when Lenzi got a call.

It was from the DA. It was a short conversation with Lenzi making two statements. The first was, “What?” in a shocked manner. Then, “I’ll look.”

Lenzi made his way back to his desk. “He said, they have a situation, Jason is out of isolation and I have a video to watch.”

“How did he get out? Did they let him out?” I asked.

“All I know is what he said.” Lenzi moved his fingers on the keyboard. Once he pulled up the video, he turned his monitor so we could see. “The email states Jason has taken over general population. He won’t come out and they can’t get in for fear of violence.”

“How is that possible?” Babette asked. “I don’t understand.”

The video played.

A surveillance video of a hallway with doors lining up.

“Isolation,” Lenzi explained. “That’s Jason’s door.”

Carrying a small food tray, a guard walked to Jason’s door, the center of the video’s focus. He slid the tray through the small opening, and started to walk away, but went back. Crouching some it looked like the guard was talking through the opening.

But that was only for a moment, the guard’s body began to convulse where he stood, and he appeared to be gasping before he dropped to the ground.

That wasn’t for long.

His legs twisted and moved, his back arched as he appeared to be controlled like a marionette puppet. The guard rose up, reached for his card key and opened the door.

Jason walked out.

“Where did they go?” Babette asked.

“They went to their third level: general population.”

“Why?” I questioned. “He was with the guard, why didn’t he just walk out as if he were going to court?”

“Remember how I said he would build an army?” Father Basil said. “That right there is how it starts. Rather, he probably already did.”

“What do we do?” I asked.

“Other than detonating a small nuclear weapon, blowing up the structure leaving The Struag no body to jump into?” Father Basil asked.

“Really?” Lenzi asked sarcastically.

“Really.” Father Basil nodded. “Other than that extreme measure. I have nothing.”

<><><><>

It stayed with me.

Not the images of Jason walking free, but what Father Bart had said about Jason inviting The Struag.

Was it possible? What was his motivation?

I gave him words from his brother, did he want more? Was he promised more?

After getting updates from the DA at the station, I had enough. I packed a bag at my small apartment and Babette and I went to the one Mag left me.

“Eventually, you’ll have to move here,” Babette said as we entered. “It’s very nice.”

“I will. So much has happened.” I shut the door and when I turned, a strange woman was there. Strange meaning I didn’t know her.

“Hi,” the woman said.

“Hello,” I replied.

“I’m on my way out. Everything is ready. I’m sure you’re starving.”

“Oh!” I snapped my finger. “Are you Amy, my chef?”

“I am.”

“So cool.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. “The food is in the warmer, I didn’t make the plates because I wasn’t sure what time you would return and I didn’t want it to dry out.”

“That’s fine. Smells good,” I said.

“Can I ask what’s on the menu?” Babette asked. “Or do I want to be surprised?”

“I went with a staple until I’m sure Harper prefers. I made— Amy stopped when Babette held up her hand.

“I wanna be surprised.”

Again, Amy smiled. “Absolutely. Just know salads and crab cocktail is in the fridge and I made a nice raspberry panna cotta, that’s in the fridge as well.”

“Holy cow!” I blurted. “That sounds awesome and I really am looking forward to it.”

“Enjoy. I will make a trip next time to get wine. Miss Mag only had bourbon. Have a great night.”

I thanked her and opened the door for her.

“She is super nice,” Babette said. “Since I know my way around your kitchen better than you, I’ll get the food. Where do you want to eat?”

“Let’s watch TV and eat.”

“Works for me.”

The apartment was a crazy layout.

The double front doors led into a small foyer. Off of that was the first of six bathrooms. Mag had one in nearly every room, I guess she didn’t want to have to run when she had to go.

At the end of the very short hall was the doorway to the huge kitchen, which was bigger than the living room.

I loved the living room.

It was invisible when I walked into the apartment, then after the eight-foot hall…BAM, there it was. Huge and comfortable, the dining area wasn’t really a dining room. It was a step up from the living room by a wall of windows that led to a brilliant balcony.

Off the living room was Mag’s office, then down another hall to the three bedrooms, all with a few bathrooms sprinkled about.

I grabbed the remote and turned on the large TV on the wall as I plopped down on the couch.

The male voice of the newscaster played before the picture came into complete view.

Eric County Holding Center made the news. And not just local news, it was breaking news on a major network.

The newscaster looked so serious as he spoke about the ‘outbreak’ that had an entire floor of the County Holding on lockdown.

“A precautionary quarantine,” he said, then cut to a blonde reporter standing in front of the jail.

“From food poisoning, to zombie outbreak and everything in between,” she said. “No one has any answers as to why seventy-three detainees are quarantined, and other prisoners right now are being transferred to other facilities.” She glanced down to her tablet. “An insider had told me that it started with an individual case of irrational behavior and quickly spread to every prisoner on the floor.”

We ate our salads to the basic news story and the ‘if you’re just joining us,’ recaps.

Over the Chicken Romano entrees, we watched as they brought in experts on what kind of illness or virus this was, and I scraped the last of my panna cotta while the left and right argued over what it was or wasn’t.

No one mentioned demonic possession.

Even Babette was shocked that it spread so fast.

The question remained, what were we going to do?

How were we supposed to get The Struag? Even if we managed to get him what about the other seventy plus minions that invaded the bodies of those on the floor.

“Clearly, they’re dead,” Babette said. “There’s no saving them. We get The Struag, they’ll leave. But the prisoners aren’t coming back. We watched them fall to the floor and then get up. That’s why everyone thinks it’s an outbreak.”

“So sooner or later they’ll start to rot?”

“Oh, yeah, absolutely.”

“Oh my God. I can’t think about this anymore.” I set down the bowl. “I’m gonna have a shower, clear my head. Then we’ll start again so we have something to present to everyone.”

Babette nodded. “We can do that. I’m just not sure where to start. This is bigger than all of us and I can’t help but think we’re missing the solution.”

“Hopefully it will come to us.”

I really needed a shower, a long one. The last couple days were dashes in and out of the shower and running off somewhere.

Taking a small glass of bourbon with me, I grabbed my clothes from my overnight bag and picked bathroom number three. It was the biggest one.

The shower was wonderful, water coming from three directions. I was in there so long, the glass door steamed up and the exhaust fan did little to clear the fog that filled the bathroom.

Mag had the best and luxurious towels. Nothing like I had in my apartment. I bought those at Walmart because they were cheap.

I wrapped one towel around my body, leaned over and placed another on my head. I knew as I twisted it to be a turban, that I would be a bobble head from the weight.

Just as I lifted my head up straight, I heard it.

Squeak, squeak.

The higher-toned sound was steady.

It came from within the bathroom.

The steam cleared enough for me to see what it was.

Straight ahead of me, in the mirror across from the shower stall, I watched as letters formed in the condensation on the surface. Like a child would do on a steamed-up window.

But this wasn’t kid’s art.

Clearly defined letters were being written, that no doubt would soon form words.

O

P

E

Open.

The first word was open.

Squeak, squeak.

The.

Open the…

As the final word was written, I also saw something else in that mirror…Mag.

Her image was fogged by the steam of my shower.

I watched her delicate hand write the final word and she smiled at me.

Gate.

Open the gate.

“Open the gate?” I questioned out loud. “Mag, what does that mean? Aren’t we supposed to close it?”

Mag said nothing. She tilted her head, looked at me gently and brought her entire forearm up to swipe away the message and clear the mirror.

When she did, I suddenly heard the sound of multitude cries and screams for help, and in the cleared off section of the mirror I saw the shower stall. It looked like hundreds of people crammed in there, trying to get out. Hands against the shower glass, faces pressed tight. All of them calling out, clawing to get free, fingers pushing against the glass.

Then I saw him.

My heart sunk.

Keith.

The moment I spun around to see that shower, they were gone.

All of them. No cries, no screams, just the noise of the exhaust fan.

I may not have understood exactly what had just happened, but I got the message. Both visually and internally. I was certain, I knew what had to be done.


TWENTY-SEVEN

PLOT AND PLAN

Not even dressed, still wearing the towel, I blasted out of the shower, raced down the hall and shouted out in a eureka moment, “I got it. I got it. Start calling everyone,” I said with excitement and then stopped. “Oh, hey, Lenzi.”

To my surprise, Lenzi was in the living room with Babette.

“Good look for you.” He gave an up nod of his chin.

“Thanks. I got it. Start calling everyone. Get them here,” I said. “Please. I’ll be back. I’m getting dressed.”

It was like one of this time where a name as on the tip of my tongue and I didn’t remember until I stopped trying.

This was the same thing.

I was ecstatic, I knew what I was shown and what we were missing.

The entire time I got dressed and brushed out my wet hair, I went over it in my head. I tried to get it worked out because when I told everyone I didn’t want it to sound half assed or bad.

It had to make sense. I had to be clear cut about what needed to be done.

Babette was right. We missed something simple.

It was so simple, but it came with a risk.

I knew that. They would know that, but it was a risk that was nothing in comparison to the risk humanity faced.

It took nearly two more hours for everyone to arrive. Trina, Sarah, Father Basil, Father Bart all arrived, and Lenzi even managed to pull in Fed.

Thankfully there was chicken left along with several panna cotta which made up slightly for the annoyance I know everyone felt.

It couldn’t wait until morning.

We had to act fast and the next day would be the day.

“I’ll take one of those bourbons,” Fed said as I poured everyone a drink.

“Sure,” I replied. “There’s plenty.” I handed him one.

“Thank you.” He sipped it. “I’m here because I believe you and I just don’t know what to do. Right now, no one else has been hit but we’re keeping everyone away. It seems anyone he makes eye contact with is done.”

I shook my head. “The Dracula effect. He’s powerful and much like the virus you guys are depicting to the news. The longer we wait the more chance someone else is going down. Soon he’ll just get out.”

“Yeah.” Fed nodded. “My guess is another day when the CDC decides they’re gone examine those guys.”

“Tomorrow,” Lenzi said. “They’ll be here tomorrow.”

“Then we have to hold them off until we finish this,” I said. “They’ll have enough dead bodies to keep them busy after we’re done.”

“The prisoners?” Father Bart asked. “When the demon leaves, the possessed doesn’t die.”

“They’re dead already,” Father Basil said. “He sucked their souls, that’s how he gets strength and uses the body as a vessel.”

Babette added, “And he’ll keep doing it.”

“Theoretically,” I said. “We talked about once The Struag is exorcised, the minions would leave the bodies of the prisoners and guards they took, right?”

Father Basil nodded. “Yes, but we’d have to exorcise him out to do that.”

“I know how to stop him. I just need all of you to help me execute it the right way.” I looked at everyone. “I got a message. I got the answers. Mag reached out to me, showed me. This is the most confident I have felt.” I started to pace as I spoke. “It’s been a domino effect to get her. Mag left, gave her life to give me her connection. That connection is the staff and her. Her last letter said the desire to beat him had to be stronger than the desire to free him. There’s not a better time than right now.”

With a revelation quietness, Trina spoke, “The desire to beat him is strong right now, the desire to free him is on this side. There’s no one left calling him.”

I nodded. “The last call was the big one. I believe Jason’s desire to be with his brother was so great, that he fell for anything and let in The Struag. Sucks for Jason that even when we free him from possession, he’s still going to jail. I mean, he did kill his mom. Anyhow…” I waved out my hand. “We all agree, The Struag got and gets his strength from the souls he steals.”

Everyone nodded.

“Well, we were wrong about one thing. He doesn’t consume them. They’re not destroyed. He holds them. They’re all together in the dark, generating his power. Father Basil,” I turned to him. “You once said, our best shot would not be exorcism, but rather if he went there on his own. Left Jason’s body and went back to the dark. Then he gets shoved into the abyss.”

“Right,” Father Basil agreed. “I also said he will never willingly go back to the dark.”

“No, he wouldn’t,” I said. “He’d never willingly go back. But what if he did because he’s chasing something or trying to stop something?”

“Like?” Father Basil asked.

Babette whispered, “The souls he captured.”

“Yep.” I nodded. “If the souls get freed or there is threat of freeing them, he’ll sense it, he’ll sense that he’ll lose his power and he’s going to go back to stop it.”

“Brilliant,” Babette exclaimed. “So, we get Moses, or Elvis—What?” She snapped a glare at Father Bart. “Why are you laughing?”

“Moses or Elvis?” he mocked.

“Yeah.” She nodded. “And you will feel really dumb when they pop by. As I was saying,” she sung the last word. “Are we getting one of them or another light soldier to free the souls or lure him?”

I shook my head. “No, it’s clear to me they need to defeat him, hopefully be powerful enough to push him into the abyss. They defeat him, it takes another type of light to lead him.”

“No,” Lenzi said strong and stood up. “Harper, no.”

“It’s the only way,” I said. “You read Mag’s letter. When Mag went to talk to Josh—”

“She died,” Lenzi cut me off.

“No. She chose the blue card,” I corrected, the explained to the others. “That means the blue glow. It is there in her transition travels, a door for us to take to leave our earthly bodies. She chose the light because The Struag couldn’t follow. I will choose the dark.”

“No,” Lenzi repeated just as strong.

“This is the chance. This is it,” I said. “I have five earthly minutes to get back or I’m gone forever, like Mag. I go. I do this. I’m freeing those souls. I am freeing Keith. I chose the blue card. Once I die, give me three minutes and that gives you guys two to get me back or I stay.”

“Like Frighteners?” asked Sarah.

“Or Dean from Supernatural,” said Babette.

“Exactly,” I said. “In the meantime, once he leaves Jason, you’ll know when that is when the prisoners drop. That’s if our theories are correct. Then it will be up to you guys to make sure he doesn’t get back in and up to me, to release those souls. If I do that, The Struag is powerless, whether we get him into the abyss or not. He’s stuck in the dark.”

“Harper,” Babette said gently. “Honey.” She stood and walked to me, placing her hands on my arms. “I have no doubt Jason will be free of The Struag and he’ll go after his captured souls. But this is dangerous. Not because you can die, but because if the five minutes are up, you’re stuck. You’re stuck in the dark.”

“I know.” I reached up and touched her hand. “But it is a chance I am willing to take. If we don’t do something, it’ll get too big. And not even one of Father Basil’s nukes can stop it. Right now, we need to all decide who does what, how we go about it, and maybe someone could get Doctor Strauss on hand, just in case.” I stepped away, eyeing up another adult beverage for myself. “Trust me. This is the only way.”


TWENTY-EIGHT

OF LOVE AND PREP

Sleep wasn’t on my agenda. I wasn’t even tired and if by chance my body was, my mind wouldn’t rest.

It was a late night and we hashed it out. In the event it worked and The Struag left Jason, it was all hands on deck. Just in case those pesky minion invaders tried to find another host.

Babette and Trina would go as psychic back up, and Father Bart as the religious force. Although I still hadn’t determined whether or not he was convinced.

It didn’t matter. It was happening. Fed would sneak the ladies in and Father Bart would more than likely be permitted to go inside.

Me, Lenzi and Sarah would go with Father Basil to the church to do what needed to be done, and done on holy ground.

Keeping my body protected when my soul left it.

After a long plot session and lots of alcohol, Fed, the two priests and Lenzi left my place while Trina and Sarah stayed behind.

The four of us sat and watched the news. It was constant coverage.

The CDC showed up full blast just before five a.m. Two hours before our go time.

It was eerie watching the holding center at night. All the police cars and fire trucks, news stations and spectators stood at a distant perimeter. The entire building was dark except that third floor. It was bright, the cameras kept trying to catch a shadow.

Every once in a while, they’d show CC footage from inside. Jason didn’t move. The others sauntered, moved slowly and aimlessly.

Walking corpses.

When it was time to go, I was nervous and I didn’t even drink. I needed to be clear, truth was no one knew what I was facing.

On the other side, yes. But the dark was a different beast.

No one has been there to tell of it. The only information we had was what Babette could find online based on scripture and episodes of her favorite show, Supernatural.

Sarah and I drove in my car to Saint Michael’s and on the way a simple text from Lenzi let us know he was already there.

He was standing outside when we pulled into the lot and parked.

“Are you alright?” Sarah asked.

When I looked over at her, I saw she was staring at my hand that was still on the gear shift.

“Yes. Nervous. But I won’t let myself doubt or get scared.”

“Good. You got this.”

I nodded, removed the keys and reached for my purse to get my phone. “Just one second.”

I pulled up the texts and sent one to Millie. It was something I had to do just in case.

I kept it simple.

Thinking of you. Hope you’re relaxing. I love you.

Send.

As I went to put my phone on silent, it rang. It was from the Assisted Living. I knew what it was. Baba had that keen psychic sense about what I was about to do, just like with Keith. I felt guilty but I silenced my phone. I didn’t need a warning or to hear something bad that would stick in the back of my mind.

I would call when it was done.

My phone needed to be silenced anyhow.

After releasing a breath, I closed my purse. “Ready.”

We stepped from the car and walked toward the front of the church.

Lenzi walked our way. I knew by the look on his face he wanted to try again to convince me not to do it.

“Harper, look,” he said. “Please think about this.”

“I’m not changing my mind. Is Doctor Strauss in there?”

“He is.”

“Good.” I touched his arm. “We’re good. I’m not worried.”

I really was, I just couldn’t let Lenzi see it. I wasn’t worried about dying, I was worried about being stuck in the dark.

Together we walked into Saint Michael’s, Lenzi dipped his fingers in the holy water to bless himself.

“Father Basil thinks we should do this in the sacristy.”

“The what?” I asked.

“It’s the room behind the altar. It’s quiet and private,” Lenzi replied. “This way.”

When we got to the altar, Lenzi genuflected. I had been in the church a couple times with him and never saw him do either.

My sign he was more worried than he was letting on.

Crossing the altar, we stopped at the dark brown door just before the baptismal side. Lenzi opened the door and I stepped.

When I did. I froze. Not only was Doctor Strauss there, but my mother was too.

“Harper,” she said.

I was in shock. “Mom, what are you—Doctor Strauss did you—”

“I told her,” Lenzi cut me off.

I spun around. “Oh my God, you’re such a tattletale. Why would you do that to her.”

“It’s not for her, it’s for you.”

“I’ll deal with you later on this.” I pointed at him and turned back around to my mother. “Mom, look, I know you’re here to talk me out of it.”

She stepped to me and grabbed my hands. “Harper, as much as I don’t want you to do this, I am not talking you out of it. I see what’s happening. Every gift you have been given has been leading to this moment, right here, right now. Everything you’ve done has been practice. I believe you can do this. I believe in you.” She wrapped her arms around me.

My mother’s confidence.

That meant more than any training I could get. She believed in me. The woman who sheltered me, who got angry when I used my gifts, who protected me my whole life, she believed in me.

“I love you so much.” She kissed my cheek holding her lips there for a moment. “I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you, too.”

“Now kick some butt and tell Moses, pop by.” She stepped back.

My eyes shifted to Lenzi, then to Father Basil who stood by a chair.

“Right here, Harper.” He indicated to the chair. “I don’t know how you do this, but Lenzi said you needed a comfy chair.”

“Oh, it’s your confessional chair, thank you.” I sat down. “That’s so sweet.”

“Harper,” Doctor Strauss said. “I have everything I need, okay? You’ll be fine. I will bring you back.” He moved an open case toward me. “Would this interfere if I put this on your finger?”

“No.” I looked at the object that looked like a pulse oximeter. It had a line attached to it.

“Good. I want to be precise on timing,” Doctor Strauss. “Not a second off.”

He placed it on my finger and after a few seconds, I heard the beep of my heart. It was fast. I glanced over, the case was like a laptop. The screen showed my heart and oxygen.

Then Doctor Strauss turned down the volume. “We’re ready.”

“We’ll be praying.” Father Basil then spoke to Lenzi. “Make the call.”

Lenzi nodded, pulled out his phone and dialed. He had it on speaker and I could hear the trilling of the line.

“Lenzi,” Fed answered the phone. “Is she ready?”

“She is.”

“Good. Father Bart and I are in the security room watching the CC cameras. They’re still meandering.”

“Babette and Trina.”

“Empty floor below.”

“Good,” Lenzi said. “Let’s do this. Harper?”

I nodded and gripped the chair.

“Wait.” My mother called out and rushed to the chair. She lifted my hand, placed her beloved rosary beads in my palm and wrapped it around my wrist. “Okay, now we’re good.” She darted another kiss to me and stepped back.

It was time.

“It shouldn’t take me long to go into the trance,” I said. “When I feel his presence, that’s when I’ll go into the blue. You’ll know. Hopefully, Moses, Elvis or Galen will be there to walk me through.”

I heard Lenzi’s heavy exhale.

“I can wish.” I paused. “Let’s do this.”

I closed my eyes.


TWENTY-NINE

THROUGH

Things happened fast, and I was in the state in no time. It felt different, really different. Almost as if my ‘gift’ was controlling me differently.

I even heard Doctor Strauss say, “Heartbeat is slowing down and very steady.”

Hearing anything as I moved was highly unusual.

Then I broke through.

It was bright then blurry when I arrived wherever it was. So unusual, I couldn’t make anything out. Sounds I could hear, children laughing, cars and horns, but I couldn’t see a thing.

I could tell I was in a city from the noises around me, but where?

Then everything came into focus.

It was a sunny day and I was at the top of a concrete staircase. It was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. There were smells as well. Someone was cooking, another familiar smell.

Another few steps and I was in a garden. But it was different. It matched. The sounds. I was on a patio or perhaps a rooftop, the garden grew out of concrete boxes to the left and right.

Why was it so familiar?

Then I heard the squeak of an old screen door, and a voice.

“Little one.”

I turned to the familiar voice, and standing in a door, holding open the screen door was Baba.

She wasn’t the frail, aged Baba at the assisted living, she was younger. Her fifties maybe. And beautiful. Oh, how beautiful she was back then. I had forgotten.

Plus, she was not thin.

How was she there?

The only way for her to be in my journey was…

Oh no.

The phone call.

“Baba,” I wept.

“No, no little one. Don’t be sad. Come in. This is a gift.”

I walked to the door and inside. The kitchen was familiar and so was that pot of goulash on the stove.

I spun around, reached out and my hand touched her. Immediately I embraced her.

I had forgotten the hugs of younger days, soft and fluffy and comfortable.

I kept my head against her and when I finally pulled away, she lifted my chin.

“What a journey you will be on. It will not be easy.”

“Do you know about it, Baba? Do you know what I’ll face?”

“Yes. Sit.” She pointed to that old kitchen table, the one with metal chairs and Formica top. The bread and old radio were still there.

I sat and Baba sat to my right at the head of the table.

She smoothed her hands against the tabletop like she always did.

“I believe it was my time,” she said. “Waiting for this moment to guide you one last time. In my crossing I was given much information I never knew. Little one, listen closely.” She lay her hand on mine.

There was something about the way she spoke. It was compelling.

“When you go through, you will be given a choice. Light and dark. Not all get this choice. One will be warm and welcoming, calling to you, the other will be a source of dread that will ache your soul. You must make it back and if you are successful in defeating what threatens so many, you will be granted a few more moments to return. But you must be successful.”

“I will be,” I said. “Will I know where to find the souls he keeps?”

“They rest imprisoned at the edge of the dark into the black. You will see them. You must reach into them to free them. You must touch just one. He is powerful and his strength will pull them back. All it takes is one strong soul to touch you. Once freed, the black awaits him.”

“But will I know how to find them?”

“The path of the dark will take you there, but it will not be easy,” she said. “You may want to run, to turn away, but at the end of these tribulations lies the souls that wait for you. You will face what is dark, what pains you. You’ll be tricked, mislead, but you must continue on.”

“That sounds like a lot to happen in five minutes.”

“It will seem like an eternity, but it is not,” she said. “Be brave, be strong, know what you face you have faced before. Know what you haven’t faced is not real.”

Baba talked oddly, as if she was guided somehow. She was a vat of information and I paid attention to every word.

“How do I get him into the black? Or the abyss?” I questioned. “Do you know?”

She nodded. “Yes. Your greatest wish will push him through.”

“My greatest wish?” I asked. “Like my staff I don’t have?”

Suddenly the bright sunny day turned dark and a clap of loud thunder brought a flickering of lights.

“He knows you are seeking their freedom,” Baba said ominously. Then the sun and lights came back and her whole demeanor changed to a bright one. “The radio. Let’s listen to it.”

“Huh?”

She reached for the knob. It was static at first and then voices.

“She’s still with us, still hasn’t gone through,” it was Lenzi’s voice.

“Lenzi, you there?” came Fed’s voice. “The prisoners are dropping, left and right.”

Then it was Sarah’s voice. “He left Jason.”

“Shit, he’s coming for her,” said Lenzi.

My eyes were locked on the radio. I was given a gift. A warning.

“Come to the fridge Little One.” Baba stood.

“Baba.” I stood as well. “He’s coming. Where’s the blue?”

She smiled at me and opened the fridge. “You can do this. He’ll chase you through your tribulations, but do not let him catch you.” She touched my face. “Go. I am with you.”

I was so confused, but when she opened the refrigerator door wider, there was the blue.

Like a weird, twisted dream that didn’t make sense, I moved toward it.

I didn’t have to step into the blue, it absorbed and encompassed me.

As it did, I no longer heard Baba or Lenzi.

Just the sound of flatlining.

There was no mistake.

There was light and there was dark.

I was drawn to the light, but knew I had to step to the dark.

It was a hard choice even though I knew where I would have to go.

It was utterly black.

It was dark but I could see and hear the souls of the damned.

I was on his turf. His playing field. I needed to reach the end zone before him and he was coming. I could feel him.

I walked down a corridor of damp stones, each embedded with the face of a souls. Trapped inside, crying out.

They were entombed, living and reliving a tormented hell.

Somehow, with Baba’s explanation, I thought the five minutes would be spend reliving my life’s most horrendous moments, or at the very least, watching it play out, like a 360 movie, before my eyes.

That wasn’t the case.

I tried to run forward, down the corridors, but my legs wouldn’t move fast enough. My feet seemed to sink into the floor, slowing me down.

I was there merely a few moments when I felt the crushing blow to my back and legs. A horrendous pain accompanied by a vision of my mother’s horrified face and a feeling of confusion. It was real. It was when I was hit by a car.

It didn’t stop me or slow me down.

“Why did you do it, Harper?” Keith’s voice called out. “This is your fault. You did this. You left me alone.”

I kept moving.

“I’m dead because you wouldn’t help me. You caused this.”

The pain from my legs moved to my heart.

“You didn’t answer the phone,” Baba’s voice said. “You never cared. I lay there dying, only wanting my little one.”

It was a game.

His game.

I realized each obstacle, each bad moment wasn’t a test, it was his way of chasing me and slowing me down.

The more it got to me, the closer he was.

The Struag knew my destination and was bound to stop me.

A few more steps and the walls grew closer, narrowing in my pathway.

Choke.

I stumbled when I felt something around my neck.

I couldn’t breathe, I was choking.

“You’re so beautiful, Harper,” Uncle Earl said. “Too bad you saw things.”

I saw his face above me. I knew that memory, but not from my own perspective. While in a state to fight Uncle Earl, I saw it. Now, I was living it, feeling it.

Uncle Earl looked like a mad man. No longer was it a movie, even though I pushed through walking, I was back to that day when he tried to kill me.

It was like thinking of something when driving and suddenly you’re no longer behind the wheel. Transported in a daydream.

I was there. Back there.

“The things we could have done,” Uncle Earl said.

“No!” I kept moving.

This was nothing.

As hard and physically painful as it was, it was nothing I hadn’t lived through before or felt.

“If this is all you got,” I said, “I will beat you.”

He was failing at the tests thrown my way.

I was close. I could feel it. The agony of the damned souls was present in every step. The hallways of pain and memories that I journeyed through, weren’t stopping me because I was passing through. I wasn’t staying or stuck. Not yet.

The reliving of the painful moments was designed to torment those who were stuck, destined to endure and experience those moments over and over for all eternity.

Torture.

For me I just had to experience them and push through.

I felt victorious. One step ahead of The Struag.

I knew he was on my heels, but I wasn’t stopping.

He would have to stumble me, throw something at me that caught me up, trap me so he could catch me before I reached the souls of all those he imprisoned for his power.

He was mistaken if he thought he could stop me.

There was nothing in my memories or past that I hadn’t already endured and wouldn’t endure again. I could tell fact from fiction.

The hurtful, heartbreaking visions with Keith, Baba, Lenzi and Millie.

Not real.

I knew Uncle Earl didn’t do vile things to me even when I was shown them. The reason he tried to kill me was because I saw him with my friend.

All on the path of torment.

I was smart enough to distinguish it.

I was stronger than I thought.

Bring it on.

I got this.

The desire to defeat him must be stronger than the desire to free him.

Almost there.

Almost there.

I could see the edge of darkness where it met the abyss. I could hear the souls I had to save. They didn’t sound tormented, they sounded desperate.

A few more steps. He didn’t get me.

“Do you like Twinkies?” I heard the young boy’s voice.

Suddenly with my next step, the one that would bring me to where I needed to be, I was transported to the most vivid attempt of them all.

I wasn’t going to be shaken.

I would push through. It wasn’t real.

Or was it.

“Do you?”

He was no older than four. A little thing wearing a striped shirt. His short brown hair was messy. We were at a grocery store, near an end cap.

“Yes,” I said. “Come with me. I’ll show you where the secret stash is.”

I extended my hand, and he took it.

I walked with him down an aisle, passed the meat department to a set of double doors.

It was there I saw my reflection.

I was young. A teenager. Thirteen or fourteen. Maybe.

What was this? Another mind trick? A false pain memory?

Then I knew as I walked into the back of the grocery store, the dark and dingy area, that it wasn’t a lie.

I knew exactly what it was.

“Where is it?” the boy questioned. “Where’s the secret stash?”

“You can’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

“Okay.” I bent down to his level. “Do you wanna play a game?”

The dark had found it.

The block of time I didn’t recall.

It was the one memory I never really remembered or experienced until right there and then in the dark. It was mentioned, vaguely, passed over in a rehash of my missing years, the amnesia time, but never elaborated. A memory my mother shielded from me because I was not myself when it happened. Like Jason, my soul had been suppressed, and my body was at the mercy of the one who possessed me. And that boy was at the mercy of the evil inside of me.

“Yes. I like games,” the boy said.

No. No. Get out of this, I told myself. But how? There was no light or opening, nothing I could see.

As he tugged my hand, I realized there was no getting out of it. Pushing through was getting through it, just like the other flashbacks of pain and the false attempts.

I had to see it through to the end and feel the pain.

This one was different. It was real, it happened, and it would be the first time I consciously was experiencing it.

I knew what was coming and I wanted to stop myself, but there was nothing I could do.

“What’s the game?” the boy asked.

“Follow me.” I looked around and saw the wall of boxes, leading the boy there. “If we hide behind here, when the workers come in, we can see where they keep all the twinkies.”

“I like that.”

“Me too.”

He was just a boy.

His mom or dad was probably out in the store looking for him.

“Look that way,” I told him, pointing outward.

The boy turned.

I hated what was happening.

How was I not strong enough back then to stop it?

My teenage self pulled out a shoestring and while the boy was staring away from me, I placed it around his throat, crossed over the string and tugged.

I pulled tight.

Despite what I tried to do in that memory, move away from it, I couldn’t stop myself from strangling that boy. The dark had thrown physical pain, emotional torment all from my past, but it threw something else at me. Something that when and if I pushed through, would cause me pain long after I left the dark.

Even if I was victorious, I would never forget the feeling of sick satisfaction that filled my soul as I choked the life from that small child. I knew it wasn’t me feeling it, I knew it wasn’t.

He was scared, crying, fighting, and then he was dead.

While my teenage self delivered a psychotic, unemotional blow to that child, the woman in me, reliving that moment, cried out in agony.

There, right there, that was it.

Before that, I truly believed I lived a good life, helped others, but that moment, possessed or not, was the reason I deserved to be in the dark.

I deserved hell.

Not the light.

I took a life, an innocent life.

It got me. The guilt at that moment was overwhelming and more powerful than any physical pain. It convinced me. I went from confident that I would push through, to the point I waited on my fate, but there I was.

The child dead.

I held the shoestring.

Just like Uncle Earl did to all his other victims.

I knew it was Uncle Earl that killed that boy using my hands as a vessel, but it was still my hands.

Physically weak, I crumbed to the floor by him. I reached out to touch his little hand.

“This is it, Harper,” the deep voice of The Struag spoke. “See, you can take a life as easy as anyone. You are not innocent. You never were.”

I couldn’t move.

“Join me, Harper,” he said. “With your gift, my ability, our power together is endless.”

“I’m not bad.”

“Look at what you’ve done. You did it. And you lived your life never paying for your sins.”

I glanced down at the boy.

Hating to admit it, The Struag was right. I never admitted to what I had done. I never reconciled that moment, never asked for forgiveness, I never even acknowledged it happened until right there and then.

For the rest of my life, I would have to live with that memory, live with the fact that I took a life.

Rest of my life.

There would be no rest of my life if I didn’t push through.

For a split second I debated. Let the dark win or not. If I were ever going to atone for my sins, I had to do so and be alive.

Again, I reached down to the boy.

“I’m sorry. I am so sorry.”

Slowly, I stood. I could feel the presence of The Struag behind me. All I had to do was turn around and he would win.

But I couldn’t.

For Keith and the others, I couldn’t.

At that second, after one more glance down to the child, I ran.

I ran for those double doors of the grocery store, the ones I led the boy through. When I pushed them open, I wasn’t in the store, I was back in the corridor. Ten feet maybe from what looked like a waterfall of souls. Hundreds of souls cramped in a cave behind a veil of frosted glass.

“Harper!” The Struag shouted loudly.

I kept going.

I saw my victory, my goal. It was hard to move, like running against waves crashing my way.

I could feel The Struag pulling at me, the pain of the dark drawing me back.

Preserving, I pushed forward with my hand extended.

I made it. I got there. My hand went through the warped protective wall, as I felt The Struag grab hold of my other arm.

I was stronger. I knew it.

The energy of The Struag pulling me one way while the energy of my will pushed forward.

Reaching in, I only had to grab one. How hard could it be? But the second my arm extended almost all the way to my shoulder, all of the souls backed up as if in fear.

“No!” I shouted.

The Struag pulled me back.

I felt my arm withdrawing.

From my shoulder, to my bicep, elbow.

I wiggled my fingers, begging in my soul, “Grab my hand. Just grab my hand.” Just as my wrist crossed the threshold of the barrier, I felt something or someone from the cave of souls touch my finger. It took everything I had to manipulate enough to grab back and I snatched up a hand.

A hand.

I had a hand.

I pulled and when I did, the soul that came forefront was none other than Keith.

The second he and I made eye contact, the veil of protection, the imprisonment that contained them, collapsed.

The souls poured out like a flock of birds, causing a wind of white light that rushed by me.

But I held on to Keith, the last soul left.

“I have to go, Harper,” Keith said, “Let go of me, okay? It has to be finished.”

“No,” I whimpered.

“Dude, I’m okay. You can let go. You did good.”

I hated to do so, but I let go. It was what I had to do. The moment I released Keith, that entire cave or whatever it was, disappeared and was replaced with nothing but black.

An emptiness of thick dark that emanated horror and pain.

Emotionally spent, I didn’t know if I had it in me to fight The Struag into the abyss or even if my time had run out.

But I had to try.

I turned around for my final leg of the battle.

It was time for the last moment.

One of us was going into the abyss.

I turned around to face him and was shocked at what I saw. His true form.

It was a blessing because I wasn’t afraid. No longer was he this faceless ominous being but rather more the image of a man. Burly and big, he resembled a Viking with a long red beard.

The only thing that was the same were his eyes.

They still were black.

Thinking, “here we go,” I took a step forward, ready to engage, when I caught through the corner of my eye, running my way, was Galen.

Galen moved fast and with the force of nature. If my soul had a physical heart at that moment it would beat from my chest.

Carrying his shield before him, Galen blasted forward into The Struag at full speed.

The Struag only saw him coming at the last moment.

Galen connected into the much bigger entity from behind. He grabbed hold of The Struag, wrapping his arms around The Struag’s neck. With a turn of Galen’s body, he lifted The Struag and as he spun around, released The Struag and hurled him toward the abyss.

The second The Struag connected with the blackness, his being exploded into thousands of pieces. Each of which got sucked into the abyss.

A whirling and howling wind began, and within seconds, flying though the gallows of the corridors of the dark, came hundreds of black misty beings, screaming and crying in damnation as they were sucked in right along with The Struag.

I crouched down as they flew overhead and stayed that way until it was done.

Silence.

Huddled on the ground in the now quiet, my arms over my head, I lifted my eyes to the hand that extended to me.

Galen.

I reached up.

I could touch him.

I gasped as I grabbed his hand and stood. The moment I was upright, I grasped into him and hugged him.

“This,” he said. “Is very nice.”

“Thank you. Thank you. I missed you. I thought you were gone forever.”

“And I have missed you. But I was not gone forever. I returned when needed.”

“Why was I stuck with Elvis?”

“Elvis was who you needed. You have done so well my friend.”

He pulled from the embrace and stepped back. “We must go now. We haven’t much time.”

“Go where?”

The second the words emerged from my mouth, we were back at Saint Michael’s in the sacristy.

I stood there with Galen not far from where my physical body lay on the floor, my mother knelt beside me crying while Lenzi frantically delivered cardiac compressions to my chest.

The rosary beads were still in my hand.

“You have been given a few extra minutes for their efforts,” Galen said. “After that, if they cannot bring you back, you’ll go into the light.”

“It was a chance I took,” I said. “Did we win? Is everything okay now?”

“It is.”

Doctor Strauss walked up to Lenzi placing a hand on his shoulder. “Shawn, stop. We tried everything. She’s gone. It’s been over five minutes.”

Lenzi ignored him and kept going. “I’m not stopping. She’s not gone. Come on, Harper. Come on.”

“Wow,” I said. “He’s really adamant. Bet he breaks a rib.”

“Or three,” Galen said.

“Do you think it will work?”

“I don’t know.”

“Galen.” I faced him and grabbed his hand. “Look. I am happy to see you. I wish…”

Gasp!

Galen was gone, I was struggling to sit up, eyes wide open, gasping for air as I stared at Lenzi.

My mother screamed. “Oh my God!”

Lenzi released this laugh of relief and grabbed my face. “It’s okay. You’re back. You’re back. Lay down.”

I was confused. I knew where I had been a few seconds beforehand, and now I was on the floor, struggling to breathe, fighting to sit up.

“Lay back down,” Lenzi told me. “The ambulance will be here in a second.”

“Oh my God, baby.” My mother grabbed me. “Thank you for coming back. Thank you for coming back.”

She grabbed hold of me and held me.

I relented and fell backwards into her hold.

At a loss, I struggled to breathe, move and I couldn’t talk. My physical being was unable to. I was victim to what I had gone through. And even though my body was weak, my mind wasn’t. I knew where I was, what happened, and more importantly. I knew we had won.


THIRTY

RECONCILIATION

His name was Cody James and he was five years old when my possessed teenaged self, took his life in the Buy Right Grocery Store.

I thought of him so much as I lay in the hospital bed. There wasn’t a moment in those four days I wasn’t wracked with guilt.

There were a few things I did immediately when I was able to speak. I sent Millie a text, telling her that it was over and I asked my mother about Cody.

“Harper, I don’t understand why you’re asking about it,” she said.

“Because it was one of the things I faced in the dark.”

She didn’t argue anymore, she told me what I needed to know and that was enough information to go on.

I was ready to get out of the hospital and start living again, not focused, every single day on The Struag. But to do so, to move on, there were things I had to do.

First thing was Baba’s funeral.

I was sad that she died, but I got the best final moment with her. She helped me one more time.

And as brief as it was, I got another chance with Keith.

We all did good. I was proud of the team.

The inmates were returned to the Holding Center and the ‘quarantine’ was explained as a parasitic outbreak.

All those lives lost. No one deserved that death sentence. Sixty-nine inmates, four guards, those who listened to the EVPs and lost their lives, Jason’s mother, Keith, Baba.

So much death.

It was over though without fanfare. We were in fact the unsung heroes that no one would know about. No news reports approaching the DA, asking, “So, tell us, how did you save the souls?”

It was silent. No one knew. Well, that’s not exactly true. Apparently, Galen delivered the message to the pope, who was already aware of what was happening.

He invited us to have an audience with him when he came to the US in a month. My mother was ecstatic, I think she is his biggest fan. She screamed and jumped like a teenager with an idol.

It was funny.

Babette had to go back to Cleveland, but wanted to see me out of the hospital and go to the funeral before she did.

“He’s not gonna arrest you,” Babette told me as she helped me put my sweater on.

I winced in pain from my ribs. “He should.”

“He’s coming here to take you to the funeral. The case was closed. You know that.”

“Not to me,” I said.

“You know what to do. But I think one of those things should be thanking Lenzi for saving your life.”

“Haven’t I?”

Babette shook her head. “None of us heard it. We heard you thank Doctor Strauss.”

“I’m horrible.”

“You’ve had a lot on your mind.”

After a tapping knock on the door, Lenzi stepped in. “You ready to go? Want a wheelchair.”

I shook my head. “No, I’m good.”

“Are you sure?” he asked. “We have a lot going on after the funeral.”

“He’s going?” Babette asked.

“Yeah. Support,” I replied.

“Good idea,” Babette said. “So is a wheelchair.”

“No, I’m fine. I can walk. Just sore. Thank you very much for that,” I said sarcastically to Lenzi.

Babette cleared her throat.

“But on a serious note,” I said somberly. “Thank you so much for saving my life.”

“It was nothing,” he replied.

“No, it was something.” I stepped to him. “I saw. Doctor Strauss quit, called it, you didn’t. Galen was impressed. Anyhow, thank you again for saving me.”

“I did, didn’t I? I’m glad you’re alive.”

“Me, too. Did you hear what I said. Galen. Galen was impressed. Galen showed up like you always said he wouldn’t.”

“I know. I know.” Lenzi held up his hand. “And Galen got your mom an audience with the pope. Who calls it that anyhow?” He shrugged then did that grumble he always did about Galen.

“Why do you act that way when I mention Galen?” I asked.

“You’re obsessed.”

“Yeah, but why do you care?”

He huffed. “Because I’m a little jealous of Galen. Twice now he’s swept in and saved the day.”

“You’re jealous of Galen. That’s so cute,” I giggled. “Remember, this time it was you that swept in and saved the day.”

“Okay.” Again, Babette cleared her throat. “I think you will need that wheelchair. We have a funeral to get to.”

“Got one right outside.” Lenzi pointed. “Before we go, before it gets crazy. I had a lot of realizations the other day. Do you think, maybe we can have dinner sometime?”

Babette gasped. “Oh, me? Thank you. Yes.” She stopped smiling. “You mean her.”

Lenzi nodded.

“We have dinner all the time,” I said.

“I think he’s asking you out on a date.”

I laughed, then grabbed my side. “You’re serious?”

“Yes.”

“Ah.” I tapped him on the cheek. “You’re adorable. Let’s go to the funeral.” And I walked by him to leave.

“Did she just turn me down?” I heard Lenzi ask Babette.

“She did nothing.”

I stood in the hall waiting for them. Baba’s funeral awaited. I was beyond flattered by Lenzi’s invitation, but I had too much on my plate to fit in dinner.

Not yet.

Maybe not ever.

<><><><>

There were so many people at the funeral; I didn’t know Baba had that many friends. I was in the hospital but was fine missing the viewing at the funeral home.

I had my own final moments with her.

After a brief bite to eat at the wake, Lenzi and I had a stop to make.

We were given passes, courtesy of Fed, to go and speak to Jason.

The last I saw him, he was a mad man, thrashing, growling and in restraints.

Now he was subdued and on suicide watch.

He was brought into a private room, hands and feet in cuffs, while a guard stood in the corner.

We sat across from him at the table.

“How are you?” I asked him.

Jason lifted his head, shaking it slowly. “I should have listened that day at the church. I should have listened.”

“What happened with you is not your fault,” I told him.

“It is. I started the EVPs. When you gave me the message from Josh, I went home and had doubts. I told myself one more time. That one more time was when he came.”

“Who?” Lenzi asked.

“The one that got me. He said he could help me go see Josh. See, before Josh died, we weren’t talking.”

“Guilt is a powerful thing,” I said. “But your brother loved you.”

“I know. And I loved him. I told him, okay? Okay, take me to see him.”

“Just out of curiosity,” Lenzi said. “You knew we were dealing with something bad. Didn’t it cross your mind this dude was bad?”

“No, I thought it was Moses.”

“Why? Did he tell you he was?” Lenzi asked.

“No, he looked like what I envisioned Moses to look like, and that staff she carries. I figured if he gave it to her, then he’s around.”

Lenzi sat back with an exhale. “Do you remember anything?”

“Not everything, but it’s not like a memory. It’s like VR. I was experiencing it but I wasn’t really there. I had these feelings that weren’t mine. Like when my hands killed my mother.” He lifted his hands some. “I don’t know why it happened; she was mad at me. Telling me she was gonna call the pastor at our church. I could feel my hands on her, but it wasn’t me. I couldn’t control them or the enjoyment as I did it. It’s sick, I feel sick. I wanna die for what I did. I don’t expect you to understand.”

“Oh, Jason,” I said with compassion. “More than you realize, I understand. I do. When I was thirteen, I had a similar experience. I was possessed.”

“Yeah, but did you kill someone?”

A lump formed in my throat. “I did. Everything you described I went through. Only that time frame was blank to me. Like a block of amnesia until recently. It came back.”

“How do you get through it?” he asked. “How?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know where to start,” I told him. “And when I figure out what to do, I’ll let you know.”

We stayed with him for the remainder of the allotted visit time before heading to our next destination.

I couldn’t do anything, I couldn’t move forward until I faced what I had done, whether it was unknowing or not.

We pulled in front of the James home, and I stared at the door.

“I can go with you,” Lenzi said.

“No, I have to do this alone.”

“The mother is home. I called.”

“And the father?”

“He passed away two years ago.”

A sick feeling hit my stomach. “That poor woman. I hope I’m not making it worse.”

“She’s okay, Harper, the tragedy didn’t stop her from living a full life. Children, grandchildren.”

“It doesn’t make it okay. You know,” I glanced at Lenzi. “I asked my mother about it. You know, because she killed Uncle Earl. Before I decided I had to do this. She said she carries it with her, thinks about it every day, but it affects her differently. I know what I’m about to do is more for me, but maybe if she sees I’m sorry, it’ll help.”

“Taking a life is never easy. Especially if you don’t mean to.”

“So, you’ve taken one?”

“Me?” Lenzi shook his head. ‘No, I’m a cop in a small town. But others have said that.”

I huffed, opened the car door and shook my head. “And you want me to have dinner with you.” I closed the door and stepped on the short pathway to the house.

That walk would be one of the hardest I took, much like my journey in the dark.

My hands shook as I reached for the doorbell, but I didn’t have to ring it. The door opened.

A woman my mother’s age stood there and stared at me.

“Mrs. James?” I asked.

She nodded.

“I’m—”

“I know who you are.”

“I apologize for coming here and for any pain I am causing you. It’s only been recently that I learned what I had done.”

“Harper,” she said. “I spoke to your mother. Your ordeals are not foreign to me. She keeps me posted. We were both quite scared when you started doing these spirit things, you know? Brining people back from the other side for one last moment.”

“You knew?”

Mrs. James nodded. “Yes, then we both knew the good it was doing. And the good you did recently.”

“It brought it all to me,” I said. “I never remembered Cody until…until recently and I am so, so sorry. I can’t tell you how sorry I am. I didn’t mean it. I really didn’t.” I started to cry.

“Oh, Harper, I know, I know.” She laid her hand on my cheek. “When Cody was killed, I wanted justice. They said the teenage girl who did it was mentally incapacitated. I didn’t believe it. Then your mother came to me. Mother to mother and she took me to see you. I swear as we went to that institution that I was going to hate you. Then I saw you. I saw and knew your mother lost a child, too. You. Put it this way, ever see the movie The Exorcist?”

I nodded.

“Yeah, that had nothing on you.” She chuckled, with a hint of sadness creeping into her voice.

“It doesn’t make it right or excusable. You lost your baby boy and for that, I am sorry. I know I said it, please know I really feel remorse and riddled with guilt. Nothing I say, I know, can make up for it.”

“You’re right.”

My heart thumped when she said that.

“You’re right, but there is something you can do for me.” She opened the door wider. “Come on in. I have some pictures to show you.”

I was happy to. I knew what she wanted to do. Before stepping inside, I turned and gave a thumbs-up signal to Lenzi.

No, it wasn’t all good and done, but as I stepped in the house, I knew I was taking the first step to try to make it better.


THIRTY-ONE

BRINGING IT HOME

“Well?” Millie asked with curiosity, the moment I walked into the house. “How was it? How was the pope?”

“It was cool.”

“Just cool? Only cool?! It was the pope, I’m Jewish and would love to meet him.”

“You could have come.”

“You know how under the clock I am.”

I looked around at all the boxes packed. “You’re making progress.”

“Who would have thought the house would have sold in three days,” she said and exhaled. “It’s sad to leave it. Everywhere in this house is Keith. It’s so hard.”

“He’s only been gone six weeks, Millie, it’ll take time. You didn’t have to close on the house so fast.”

“I know. And you’re sure you don’t mind us living with you while we look for a new home.”

“Not at all.” I waved out my hand. “You know how big the place is.”

“Tell me you gave your chef time off while I’m there. I want to do the cooking.”

“Of course. I’m paying her though.”

“You’re so generous.”

“I’m so rich.”

“Eh, you were generous when you weren’t.” She placed her arm around me. “Come in the dining room, I have sandwiches, and it’s the room that’s the least disastrous right now.”

I followed her in and there was a spread of food on the buffet. “Why do you have all this?”

“The workers, they get hungry.”

I chuckled, grabbed a sandwich and sat at the table. “I’m starting back to work tomorrow.”

“Any cases?”

I shook my head. “No personal touch cases, just working with Doctor Strauss and one for the FBI. I’m okay with that. I was a bit drained from the dark and helping Mrs. James.”

“And helping you.”

“It has.”

“Good. And is Galen back?”

“No. Not with me.” I grunted. “The pope never met him, or saw him, but got messages from him. Not sure how that worked. Galen is still with him. I did see him today though. He promised he’d stop by more often.”

“He’s not your light soldier, then?”

I shook my head. “Nor is Bill, nor Elvis. I haven’t gotten a new one yet. I would have thought he or she would have made their presence known when I went through for Mrs. James.”

“You went in alone? No light soldier?” Millie asked.

“No. Moses was there, but he stressed he was temporary. He’s a bit testy. I was hoping he’d get tired of it and send in the new one. Heck, I went through for Mrs. James six times.”

“Well, we all have family we want to see.” Millie stared at me. “Speaking of that. I think…I think I want to see Keith.”

“Now?”

She nodded.

“Millie, are you sure? It’s a one and done. I can’t bring him through more than once.”

“I’m sure. I need to see him. I need to know what he wants done with all his equipment. I need him to know that I love him.” She placed her hand on her heart. “And miss him with everything I am.”

“He’s gonna feel so bad.”

“I know. That’s my job.” She smiled sadly.

“Okay. Let’s do it.” I stood.

“No, finish your sandwich.”

“I can finish it after. Let’s go see Keith.”

We went into Keith’s room, his studio for his show. Everything was set up, right where he left it. There were two empty beer cans by his computer and moldy pizza crust. Nothing had been touched and I understood why.

After giving a squeeze to Millie’s hand I went into my chair. I didn’t need a picture of Keith to go to him, all I had to do was think of my best friend. I would be lying if I said I wanted to see him again, to pull him through. Our last interaction was in the dark, and he was more illuminated than a normal spirit I see. More ghostly.

I had to remind myself the visit was for Millie, that when needed I could go find him any time.

I relaxed in the chair, closed my eyes and thought of Keith.

There I was.

On the other side, back in his room.

That was his heaven? His room?

“Dude, you came!” Keith said excitedly. He swirled around, he was in his chair.

“Dude, I came.”

“I thought you were a goner. I thought you were dead.” He stood. “I mean you were there in hell.”

“I prefer to call it the dark.”

“So, I guess you know?”

“Know what?” I asked.

“You don’t know. Why did you come?”

“Your mom wants…she needs to see you.”

Keith reached out his hand. “Then lead the way.”

“This is your one jump. Make it count. She misses you.” I grabbed his hand.

Keith laughed. “One jump.”

“What is so funny?”

“Nothing.”

“Here we go.” On those words I brought myself out.

Millie’s gasp was louder than mine. I opened my eyes to see her standing before Keith’s spirit.

She sobbed outwardly and dropped to the floor. “My baby.”

“Mom, get up. It’s cool.”

“No, it’s not. I miss you. I have so much to say. So much I need to know.”

“Well, if you’re asking me about my stuff,” Keith said. “I did mean to save that pizza crust.”

“Oh, I’ll clean that up,” Millie said as she stood. “And your equipment?”

“Can you give it to Harper?” He pointed at me. “In case she needs something from there, I can tell her where it is.”

“Absolutely. Keith we’re moving. We’ll be staying with Harper for a while.”

“Dude!” he exclaimed. “That is so cool. I’ll see you all the time.”

“Keith.” I stood and walked his way. “That’s not how this works. I can only pull you through once. Now please take this moment serious, the light will be coming for you.”

“No, it won’t.”

“Yes, it will.”

“No, it won’t.”

“Keith, baby,” Millie said. “Honey, I always said you were special. But the light will come, can we just talk.”

“It’s not coming. You don’t need to make the best of this moment. If you see me now, hopefully you’ll see me then.”

I shook my head confused. “What are you talking about?” I quickly glanced to the clock on the wall that we always used. “And you’re right. The light isn’t coming. It should be here.”

“Nope. It’s not coming.” Keith shook his head. “I’m your light soldier.”

“No way.”

“Way.”

“Dude!” I screamed.

“I know. I’m it. I went through some intensive training, got some inwardly information,” he said. “I’m it.”

“Shut up,” I said sarcastically then smiled. “This is great.”

Keith turned serious. “I don’t know for how long. Or what the need will be for me. But I’m here for a while. Back and forth whenever I want, as long as I’m near you. And now you’ll be near my mom.”

“Oh, Keith,” Millie gushed. “I am so happy. I’m sad, but I’m happy for these moments.”

I was too, and I stepped back to give them the moment they needed, and Millie had waited for. She never got to say goodbye, to resolve things. Now she had the chance.

I did as well. But there was one more thing I had to resolve.

<><><><>

Lenzi looked shocked when I walked into the station. He was the only one there. Working the mid shift, an oddity for him. Then again, he spent the morning doing the pope visit with me and my mom.

“Well, this is a surprise,” he said looking up from his desk. “I thought you were working with Doctor Strauss tonight.”

“Tomorrow,” I said, stepping closer. “Guess who my new light soldier is?”

“It’s not Moses?’

I shook my head.

“I kinda thought he wanted the job because he was always with you on the James trips.”

“Nah, he doesn’t like me. Guess.”

“Keith.”

I gasped and my mouth dropped open. “That’s right. How did you know?”

“It was the strangest thing. I had this dream and Keith was in it. He was like, ‘Dude, you may be the cop, but I’m her light soldier.’”

“Oh my God, that’s awesome. You think I’m rubbing off on you?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I’m joking. Millie called. She’s so excited and is calling everyone.”

“You’re an ass.”

“What brings you by?”

I lifted a bag. “Take out Chinese, complete with cheap paper plates and chopsticks.”

“Excellent, I’m starved.” I pointed to the chair across from him.

I sat and began pulling out the items. “It’s dinner.”

“I know.”

“No, it’s dinner.”

“I didn’t think it was lunch.”

I huffed. “Dinner. Get it? You asked me to have dinner with you.”

“Oh. Oh, yeah.” He waved out his hand. “I forgot about that.” He glanced at me seriously, then cracked a smile. “Kidding. I didn’t forget. So does this mean this is a date?”

“No,” I said, putting the container before him. “But it’s a start. It’s been a while since I’ve been normal, I’ve been out of the loop, gonna ease my way into things. You’re my friend, I don’t want to screw up this thing between us.”

“Then baby steps.”

“Baby steps,” I repeated.

“Like work. Speaking of which, I got something compelling that came over the wire. Interested.”

“Sure. What is it?” I asked.

“I’ll show you.” He reached for the monitor and paused. “With Keith as your light soldier, things are almost back to normal. I mean, it’s like we got the paranormal band back together.”

“True.” I placed noodles on my plate, anxious for what he was going to show me. “Plus, we got a few additional members on the team. Trina, Babette, Father Basil.”

“Father Bart’s not a bad one to have in the pocket either. Did you see how nice he acted with the pope?”

“I know, right?” I laughed. “Okay the case.”

“The case, right.”

“One more thing.” I snapped my finger. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and Galen will make a guest appearance.”

Lenzi stared at me for a second, did his stock grumble and turned the monitor screen my way. I enjoyed that moment, the look on his face, the smile it caused me to make.

Genuinely smiling recently was tough. It would get easier.

As he showed me the case, I thought about what Lenzi said. He was right. We were on the path to normalcy and in a way our band did reunite. It was not the way I wanted Keith in my life, but I would take it.

We were back together and that was all the mattered.

Hopefully, this time, we wouldn’t have to save the world.
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