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There are few things as powerful in the world as a ghost with a broken heart. Most are trapped in loops, and other than causing the occasional fright, they don’t interact with the world because they’re lost in their grief. The Lovelorn Lady of the Galvez Hotel in Galveston waited for her lover to return from the sea, only to learn that his ship went down in a storm with all hands lost. She hanged herself in room 501 and haunts the hotel to this day. Sadly, her lover arrived at the hotel a few days after her death.

Or we can look to the Lady in the Lake of Rochester, New York who still wanders the park searching for the body of her dead daughter.

And then there’s the Lady in White from St. Augustine, Florida who died on the way to her wedding and was buried in her flowing white dress and is even now trying to make it to the altar.

But Esther Carmichael was an enigma wrapped in the impossible. According to official records, she was born in 1900, lived an ordinary life, and died of a heart attack in 1963. She was buried in a cemetery in Cold Spring, New York where her body returned to dust and the grave remained undisturbed.

The official reports made no mention of her brush with magic in the 1920s when she met a man named Jonathan Shade. They also made no mention of the way things originally went down.

Because Esther Carmichael—the original, the one who mattered to the Darkness—was born in 1900, committed suicide in 1929, existed as a ghost for 107 years then faded out of being as she was born in 1900, only to pop back into existence in 2015.

An impossible timeline.

An exquisite enigma.

Oh, how the Darkness wanted her!

When the Darkness reached out to her, Esther was ready to end her existence.

Late on that fateful night, the ghost of Esther Carmichael wandered along I-70 near Hays, Kansas. She could have jumped to any location she’d ever been, but they all held too many memories, and she didn’t want to face any of them. She wore her standard flapper dress, and her hair, as always, was bobbed short. Her lipstick was perfect, and as she walked, she occasionally fiddled with the beads hanging from the bottom of her dress. She had looked exactly the same for more than a century of existence in spite of the twisty manner she’d wandered through those years.

The Darkness appeared to her at midnight as a man in a black suit with smoky features, and a face that refused to be seen. Sometimes his features were hidden in the shadows beneath his wide-brimmed black fedora, and other times they simply swam out of focus granting the glint of light in an eye or a brief highlight on his aquiline nose.

He blocked her path, holding out a gloved hand.

“I bid you welcome, my dear.”

“Get stuffed,” Esther said. She had seen many strange things on her long journey. She moved to walk through the dark man, but though she remained incorporeal, the man grabbed her shoulder and held her fast.

“I have need of your soul, my dear, for I can smell it on the breeze, and long to caress it in the winds of eternity.”

Esther cocked her head and tried to see the man’s face. She frowned. “Go chase yourself,” she said. “Bank’s closed.” She tried to pull away, but he held her in place.

“Spare me a moment for a conversation,” he said.

She popped out of his grasp, appearing at the edge of a dried creek with the lights of Hays visible in the distance. A car raced down the highway toward the small college town, and the headlights of an eighteen wheeler cruised toward her.

“I want,” the man in black said as he appeared directly in front of her, “no, I need to truly know you.”

“Are you a ghost like me?” Esther asked.

“There are no ghosts like you, Esther Carmichael.”

She frowned at him. “Stalker much?”

“I’ve tracked you down because I know you’re ready. I felt your desperate cry to disappear into the sands of time. And I’m here to grant that desire, for your soul will have flavors I cannot even imagine.”

Esther cocked her head. “What are you?”

The man in black removed his fedora and gave her a sweeping bow. Even without the hat, his face swirled in shadow, hiding his features. “I am known by many names, and none of them are mine. Some call me Darkness, for that describes my nature. Some call me devil, but such things are merely myths. I travel by night and feed on the eternal beauty of pain.”

Esther grinned and shook her head. “Sorry old sap out at midnight, thinking you’re the cat’s meow? Vampire.”

“Not even close.”

“Buzz off.”

Esther walked around him, but he turned and strolled along with her, only his feet never touched the ground. His legs moved, but he glided over the shoulder of the highway, and as another car passed, even with the headlights shining directly on him, his face remained obscured.

“Nifty little trick,” Esther said.

“I must speak with you.”

“Seems to me you’ve been beating your gums the whole time you’ve been here.”

Again, he dared to place a hand on her shoulder.

This time she didn’t pop away. Instead, she folded her arms and stared at him.

“Well?” she asked.

Another big truck rumbled down the highway toward them.

“Allow me to present the situation,” the man in black said.

“Cash your check with someone else,” Esther said. She shoved the man as hard as she could, for Esther was definitely not a normal ghost. She could make herself solid enough to move objects.

The man in black staggered backward onto the highway.

The truck driver honked and slammed on the brakes.

But it was too late.

The truck plowed into the dark man. The tires barked and stuttered and the driver fought to maintain control as the trailer swung out and back. Groaning metal, screeching tires.

The truck came to a stop. The driver bolted from the cab and raced to the front.

There was no damage to the grill.

He looked around, hands on his head. He couldn’t see Esther. She was visible only to wizards and supernatural beings unless she allowed it. Jonathan Shade, who had died and come back, could see her, but he was far from normal. 

“What the hell?” the driver said.

Another car raced toward the truck, but slowed and swerved around the trailer. The car pulled onto the shoulder and a large man climbed out.

“Everything all right?” he asked. He wore a baseball cap, jeans, and a flannel shirt. He needed to shave.

“Something jumped in front of my rig. I could’ve sworn I hit it, but… I guess I must be seeing things.”

Esther walked on. She was glad the truck driver was okay.

“That wasn’t very nice,” the man in black said as he settled onto the road beside her.

“Persistent little cuss, aren’t you?” Esther said.

“You were instrumental in the defeat of the Men of Anubis, the guardians of time.”

Esther stopped. “You know about them?”

“I know of many things. I know you’ve traveled in time. I know you died and returned for love. I know you were once bound to a typewriter, but were freed. I know you’ve met gods, goddesses, dragons, creatures from other dimensions.”

“You sure like to hear yourself talk.”

“I’d rather hear you talk. I want to know your story.”

“Sounds like you already know it.”

“I need to see it, my dear, to help you. Grant me access to your memories that I may ease your suffering.”

Esther pulled away from him and crossed the grassy median to the other side of the divided highway. A car whooshed through her as it headed east toward Salina, but she moved west. “Lay off, loser,” she said and walked on.

“You caught me off guard once,” the Darkness said. “But I can remain incorporeal just like you. I, too, can solidify. I can follow where you go. You intrigue me, my dear.”

“You want to chat me up, you have to give up the goods. Who are you?”

“As I said, I am known by many names, but none of them are truly mine.”

“Then where are you from?”

“Nowhere.”

Esther shook her head. “Go bother someone else.”

“You can relocate yourself in an instant and leave me behind, yet here you remain because you sense that I’m the only one who can offer you the true release you crave.” His voice turned to silk. “I can lay you down to sleep without dreams once and for all. No memories to intrude. No regrets. No pain. I can free you from this world, Esther Carmichael, as I have freed so many others before you.”

“Oh yeah? Who have you freed?”

He shrugged as a pickup truck passed through him. “People forgotten in time, my dear. Like you. Like your Jonathan.” 

“Flap those unseen lips,” Esther said. “You’re still leaving me in the dark. Tell me something real or scram. What’s your name?”

“The last name bestowed upon me was when I arrived at Roanoke Island in the year 1589. A woman named Mary carved my name into a tree before I set her free. She called me Croatoan.”

“Right. I’ll call you Jack.”

“As you wish, but a name so common will slide right off me.”

“If you haven’t been around since the sixteenth century, how is it you speak modern English?”

Croatoan placed a hand on his chest. “I take my words from those around me. I pulled some of them from you, my dear.”

“Get to the point or beat it.”

“I’ll trade with you. Share a memory with me, and I’ll share a memory with you.”

She leaned away from him and frowned. “I don’t know.”

“It won’t harm you in any way. It’s simply a shared memory. That’s all.”

“Will it hurt?”

“On the contrary, my dear, it will relieve your pain. Share a moment with me.” He removed his glove, revealing a hand that, like his face, swirled in darkness. It took the form of a palm and fingers, but never to the point where she could see any details with clarity. It was a shadow in the darkness.

“Wait,” Esther said, moving back.

He hesitated. “You won’t miss it, my dear. I promise no harm will come to you.”

He moved his hand toward her and this time she didn’t pull away. He touched two fingers to her temple and her head snapped back. “Share your last painful memory.”

The Darkness saw Jonathan Shade, battered, but not broken after a battle with the Men of Anubis and Chronos, the master of time. He lived the moment through Esther’s eyes and tasted her feelings. The pain of knowing she could never be with Jonathan as a lover. To be with him without really being with him was just too much. He felt Esther’s anguish as she bid farewell to Jonathan after the battle. She loved him still, but to him she was never going to be more than a ghost, and a friend.

The Darkness pulled the memory, fed on it, devoured the anguish, but it ran so deep. He traced that memory through the years of loneliness, crisscrossing time, caught a glimpse of Jonathan walking through an office door wearing a suit and hat and how Esther’s heart skipped a beat the moment she saw him. She stopped typing. He was the most handsome man she’d ever
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