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Book Description

Moon Shadow Series Book 4

 

Shadow is stuck In Between...dead, but not gone. Martin insists she isn’t dead and doesn’t belong here, but as far as she can tell, the trip was a one-way ticket. She can’t even remember her real name or how she ended up here.   

In Between is dangerous enough without wasting time peering through the weave at the living and dreaming of what might have been. Of course, if Adriel and Lynx insist on trying to help her, she can hardly refuse to meet them at the edge.  But if magic can’t locate her living body, how can one stubborn cat achieve the impossible? Does enough magic really exist in the world to bring her back over?  

 

 




Prologue ​​

 

Despite all the magic we had embedded into White Feather’s house when we rebuilt it, the perimeter of his property—now our property—was sadly lacking in earth wards. Transplanting desert sage and sweet grasses in specific spots would not only keep us safer, it would be a ready supply of ingredients for many a spell. Granny Ruth had also offered to provide us with some kick-ass spiders.

Thinking of the spiders sent a creepy chill down my back, but I wasn’t about to turn down her offer. They wouldn’t be delivered until after I had applied my share of the protection magic anyway. I remained knee-deep in sand and sage, working in the dimming evening light. As I lowered the largest sage into the hole, a voice from behind me hissed, “Adriel.”

The unexpected interruption sent the desert herb sailing behind me as I twisted to meet the threat. Still on my knees, I spun around, fell backwards into the hole I had just dug, and raised my silver. My fingers were wrapped around a lame hand shovel, which offered no protection at all. 

My heart sputtered and a disgruntled sigh puffed out as I realized the threat was only Lynx. “Must you sneak up on me?” Even though Mother Earth communicated with me almost as well as the breezes did with White Feather, Lynx was a special cat. He was more an extension of earth magic than a foreign entity, so Mother Earth felt no need to mention when he was skulking about. 

“How was I to know you weren’t paying attention to your surroundings? I came over to tell you that Roberto needs a meet.” He offered me a hand up. 

Since my bottom was squarely planted in the hole, I had no choice but to accept his help. He was strong enough to nearly lift me to my feet with just one skinny arm. I’d known Lynx since he was a hungry alley cat scrounging food from garbage cans. All muscles and sinew then, he was even stronger now that he was better fed and leaving his teen years behind him. While he might look like a piece of scrap blown in with the tumbleweeds, his eyes flashed intelligence, and his lithe movements were faster and smoother than those of a normal human.

“Roberto, the deaf kid, wants a meet?” I stuffed strands of my long dark hair back into my ponytail.

Lynx handed me the sage that had missed him completely when I threw it in defense. “You know any other Roberto?”

This was Santa Fe, New Mexico. I could think of four without even trying. “Not that are deaf.”

“He’s not deaf when he’s in a graveyard talking to ghosts, which is why he needs a meet. He has a message from Martin.”

This evening just got better and better. “Martin? Martin isn’t in a graveyard!” 

Lynx shrugged. “He’s dead, which means Roberto can talk to him. I mentioned Martin to Roberto after our visit to Fairview Cemetery a few weeks ago. Some of the dudes hanging around that place are flakes. The kid could use better company, you know?”

My eyes bulged. If Lynx thought Martin was better company than the ghosts Roberto had been communicating with in Fairview Cemetery, the kid was in more trouble than I could rectify. Of course, Roberto talked to dead people, so how much assistance could I possibly be on my best day? His ears were deaf to the sounds of this world, but not to those communicating from the other side. He spent a lot of time in cemeteries, which was where I had originally met him. 

“Our visit to the cemetery?” I repeated, eyes narrowing.  It had been a hell of a lot more than a visit. Leave it to Lynx to act as if nearly being swallowed out of existence without benefit of dying was mere social happenstance. 

“Wants to meet tonight. Midnight. Tent Rock,” he said.

“What is it with you and night meets! Martin can talk to me during the day. We’d be insane to hike around those rocks at night.” And I’d been avoiding Tent Rock because Martin was haunting the place. Sure, earth magic was strong there. But who wanted to have Martin peering over your shoulder when practicing a spell or gathering magic? He’d been a drunk, flirtatious, covered-in-dirt old man in life. He hadn’t bothered to leave most of his bad habits behind when he died.

“Martin’s in some kind of trouble. Roberto says he can only appear at night and even that is getting more difficult.”

My mouth gaped open, and I stared at Lynx in disbelief. 

He shrugged. “I know, I know, but who else was he gonna ask?”

 

* * *

 

Earth witches did not have any power over the dead, on behalf of the dead or even communicating with the dead, as far as I knew. There was no earthly reason that I should have ever seen a ghost, but it had happened more than once. The first one I encountered hadn’t really communicated with me; she’d either been in too much pain or was too far gone. 

Martin had been an earth witch in life, and I’d always assumed that the reason he’d been able to give me a ghostly message once before was because we shared a level of common magic. That was more than I had wanted to share with Martin. My feelings on the matter hadn’t changed just because he was dead.

If Lynx thought I was leaving White Feather behind on this insane adventure, he had another think coming.

“I wonder what Martin wants to talk to me about,” I muttered as White Feather and I climbed the beginning of the trail into Tent Rock. I wasn’t sure whether to be happy about the full moon or not. The moon would automatically call more magic into any situation, and it also lent more light. With ghosts, however, magic and light could be a help, a hindrance, or not matter a whit. “Couldn’t Martin have just had Roberto ask me whatever he needed to know?”

“Apparently not. And since you’ve been avoiding Tent Rock, Martin had to use an intermediary to reach you.”

“Hmph.” White Feather was probably correct about that part. 

I knew where Martin would appear because I’d had more than my fair share of trouble in the bowl-shaped indention halfway up the trail. The magic was so strong there, a normal could have felt it. It wasn’t any problem for someone like Lynx to sense it, and it was a natural spot for Roberto to have found Martin. 

I heard them talking as we ducked under the overhanging rock and rounded the bend. As I edged slowly around the walled canyon into the side clearing, it took me a second to realize I was hearing Roberto clearly as he asked Martin a question. Roberto, being deaf, never enunciated clearly. Martin had never slurred his words, even when drunk, but tonight, it was Martin’s voice that sounded as though he were talking under water.

I stopped so abruptly that White Feather nearly knocked me down. 

Roberto was a dark shadow four feet off the side of the trail. Lynx stood more in the open, but he’d promised to be in plain sight if the meet was still on and safe. The glowing wisp of fog between the two of them was not shaped like a human. 

This meet didn’t look safe to me. When Martin had appeared before, his features were clearly defined, albeit transparent. 

If the wisp of fog hadn’t replied when Roberto spoke, I’d not have believed it was Martin at all.

“He’s in trouble.” Lynx kept his attention on the ghost as he addressed us.

“Roberto or Martin?” I asked.

Lynx cut his eyes to me. His pupils glowed yellow. He had changed to cat eyes either because he was nervous or so he could see better in the dark. 

“Martin, not me,” Roberto answered my question. “He can’t ghost here properly anymore. It’s been deteriorating over the last week.” His hands flew as he signed what he was saying.

Lynx started to repeat what Roberto had just said, but I cut him off. “Got it.” 

White Feather touched my arm. “I didn’t.”

Well, now, that was disturbing. Since White Feather wasn’t a threat, I kept my gaze on Martin. He was talking again or attempting to. 

“Baalance. Wrooong.” The rest of what he said was too garbled for me, but Roberto had been at this longer, and it was his gift.

“There are other things crossing,” he translated. “He doesn’t want to be destroyed by them. The creatures come from—” He stopped and rubbed his forehead. “I can’t understand that part. He’s tried to tell me before, but I don’t know what he’s saying. Something about the dark where magic doesn’t exist.” His hands went up in the universal shrug. 

The mist swirled closer to me. I held my ground, but only because White Feather was at my back. As it was, I leaned against him, trying to stay out of reach of the unearthly glowing strands of fog. 

Martin’s eyes were not really recognizable; they were pits of emotion. There was no pupil, no face around them, just sparks that somehow translated to panic. “Soooleessheeell.”

“Shoeless?” Being without shoes hadn’t bothered Martin when he was alive. At this point, he didn’t even have feet! From a barely discernible waist on down was nothing but a gray mist. 

“Soooool…Lessss.”

Then I got it. “Soulless. Okay, Martin, the things are soulless, but what do you want me to do about it? I’m not dying just to pull your ass out of the fire!”

For a second, the eyes laughed at me. The spark went from lightning white to a swirl of fog. 

Roberto watched me as he talked rapidly and signed at the same time. Lynx followed his hands, but I had no trouble with his words. “Martin says he knows how to stay safe, but a girl is trapped In Between with him, and she doesn’t belong there. He thought he could help her back over, but he’s weakening. He’s worried she will get stuck there.”

“What girl?” I struggled to stay focused on the problem rather than screech at Martin for dragging me into a mess, one that I didn’t understand and probably couldn’t fix. “Does she have a soul?” I was not about to bring anyone back here without a soul. Wouldn’t that be like rescuing a vampire? Or was that like creating one? No…

Thankfully Martin interrupted before my mind walked off any deeper into crazy. Roberto translated Martin’s blur of words. “Soul, yes, she has one, but she’s still alive on this side and her soul needs to come back here. She can see the—” Roberto shrugged again. 

There were a million questions, but from the way the wisps were starting to separate, I didn’t need to be told we were out of time. “Martin, we can look for the girl on this side, and maybe we can help, but why did you call me here?”

“The bloodstone.” It was Roberto who answered since Martin was now nothing more than an arm attached to a fast-fading light that might have been his chest. “He thinks he can use the bloodstone’s energy to help her.”

I didn’t generally carry the green and red stone around, but the last time I had talked to Martin, he had felt me using the bloodstone here. In short, I wasn’t likely to ever come to Tent Rock without it.

Bloodstone, or heliotrope, carried natural powers for healing, especially of blood or circulation. It also aligned and healed a person’s energy. Its lesser known use included an ability to call storms and hold the power of the wind. Wind magic had the power to carry messages into the past or future because wind had been there before and could go anywhere without the check of time. Maybe heliotrope had some power in the realm of the dead.

The particular stone Martin asked for was one he had harvested from Mother Earth when he was still alive. It held Martin’s magic, my magic, White Feather’s magic and my best friend’s water witching magic. 

Only a fool would give up an object of such power, but it was out of my backpack and on my palm without hesitation. Martin may have been an obnoxious drunk while alive and a pest after he died, but he had given me the stone without strings attached, and later he had given his life to save us. 

“I give this without restraint, freely—”

Martin’s shriek split my oath. I nearly dropped the stone to cover my ears. White Feather shifted the breeze in an instinctive reaction to save us from danger even though the peril seemed to be limited to a caterwauling meant to serenade a banshee. My ears rang in protest.

Roberto said, “He says I can give him the stone because I can reach across. But it needs your earth magic to push through the connection so don’t negate that with the freely given spell words.”

“Since I have no idea how to give it to him, I’m glad you do.” I turned over the stone. White Feather moved from behind to beside me, barely restraining himself from protectively elbowing me out of the way. I saw his mouth move, but couldn’t hear the words. 

Maybe my sudden deafness was due to the ringing in my ears, but that made no sense because I had no trouble hearing Roberto when he yelled, “Hey, wait!”

Martin shouted back. They both had a hand on the stone. Martin’s energy might be weak, but it certainly wasn’t dead yet. Where he touched the stone, his hand was gray and nearly solid.

“Leggo!” Roberto screamed. His fingers turned an odd gray color, drained of blood. 

Martin wailed in response, a horrific sound that not only echoed, it knocked rocks loose. 

Roberto bellowed back, jerking his hand. 

Lynx grabbed Roberto’s free arm and pulled, but the mist snaked up Roberto’s graying arm like a giant glow worm intent on devouring dinner. Inch by inch, it sucked Roberto into Martin’s world. He was turning into a corpse before our eyes.

“Uh, Martin…” 

Eyes rolled across the fog. “Eneergy…feed earth.”

“Unless you want someone else to join you who doesn’t belong there, let him go,” I shouted. 

White Feather sent a stiff breeze into the fog that was Martin, but the wind just crossed through him as though he wasn’t there. 

I reached for the stone, anchoring myself to Mother Earth. White Feather knew the second I grounded, and he grabbed me around the waist. If he yelled instructions, I couldn’t hear them. In this strange place, warped with the magic that Roberto used, I could hear Martin more clearly than my living friends. 

As soon as my magic touched the stone, I saw Martin clearly. He was gray. Everything was gray except the pulsing green and red of the bloodstone. His dead fingers were wrapped around it, but Roberto’s hand was still stuck to it.

“Let it go,” I commanded.

“I can’t,” Martin replied. His eyes were no longer sparks. They were just transparent gray that held a human panic and a sadness that hadn’t been there when I last saw him. 

My magic pulsed against the bloodstone. No way would I physically touch it. I could feel White Feather, his strong arms holding onto me. 

Could I call the bloodstone back? Martin had called it across. His earth magic was stronger than mine…well, it might have been in life. Mine would be the stronger now.

There were no tools to use here. Though I could still feel my earth magic, Martin was right. The place where Martin now resided pulled at the stone, at me, at Roberto. It pulled at Life. 

It could have the stone and what it held, freely given, but it couldn’t have Roberto. He didn’t belong there and neither did I.

I had learned to manipulate pieces of Mother Earth, but I wasn’t proficient and had only practiced with silver. “Bloodstone.” I called the stone anyway. Blood was the tie to human life. There was no need for blood in Martin’s colorless place, especially Roberto’s blood. 

The crimson specks of the bloodstone answered, responding to my pull, shifting forward, like to like. The drops of bright red swelled under Roberto’s fingers. I reached out and gingerly touched his shoulder, a part of him that hadn’t yet turned ashen.

With a sucking, popping crack, the red separated from the green. I pulled harder, trying to draw the red specks to us, to Roberto, to earth. 

A gray blob rose up behind Martin, a mass I had thought was a rock or just another shadow. As I pulled, Martin came forward, suspended halfway between his world and mine. With the draw of magic, his arm glowed and radiated ever closer to Roberto’s shoulder and my hand.

The gray apparition darted forward. My grunt of warning came too late.

The shape collided with Martin. As it touched his shoulder, it turned into a hand. The blob resolved itself into a woman. She was as colorless as he, but there was an odd iridescent shimmer about her. Snippets of energy occasionally pulsed across her, relieving the unrelenting gray. 

“It’s the girl!” Lynx shouted.

As she knocked into Martin, he flew backwards, still grasping the stone.

The force of his pull would have drawn me and my magic forward if not for White Feather’s strong hold. With a muffled plea, I reached my free hand to White Feather’s arm around my waist. Our rings touched and sparked, providing a sudden influx of life magic that was more than enough to break the hold of the gray. I clung to him and kept my grounding to earth, tugging at Roberto and the bloodstone with everything I had in me.

The woman’s eyes burned straight through me, a flash of blue, just before a maelstrom of colors burst across the dead landscape, blinding me. I lost my grip on Roberto and fell back so fast, there was no time to brace myself for the impact. 

I couldn’t be certain whether I’d been sucked in or pushed out until White Feather groaned underneath me.

“What the hell was that?” he muttered, spitting sand.

I blinked, wondering just how hard I’d hit my head. Everything around me was a mix of dark shapes looming, waiting to attack. 

No, wait. Like fools we were running around Tent Rock at midnight. I tried rubbing my eyes, but other than grinding sand into my skin, it accomplished nothing.

“Dead witches are the worst,” Lynx said right before dropping a whimpering Roberto next to us.

“Do you have a light?” I demanded.

“What for?”

“Lynx, not everyone can see as well as you do in the dark. Or in the light for that matter.”

“Light will just draw attention to this mess.”

White Feather turned on his flashlight. Roberto was shaking like a leaf. He stared at me in horrified silence as though the situation were all my fault.

“You okay?” I sat up and felt for my own head. Sand coated me from head to toe. Being washed in desert must be a prerequisite of the magic here.

Roberto stared down at his hand. I turned it to face the light. He said something, but the magic had shut down, whatever kind it was he wielded. I could no longer interpret his words.

Lynx tilted his head, and asked, “What happened to the rest of the stone?”

I picked up the nugget from Roberto’s palm. “Martin has it. Only the red part crossed back with us. There isn’t a hint of green left in the piece.”

Roberto nodded. He found the strength to stand and began signing frantically at Lynx. 

White Feather said to me, “Can you hear me at all?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Martin’s gone. I couldn’t hear you while Roberto was holding open the link. He included me somehow.”

“That must be why you ignored my suggestion that you not go after the bloodstone.”

“Probably,” I hedged.

“And the reason you ignored me when I told you to stop pulling on the stone.”

“How did you know I was pulling on it?” We both stood and brushed uselessly at the sand.

He grunted. “I could push wind into it, but not pull it back. I could feel you there as if I were pushing wind at you. You weren’t listening to me.” 

I leaned over and picked up my backpack. “Thanks for holding on to me.”

He reeled me in close. Lips against mine, he said, “Always.”

Lynx said, “Roberto wants to know if you can find the girl.”

White Feather sighed.

“Good question,” I replied. “I don’t think we can find her tonight.” Since I hadn’t recognized her washed-out features and had no idea how to bring her back across if we found her, I had a bad premonition that locating her was only going to be the beginning of our problems. “Maybe now that Martin has the stone, she’ll be fine.”

Roberto signed something, but Lynx was too busy staring where the ghosts had been to bother translating. “We’ll need to find her to be certain.” His ears swiveled once, hearing things only a cat could hear. “I wonder who she is and how she got stuck there.”

No way to know right now. She hadn’t left a calling card. Martin wouldn’t have the energy to reappear and I didn’t want to be here if he did.

I had no way to know that Lynx and Roberto would keep looking without us. Only a fool would delve into something so dangerous.




Chapter 1 - Shadow​​

 

 

When I first died, thoughts of revenge consumed me.  I knew how it happened, but had to guess at the why. The guy who killed me hadn’t paid for the crime. Not that I knew whether or not he had been arrested for my death, because I was too busy trying to survive In Between. No matter. He had not paid the correct price including change—because death was the ultimate price. 

Yeah, it’s like you’ve heard.  Some people cross over completely.  I see them sometimes.  They slide through in a daze, not seeing, not knowing where they are.  Others stare right at me and nod, as though we’re passing on a street.  Some of them look right through me like the ghost that I am.

But there are other people here too, as well as other creatures: spirits, monsters, ghouls, imps and even demons. The demons don’t belong here. They spend all their time plotting how to cross through In Between to reach the world of the living. Most of them get spit back so fast it causes a weird bending in the bubble, one that burns them and everything around them. The blue-white flame either ends the horned beasts or sends them back where they came from.  

It’s safer to avoid the edges of In Between, even the one leading to my old haunting ground, pun intended. For some reason, at that edge, I can usually peer through the opaque flesh of the barrier right into the slightly distorted view of my former world. I can see where I used to exist and where I’d much rather be.

Spirits and demons can sometimes force open those edges, and I didn’t want to be where I was right now because a demon was busily cutting through the weave.  

I held myself as still as only a ghost can be, but even in In Between there are drafts.

This demon wasn’t close to humanoid; it was of the young, not very powerful variety, but old enough that fire licked the edges of its form. When demons lacked power, they were harder to see in the gray of In Between because instead of bright demon-red or lots of flames, they were more of a curdled dried blood color with a black shadow radiating outward.

This one was pushing at the weave, scratching along the surface with sharp claws, trying to puncture the barrier separating us from the world of the living.  I couldn’t decide whether to remain frozen or float backwards.  If it detected me I’d be toast, but if it broke through the edge with me this close, the backlash would sear right through me.  

I gathered myself downward into a crouch, determined to be nothing more than my name suggests. I have no memory of my living name, but Shadow fits the ghost that I have become.

Ghosts don’t sweat, but we get the shakes. The tremors ate at my concentration.  How long did I have to escape? 

The demon peeled back another layer of foggy fabric separating In Between from the living world. He gurgled with delight and then let loose a screeched pitch that sounded like raw metal scraping on asphalt.  He dug his claws in again, drooling liberally. His fetid breath was a rotting odor so foul, it was a good thing ghosts didn’t need to breathe. 

I floated to the right, hoping to slide outside his peripheral vision.  How the beast was able to tear away layers as thick as pig fat and at least as stubborn as alligator skin was beyond me, but I’d seen the results and been too close to the backlash once before.  The damage nearly killed me. I had drifted aimlessly, barely able to move, trying not to hurt for at least a week.  If Martin hadn’t found me and dragged me to a safe place...I didn’t want to think about what monster might have claimed me for a snack.

Breathing did nothing for my survival, and it wasn’t the fastest way to move either, but it was my best choice now.  Sucking in air and pushing it back out might gain the attention of the demon because breathing belonged to the world of the living, and demons fed on anything with life—or even those that had once been alive. 

Despite the danger, I puffed myself backward, stealthy as a ghost.  

The edges of this demon were dark, especially around the knobs on the head. The slobbering beast was obviously very hungry. Hopefully it was inexperienced enough to ignore its surroundings in favor of digging and tearing at the fabric of the living world.

By my third breath, I had traveled about six feet. And by my third breath, the thin seam the demon was tearing at shone with colors other than gray. There were only a few more layers between it and the living. If the demon was strong enough, he might pop through without peeling further.

I breathed harder and faster, even though it might get me noticed.  

The demon discarded strips of fog behind him like a gravedigger depositing soil. 

My eyes remained glued to the seam, not only because I wondered how much time was left for my getaway, but because I too was drawn to the world of the living. My hunger wasn’t the same as that of the demon, but there was still curiosity, envy and loneliness.

Half my brain was hoping for a glimpse of life, the other half was gibbering senselessly about escaping. Amid the expanding light behind the edge, I finally glimpsed a washing machine.  Piles of sheets in a large commercial laundry hamper waited next to it. 

That figures. You spend all your days hungering for the joy and excitement of life, and you get the laundry day from hell, complete with a demon drooling over a few sheets because they happened to be spattered with blood. I absently wondered if the demon would lick up the dots and bloody blobs. Maybe the sheets wouldn’t even need washing after the demon was done with them.

Thankfully, there were no people visible through the faint layers. If a demon was involved and a human was waiting, it was almost always an idiot attempting a demon binding.  The power from that sort of thing could suck half of In Between into oblivion, or so Martin claimed.

Since I was already dead, I didn’t know what would happen if I were sucked into a locked pentagram with a demon, but I wasn’t anxious to find out what kind of pain would result.

Just as the blue behind the layer lightened to daylight, a short woman with gray hair trundled into the laundry room with another bin full of dirty sheets. 

The demon bounced up and down as if he’d hit the jackpot.

His focus gave me the opportunity to swoosh another three feet away.

Completely unsuspecting, the lady tossed a bundle of laundry inside one of the washers.  The edge of one sheet snagged under the black smock apron she wore, but she ignored it and started the water flowing.

The demon howled. Maybe he had intended to lick all the soiled sheets, bloody or not.

The woman twitched and turned to look behind her, but her eyes roved straight past the demon.

The humpbacked monster gave a gleeful chortle and slowly dug a single talon into the last layer of weave as though he were anticipating the feel of her flesh.  

It might have been the water rushing into the washer, or it could have been the demon’s foul presence, but the washer in front of the lady began to vibrate. With one work-worn hand she shoved the dangling edge of the sheet into the washer.  

The demon sliced into the weave.

I blew out every ounce of air in my ghostly lungs and hit the fog at a dead run.

The sound of the blast hit me first.  The white heat took too little time to catch up.

 




Chapter 2​​

 

 

The backlash from the explosion rolled me like a ball and threatened to scatter me like soot. The torn edges of In Between ballooned away from the blast, roaring with the sound of a thousand winds. Those pieces were my friends, blocking some of the dangerous debris as the demon was rejected and summarily slapped backwards. 

Of course, the same thing that saved me might kill me. Anytime I was forced too close to the living world, I relived my death, that moment of shocking, mind-numbing pain when I looked down and I wasn’t anymore.  Throbbing pangs radiated from every body part as if sharp sand flowed through my fingers. The ice was a cold that cut. As the hurt melted, nothing remained but sloshing gray.

I started swimming through it, much as I had that first time. The fog this close to the border was in strips, interlaced like woven cloth, entrapping me as the pieces strove to weave themselves back together.

I sucked in air as though breathing, but this time it was in search of the damp smell of In Between. The taint of anything burning would be my only warning if I swam too close to a certain fool demon who had just attempted a trick without enough power to pull it off. 

My essence fought to stay in one piece as the torn steely bands wove themselves tighter, heedless of the fact that my misty body parts might be tangled among them. Flowing around the weave required changing shape, concentration and something else, something that was the nature of being a ghost.  My soul kept me linked together, but when your eyeballs are squished into a thin rope and sideways, you lose a lot of perspective. If I wasn’t careful, I could accidentally leave pieces behind.

Martin had recovered the missing pieces that first time.  

My head snaked into one flat piece. That shape didn’t bother me at all so long as my eyes were in place, returning my ability to see straight. I searched out corners that might hold any color other than gray.  

“Crap!” I was still too close to the edge. In the shifting weave, a room became remarkably visible. The view was every bit as sharp as when the weave thinned because someone was about to die.  There was no pain, so I hadn’t breached the border, but the pressure was building.

I stared hungrily; I couldn’t resist. Maybe I wasn’t even as close as I had initially thought because the walls were grayish and the light was dim.  But, no. The room actually was drab.  It appeared to be some sort of medical facility with white sheets, stark walls and a bed with a pink bedspread instead of boring white.  A shelf along the wall was full of flowers, a teddy bear, a stoneware pitcher and two rocks.

A dark-skinned girl with braids sat on the bed, her legs crossed and a fierce collection of wrinkles slanting across her lips and forehead. She was maybe eight or ten years old.    

She stuck her tongue out at me.  

I was surprised, but from the way she stared right at me, it was obvious she could see me.  

“Go away, stupid ghost.”

A woman came from around the cloth partition. She held a notepad and pen, but looked up and gave me a half smile of acknowledgment.  Both of them could see me!

“Everyone thinks it would be so neat to be like a cartoon, seeing ghosts or zapping people with lasers, talking to animals, being cool. It’s stupid.  Useless.”  The little girl wrapped her arms around her knees and rocked back and forth on the edge of the pink bedspread.  “Aunt Brenda, make it go away.”

Her aunt smoothed a hand across the girl’s head. “You need to learn to separate your feelings from theirs.  Or are you supposing you can smoke that nonsense your older brother does and that will help you ignore it?”

The girl pulled back from her knees in surprise. “I didn’t say I was going to smoke drugs!”

Aunt Brenda rewarded her with a small smile. “I know. But people do.  Sometimes even after they get to be my age when they should know better. They never learned to deal with it. It doesn’t matter if you’re like your ma and can feel what is happening miles away to someone you love or if you’re like me and you can see the ghosts.”

Rock, back and forth.  

I felt like a spy.  But the girl and her aunt could see me.  They had looked right at me and done everything except say hello and invite me for tea. 

“Why do they come here?”

Aunt Brenda turned to me.  “Do you know why you’re here?”

I shook my head.  I raised both hands and shrugged what would have been my shoulders.  

“You will figure it out. You ghosts show up a few times. Then you ask.”

“Ask what?” When I spoke, the curtains moved as though there was a breeze, but the window was closed.

The aunt looked back at the girl. “Then you and me, Espy, we decide whether we can help or not.”

“Why do we have to help?” The girl asked the question floating in my own brain.

The aunt reached out a hand in my direction, fingers splayed.  She didn’t touch me; she couldn’t and even so, she wasn’t close enough. “Sometimes we are the ones who need help from the other side.  So when they ask a favor of us, we try to help.”

Roberto, Martin’s friend, was like Espy, the little girl. Roberto could not only see us, but talk to us and hear our answers.  The girl was able to understand me perfectly.  The aunt I wasn’t so sure about, but when Roberto had wielded his magic, everyone near Roberto seemed better able to understand Martin and me.

Still, for me to see them this clearly...I panicked.  The edge was thin here, probably because the demon had just tried to force himself through nearby.

I swam backwards as fast as my gray could paddle. Predictably, I hit the wall. The woven fog had already started to close with me almost embedded on neither side. I wasn’t some dumb newbie.  I knew that when you hit the wall, you bounce. When you bounce you go backwards, right into the firm line that you are not allowed to cross.

The scream peeled back my face. Oddly, I heard the aunt’s pen drop to the concrete floor.  

Espy grimaced as though hit by an echo of my pain as I was bounced backwards and away. Something about her sparked a memory of another little girl holding my hand and laughing up at me as I showed her how to twirl a pretty baton, but the thought disintegrated with the rest of me as the weave sliced me to pieces.

 




Chapter 3​​

 

By the time I wafted away from the weave, I was in bad shape. Several parts of me were bruised.  Ghosts don’t bleed, but we leak.  Don’t ask me; I don’t know much besides the fact that it’s painful, and if a ghost leaks too much, she isn’t anymore. 

The structures In Between are mostly what we make of them. A ghost shelter looks a lot like a cairn, little more than a collection of stones where we can hide.  Mine was more of a hillside cave, because Martin had been the one to rescue me after my first accident, and he knew all the best spots In Between.

I pulled myself inside my shelter, feeling fortunate the weave hadn’t spit me out into an unfamiliar area.  No one knew how big the bubble was because it was elastic, ever-changing and had a wicked boomerang. I’d been lost plenty of times before, and it was the last thing I needed when hurt.

Like lumpy dough, I oozed onto a flat rock that served as a chair, pressing the gray leaks to staunch the flow as I tried to hold myself together.  The fog drizzled a misty rain, but once I was inside my protective shelter, it no longer threatened to wash me away.

Rain was good in that things wouldn’t be able to smell and follow me, but bad in that I was chilled. Worse than that, emotional stress caused the fog to echo back my feelings, magnifying them. That left me increasingly miserable by the second.

I wallowed inside the gray blob that was the jacket I had died in, but as I spread thin, I repeatedly had to reel in parts of myself. I rarely ever had feet, but usually had legs. 

Tired, I curled into my favorite spot and dozed, wishing I were alive, yearning for the small comfort of a cup of hot cocoa or a friend.

 

* * *

 

Martin and Troy were my best friends In Between. Troy was younger than me by six years when he crossed; a car accident that he remembered all too well. He still resembled the healthy seventeen-year-old football player he had been, albeit his best color was now gray. His jeans, jock jacket and t-shirt were as casual as my own denim jacket and jeans. It didn’t matter what we wore anyway. More than half the time we were faces with unformed limbs.

Troy most likely befriended me out of pity. Like another bit of the roadkill he collected, comforted and protected, he mentored me.  As I described my latest ordeal to him, I certainly felt like roadkill.

“Man, Shadow, what is it with you and demons?” He hovered near the rock that served as a table inside my cave.  I stayed in the corner so he didn’t see the full extent of my latest injuries. We had no need to eat, but we did need energy.  Much of it came from slashes of quick light that passed through In Between, but Troy had a habit of bringing bits from the living world; a leaf, grass, roadkill that wasn’t quite dead or other animals that were more than happy to breathe their last bits of life on us before becoming another of Troy’s numerous ghost pets.

He set a smear of mud on the table. 

“Did you harvest that from a roadkill?” A bright green blade of grass was embedded in the mud. I needed energy more now than usual, but was loathe to use this particular piece because of its likely origin.

“That’s the easiest way.”  

“Gross.” I stared hungrily at the clump of mud, wondering if a ghost could catch a disease from smeared raccoon parts. The latest roadkill ghost, said raccoon, stared up at me and made a chattering noise.

It took a few days of the animals being In Between before I could understand them. Without Troy’s tutelage, I’d never have grasped the concept at all.

“I figured you wouldn’t care for it.” Troy grinned, and from his gray palm produced two juniper needles.  “These came from the tree where I brought Coon through. Untouched by any critters unless a bird pooped on them before they fell through.”

Feeling starved, I pushed the best arm I could form towards the pine needles.  

He obliged me by dropping them into what would have been my hand had I pulled off forming one.
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