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Chapter 1

My name is Tracey Lee Peralta and I have secrets—lots of ’em.

Sometimes this city feels like a reservoir of blood. If someone took the time to chip at the dike, all that blood might spill out into the world, cast its crimson stain far and wide. I’ve seen more of it in this city than I ever care to see for the rest of my life.

Getting away is unlikely.

I’m bound here, if not physically then by some cosmic link, which tethers me to the filth and grime like metal filings to a magnet.

Maybe it’s the oath we all took. I don’t know. I do know the only person to witness the carnage, and live to tell of it, feels the same. Sure, my friend Jason’s moved elsewhere, but still feels the pull, and knows coming back will be inevitable, if for no other reason than because he owes me a favor—a big one—that almost cost me my life years ago.

When he does, we’ll be even.

The same way I hate this city, this graveyard I’m sitting in feels hateful. Too many memories, bad ones—ones I can’t ever forget. The layer between the present and past feels thin, like a chasm might rip open and start my life all over. The oak leaves are shaking at me like a fist, rattling in the slight breeze. From my vantage point, with the moon directly behind them, they look tipped in cherry frosting.

A girl named Jewel and her mother are buried here, along with classmates Harvey and Billy. They’re corpses now, withered away to the dust of bones, but they still scream sometimes.

I can hear them.

If you think I’m crazy, think again. Their energy pulses and ripples across this place, the echoes of the past able to be heard as sure as I’m talking to you right now.

If I didn’t tell you, I’m not exactly a private investigator, but close. I look into paranormal matters. And who better, right? It doesn’t pay great, or at all as a rule, but it keeps the screams from the past a little quieter.

Sometimes that’s all you can ask for.

They always want blood, those screams, but if I have enough fingers to keep plugging the dike, well, that blood will never spill out—will stay right where it belongs.

When I sound too calm about all this, please note: I’ve already been through hell. So when it visits me on occasion, seems I possess the unique ability to not run screaming into the night.

Plus I’m a fighter, so get ready to learn some truths.
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The night it all started I sat right here in the graveyard with a chew in my mouth, behind Billy’s grave, kinda hoping he’d have something to say. Sometimes I could feel him, sometimes not, but tonight wasn’t a blood night. Not where I sat anyway.

But the blood wasn’t inactive, it only oozed elsewhere.


Chapter 2

The lights from the main-drag through town reflected off the still oak leaves and cast small beads of refracted light onto the graves. There’d been a fine mist earlier and the leaves were wet, which provided the brilliance. No wind stirred the quiet trees and so the luster didn’t dance like it sometimes did.

Despite the light it cast, the road was a block away, and all the car noises were faded into a faraway din, easily ignored. So I could hear him sneaking up behind me. That’s a good thing—for him. Surprises weren’t my thing and I’d maimed people for less.

Much less if you wanna know the truth.

I spit a stream of tobacco juice, careful not to hit a grave-marker. “You touch me, Levi, and I’m gonna bust your nose, understand?” He never understood, kinda dopey that way for a cute guy.

“How the hell’d you hear me way back here?” he asked.

“I’m just that fricken good,” I whispered. I didn’t like to talk loud in the graveyard. Kinda disrespectful, know what I mean? These poor dead saps deserve to sleep. Some of them you hoped to God stayed that way.

“It’s those big ears,” Levi countered. I heard the grin in his voice.

“And I can reach back and slap you,” I said, with no grin. I didn’t bother to be quiet that time. In case you didn’t guess, I get riled up real easy. However, my ears are a little big for my head, so sue me. I’m still hot—in that in-your-face blonde hair dark eye kinda way. I’m also Empathic, which means I assess the emotions of humans and spirits rather easily. I sense his and I’m not sure I’m comfortable with them.

He ignored me, as usual. “Yeah, big ears, something real nice to hold on to,” he said, quiet now. “That how they get so big?”

“Anyone ever tell you you’re a pig?” I hissed. I tried to sound pissed off, but I was trying so hard not to laugh it made everything come out too soft. “You couldn’t rip off a chunka my ass if we were both naked, greased with oil, and locked up in the trunk of your mustang.”

“Wanna bet?”

“Shut up.” Levi makes it no secret he thinks I’m lovely. But it’s just not in the cards. When you witness the boy you love go out of his fricken mind and get blown away by the cops, well, it sets you back a little. Besides, I may just be in love with someone else—someone I shouldn’t be.

“You know, maybe you should try spending time with actual people,” Levi suggested. “And stop hanging out with the dead so much. Maybe you’d be a kinder person.”

“Whatever! And if I do that, who’s gonna make sure the blood stays put?”

Levi sighed, knew better than to tell me I’m crazy, which maybe I am, so settled on something less obtrusive. “I’m not gonna even try to answer that.”

Smart guy, but Levi’s a lot like Jason, always wanting to believe the best could happen. I just couldn’t roll that way, not after what I’ve seen. “Let’s just hunt ghosts, all right?”

“Fine,” he said. The reluctance dripped from his mouth. “But someday you’re gonna need to let someone inside.”

Don’t count on it.

“And I’m gonna be the guy inside ya,” he added with a crooked grin. The grin made his face look lopsided, kinda like Terrance & Phillip.

I let out a breath, probably rolled my eyes too. “Perv, you got the new voice recorder on you?” I asked, hoping we’d reached the end of the innuendos.

“Yeah, here,” he said. He took it from his fanny pack like it was made of eggshells. “Just push that little red button on the side if you want it to blink when it captures anything.”

“All right, gimme it,” I said. And the gadget really is cool. Everyone knows by now what EVPs, or Electric Voice Phenomenon, is. They’re ghost voices captured by audio recorders, which aren’t heard at the time. The theory: ghosts use white noise to manifest their voices. And this new device could tell you if you caught something without having to play it back first. That way you can just stop when the red light blinks, rewind a little ways, and listen to what the spirit had to say.

“Don’t be so grabby—here,” he said. “You realize you’re like a baby Hitler, right?”

“Good to know,” I said, with no intention of speaking of the matter further. “Is there anyone here who would like to speak with us tonight?” I was hopeful because sometimes we got great stuff when we were out together, Levi and me. He thinks it’s because we got this psychic bond. I think it’s just because Billy gets jealous when Levi’s with me and wants to holler at us more.

“Come on,” Levi said. “There has to be someone out there who wants to communicate. Just speak into the device that Tracey’s holding. It won’t hurt you. And we may not hear you right away, but your voice might make the device light up red. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

I turned back to Levi. “Stop talking to the ghosts like they’re performing dogs. They were people once, just like you and me. Still are, but just in a different form.”

“Fine, man; you’re a fanatic.”

“So sue me,” I said. “Besides, I’m not a fanatic; I’m just respectful of the dead—and the past. They deserve it, you know?”

I watched Levi as he tried to think of something snotty, and then change his mind. Finally, “Yeah, I suppose,” he said. “They’ve been through some bad shit.” He wouldn’t have had to add the last part, and that fact made me squirm a little inside. The reason my defense mechanisms came up all the time. “Not that I was trying to be rude or anything,” he added.

I noticed he sat with his back to a headstone, one of the unmarked ones, real old and mold-covered. I always wondered about those—wondered what kind of blood they’d seen in their time. I tried to keep my voice calm. No sense in beating the piss out of him any further, especially since he’s being so contrite. “And why don’t you try sitting with your back to the side of the headstone, like I taught you. That way you aren’t sitting on anyone’s remains.”

With a baleful look, which told me he was gonna move only for my benefit, Levi shifted his backside along the ground until he sat with his back against the edge nearest me.

Our knees touched. And right then I didn’t feel the need to break the contact.

“Thought maybe somebody wouldn’t mind me on top of them,” he said with a smirk. And that smirk, I swear to Christ. Never mind, because I’m in love with someone else. Something like that, anyway. Besides, Levi’s a cuddler—yuck.

Cuddling and I don’t mix so well. You wanna make love then let’s go for a walk and hold hands. You wanna scrog, then let’s scrog, know what I mean? And I know this makes me different than most girls. So sue me. Believe me, it’s just better, really, if I abstain altogether.

I said, “Yeah, well, stop pouting. If you didn’t try so damn hard, I might feel more compelled to give in once in a while.”

“Fine,” he huffed and put a big pair of headphones over his ears. He was probably pissed, but too damn bad.

“Billy, you out there tonight, man?” I asked.

The indicator bulb remained unlit and I already knew we weren’t gonna get anything—didn’t feel right out. And I wondered why that was, what conditions really needed to be in place for ghosts to manifest. I guess if I knew that, well, then I’d have my own ghost show on TV.

Levi stared at me like I should’ve been able to pull a rabbit outta my ass when my cell phone went off.

“Yeah?” I said.

“Tracey? You should come into the office. Lieutenant Clausen is here. You’re gonna love this.”

“Love what?” I asked. The phone call was from our case manager, Claudia. She gets worked up easy like. She’s right about Clausen, though. He never disappoints me.

“Just get over to the station,” she said with a high pitched squall, which sounded to me like a cat giving birth. “You’re gonna want to meet who he has with him.”

Levi stared at me now with interest.

I feigned annoyance—well, granted, that doesn’t take much for me—and leaned away from Levi. “Okay, Claudia, okay, we’ll be right in—hold on to your skirt.”

Claudia immediately hung up. Part of me was annoyed because I knew she’d go flirt with Clausen some more. Makes me wanna puke, because I’m trying to run a respectable business here. And it’s no secret, she wants him. Whether he wants her back, well, the jury’s still out on that one. Sometimes I feel like we’re nothing but three drunken monkeys with a jigsaw puzzle.

“What?” Levi asked.

“A case,” I said quietly. I got up and walked for my car. The leaves around me began to shake with wild abandon, the blood getting worked up like gorillas in a cage. We were in for something out of our league.


Chapter 3

The cop-shop is uptown, attached to the new government building. The brand new dusty-red brick façade didn’t fool me, couldn’t mask all the reasons I’d been here in the last decade. You can’t wash off all the blood with a fresh building or a remodel.

Yeah, the police, especially Clausen, knew our town harbored more than its share of paranormal phenomenon. They were used to calling me.

Air rushed past me as I slipped through the glass doors. Echoes of my footfalls resonated from the tile floors, off the marble walls, and created an eerie staccato symphony. The foyer always seems cold here. You’d think the cops would want a more inviting atmosphere.

Clausen waited on the pine bench just outside the large room that held the detectives’ cubicles.

“What’s up, boss?” I asked. It’s our little joke. He likes it, so I do it. But I make it pretty clear on most occasions that I tolerate very little direction.

He brought his closed fist up to his mouth and coughed into it with a slight chortle. His dark brown eyes glistened like he might shed a tear. “Don’t tease me,” he said. “How’ve you been?”

“This social hour or what, Clausen?” I asked. Yeah, small talk irritates me. It irritates Clausen too. “Just tell me what you got.”

“See for yourself,” he said, motioning with his thumb. “She’s in the infirmary.”

That got my attention. Usually, they were either sick enough to be transported to Sanford, or else they just sat in a cell. The in-betweens were usually mentally unstable. “What’s wrong with her—bat-shit crazy?”

“How should I know; I’m no shrink,” Clausen said. “But I hope to God so.”

That made the ice spiders crawl down my neck onto my shoulders. The rush of goose bumps, the ones usually reserved for high EMFs, spread like a cold fire down my back and around my rib cage making certain things perky. “Why the hell would you wish for something like that?”

Of course, he didn’t actually have to answer me. Instead, he glanced at my perkiness just for a moment, pursed his lips, made a point of ignoring me, and then stood up and walked inside.

I followed like a zombie chasing fresh meat.

Clausen stopped outside the door to the infirmary and turned to face me. I thought he looked nervous, the little tick on the left side of his lip twitching. “I’ll be right outside the door if you need me.”

“Doubtful.” I breezed past him in an attempt to appear aloof, but I’m sure I didn’t fool him. Okay, yeah, I was nervous. I’d heard the blood whispering outside the door—the whispering the blood makes when it decides to be naughty. Right now it sounds like a babbling brook between my ears, which is bad enough, so I sure as hell don’t want to hear the torrent increase in intensity.

It was nippy, as I already pointed out. So I would have assumed the patient, criminal, whatever this chick was, would take full advantage of the bedding on the shrink couch. Nope. She lay there with no blanket, legs spread. Tiny athletic shorts covered her privates, but barely. Her “I’m greener than grass” bunny-hugger-tee was pulled up, showing off her belly.

The belly was a mess, I noticed. Wicked looking scrapes cut across her four-pack abs. “What happened?” I asked, pointing.

The girl smiled. And it seemed like that ironic type smile that indicated someone knew something but they were only gonna tell you what they wanted you to hear. She shook her head, which sent her long black hair flailing, eventually hiding her long, narrow face.

“Cut the shit!” I beamed. Yeah, okay, I wasn’t beaming. And yeah, I’m impatient. But the girl didn’t seem phased by it. In fact, I could still see her shitty grin and dark eyes through her hair.

“There’s a devil in the church,” the girl whispered.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I have very little patience for bullshit and I was already reaching the end of it. “Just tell me what happened to you. Maybe I can help.”

Her smile faltered only for a moment. “They tried to steal my baby.” The girl stared at me as she rubbed her belly tenderly.

“Who’s they?”

With a wild flurry, the girl shook her head.

I rolled my eyes. Not therapeutic, I know, but, then again, I’m no shrink. “Look, I can’t help you if you won’t tell me what’s going on. I’m sure Detective Clausen already asked you about all this, but I’m a different kind of investigator—the kind you might need. Now, spill yer guts.” I know, bad choice of words.

Again caressing her stomach, obviously nervous now, she said, “I need to leave. This—this was a mistake.” The remark sounded remarkably lucid compared to the rest of the conversation.

“Too late,” I said. “What’s your name?”

She thought for a moment before answering. “Wednesday.”

“Oh, I get it,” I said. “They tried to steal Wednesday’s child who is full of woe?”

Wednesday blinked at me stupidly.

“Don’t tell me you never heard of that god-awful poem. Okay, never mind. Look, that’s as close as I range to humor, so you better start talking.”

Wednesday shook her head again.

Now I feel like I’m the one going nuts. But I also now understood why Clausen had her in the infirmary. It didn’t take a rocket scientist, let alone a shrink, to figure out the girl’s scared. And that she’s out of her flipping mind. “Who did this to you?” I repeated. “Who tried to steal your baby?” And for the first time, it occurred to me the girl didn’t even look pregnant. If she was, she wasn’t past the first trimester.

“Monsters,” she whispered.

“Look, yeah, there’s lots of monsters in this city,” I said. “Could you be a bit more specific about which one? I can probably help you if you tell me. I’m good with monsters.”

“Not this kind,” Wednesday sang. Yeah, she sang, actually sounded like a little fricken birdie in the window—full-blown nuts.

I tried a different approach. “You go to college here?”

More head shaking.

“You need to talk to me!”

Wednesday cringed and pushed further back into the pillow behind her and mumbled quietly to herself, something that sounded like, “There’s a devil in the church.” I couldn’t hear her well enough to say for sure, and I’d listened to enough EVPs to know you could matrix just about anything you wanted to hear if you wanted to hear it bad enough.

No way would I get anything further out of Wednesday. Either she was on drugs, meth maybe, or nuttier than a fruit cake. I guess there was the off chance she might actually be touched by the paranormal. I’d heard the blood murmuring quietly in the background early on, but that shit is always making noise. It’s not always a perfect barometer.

Making up my mind and without a word to Wednesday, if that was her name at all, I turned and walked out the door. I had some questions for Clausen. Mainly, why the hell he felt compelled to waste my valuable—well, valuable to me anyway—time on this wack job?

I found him standing where I left him, picking his teeth with a toothpick. “Glad you have no qualms about conducting your personal hygiene regimen whenever it suits you.”

He coughed into his fist again, then, “Fuck you, Peralta,” he said quietly.

That got me to smile. It kinda hurt. “Well, okay, now we’re talking.”

He cleared his throat—no sense of humor whatsoever. But I didn’t have one either, so what the hell?

“Fine, have it your way,” I said. “So, why’d you drag me in here? She’s nuts, plain and simple.”

“Is she?”

Son of a bitch! He always does this shit, asks me a simple question, which in essence calls me out for making an observation that is out of my league. “Obviously,” I spouted without conviction. “All she does is prattle about monsters and devils in the church.”

“A devil,” he said quietly, almost a whisper. Clausen’s a quiet guy, unnervingly so sometimes. I’m sure it makes him a great interrogator.

“Okay, yeah, singular,” I said. “You think Wednesday is her real name?”

He shrugged. “Can’t find it in any of the databases. And she won’t give a last name. Rodriguez is checking with the college to see if any Wednesdays are enrolled there.”

“I’m not feeling lucky today, are you?”

He didn’t answer, only wiped his mouth with a napkin. “I gotta get a doc here to see her, excuse me.”

“Yeah, sure,” I said. I watched him walk past me, go through the turnstile outside the cubicles, and head for the infirmary. Something was about to happen. Sometimes I know. It’s like flying in a plane when you get that pressure in your ears. And then I heard the blood begin to pour more loudly. Soon it was a rushing torrent.

A few moments later, Clausen came running out the door, searching. “Did she come by here?”

“Who,” I asked, “Wednesday?”

He nodded. “She’s gone.”


Chapter 4

The phone shook in my hand. I hadn’t spoken with Jason in almost a year. He owes me a favor, probably more than one, but to ask for payment now seems unfair—he’s still got his own issues.

But so do I.

Both of our neuroticisms aside, a girl had just disappeared into thin air. I couldn’t tell Clausen that the blood got her.

But it did.

Now, there’s only one person who understands enough about this town to help me. So, screw him if he isn’t ready. I punched the speed dial, the number three, Jason’s favorite, and waited for the phone to ring. Lots of things can go through your head in that amount of time. Like, where the hell could a mentally ill patient escape to in the span of a few minutes? Like, who, or what, are the monsters and the devils? Or, wait, a devil, singular.

I listened to the phone make a connection and begin to ring through the din of the blood. And, yeah, it’s really riled up. It doesn’t want Jason back here; I know that.

He knows that, too.

“Hello?” Jason asked tentatively. He knows exactly who it is, has been waiting for this phone call, had hopes, probably, that it never would come. It meant things were boiling up to a head.

“Hey, Jason, it’s Tracey.”

Silence. I could hear him breathing, his intakes of air raspy like dead leaves over cement. I didn’t need to hear him say it to know he’s worried. There wouldn’t ever be a convenient time for this call, but perhaps this time was more inconvenient than others. I wondered what was going on and if he would tell me.

“Jason?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” he mumbled. “Let me go to another room.”

In the background I heard, “Jason! This discussion is not over,” the voice both quiet and fierce all at once. I thought immediately of his mother, her commanding voice, her sense of presence. She was a great shrink and now Jason married someone very similar. At least that’s what I imagine, because she’d need to be. The kinds of shit Jason’s still working through is, admittedly, hard to swallow. Believe me, I know. When you can’t give up the past, the present and future always suffer. And God knows, Jason’s wife has put up with enough already.

This phone call won’t help his case.

“This a bad time?”

“Every time’s a bad time,” he said, voice low. “What’s going on?”

“Oh, the usual,” I said. “Well, I need your help.” I knew this was unfair, because he couldn’t say no. And that fact didn’t mean his wife would understand.

Silence again. This time I didn’t jump in. Finally, “I really don’t want to come back there, Tracey. I mean, my wife already thinks I’m spending too much time with the past. I completely ignored her while I wrote my novel. I’ve largely ignored my kids because I’m afraid my past will rub off on them. There are no spirits from the past here, except in my head, and I want to keep it that way.”

“I understand.”

“No, you don’t, Tracey,” he whispered. “No, you don’t.”

He was right, I didn’t. I’ve never grown up, haven’t had to. When you jump from partner to partner, there’s no need to change who you are. I live in the past, twenty-four seven. I gave up nursing because I kept seeing blood doing weird things.

“Look,” he said, “I’ll come if you say that this is the time, but it’s not gonna go good for me.”

I knew it in my heart. It was now or never. And, no, I didn’t think that was my dramatic ego talking—I wouldn’t do that to Jason. That’s what I told myself, anyway. “This is it, Jason,” I said. I felt his pain as I spoke the words, but I finished my thoughts anyway. “This is the big one.”

“What do you mean the big one?” he asked, and rightly so. “How do you know? What’s happened that you can’t handle on your own?”

“How about a girl named Wednesday escaping from the psych ward at the jail?”

“Big deal.”

“She’s saying things about monsters and devils.”

“So? She was in the psych ward.”

“She was cut up on her stomach and said they tried to steal her baby.” I knew it all sounded weak. I started to doubt my instincts, and I would have told him to forget it, but in the background I could still hear the blood trying to burst from the dam. And it scared the shit out of me. This could be it.

“What has Billy had to say?”

I know I’m the only one he would ever ask that question of. Billy’s dead, along with lots of others, and if he asked about Billy, then he trusted me.

“He’s been oddly silent,” I said.

And that was odd. Typically, I could get at least one EVP of him communicating with me. But lately—nothing, and that could be bad, might mean something is holding his energy back.

“Tracey,” he started, “I believe the spirit world can harm you both emotionally and physically. We’re both living proof of that.”

I nodded and somehow knew he got it.

“So, I need to know. Is there someone who needs our help—or is this you needing to dive deeper down the rabbit hole?”

He makes a good point. The truth is, when you spend more time communicating with the dead than the living, like me, you forget to live. And when you forget to live, you draw attention to yourself. It’s like a street lamp for the dead, a beacon. Sometimes, it’s not just ghosts you attract, but other things. Dangerous things that won’t let go of you.

I let out a deep breath for Jason’s benefit, knew he would think I put a lot of thought into my answer. But I hadn’t, was running on pure instinct here, so hoped I could trust it. “Yeah, Jason, someone needs our help—and it’s not just me, and not just Wednesday. I think this goes deep.”

“Why?”

Great question, one I hoped he wouldn’t ask. Because I had no real good answer for it. “You’ll just have to trust me, Jason.”

“Why?”

That one threw me. I thought for a moment, ran a hand through my blonde hair, then, “Because I wouldn’t hurt you. Because I know what you’ve been through—I understand.”

“But you also feel like I owe you.”

“You do.”

“Yes,” he whispered, “I do. But only if the threat is for real, ’cause I’m not gonna throw away my life for nothing. So give me something concrete here—something I can tell my wife so she doesn’t pack up and take the kids.”

“The blood. It’s been rumbling louder in the background.”

“I can’t tell my wife that. She doesn’t even really believe I saw Jewel’s ghost, thinks it’s just a hallucination from a traumatic event. Give me more, Tracey, please.”

“Tell her the police asked me to get involved—that they only ask me in when things are really out of control.”

“Yeah, maybe,” he said quietly. “She’ll still think I’m nuts.”

“She already does.”

“Okay, nuttier then,” he said. “She thinks you’re nuts, too, and probably thinks you’re trying to steal me away from her.”

“She said that?”

“Has alluded to it.”

“What do you say?” I was really interested in hearing the answer to this. Was I trying to lure him away? Was I that selfish? No one understood me like Jason—nobody. And I need him more than she does. Wait, is that true? What about the kids? They need him, yes, but she doesn’t deserve him—hell no. She won’t even stand by him when he needs her, when he needs to talk about all his hurt. No, she thinks he still loves Jewel, and now, through association, thinks it’s spilled over to me. If it has, it serves her right, because she’s a selfish bitch. Or is that me?

“I tell her that’s ridiculous,” he said. “It is, right?”

My turn to be silent.

“Tracey?”

Then, “Yes, of course, Jason, that’s ridiculous. We’re close friends who understand each other. And I do need your help, but, no, I’m not trying to fuck you.”

Jason laughed. The cute laugh that makes my stomach flutter. Maybe I do need more human companionship. And not just sex, because that’s pretty much been my life—having sex with humans, but only communicating with the dead. A dangerous combo. Maybe I need Jason to fill both needs, two birds with one shiny stone.

“So, does that mean you’re coming?” I asked.

“You still haven’t given me a real good reason.”

“I need you.” It just kind of fell out of my mouth, but it’s the truth, so to hell with it. What did I have to lose?

“I can’t believe I’m about to say this—but fine,” he whispered. “Give me until the weekend. I have some things to tie up at work.”

Thank you, Jason.


Chapter 5

Buck Hill Swamp. Too much of my past is tied to this place, some bad shit. So I’m wise enough to know if Wednesday’s in trouble this swamp is involved. Call me paranoid.

It’s darker than sin out tonight, no moon or stars, a skiff of clouds obliterating them. But the sun’d been out earlier, so even though the swamp is always wet, at least the underbrush would prove dry. Bats darted in and out of the tall tamaracks to feast on the huge swarms of mosquitoes, flying, synchronized like, from the tall tamaracks down into the undergrowth where the mosquitoes live. All along they cheeped merrily, using their radar, not a care in the world. I’d like to be a bat.

“What are we doing out here?” Levi asked. With a quick motion, he flipped his brown curly bangs to alleviate the sweat that’d accumulated beneath them. “This place blows.”

He sounded whiney. “You’re on a need-to-know basis,” I said, “and you don’t need to know.”

For once, that seemed to placate him. I’m sure, after the cemetery, he’s just trying to convince me of his good nature. Anyway, I couldn’t really blame him for not wanting to be in a wet, smelly swamp in the dark. Despite his reservations, Levi began to do what I did, look around. When he wandered too far, I said, “Hey, people disappear in this swamp, so be careful.”

We’d parked our cars and entered the swamp from the west edge of town, where the downtown begins to turn residential. A place I thought could be easily found again.

“Because staying close to you will save me,” he answered, sarcastic.

“Could very well be,” I said. “This place is dangerous.” And it is. This is where we all gave our souls to the blood oath. And, yeah, despite what Jason thinks, that’s exactly what I think happened all those many years ago. Harvey consorted with the devil and implicated us all. His invocations started the blood roiling, caused his own, Jewel’s, and Billy’s deaths, and led Jason and I down the path to this existence where we just can’t get our shit together. And I’ll be damned if I’ll let the blood, the evil spirits, to continue their work. I’m here to keep the dike plugged and I plan to do just that. No one else needs to suffer—not Wednesday, not anybody.

Buck Hill Swamp is a labyrinth. Like I said, people have disappeared here, never to be heard from again. Usually the reports come from the shelter, reports about homeless people who vanished. Sure, they sometimes just wander off, but why give up a cozy bed and hot meal? It doesn’t make sense.

There’ve been others—more prominent citizens. Like the old mayor, Sam Gustafson. He and his wife went for a stroll in one of the dryer portions. Sam went off to take a leak and never came back. I can see if his life sucked and he married a shrew for a wife, he might want to run off. But that was definitely not the case. Great job, hot wife, probably better than he deserved, equals a man who would not take the low road. Unless, of course, the swamp got to him.

There was a time, when we were kids, when the swamp was fun. We rode our bikes on the flooded ditches in the spring before ice-out, picked berries, played capture the flag, lots of innocent stuff—until the blood oath. Then things changed. Events turned bloody and violent. Between the murder-suicide at Hell House and the blood oath, some evil spirits got unleashed that should never have been let outta hell—believe me. But that’s another story.

Buck Hill is not big, just shy of thirty acres in circumference. You’d think getting lost would be damned near impossible. Even if someone got turned around they’d spit out onto a street, a road, a field, anything. The woods on the non-city side have long since become developed, big houses popping up all over in the last couple decades. So wandering off into the brush is unlikely.

Yet people disappear. Sometimes they reappear at Hell House. Dead. Nobody has bothered to tear the abandoned house down. I’ve often thought about turning it into a giant bonfire. It just sits there on the edge of the swamp, on a long forgotten street, on the outer edge of town. Like a live thing it never collapses, never falls into complete disrepair. Jason and Billy ran into a ghost there. Not surprising.

Back from the past now, the swamp seemed too quiet, no more bats, zero wind in the oak branches. While thinking, I’d been walking. Where? I don’t know, just walking, reminiscing. Stupid.

The silence of the swamp soon became disquiet. My ears popped in the vacuum, too much atmospheric pressure, and I realized something’s wrong. The leaves of the underbrush shook of their own accord, without a breeze, a malevolent action, one meant to intimidate me. The blood felt like a tidal wave inside my ears.

Levi. The clouds parted slightly and the near-full moon filtered through the trees, throwing the angles all off, creating deep shadows with weird angles and fuzzy edges. Shadows within shadows. Dark places within darker places.

I took a few steps forward, my feet sloshing in the muck. “Levi?” I yelled.

No answer.

My hair stood up, body heavy, gooseflesh like a rash on my arms. I’m experienced enough in paranormal investigation to realize what I feel is a manipulation of the EMF fields. Now I’m scared for Levi. I’m not easily intimidated, but Buck Hill Swamp has left me with a healthy respect for it.

You might be wondering what EMF is. The theory is that ghosts, or whatever, manipulate the EM fields and use the energy to manifest, to do shit and sometimes screw with you. What I wanted to know just then was what the hell ghosts had done with Levi.

“You let him go!” I screamed. Somehow I knew that he’d not just wandered off, but had been helped along.

In response, the blood rushed through my ears, deafening me. “You not gonna listen to me, blood?”

Nope

“Levi!” I screamed. Then I took a rubber band from my jeans pocket and threw my blonde hair into a ponytail. The night was hot and I already sweated like a pig.

Like a fool, I stumbled out into the swamp, thinking if I could find Hell House, I would find Levi. But now I wasn’t even sure I could find the vehicles. Panic began to peck at me.

Deeper now, the water sloshed over my shoes, soaked my feet. The more I stumbled around disoriented, the wetter I got. The brush got thicker and whipped me in the face like a dominatrix. My eyes teared from the tiny stings, and through the blur nothing looked familiar now.

I heard, “Tracey,” whispered into my ear like a lover.

I whipped around, splashed water, the leaves still gyrating wildly with no wind to provide an excuse for their motion. “What? Who said my name?”

“Tracey,” the voice repeated, this time coming from the opposite direction.

“Tracey.”

“What in the hell do you want?” I yelled, still turning in circles, feeling dizzy, disoriented. “Where are you?”

“Blood,” the voice said, short and clipped, like a bubble bursting. “Blood, blood, blood.”

“Well, bless your heart, you didn’t say my name again,” I blurted with a glee I didn’t feel. Leave it to me to talk trash in the most dire of situations. “Is this the blood speaking?”

Whatever it was didn’t have anything to say. Apparently I have the power to frustrate even the spirit world. “Now, tell me where Levi is!”

Then the howls started. I hate coyote noises, mostly because we don’t have too many around, or shouldn’t, so these were probably supernatural—or in my own head. The howls resonated and moved, like the pack coursed around me just out of sight. The howls turned human, screams, loud and shrill, like babies wailing.

I tried to breathe deep, not panic, because I knew that was exactly what the blood wanted. It wanted me to run blind, forget my experience, and reduce me to the fears of my childhood.

The moon rose high, lengthened the shadows. The dancing oak leaves now looked like their tips were dipped in blood.

Blood.

I continued to whirl, surrounded by disembodied voices, howls, and screams, water turning with the motion of my feet. I stumbled on, deeper, the swamp getting darker.

I stopped. My lungs ached for oxygen. Before me a deeper, somehow darker form than the shadows themselves, rose before me. It blotted out the trees behind it, huge, monstrous. I could feel my heart beat in my chest, hear my raspy breaths, and I wondered if this was real or a manifestation. Whatever, it wanted me dead, would perhaps torture me first, maybe more. Greedy invisible hands, not attached to this thing’s form, but separate and cloying, grabbed at me. I envisioned ghostly elves.

The creature laughed as I tried to brush the tiny hands away from my body. They seemed to love the places I wanted them to touch least, relished them.

The beast laughed again, possibly reading my useless thoughts, and moved forward. I ran then, possibly screaming, although I’m not positive of that.

I’m not positive of anything.

“Blood,” it roared from somewhere behind me.

Water splashed beneath me as I hauled ass. I could hear the tiny footsteps, which I assumed belonged to the tiny, greedy hands, and the much louder splashes of the gigantic beast. They didn’t seem to be gaining any ground.

My breath came in gasps, my lungs punishing me for my lack of exercise, and I breathed so hard even my dip fell from my mouth in a slimy ball.

“Leave me alone!” I screamed, desperate now, still running, lungs burning.

All at once, the creatures went silent. The footsteps, roars, howls, everything stopped, and I stumbled out of the swamp like a ship-wrecked sailor onto a beach. I threw up from vertigo as my head spun, and I fell to my knees with an earthy thud onto the dry oak leaves. My chest heaved with exertion, tits hurting from the up and down. I blinked rapidly, and when my vision cleared, Hell House stood before me like an unearthly shrine.

In the dusky blackness it looked taller than I remembered, like a dream version. The walls, from which the paint had worn off ages ago, seemed to ripple like small waves on a pond, and I hoped it was just an optical illusion.

From inside I could hear ghostly whispers, but couldn’t make out the words. And then they faded away.

I moved away from the edge of the swamp, nervous, afraid something might reach out and grab me. Water and mud dripped off me like a drowned cat. After I caught my breath, I moved toward the basement window, water sloshing in my shoes. The broken window historically provided the only entrance to the structure, what with all the doors boarded up, and so Levi had to be in there.

With a furtive bend of my waist, I bent down to peer into the darkness of the basement window. Much like the huge creature from the swamp, the blackness in the basement seemed deeper than the rest of the world. Goose bumps raised on my arms. I sure as hell didn’t want to go down there. Fuck no.

“He needs your help,” a voice said casually.

I hit my fricken head on the top frame of the window so hard I saw stars. Hand on head, I rubbed with a furious motion, looking for the person who spoke. Nobody. I whirled, expecting monsters made of pitch black, greedy little hands on my body. Still nobody. Then I noticed a hand, just lighter than the darkness, wave from over by the corner of the house. Cautious steps brought me closer, legs ready to bolt should this be a trick.

“Who needs help?” I asked. “Levi?”

“Yeah—if that’s his name,” the man said. I could see now he was a Native man wearing a button-up denim shirt, blue jeans, and brown cowboy boots. “Lanky kid, about six feet, curly brown hair?”

“Yeah, sounds like Levi,” I acknowledged. “Did he come out of the swamp?”

“Everyone who ends up here comes out of the swamp, usually,” he answered. “My name’s William by the way.” He offered me his hand.

Slowly, I accepted his hand, relieved to feel the warmth of another human being, but afraid he would feel my residual fear. I could still feel the effects of the cold invisible hands that had violated my body and needed this. And, to be honest, the man’s touch was just the opposite of the ghostly manifestations, and his warmth spread not only through my body but my soul as well, altering my mood.

“My—my name’s Tracey,” I said.

“Tracey, nice to meet you,” William said. “Looks like you got yourself into a little trouble back there.”

“Nothing unusual,” I assured him. But it was unusual, even for me.

“Yeah it is,” William said ominously. “Can’t you feel it?”

“Who are you, William?” I asked. “Really?”

“A friend,” he answered. “Someone who cares.”

“Where are you from?” I asked, suspicious. Was he human after all, a spirit, a spirit-form?

“Here and there,” William said cryptically. “I like to roam around a bit. I get around these parts every now and again, to look in on things.”

“Look in on the blood?” I asked.

He nodded. “Sure, what you call the blood, other things—worse things.”

“What could be worse?” I asked. William seemed to know something I didn’t, but seemed reluctant to say what that was.

“What you just ran from, for starters,” William answered. “And there’s worse than that. Could get much worse.”

“Do you mean the things with Wednesday?” I asked.

“I don’t know no Wednesdays, but could be. Who knows? But right now I think you better pay some attention to your friend.” He pointed toward the darkened rectangle of the basement window.

I glanced where William pointed. “Did he go down there on his own?” I asked, but when I turned back to the old Indian, he’d vanished. “Damn,” I swore. I wondered again what he was, but right then I needed to find Levi. Answers would have to wait.

The window opening remained dark and I didn’t have a flashlight. The blackness was terrifying but Levi needed me. Ducking my head, I lowered myself to my belly and edged my way into the basement. I dangled, feet down, fingers refusing to let go of the edge and send me free-falling to the cement floor. I’d been down here before, with lights, but the irrational corner of my mind wondered if the floor might disappear and I’d drop, screaming, into a flaming hell where fairies would grab at me and a big dark figure would rape me.

Not all that implausible, considering the facts. And before you beat me up for being chicken shit, ask yourself if you would have gone down at all.

Finally, I dropped and the floor was where I hoped it would be. My feet made a solid and welcome thud sound when they hit the floor. I stood in the musty din and listened, but the house remained dead silent. I took a step and sent what must have been a chunk of cement skidding across the floor. More loose debris crunched beneath my feet.

The silence rang loud in my ears, devoid of any of the tell-tale signs of the paranormal. The EMFs felt normal, as did the atmospheric pressure. I felt like this boded well for Levi, if he was down here at all. Maybe the old Indian was full of shit.

Hopefully, if he was in here, Levi lay somewhere in the basement. The last thing I wanted to do was go upstairs by myself. Murder-suicide. A man blew up his wife and kids with a shotgun on a Halloween night decades earlier. Instead of turning the gun on himself, the man broke his own neck in a noose, swung from the upstairs landing for twenty-four hours before they found him—and them. I secretly hold on to hope the guy is frying in hell and his wife and kids are in heaven. It’s more likely, however, they’re all trapped right here, fueling the paranormal fire, not able to move on.

Even without light, I know what’s down here by heart. An old painted pentagram, the candles long burnt out, lay painted on the floor. Graffiti fills the walls, and I can’t help but think of Jason’s favorite, the pyramid with the eye. He thinks it’s a doorway, but I say it’s only symbolic of a doorway. One that can open anywhere at any time, just like it swallowed me a few minutes ago and spit me out again here at Hell House. I hoped it spit Levi out here as well; otherwise, I didn’t know where I’d have to look for him, how many doors I’d have to walk through like some kind of labyrinth.

At this point I’d go all the way to hell, kick the Devil in the ass, and walk out of there with him. Where this emotion came from, I don’t know. But, damn it, he was innocent—and my responsibility.

“Levi?” I said. My voice resonated and bounced off the four walls, comforting in the darkness to know the basement was solid, real, not endless.

This time I heard a rustling from one of the corners, just a whisper of material rubbing against material, and then, finally, a soft moan. I rushed over. “Levi?”

“Tracey?” he answered. He sounded confused and his words were thick like he had a mouthful of blood.

Reaching down, I felt his thick head of hair and rubbed the palm of my hand over it, caressing him. “I’m here. What happened? Why did you leave me?”

Silence, then, “I—I followed the girl here, thought you were too.”

“What girl?” I asked, my hackles rising like little daggers.

“I don’t know,” he started slowly. “She was kinda tall, cute, long dark hair, black eyes.”

“Was she wearing shorts and a t-shirt?”

“Yeah, real skimpy ones,” he said. “You saw her, too?”

“Not just then, but earlier, at the cop-shop,” I answered. “She was the girl who disappeared. Did you see which way she went? We need to find her, ask her some questions.”

I felt Levi shake his head beneath my hand. “Naw, I think I got hit over the head or something. Damn my head hurts.”

“Did you hear or see anything else, Levi?” I asked. “Like howling or talking?”

“No,” he answered. “Did you?” There was a hint of incredibility in his voice that I didn’t care for.

I nodded my head, but knew he wouldn’t see it. “Did you actually follow her down here?”

“I think so, but I’m a little foggy after I entered the yard here.”

“Did you see an old Indian in the yard?”

“What? No, I only saw the girl,” he said. “Did you?”

“Yeah,” I said, “I did.” I probably sounded defensive.

“Damn, you saw and heard way more than I did.”

“That’s why I’m the boss,” I said. Then I had an inkling—and I didn’t like it. But I had to know. “You have your LED?”

“Sure,” he said, and I heard him dig in his pocket.

I took the flashlight. “Close your eyes,” I said. “This might be ugly.”

“I can handle…”

A push of my thumb switched on the light and I jumped slightly, even though I suspected as much. Wednesday lay splayed in the middle of the pentagram, and I wondered why I hadn’t noticed the irony stench before now.

Levi screamed and looked away.

“Told you,” I said. I shone the light around the basement to make sure we weren’t down here with a killer, and sighed with relief when I found we were alone. My eyes—the betraying bastards—roamed back to Wednesday. She’d been stripped, splayed down her front, the contents of her abdomen removed. Where the guts went I had no idea because they weren’t lying around. They were either removed before or the gore had been cleaned
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