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        The day is cold, and dark, and dreary

        It rains, and the wind is never weary;

        The vine still clings to the mouldering wall,

        But at every gust the dead leaves fall,

        And the day is dark and dreary.

        

        My life is cold, and dark, and dreary;

        It rains, and the wind is never weary;

        My thoughts still cling to the mouldering Past,

        But the hopes of youth fall thick in the blast,

        And the days are dark and dreary.

        

        Be still, sad heart! and cease repining;

        Behind the clouds is the sun still shining;

        Thy fate is the common fate of all,

        Into each life some rain must fall,

        Some days must be dark and dreary.

      

      

      
        
        Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

        “The Rainy Day”
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          SUNDAY NIGHT

        

      

    

    
      I take one squishy step onto my doormat, turned practically to mush by the rain. My boot slips before I can get the other foot down, and the kitchen knife flies from my hand as I fumble to catch myself. It lands on the stone of my doorstep with a clatter, the dull metal reflecting a duller version of the already dull gray skies above.

      For a second, I imagine having fallen forward, holding the knife just so, and watching my own blood pool across the ground.

      The thought would be morbid and intrusive if it wasn’t essentially the reason I’m out here anyway.

      I pull the door closed behind me with a solid click. I don’t bother locking it. I won’t be back, so someone will need to be able to get inside to go through my stuff, and no one else has a key.

      I could have given Callie a key.

      I wish I had.

      I’m glad I didn’t.

      My hand shakes as I reach for the knife, now slick with both cool rain and warm sweat. The handle feels insubstantial, ineffective for what I’m about to do, but I know the blade is strong enough. Stainless steel and oiled, the kind of implement you can’t even put in the dishwasher without ruining it. The handle is almost flimsy in comparison, like it has no business holding something so sharp and deadly. Neither do I, really, but hey, here I am.

      I take another step, off the stoop and into the mud. My foot sinks half an inch, and I wince, thinking about how difficult it’s going to be to get the muck out of the crevices later.

      But I guess I won’t have to worry about that.

      That one step is all it takes to bring me out from under the awning and into the dripping rain. It’s not pouring in great globs or drizzling in a mist; it’s drips and drops, enough to start soaking in right away. Behind me, the house looms dark under hazy clouds. The leaves on the long vines creeping along the outer wall, once vibrant green and now brown and drooping, twitch as the rain hits them, like they’re waving goodbye.

      It's been raining for ages. It seems like it hasn’t stopped since summer ended. As if to emphasize the point, my shoes sink a tiny bit more when I shift my weight. Have to keep moving.

      I’m not going to die here.

      Another three squelching steps are all it takes to get me to the tree line, where my boots immediately stop sinking and instead settle unsteadily onto inches, feet, miles of dead leaves.  My footsteps go silent. All I can hear is my own deep breathing, measured as though each might be my last, and the susurrus of rain. Rain on leaves, on bark, landing in self-made puddles and sinking into the back of the cozy sweater I put on this morning, which is getting heavier by the second. I feel slow, like I’m wading through a lake. It’s muggy and warmer than usual for fall, and the wet heat chokes me. I might drown before I get where I’m going.

      But that would defeat the purpose entirely, and I can’t let that happen. So I force myself to breathe, to keep moving forward. Ten more steps. Twenty. Counting up instead of down, because that feels less ominous. I grip the knife to center myself.

      The first ever knives are thought to have been made of obsidian, volcano glass. That would have been a properly witchy knife, something to make sure the spells went right—the ones that involved cutting, anyway. Could lava glass go in the dishwasher, though?

      The silvery blade of my modern-day stainless practically blends in with the haze of the day. If I turn it in my hand, it seems to almost disappear.

      I distract myself with this minor magic trick as I walk, as if maybe, if I’m not paying attention, if I don’t think too hard about it, I can avoid what comes next.

      But I know I can’t. I’ve tried avoiding it plenty recently, and it’s not working.

      So, this has to work instead.

      I can’t keep living like this.

      I’m at the tree before I know it.

      My feet could carry me here through driving snow or darkest night—like some kind of sick, haunted mail service. I would know this path if I were deaf, blind, or numb. If my legs stopped working, I could crawl here on my belly like a worm searching for food.

      I’ve tried to get lost in these woods plenty of times. Even as a kid, when my family lived here and I knew little else of the world, I knew I could find my way around these trees. Unlike some forests that refuse to let people go, this one has never seemed to want to keep me too long. No matter how far I walk, which direction I take, I eventually end up back on my front stoop.

      Or here. At this tree.

      As far as I know, this tree is nothing special to anyone but me. It might have been tall once, before a lightning strike or another tree took it down. Now it’s a tall stump, hollow in the middle, and what’s left of it forms a sort of arch that stretches to the ground. Until a few years ago, I was short enough to walk under it, and I had to climb quite a bit to sit on top. Now I can touch the crown of the arch with one hand reaching—though I do still have to climb to get up there. I’m taller but not sprier, unfortunately.

      I used to be out here all the time before my last birthday. That arch makes a pretty damn comfortable bench, the perfect spot to sit and breathe and think. I’d play “I Spy” with birds, catch leaves as they fluttered down from the distant boughs and press them into my notebooks, and watch squirrels bury their treasures for winter around the roots.

      A small mound of dirt squats right under the top of the arch, freshly turned, damp but still standing.

      I buried something here too.

      I don’t know what. Whenever I try to remember, my mind goes all blurry, like going back over a dream too long after waking up. I can almost see the shape of it, but more than that, I can feel that it’s something I don’t want to see. I’m afraid of it.

      I must have forgotten for a reason. You don’t block something out of your own memory for no reason. But that’s not why I’m here now, so I roll my eyes away from the dirt and back up to the arch.

      I square my shoulders. I breathe.

      “You know why I’m here.”

      I quickly glance around. Nothing moves except the rain, falling in a curtain, hemming me in.

      “You have to stop this. I don’t know what you are, but I know it’s me you want. I’m here now. So take me.”

      Still nothing. No shadows, no eyes, no⁠—

      A bird flits across my vision, sending my heart pounding double-time. When it’s out of sight, I turn in a slow circle, sure I’ll see something terrifying right behind me.

      But there’s still nothing.

      Just as I expected. Talking won’t be enough.

      “Fine!” I shout into the gray. “You think I’m scared? I’m not. Not of you, and not of this.”

      Before I can think better of it, I grasp the knife in both hands, swing up, and plunge it down into my chest.

      It’s weird, how I can feel it go in, feel it move through me, feel the pinch of pain and cold of metal through fabric and flesh. I see myself hit the ground, mud and leaves splashing into my eyes as I fall. Bitter mud sloshes into my gaping mouth. Then I can finally hear something other than the rain as my own last breath comes wheezing out before it all goes black.

      Christopher Lee was right.
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        * * *

      

      I open my eyes to darkness.

      It’s familiar—pretty much in the job description that a necromancer always has to have one foot on the other side of the Veil—but usually, I’m looking from a distance, leaning in for a brief peek or pulling it open to let someone through.

      For a moment, I’m relieved. It worked.

      But then . . .

      “Fuck!” I sit up abruptly, and the wound in my chest aches in protest. If I breathe deeply, I can still feel the steel, cold and scraping, even though I can’t see it here. It’s still in my body. And if I can still feel my body, I’m not all the way gone.

      “No! You were supposed to take me, just do it! Why am I still here?”

      I stare into the abyss and see it: the shadow within the shadows, the monster from my childhood nightmares and adulthood daydreams. I can’t quite make out its shape. My mind is making something up to make sense of what I’m not seeing, like ducks in a dark, damp cave.

      Then the eyes appear. White, but not a bright light—white like a distant, dying star, something impossibly far away even though it appears to be only a few feet from me.

      The eyes blink slowly, cat-like. But the shadow doesn’t speak.

      It never does. Bitch.

      “Isn’t this what you wanted?” I ask desperately, pressing an arm to my throbbing middle. “Why else would you have been following me all these months? You wanted the dead girl dead, and here she is. Let me out of here so I can die already.”

      The eyes, initially just specks of light, elongate and go sideways, and my mind supplies the image of a head being tilted.

      “Why?” I demand, nearly out of breath. Is that a good sign? Is my body letting go? I know the answer, but I don’t want to admit it. I know how it feels when a soul goes entirely, and this isn’t it.

      Blink.

      Blink.

      “I did it again.” Shifting, I pull my knees to my chest. “I disappointed them. I . . . hurt them. And this is all I can do now. All I have left to give. I know that.”

      It’s my own fault this thing has been wreaking havoc on my life. My work, my family, Aaron, Callie . . . god. If it hurt Callie, I would never forgive myself.

      I want it to hurt me instead.

      I slam my fists on the nonexistent ground. There’s no pain, but my breastbone gives an answering lurch.

      “Get it over with already! Let me go and fuck back off to wherever you came from!”

      The ache in my chest ramps up suddenly, sending me curling into a ball. The void of the floor feels like nothing. The pain feels like everything.

      Finally.

      And then it’s gone.

      Shit.

      If I can feel the pain this acutely, then I’m definitely not going to die. It’s not going to let me. It’s going to put me back, to torture me more, to torture them. But why? I don’t understand, if this isn’t the solution, then what⁠—

      “Don’t—!”
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        * * *

      

      Blink.

      I smell rain. I taste mud.

      I open my eyes to a curtain of gray.

      Almost immediately, my eyes blur with moisture—tears or rain or both. Then I take a deep breath and feel . . . nothing.

      A flex of my right hand confirms the plastic knife handle is still gripped in it tightly. With my left, I reach up and tentatively pat my sternum, running my fingers across the unblemished front of my sweater.

      Thank fuck, I think suddenly, feeling more relieved at this than I had at my first fresh breath. I love this sweater.

      Then, just to be sure, I plunge my hand up under the sweater, gasping at the chill of a cold touch on my warm stomach, and let my pruned fingers skitter over the damp skin above my ribs, just under my bra.

      There. A small scar, about the size of a kitchen knife blade.

      I did it.

      I failed.

      Shit, shit, SHIT.

      With all the strength I have—which is more than I should have, given I’ve just come back from the brink of death—I haul myself into a sitting position, then let go of the knife long enough to push myself roughly to my feet.

      I look at the blade for a long while. Clean. Bloodless. As is the ground under my feet, not a single speck on a single leaf, even though I must have bled quite a bit. The steel landed at the right angle to catch the last of the light falling through the diminished canopy of the fall-ridden trees. It shines against the dark, drippy, muddy background on which it lays.

      With a sigh, I bend to pick it up. “Leave no trace” and all that.

      My footsteps on the way back to the house are silent. Even the whispering of the rain seems to have died down, though it hasn’t stopped. It feels like it will never stop.

      Neither will I, I promise myself, adjusting the knife handle in my grip.

      I have to try something else. Anything else.

      I can’t let it hurt more people.

      There has to be another way.

      The leafy vines are still waving as I approach the house, as if they’re mocking me for failing. I really ought to cut them down. They’ll attract wasps in the summer if I don’t.

      Problems for future-me. Present-me can’t be bothered.

      I push open the front door, take one step inside, and immediately go sliding across the floor, leaving a muddy trail in my wake. I barely manage to catch myself on the breakfast nook in the middle of the room, stopping my own fall but sending the knife flying across the counter and onto the floor near the fridge. I glare down at my boots in dismay.

      It seems I will have to worry about the mud in the crevices after all.
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          MONDAY MORNING

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I wake groggy as hell and with an ache in my abdomen but not much else to show for my wild night out. It’s probably for the best that I didn’t dream. My dreams can get vivid, and if I’m particularly tired, I’m prone to sleep paralysis. Thankfully, I haven’t had an episode in the six months I’ve been cursed. I don’t know what I’d do if I had to face the shadow monster of my nightmares while tired and paralyzed.

      I drag myself out of bed one limb at a time, arms flopping over my body to propel my torso up as my feet reluctantly meet the floor. I take a moment to wiggle my bare toes in the soft rug. It’s almost enough to lure me back into bed, the reminder of soft comfort. But alas. If I’m not dead, I have to go to work.

      Shouldn’t have tried to die on a Sunday, I chide myself. Oh well.

      As if I hadn’t tried to escape it, my schedule runs through my head: check in; set up my crystal ball and tarot cards on the table at the back of the shop; settle behind the curtain that pretends at privacy while I conjure the dead for the living to chat with.

      I’ve talked to Miss Tess about adding an actual room, a truly closed off space for me to do my work
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