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      Dozens of cultures believe in bargaining with supernatural entities.

      Demons, tricksters, fae…

      People have told stories about making deals with those beings for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. Many of these legends share one common theme: The deal is made where two paths converge. Roads, rivers, and ley lines were all likely locations for a bargain with a metaphorical or literal devil. There’s power in the crossing. That’s why I decided to try a summoning of my own in Lozem, Tennessee.

      The small town had less than five hundred residents. What was special about Lozem was that two rural highways met over top of where some mystical ley lines had been drawn years ago, and they all intersected at one potentially powerful crossing.

      It was an earthly crossroads atop a spiritual one. If anywhere was going to be a good site for the summoning ritual I’d found, it would be there.

      Everything was perfect. I had even planned it so that I would be performing the ritual during a full moon. I rolled into town earlier that evening and set up my tent at the camp site I’d be sleeping at later. I cooked a modest dinner over a campfire, and before darkness fell, I headed to the crossroads.

      I followed Lincoln Highway, heading west, until it reached Magnolia. I parked my truck about thirty feet away, across the intersection, and got to work setting up cameras and my gear. This wasn’t my usual investigation, but I still thought it was worth trying to record. Cameras and microphones were the bulk of my setup this time.

      The only other thing I got out was the cardboard cigar box I kept the summoning components in. I had bought the spell and the components from a well-regarded witch, and she had walked me through the process. (Desperate times called for desperate measures.)

      After the sun had set, I followed her instructions perfectly. I lit the incense, said the incantation, and concentrated deeply on my intention as the smoke curled skyward in the dark. I repeated the spell a few times, as the instructions required. I only stopped when the incense had burned down to the end, and I had nothing to show for my efforts.

      “Shit,” I hissed between my teeth.

      Another dead end.

      When I gathered up my gear, I tried hard not to think about how many times I had followed dead-end leads, or ended up on an investigation that had gone nowhere.

      When I left the site, disappointed but not surprised by the outcome, my GPS routed me a different way back to my camp. On the way, I came across what looked to be Lozem’s hole-in-the-wall dive bar. Before I thought better of it, I pulled into the postage stamp of a parking lot. It was a random Tuesday night, so there weren’t many cars around. The sign above the door read “Crossroads,” and I had a little chuckle at that.

      Inside, the bar wasn’t much to look at. There were a couple of guys playing pool on the far side of the room, and there was a middle-aged man nursing a beer and staring at the flat-screen television mounted over the bar. When my eyes landed on the barkeep, he looked a little out of place. He was short and had floppy brown hair artfully sprawling across his forehead, down to his gray eyes. His patrons were in T-shirts and jeans, but he wore a sleek, all black outfit. He had a button up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and a waistcoat. I couldn’t see his lower half, but I had a feeling it was as polished as the rest of him.

      I took a seat at the bar at the opposite end from the man watching TV. When the barkeep approached, he was wiping out a glass with a towel, and I let my eyes linger a little too long on his muscular forearms. For a moment I regretted that this was Tennessee. I had a sneaking suspicion that if I followed my instincts and flirted, I’d end up in a ditch somewhere. The bar exuded redneck dive more than queer-friendly, but at least I could enjoy looking at him.

      “Evenin’, stranger,” the barman greeted me. “What’ll it be?”

      His southern drawl was almost musical even on those few words. I made sure to keep my focus on the barman’s eyes.

      “A whiskey ginger ale if you can. I don’t care what kind of whiskey. House is fine with me.”

      He nodded and flipped his bar towel up over his shoulder. “Comin’ up.”

      He waited to speak again until my drink was in front of me. “Where are you in from?”

      “All around,” I replied. It was true, though a bit evasive. “I’m just passing through.”

      He raised his eyebrows at me as I took a sip from the glass—he’d made it strong.

      “Just passin’ through Lozem? How’d you manage that? We’re a long way off the interstate.”

      “I had some business outside of town.”

      “What was that? You a possum counter?”

      I laughed, and he grinned. “I’m a paranormal investigator, actually.”

      “Like Ghost House Hunters?” He cocked his head when he asked the question.

      I tried to avoid cringing outwardly. The reality shows were a little light on reality for my tastes, but at least I wouldn’t have to explain ghost hunting. “More or less.”

      He studied me for a moment.

      “What were you getting up to outside of town? There isn’t much out here besides the bar. You don’t look for ghosts in the woods, do ya?”

      I shook my head and decided to go for broke. If I couldn’t flirt, I’d have fun with him another way. “I was trying to summon a demon, actually.”

      I was relieved that the guy at the other end of the bar was still occupied with the news broadcast, so I could focus my attention on the bartender.

      “I reckon it didn’t go well?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You said you were tryin’. Plus, I don’t think you look like a fella that’s just seen a demon.” He nodded to my glass. “You’re not drinkin’ like one, either.”

      “What’s a drink for when you’ve just seen a demon, then?”

      “Tequila,” he quipped immediately. “Or at least something straight. I don’t see demon-meeting as a mixed drink activity.”

      I chuckled. “You’ve given this a lot of thought.”

      He shrugged. “You’re not the first to try it. Lozem gets all kinds of weirdos.” He forced a laugh. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” I replied, and I meant it. I had thick enough skin that being called weird didn’t bother me. I’d called myself worse on a number of occasions. “Has anyone ever had any luck?” I wished I had brought in my recorder.

      He shrugged. “If they have, they haven’t come in here after.”

      I thought he was going to say more, but then he headed to the opposite end of the bar to get the other patron another beer. That bought me some time to sip at my own drink. When he didn’t return for a little while, I wondered if I’d misread him, but then he came back.

      “So, ghost hunter, have you ever seen something you can’t explain?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet, but I’ve heard stories.”

      “Stories?” He placed his palms on the bar and dropped his head before he leaned toward me. He glanced back and forth before murmuring in a quiet, conspiratorial tone. “I don’t know if you know this, but people lie. A lot. Almost all the time in some cases.”

      I laughed. “Speak for yourself. Some people are trustworthy.”

      “I’m one of them,” he insisted. “I don’t lie. I don’t have to.”

      “That must be nice.” I nodded my head in appreciation, and he drew back.

      “Want another?”

      I nodded again.

      When he’d made the second drink, just as potent as the first, he slid it to me. “So, tell me about your work. What’s it like to believe in things you’ve never seen?”

      I raised my eyebrows at him as I drank from the glass. He wasn’t pulling any punches.

      “People go to church every Sunday and not too many people have seen God.” It was a gamble, but I was banking on this being in the middle of nowhere Tennessee. “Isn’t it the same thing?”

      “It’s true…people do go to church.” His expression was thoughtful. “But those people have seen a sunset; they’ve held puppies…there’s a lot more to suggest some higher power exists over ghosts.”

      I shrugged. “That depends on who you ask.”

      He laughed that time. “Alright, yeah. I guess that’s fair.” He poured himself a glass of water and took a drink. He glanced at my left hand, his gaze lingering meaningfully. “Doesn’t your girlfriend get upset, being left alone while you travel?”

      I shook my head. “No girlfriend.”

      When he looked at me again, I could have sworn he studied my mouth before he met my eyes, but it was so quick I couldn’t be sure.

      “Boyfriend, then?” He spoke the words quietly, like they were just for me.

      I shook my head. “Nah. I’m all by myself.”

      He grinned. “Lucky me, then. It’s not every day a single, attractive guy comes through these parts.”

      I took a long drink. I had to decide how I wanted to play this. The bartender was very much my type, if I had one, but we were still in rural Tennessee. Still, he would know this bar better than me, know the patrons. If it wasn’t safe, then he wouldn’t have said that… Right? The thought occurred to me briefly that it might be a trap, but I batted it away.

      “Lucky you, indeed,” was what I settled on before pushing forward. “So we’ve talked about me. What about you? How long have you been working here?”

      He laughs. “Forever, just about.”

      “Is this your place?”

      “Nah. I like it well enough, though. It keeps me busy.”

      “And out of trouble?” I teased, testing the waters.

      He shook his head. “Nothin’ could do that, I’m afraid. I find that wherever I go.” His expression shifted into a little smirk. “I bet you do, too.”

      “I try to stay out of trouble, thank you very much.”

      “Is that why you were summonin’ a demon?”

      I laughed. “I said that I try, not that I’m any good at it.”

      He smiled and nodded to my glass. I nodded back, and he started making me a third drink. (I planned for it to be my final for the evening.)

      “What’s it like, tending bar in a small town?”

      “I get to know everything about everyone in town. All the gossip. All the drama. I know who’s steppin’ out on who… It’s exhaustin’, really.”

      “But you still like it?”

      “Oh, of course I do. I like knowin’ what’s going on.” He slid the third beverage toward me. “It’s like you, I guess.”

      I took a sip of the final beverage and nodded. “That makes sense.”

      The bartender had laid his hands on the bar again, and I glanced at them long enough to notice he wasn’t wearing a ring, either. I decided to try something. “Does your partner mind all your late nights?”

      He shrugged. “If I had one, they might.” Then he looked me over again, but this time he made sure to let his eyes linger so I could see that he was doing it. “I can leave pretty soon… You wanna get out of here when I’m off?”

      I swallowed the liquor in my mouth and nodded. “You live nearby?”

      He nodded and collected my two empty glasses.

      “Last call!” he shouted to the nearly empty room. “If you want another round, you better order in the next ten minutes.”

      Finally, that broke the connection between the middle-aged man and the news station.

      “Go ahead and close me out, Henry.”

      “You got it, Ted.”

      I looked around the bar and realized that the guys playing pool had left at some point. It was just the three of us. I watched Ted pay his tab out of the corner of my eye and listened as he bid Henry (apparently) a good night. When it was just the two of us, Henry kept loading glasses into the dish tub.

      “I’ll come in early; do tonight’s clean-up tomorrow. You take your time with that.” He nodded to my half-empty glass. “I’ll be wrapped up soon, but don’t you hurry.”

      “My name’s Dai, by the way.”

      He shot me a crooked grin. “Nice to meet you, Dai. I’m Henry.”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d invited someone to bed before learning their name, but I was still a little surprised by it. I thought I had outgrown some of that. Evidently not.

      When Henry came out from behind the bar, he stood beside me.

      “Let’s get out of here, huh?” he asked.
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      Since I was a little tipsy and he knew the area better, Henry drove. He said no one would bother my truck or my gear if I left it, and I was inclined to believe him. He drove an older car, but he kept it cleaner than most people our age. I was able to get into the passenger seat without him needing to move anything—a mark of maturity I had yet to reach. He put his hand on my thigh for the drive, but we rode in silence as the community radio station played some folk-rock artists I’d never heard of.

      Henry pulled up outside a small house that was surrounded by more trees than neighbors. As soon as we were inside, he asked if I wanted a drink or anything. I answered by pulling him into a rough kiss. He grinned into my mouth, and I caught his lower lip in a playful bite.

      “Bed,” he managed to groan. He pulled me by my hips, moving backward across the kitchen and down a hallway toward his bedroom. When we crossed the threshold onto carpet, I let him go. He pulled back and looked up at me, and I was struck by how pretty his gray eyes were.

      “Is this okay?” I asked.

      I could see when I glanced down that he was already straining against his jeans, but I still wanted to hear it.

      “Yeah.”

      “Is there anything you don’t want to do tonight?”

      He chuckled and pulled my unbuttoned flannel shirt off my shoulder, exposing my bare arm and more of my T-shirt. “No, there isn’t,” he said quietly. “What do you want to do?”

      “Get you undressed.” I was blunt, but he grinned at me so I didn’t think he minded.

      Henry took a seat on the edge of the unmade, queen-sized bed. He started by pulling off his shoes, and I followed close behind him.

      I was surprised, as he started shedding layers, that he didn’t have any tattoos or any visible scars. In my experience, it was uncommon for men who worked in bars or with food not to have some kind of marking, either from a tattoo needle or a kitchen accident. It made me feel somewhat better about my own unmarked body. Especially since Henry couldn’t take his eyes off me as I began to undress.

      When we were down to our underwear, I couldn’t resist anymore. I leaned into him and pushed him back onto the plush duvet. He raised up to kiss me, and I pressed him back down without breaking our connection. I was lying on top of him with most of my weight on my arms, but our hips met, and I could feel him pressing hard against my torso.

      “Can I—” I started, but he cut me off.

      “Yes.”

      I laughed and kissed the corner of his mouth that had quirked up.

      “—go down on you?” I finished.

      “Yes,” he repeated.

      “You’re sure?” I was teasing. He rolled his beautiful gray eyes at me and then pushed me south along his torso. I laughed and pulled the front of his boxers down. I got into place, sideways on the bed with my own erection pressed firmly into the mattress. The friction made me groan a little as I ran my tongue the length of him. I took his balls into my left hand and began to massage them as I swallowed around his cock.

      “Fuck,” he hissed. “I’m gonna grab ya, but you can tap out if you need to.”

      I couldn’t reply, but there wasn’t a need. He took a fist full of my hair and pressed me down onto him. I caught his head with the back of my throat and sputtered a little, but I wasn’t going to bail out. He shuddered under me when I choked, and that gave me a very clear picture of how this was going to go. He wanted things a little rough. I could do rough.

      I gave his balls a squeeze and fell in with the rapid pace he was setting. I let my mouth fall a little wider open and began to drool. From the pleased groans Henry was making, it seemed he liked the mess.

      His rod was punishing my throat, and I was glad it hadn’t continued to gag me. The next time he drew me up so that I could run my tongue
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