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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Coffee & Ghosts is a cozy paranormal mystery/romance serial told in episodes and seasons, much like a television series. Think Doctor Who or Sherlock.

      

      I’ve recently consolidated the episodes into three season bundles. This makes the episodes easier to find and—I hope—more enjoyable to read.

      

      This compilation contains all three seasons, every last story, in one handy place. Pour yourself some Kona blend and get ready to binge-read.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        If coffee hasn't yet topped your list as the most versatile substance on Earth, consider

        "The Ghost in the Coffee Machine" by Charity Tahmaseb.

        ~ Lori Parker, Word of the Nerd
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            Ghost in the Coffee Machine

          

          Coffee and Ghosts: Episode 1
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      When it comes to ghosts, my grandmother has one solution: brew a pot of coffee. Like today, in Sadie Lancaster’s kitchen.

      Sadie clutches her hands beneath her chin and stares at our percolator, her eyes huge. The thing gurgles and hisses as if it resents being pressed into service. My own reflection in its side is distorted. When I was younger, I thought this was how ghosts see our world.

      In places with bad infestations, they swirl around the percolator. I can reach out, touch hot moist air with one hand and the icy patch of dry with the other. One time, a ghost slipped inside. It rattled around until the percolator sprang from the table and hit the floor, splashing scalding water everywhere.

      I still wear the scars of that across my shins.

      But Sadie’s ghosts are barely ghosts at all. I’d call them sprites. They might annoy you on the way to the bathroom at three a.m., but little more. They also, as my grandmother points out, help pay the bills. So I remain silent while she pours the coffee: three cups black, three cups with sugar, three cups with cream, and three cups extra light and extra sweet. Twelve cups. Always. If anyone complains, my grandmother snorts and says, “As if no one has a preference once they’ve died.”

      Don’t get her started on instant coffee, either. Since I was five, my job involves carrying the cups throughout the house, up and down stairs, into bedrooms, dining alcoves, walk-in closets. We never skip the bathroom, no matter what.

      “The last place you’d want a ghost,” my grandmother says to Sadie. “Lecherous little beasts.”

      I walk past the two women, my steps slow and steady. I still burn myself, make no mistake. My hands wear the scars of multiple scaldings. We keep a burn kit in the truck. But as I place the last cup on the edge of the sink, I smile. At least I won’t need that today. I rush back to the kitchen for the Tupperware.

      Some ghost catchers use glass jars, but ghosts confined to small spaces can manifest images—grotesque or obscene or both. Ghosts, generally speaking, are pissed off and rude, which is why you don’t want one in your toilet. We buy the containers with the opaque sides, since what you can’t see won’t offend you. I use several at Sadie’s that afternoon, although truthfully, I only snag three little sprites in the den.

      “She’s imagining things,” I whisper to my grandmother.

      “Yes.” Her hand steadies my shoulder. “But how many repeat customers do we get?”

      She has a point. We’re good. When we’re really in the zone—the right type of coffee beans, perfect brewing temperature, clean catches—a house might stay ghost-free for decades. If we’re not careful, there won’t be any ghosts left to catch.

      With the sprites in the back of our pickup, we rumble down the county road that leads out of town and into endless fields of corn and soybean. Ten miles out, there’s a windbreak with a little creek. This is where we’ll set the sprites free. They’ll be, if not happy, content at least, and in no hurry to find other humans to haunt. I’m setting the sprites free—legs braced, container at arm’s length—when my grandmother speaks.

      “When I’m gone, Katy-girl, I’ll come back and show you how to rid them once and for all.”

      I sigh. I’ve heard this before. “But then I’d be getting rid of you.”

      “You wouldn’t like me as a ghost. Besides, they don’t belong on this plane. This has been my life’s work.” She touches three fingers to her heart. “I don’t see why it shouldn’t be my afterlife’s work as well.”

      She always says this. I always tell her she’ll live a good long time. Then we drive home, empty containers rattling against the flatbed, percolator perched between us, belted in, our third—and quite possibly most important—passenger.
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      That was three months ago. If my grandmother raged against the dying of the light, it didn’t show in her expression the following morning when I found her. She left me her house, the family business, and of course, the dented, silver percolator. I have yet to see a hint of my grandmother’s ghost. I’m not sure I want to.

      The house is quiet without her in it. Even the ghosts have stayed away. I shake the canister of roasted beans, give it a sniff, certain I’ll need to dump it and buy fresh within a matter of days.

      Sadie Lancaster calls as the first cascade of beans hits the garbage sack. I decide on those fresh beans now, and instead of running next door, I jump into my truck and head for the Coffee Depot.

      Ten minutes later, I pull up in front of Sadie’s house, but I don’t find her cowering on the porch (her usual position pre-eradication). Percolator under one arm, I ring the bell.

      “Oh, Katy,” she says, urging me inside. She beams like she has a secret. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

      This is it. My grandmother has chosen Sadie’s house as the spot for her grand reappearance and that’s why Sadie isn’t scared. My steps quicken, heart fluttering something crazy. Do I want to see my grandmother like this? I’ve never been afraid of ghosts, but this is different.

      The aroma hits me first—rich, aromatic, turmeric, saffron, and a hint of rose petal. Sun glints off the sides of a samovar squatting in the center of the kitchen table, in the very place I always set the percolator. I clutch the thing to my chest as if that can protect us from its flashy usurper on the table. The samovar is gold-plated brass—I squint at it—in the Persian style instead of Russian.

      “Katy,” Sadie says, throwing her arms wide, “I want you to meet Malcolm Armand. He catches ghosts with tea the way you do with coffee.” Her fingers twitch as if she’s urging us closer together. I stand my ground. “You two have so much in common,” she adds.

      Malcolm runs a hand over smooth, dark hair. His white dress shirt gleams in the sunlight streaming through the kitchen windows. I’m in torn jeans and a T-shirt. Why anyone would attempt ghost catching in something so fancy is beyond me. Even so? I can’t help but feel grubby in comparison.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” he says, extending that same hand, one without a single blemish or scar.

      I fight the urge to whip my own hands behind my back, out of sight. I gulp a breath and shake his hand, breaking contact the second it’s polite (okay, maybe a couple of seconds before it’s polite). I try not to stare too hard at Malcolm, so I let my gaze travel the kitchen, the dining alcove. No ghosts here. I’d be surprised to find even the weakest sprite. And certainly, my grandmother isn’t in residence.

      That leaves me alone with Malcolm—and the tea-scented suspicion about where all my business is going.
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      When I walk into Springside Long-term Care, the first thing I see is Malcolm standing in the center of the common area, enchanting all the residents, the gold-plated samovar glowing on a side table next to him. I freeze, so every time the automatic doors try to close, they bounce back open again. This draws attention. I sigh, give up my plan to sneak out, and step forward to meet the facility manager.

      “Oh, Katy,” she says, a flush rising up her neck, “I meant to call, so you wouldn’t make the trip out here.” She waves a hand at Malcolm. “He offered a “try before you buy” and well ... the residents just love him.”

      Or at least most of the female ones do. They gather around Malcolm and his shiny, shiny samovar, their oohs and ahhs mixing with the scented steam.

      I don’t point out that Springside is—and always has been—a gratis account. Older people, my grandmother always said, are haunted by many things. It’s only right that we chase some of their ghosts away.

      I’m backing toward the door, willing myself not to inhale a hint of rose petal and saffron, when a bony hand grips my wrist. The percolator crashes to the floor, adding one more dent to its history.

      “Katy-girl, are you going to let him get away with that?” Mr. Carlotta nearly growls the words. He may hold the world’s record for longest unrequited crush, in his case, on my grandmother. Even now, sorrow lines his eyes. His fingers tremble against my wrist.

      “What can I do?” I wave my free hand toward Malcolm. “He’s so flashy.”

      “More like a flash in the pan. Mark my words.”

      A part of me grabs onto what Mr. Carlotta says. Be patient. Business will pick up the second it’s clear you can’t catch ghosts with tea. Because honestly, who ever heard of that? My practical side—the side that pays the property taxes and utility bills—wonders if the local coffee shop is hiring.
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      I trace the scars on the backs of my hands while waiting for the Coffee Depot’s assistant manager. My qualifications are thin. I know ghost hunting and how to brew a damn good cup of coffee. But customer service? Well, when you ghost hunt, people don’t mind if you shove them out of the way, not if you trap the otherworldly thing shaking their house to the foundation.

      At the Coffee Depot? They probably frown on customer shoving. Still, the converted train station is quaint and life as a barista can’t be that bad, can it?

      The assistant manager plops down across from me. He wipes fake sweat from his brow and gives me a grin.

      “So,” he says. “Tell me a bit about yourself.”

      “I make the best damn coffee you’ve ever tasted.” I declare this because I’ve read online that you should be confident in your interview.

      He chuckles but doesn’t sound amused. “I’m sure you do. But tell me,” and now, the amusement is back, “what about frothing milk?”

      I like cappuccino, even if frothing milk is something I’ve never done. Likewise, I’m sure there are many fine answers to his question. I do not choose any of them.

      Instead, I say, “Why would you want to do that?” It’s like I’m possessed by the spirit of my grandmother, since in that moment, I sound just like her.

      “Right,” he says. He clears his throat, then gives me a long look. “I’ll take that challenge. Go make me the best damn cup of coffee I’ve ever tasted.”

      So I do. I stand, and with his nod, round the counter so I’m on the other side. My fingers barely brush the silver, industrial sized coffee machine when it starts to tremble. The thing wheezes. The tile beneath my feet shudders, sending a shockwave that resonates from toes to jaw. Next to me, the barista’s teeth clack together, and she pitches toward the cash register, clinging to it. Then, the machine erupts, spewing water and coffee grounds with so much force, they coat the ceiling, the walls, and all of the tables.
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      I offer to clean up. I offer to rid their machine of its ghost—for free. Everyone is damp, but since the water was only lukewarm, no one was scalded. This is why the assistant manager pushes me out of the store instead of calling the police.

      As the door closes, his voice echoes behind me. “Yes, do you have the number for Malcolm Armand ...?”

      Something won’t let me leave the sidewalk in front of the shop. My feet remain rooted there, next to the planters with the sugar maples. I stand there so long it’s a wonder I don’t sprout leaves. But since I do stand there so long, I’m treated to the view of Malcolm Armand double parking and springing from his two-seater. In the passenger seat, belted in like a trophy girlfriend, sits the samovar.

      “That’s not very practical,” I say.

      He halts in his trek up the walk, samovar held away from me. “What?”

      “Where do you put the ghosts? I mean, once you capture them.” I point at the convertible. “There’s no room.”

      He eyes me, my coffee-soaked shirt, stained slacks, and all. He sniffs, nose wrinkling, and tromps into the shop without another look in my direction. I turn, uproot my feet, and inch toward the front window.

      Inside is the mess I made, but I ignore that. What I want to see is how Malcolm works, what he does, how he entices the ghosts. I stare so long, the sun dries the back of my shirt. I study the inside of the shop, the placement of the samovar, and track Malcolm’s every move until the assistant manager jerks a cord and Venetian blinds block my view.

      Whatever grips me about the shop—the ghost or Malcolm—loosens its hold. Dismissed, I trudge home, leaving a set of coffee-colored footprints in my wake.
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      “K-k-aty? Are you there?”

      The call comes at nine in the morning, on a day so sunny and bright, only the most dedicated pessimist could remain that way. Since I have all my overdue bills spread out on the dining room table, I’m well on my way to joining their ranks.

      “Sadie?” It sounds like her, but I’ve never heard her voice so shaky.

      “Please hurry.”

      “What’s going on? Where are you?”

      “My porch. They won’t let me inside.”

      “Who won’t?”

      “The ghosts.”

      “Why don’t you call Malcolm?” The question comes out sharp, laced with acid and jealousy.

      “He’s t-trapped inside.”

      “Trapped?”

      “Dead?” Sadie’s voice hitches.

      “Ghosts don’t ...” Kill. No, normally ghosts don’t. But they can. “I’ll be right over.”

      The second I pull the half and half from the fridge and give it a good whiff, I realize right over isn’t happening. I toss the reeking carton into the garbage and head to the canister with the beans. A few lone ones rattle in the bottom. I haven’t been back to the Coffee Depot since my disastrous interview, but it looks like I’ll be stopping there today.

      With the percolator strapped in its seat, a four-pound bag of sugar snug against it, and several containers of half and half on the truck’s floor, I run two red lights on my way to the Coffee Depot. By the time the little bell above the door stops jingling, the assistant manager is rounding the counter. He stalks forward, arms loaded down with bags of coffee beans. He skids to a halt and shoves the beans at me.

      “But—” I begin.

      He holds up a cell phone. On the screen, a message reads:

      
        
        Malcolm: Give her anything she wants.

        

      

      Still uncertain, I blink at the words. In my arms, I hold everything I want, or at least need. For now. I head for the door.

      “Call or text if you need a resupply,” the assistant manager shouts after me. “I’ll have someone run it over.”

      The door whooshes closed before I can say thanks.
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      I test out the front door, the garage, even the window to the bathroom. Every surface I touch ices my fingertips. Sadie Lancaster’s house is in full-on ghost infestation. Usually something like this takes years to build up, or a sudden invasion of strong ghosts—a group of them. True, I haven’t cleared the sprites in a month or so, but that can’t be the cause of this.

      My gaze travels the structure, from chimney to foundation. All the windows are black, the cheery blue paint molting into a dead gray. I need to get inside. I need to do that now. So I do the most logical thing. I march up the porch steps, press my palm against the doorbell, and let it ring for an entire minute. Then I cross my arms over my chest and tap my foot.

      “Nobody’s getting any coffee if someone doesn’t open up this door.” I sound bossy, just like my grandmother. I kind of like it.

      A moment later, the door creaks on its hinges. I scoop up the percolator and my bag of supplies and race for the kitchen.

      “Malcolm?” I call out. “Are you okay?”

      Is he even here? Maybe he went out the back once the ghosts released their hold on the doors. I plug in the percolator and take a few deep breaths so I don’t rush the preparations. Ghosts this strong will need the best coffee I can brew.

      I survey the beans the assistant manager shoved at me. One hundred percent Kona? Really? Shame to waste that on ghosts. But the air prickles the skin on my arms. It must be fifty degrees in here and getting colder. One hundred percent Kona might not do the trick if I don’t hurry.

      “Katy?” A voice rasps.

      For a second, I mistake it for a ghost.

      “Katy?”

      No. Too deep, too human for that.

      “Malcolm?”

      “In the dining room.”

      I set the percolator to brew and run. On the threshold, I trip over something bulky and sail through the air. I land hard, but manage to tuck and roll. When I stop, the blown out end of a gold-plated samovar fills my view, the brass twisted into vicious curlicues.

      A groan comes from the threshold. Malcolm props himself up on one elbow, his cell phone clutched in one hand, his shirt, torn and tea-stained.

      “What happened?” I say.

      “It just ... blew. I was adding in a sprite when—”

      “Wait. You’ve been storing all the ghosts.” I heft the samovar, careful of the edges. “In here?”

      He nods.

      “You don’t release them?”

      “Never have.” He shakes his head, eyes downcast. “Honestly? I don’t know how.”

      This sad, honest confession tugs at me. We don’t have time, however, to go over the finer points of ghost hunting.

      “Can you stand?” I ask. “Walk?”

      “I think so.”

      “Then you can help.”

      In the kitchen, I pour the twelve cups. Malcolm adds the half and half and sugar. His hands are steady, and he stirs each cup without spilling a single drop. My grandmother would approve.

      From there, we divide and conquer, carrying the cups to various spots in the house.

      “Be sure to put one in the master bath,” I call from the living room. “There’s bound to be one in there.”

      “It won’t let me in,” he says a moment later.

      Oh, really? Nasty little bugger. Ghosts and their toilet humor.

      At the door to the bathroom, I ease the cup of coffee from Malcolm’s hands then kick on the door. It flies open with all the strength of the supernatural behind it.

      Malcolm places a hand on my arm. “I don’t think—”

      “It’ll be okay.” I hear it for the lie it is, and so must Malcolm, but he lets me go.

      I close the door and place the coffee on the vanity. That icy patch of air flutters past, swirls into the steam, and revels in it. Oh, it is having the best time—at everyone’s expense, too. Before I can trap it beneath some Tupperware, that same feeling from the coffee shop washes over me. This is the ghost in the coffee machine. This is ... my grandmother.

      The realization makes me drop the container. Malcolm pounds on the door, but I ignore him.

      “Grandma?”

      Now, the ghost swoops around me, a frigid caress against my cheek.

      “What are you doing? I thought—”

      Something that sounds like hush fills the air. Whatever her mission, it’s not for me to question.

      “I love you,” I say. “And I miss you.”

      I pick up the container and my grandmother flows inside, compliantly. I secure the lid and hug the Tupperware to my chest. During her life, my grandmother was right about most everything. But here’s where she was wrong:

      I do like her as a ghost.
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      We drive out to the nature preserve, a good thirty miles from town. In a deserted campsite, I demonstrate how to open containers and set ghosts free. I even let Malcolm release a few. (Only the sprites, but you have to start somewhere.)

      “Will they come back?” he asks.

      “The strong ones can, but most choose to stay here, or find an old barn to haunt. Something’s got to scare all those Scouts on camping trips, right?”

      Malcolm studies the backs of his hands. The beautiful olive skin is pink from scalding.

      “You should put something on that,” I say. “Before it scars.”

      “A little scarring never hurt anyone. I’m sorry for a lot of things.” He raises his hands. “But not for this.”

      I nod and he gives me a piercing look that I swear could scar—if I let it.

      “You know something,” he says, “I think this will work.”

      “What will?”

      “You and me. I’m all sizzle, and you’re the steak.”

      “I’m a vegetarian.”

      He throws his head back and laughs. And while I have no clue what he means, I can’t help but like the sound of his laughter.
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      I let my fingers trace the gold lettering on the window—for the tenth time in as many minutes. I can’t help it, can hardly believe the words are real.

      
        
        K&M Ghost Eradication Specialists

      

      

      In the store window, the gold-plated brass samovar sits, backside hidden in midnight velvet. Somehow, Malcolm talked the bank manager into a small business loan. Somehow, we’re on retainer with the only law office and investment firm in town. Somehow, my worry about bills and property taxes has evaporated.

      Malcolm still wears the scars from what we call the day of the ghosts. He boasts a few fresh ones as well. So do I. We take a new, electric samovar with us when we go out on a call. Because even I must admit: some ghosts prefer tea. Sometimes I feel that particular presence and an icy caress along my cheek. Sometimes I say things that make Malcolm throw his head back and laugh.

      What I don’t tell Malcolm: I do it on purpose.

      What I don’t tell my grandmother: I know what her afterlife’s mission really is.

      And I love her for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Giving Up The Ghosts

          

          Coffee and Ghosts, Episode 2
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      CONTRARY TO POPULAR BELIEF, it’s hard to find a ghost in a cemetery. But a mausoleum? Like the sterile one Malcolm and I are now walking through? That’s going to be even harder. We trek along the endless halls. Wall after wall. Drawer after drawer. The interior is all windows, steel, and marble. Sunlight pours through the glass and makes me wince. Even so, Lasting Rest Mausoleum is—quite possibly—the coldest place on earth, or at least in this county.

      “I don’t sense a thing,” I say to Malcolm. Actually, I whisper it, which is ridiculous, since we are the only two people on the third floor.

      “Let’s keep going,” he says, voice equally hushed. “Maybe there’s something. Plus, I promised.”

      We seldom turn down a ghost eradication job, it’s true. Often it’s no more than a mischievous little sprite. They love to play jokes. If anything might haunt a cemetery, it would be a sprite. Whatever else you think you sense, see, or experience is a product of your imagination, fears, and repressed feelings. You don’t need an exorcist. You need a psychiatrist.

      I know how to deal with ghosts. But this place? The space feels hollow in the wrong sort of way. At least in a cemetery, grass cushions your feet. The grave markers hint at stories, lives, and loves. Birds chirp. Dragonflies buzz.

      “They should pipe in some music.” I glance toward the ceiling as if in search of hidden speakers. Nothing disturbs the smooth marble surfaces.

      “I read an article once, about the cleanup at Chernobyl,” he says. “They had to pipe in music for the workers since there were no other sounds.”

      I wonder if he realizes he’s compared the Lasting Rest Mausoleum with the world’s largest nuclear disaster.

      He coughs, glances around—maybe so I won’t see the blush in his cheeks. “But it’s a clean, well-lighted place.”

      Yes. He realizes. “I don’t think this is what Hemingway had in mind,” I say.

      Malcolm chuckles. I love his laugh, but it’s the wrong sort of sound for this place. “Let’s replay the video,” he says. “We’re getting close to the spot.”

      I think it’s an excuse to hear something other than our footfalls and breathing. He pulls out his phone and brings up the recording. In it, our client, Doug, is touring the mausoleum much as we are, only with a video camera in his hand. Occasionally he speaks directly into the lens, but mostly it’s a rocky, virtual trip through these halls. I sway, motion sickness overtaking me.

      “You okay?” Malcolm steps closer, places a hand at the small of my back. A hint of saffron from the tea he carries reaches me.

      He is very much warm and alive in a place that is not. He smells of nutmeg and Ivory soap. I like being close to him, but I don’t want to give him the wrong idea. I don’t want to give myself the wrong idea.

      I keep my distance.

      On the screen, Doug’s trek continues.

      “Doug didn’t even notice the ghost while he was filming,” Malcolm says. “It was only after he reviewed the video that he noticed something odd.”

      This does not lend credence to Doug’s claim, but I remain silently skeptical.

      “There!” Malcolm says. The cold marble walls bounce the word back at us and seem to gobble it up all at once. The space is greedy for all things alive.

      What looks like a white bed sheet flutters on the screen. It’s a child’s idea of a ghost. I’ve said as much to Malcolm, but feel compelled to mention it again.

      “Ghosts don’t look like that. It’s probably something he edited into the video.”

      “I don’t think so. He’s not that tech savvy.”

      “You don’t have to be that tech savvy these days. You could hire someone to do it.”

      Malcolm turns to me now, arms crossed over his chest, phone still clutched in his hand. “Why would someone do that? He’s paying us money, good money that we need, to investigate—”

      “And eradicate.”

      “And eradicate, if necessary. Why go to all that trouble and expense?”

      Oh, there are so many reasons. When I worked with my grandmother, we encountered them all. Some people crave the attention, or are so lonely, they desperately need it. Having a ghost select them—or their house—to haunt? Well, that must mean they’re something special. Or so the reasoning goes.

      But Malcolm is new to the business. He is what my grandmother would have called feral—not in a bad way. Ghost hunting is both an inborn trait and a skill that is passed down through generations. Long ago, his ancestors no doubt made a living doing what we’re doing now. But when I met him, he didn’t even know how to perform a proper catch and release.

      We match our steps to those on the video to where that white fluttering vanished into the wall. A fan is stationed at this corner. In fact, several fans are positioned throughout the building. Clean. Well-lighted. Not ventilated. But then, the dead don’t need to breathe, do they?

      “The fan would account for the fluttering,” I say. “Some fishing line, a bed sheet or an old bridal veil? Instant ghost.”

      “And they rigged it up how, exactly?” His gaze searches the walls and ceiling.

      Oh, yes, he has a point. No place for a pulley and ropes. No place for a co-conspirator to hide. It’s a mystery, but I doubt it’s an otherworldly one.

      “Malcolm, I just don’t think—”

      “I’ll be honest, Katy.” His words are rushed, anxious. “I’ve already spent the deposit.”

      I know ghost hunting, but Malcolm knows business. His words send a chill through me that rivals the temperature in this place.

      “Rent, on the office space,” he says. “Bargain eradications aren’t going to keep us in business. Some people are starting to embrace their sprites and live with them.” He shrugs. “It’s sort of a thing now.”

      My grandmother and I always made ends meet—more or less. It took Malcolm to untangle the mess of property taxes on the house I inherited from her. I don’t have any savings and only just started a retirement account—and only because Malcolm insisted. When it comes to money, I trust him.

      I ease the pack from my shoulders. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to set up the coffee, at least. If there’s a ghost, it will come out for that.”

      The long marble bench makes an excellent station. Malcolm unloads the cups and thermoses. I pour. Twelve cups, like always: three black, three with sugar, three with cream, and three extra light and sweet. Everyone has a favorite, even ghosts.

      “We could get out the tea, too,” I say to him.

      The smile melts some of the worry from his face. “Let’s see how picky they are.”

      Usually, I brew the coffee on the premises, but we decided for this first run to use the field kit. If it works well enough in abandoned barns and warehouses, then it should work here. Steam rises from the cups, warming the air, infusing it with a tangible thickness.

      “Ow.” Malcolm sticks a finger into his mouth, although that’s no way to treat a burn. “Careful, it’s still scalding hot.”

      “Good. Have you ever seen what a ghost does with a lukewarm cup of coffee?” I ask.

      He shakes his head.

      “It’s messy.” I have a dozen coffee-stained shirts to prove it.

      He holds his hands over the rising steam. “It feels better in here.”

      It does. Even so, the air is devoid of everything but the coffee’s aroma. No glimmer. No swirling in the steam above a cup. I have the Tupperware ready for the catch, but at the moment, there’s nothing to catch.

      I’m about to suggest tea, since perhaps this is a particular sort of ghost, a choosy sort who is only lured by the exotic. Malcolm’s tea recipe, an old Persian one, is all kinds of exotic. Before I can say a word, a screech echoes down the long hallway, the sort of sound that raises the hairs on the back of your neck.

      Something swoops. Something flutters. Bed sheets. Bridal veils. It might be either or both of those things. The force of the swoop upends the coffee cups—all of them. The liquid splatters everywhere. On the tombs, the silk flowers that adorn them, the floor.

      Me.

      Black coffee strikes my thighs, the scald instant. I yelp, then pluck at my jeans, the material too hot, too tight, too slippery for me to grip. I can’t move fast enough, pluck hard enough. My skin flashes with pain. At last, I unbutton the fly and yank.

      By the time the material is past my knees, it no longer has the power to burn. I slump on the damp, coffee-covered floor and push my palms against my eyes. I will not cry. I will not cry.

      “Katy!” Malcolm slides to the floor next to me. “Jesus, let me look.”

      He eases me back. His intake of breath is not reassuring.

      “How bad?” I ask, palms locked on my eyes.

      “Hospital bad, as in I’m dialing 911 bad.”

      I peer through my fingers at him. “We don’t have money for an ambulance.” We are two townships from home. An ambulance will cost what? More than I think we should spend, perhaps more than we have to spend.

      “We’ll make the money, somehow.”

      “My truck. It’ll be just as fast, and there’s a burn kit in the glove compartment.”

      “The EMTs—”

      “Can’t do anything more than I can on my own.” Honestly, he can’t lecture me about finances then expect me to be fiscally irresponsible.

      “Compromise.” He holds up a finger. “You’re not walking anywhere.” He tugs off his fine white dress shirt, which is now speckled with coffee and less than fine. He helps me stand, helps me ease the jeans off my legs, then creates a makeshift skirt from that shirt.

      Then, in knight-in-shining-armor mode, he sweeps me into his arms and carries me down the hall.

      “I can walk,” I protest.

      “But you’re not going to.” He heads down the stairs.

      “There’s an elevator,” I point out.

      “And with our luck, we’d end up trapped. No thanks.”

      He has a point. Whatever that thing was, it has a vendetta. Messing with the electrical system is something a strong ghost might do, on occasion, although I’m still uncertain that’s what we encountered.

      “Maybe we should’ve served it tea,” I say.

      He grunts a laugh and crushes me closer to his chest. Nutmeg. Ivory soap. If there’s an upside to being a damsel in distress, it might be this.

      Malcolm secures me in the truck, seatbelt and all, as if he’s afraid I’ll bolt back inside to fight more ghosts. His instincts are spot-on, for I point and say, “Our stuff. We just can’t leave it.”

      Those are precision-made German thermoses and matching cups, not to mention everything else in our field kit.

      “But I’m not sure you should go in alone,” I add.

      His gaze darts from the mausoleum to me. Fine grooves form around his mouth and eyes. “You’re right,” he says. “But someone has to. Stay.”

      Like I’m going anywhere half-dressed. I give him a mock salute. Malcolm rushes off, and I stare after him, tracking his progress inside through the window as he dashes up the stairs. Then, he vanishes.

      I wait. And I wait. My thighs sting with enough force it steals my breath. I should pull out the burn kit, start in on first aid, but my eyes are locked on the mausoleum. My shoulders tense, and I inch ever closer to the windshield. That’s when I see it. That’s why I see it. Something white. Something that flutters. Bed sheets. Bridal veils. Whatever it is, it circles the mausoleum in what can only be described as a victory lap. The thing is ... gloating.

      Malcolm bursts through the glass doors of the mausoleum, field kit clutched to his chest. I nearly tumble from the truck with my efforts to point toward the sky. But the thing is gone, and when Malcolm turns to look, all that greets him is blue sky.

      He throws the field kit at my feet and clambers into the driver’s side. “Katy?”

      “I saw it,” I say.

      “It?”

      “The thing. The thing from Doug’s video.”

      “Do you know what it is?”

      The truck rumbles to life and he throws it into gear. The way is smooth, but the suspension bad, so we bounce down to the main road.

      In all my years of ghost hunting, in all the stories my grandmother told me, I’ve never seen or heard anything like this.

      “I have no idea.”
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      My arm aches from the tetanus shot. This small annoyance bothers me more than the swath of bandages across each thigh, and the fact I can’t tug any of my jeans up and over the bandages. I’m reduced to wearing a short, flirty skater skirt. This skirt, which is really too short for most activities, might be the only thing I can wear for the next week.

      This does not bode well for ghost hunting.

      I sit on the couch in our office, tray propped up and over my thighs—a bridge over my bandages. In a wise move, Malcolm brings in a cold lunch—sandwiches and icy lemonade from the deli next door. I am not in the mood for coffee.

      “You okay?” he says. Actually, he has said this about once every fifteen minutes. Until now, I haven’t felt like answering.

      “I’ve never blistered like this before,” I tell him.

      “The doctor said it wouldn’t scar—”

      “That’s not what bugs me.”

      Oh, I have scars, many of which are on view, thanks to the skater skirt. I look at them more as badges of honor, a legacy of working with my grandmother. “I was totally unprepared for what happened.”

      “We both were.”

      “But I shouldn’t have been.”

      This still eats at me, hours later, has led to endless Internet searches, and has left me so frustrated, I’m afraid most of my words will emerge with more than a growl—I will bite, too.

      “It’s different for me,” I add. The words hang in the air, and I realize just how arrogant they sound, and how it’s too late to take them back.

      He studies his sandwich, a Black Forest ham with baby Swiss, on rye, his favorite. Instead of eating, he sets it on his paper plate.

      “You know what I think?” he says.

      “What?”

      “You’re right, sort of. It is different for you, but not because you think you went in unprepared. No one is more prepared than you are.”

      “Then what was it?”

      “I think it was ... a trap, an ambush. Whatever that thing was, it targeted you.”

      “You think that?”

      Malcolm tips his head; it’s a slow, thoughtful sort of movement. He rubs his jaw. “I don’t have proof, but I sense it. There was nothing when I ran back inside. I couldn’t even smell the spilt coffee.”

      “You were in a hurry—”

      “And I had to pick up all the cups and the thermoses. You know the smell of cold coffee.”

      Do I ever. An involuntary shudder runs through me and has Malcolm securing a fleece throw and wrapping it around my shoulders. I don’t refuse.

      “The place should’ve reeked.” He sits on the coffee table so his gaze strikes me dead on. “I’m telling you, there was nothing, no odor, and it’s not like that place smells of anything except stale air.”

      “The fans?” I suggest. “They were going full blast.”

      Instead of responding, he pulls the field kit out from under the table. Inside, the contents rattle. He lifts a silver thermos from the pack, the one we use for the extra sweet, extra light concoction. The sides should be damp and sticky. No matter how carefully we pour, this is our messiest thermos. The silver gleams. Malcolm unscrews the cap. He waves it under his nose, then mine.

      Nothing.

      “That’s weird,” I say, “but it doesn’t prove this thing is after me.”

      He directs a pointed look at my thighs. Okay, maybe it does.

      “Vendetta,” he says.

      “What?”

      “The word is stuck in my mind. Vendetta. Only I can’t figure out why. Who, or what, would have a vendetta against you? You’ve never done more than catch and release, have you?”

      I shake my head. No, that was always our strict policy. Ghosts can be nasty, it’s true, especially those who resent their afterlife. For the stronger, meaner ones, the solution is nothing more than driving them farther out, and around in circles, until they lose all sense of direction. Sure, once released, they might make their way back. More likely, they’ll find a new spot to haunt.

      “What about your grandmother?”

      “Not that I know of, and I learned everything from her.”

      He props his elbows on his knees and plants his chin on his fists. His dark eyes are fringed with black lashes. This close, the effect is breathtaking. No wonder the women who work the deli counter toss in dessert for free.

      “Maybe we need to expand our search,” he says. “Maybe this thing isn’t a ghost. I told you about the old Victorian I lived in back in college.”

      It’s where he picked up his ghost catching ability—or maybe it picked him.

      “People thought it was funny I could catch ghosts and put them in my samovar, but I always thought it was kind of sad.”

      By people, he means his fraternity brothers, and he had amassed quite a collection by the time I met him. I had to teach him how to release ghosts, although he still doesn’t have the knack. Half the time, they double back and smack him in the head.

      “But there was other stuff going on. Not ghosts, but ...” He pauses, presses a finger against his lip. “Definitely supernatural. I never knew what they were, only that I couldn’t catch them.”

      I don’t like the idea of things that can’t be caught. I think of that white fluttering—of bed sheets and bridal veils. Merely a ruse, then? Something to grab our attention—or the attention of a potential client? If so, it worked.

      “Maybe you should talk to Doug,” I say. “Give him an update.”

      Malcolm groans. “If I do that, he’s going to blather it all over the internet.”

      “One, there’s already so much ghost crap all over the internet, what’s a little more? Two?” I catch Malcolm’s eye. “Maybe that’s not such a bad thing.”
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      I don’t know what it is about the internet and ghosts, but it has a way of bringing out the frauds. Or maybe that’s the internet in general. Long ago, I stopped trying to explain properties of light to potential clients. It simply doesn’t matter. If someone wants to see a ghost in a spot in a photograph, they will see one.

      I’ve never once captured an actual ghost on film, although I’ve taken hundreds of lousy pictures trying to do so. Even when they swirl in the steam of a hot cup of coffee, ghosts simply don’t show up on film or the digital version of it.

      Less than twenty-four hours after Malcolm updates Doug, the phone calls and emails flood in. I am still couch-bound and still in my skater skirt. I scroll through the photos attached to those emails, and scan the paranormal chat boards, looking for a connection.

      When my cell phone rings, I answer automatically. “K&M Ghost Eradication Specialists.”

      “You’re on the wrong track.” The voice warbles, like it’s streaming through an electronic filter. I place the call on speaker and wave Malcolm over.

      “What did you say?” I ask the caller, then press a finger against my lips.

      Malcolm nods, once, and crouches next to the coffee table, ear aimed at my phone.

      “You’re on the wrong track, and your client’s an idiot.”

      “How so?”

      “Do you really believe he can see ghosts? Capture them on film?”

      “Well, whatever he saw, I did too.”

      The caller snorts. The resulting burst of static has me clamping my hands over my ears.

      “But you’re not dim enough to call it a ghost.”

      “You don’t like Doug,” I say.

      The silence stretches for so long I think the call has dropped.

      “This has nothing to do with Doug. You should know that ... Malcolm. Yes, I know you’re listening in.”

      Malcolm slams a hand on the coffee table. I jump back, my heart thudding.

      “Who is this?” he says. “I demand to know who this is.”

      He’s always so cool, so calm, so Malcolm. But this? This is a side I’ve never seen of him. My ears strain for the caller’s response, but it’s Malcolm who holds all my attention.

      “Can’t you figure it out? Oh, Malcolm, really? I never thought you were that dim.” A static-laden sigh travels through the speakers. “And your business partner is so pretty. Be a shame if those burns ended up on her face, wouldn’t it?”

      “Who is this?” Malcolm’s voice cracks.

      Mine doesn’t. “Don’t be stupid,” I say to the caller. “An empty threat is just that, empty and stupid.”

      “Who says it’s empty?”

      “I do. The victim has to care, and I don’t. Burn my face. I don’t care. I don’t care at all. But I do care about my friends—”

      “Are you sure you know who your friends are?”

      The speakers let out one last burst of static before going silent. My gaze meets Malcolm’s.

      “What the hell was that?” I say.

      “Katy.” He shakes his head. “Katy, I—”

      “Please tell me this is not where you make some horrible confession that changes everything.”

      I consider my demand—and the call. I’ve only known Malcolm for four months, and for one of those he was my rival in the ghost hunting business. How well can I claim to know him? Would I swear he is good and honorable and all those things a person should be, especially your business partner? Would I? What’s the alternative?

      “Oh,” I say, the realization sinking in, my lungs pulling a full breath at last. “Of course. Seeds of doubt. Who hates you—or me—enough to do that?”

      “Then—” he begins.

      “I think we’re being played. What do you think?”

      He props his elbows on the coffee table and rests his head in his hands.

      I ignore this. “This is personal, not paranormal.” Bed sheets and bridal veils. The thought strikes me hard. “You didn’t break an engagement or something before you moved here, did you?”

      I’m praying he’ll say no, or shake his head, or something. He remains statue-like still, as if in mourning.

      “Malcolm.” I lean forward, smooth his hair, and then place a gentle hand on his shoulder. “What’s going on?”

      “Once upon a time, I had a brother,” he says. “Nigel.”

      Once upon a time? Despite the fairy tale start, something tells me this is going to be a dark story. “Had a brother.” I say the words slowly.

      “Technically, I still do. Around the time I discovered I could catch ghosts, my brother did too. Only instead of putting them into something, he swallowed them.”

      “Swallowed them? Is that even possible?”

      Malcolm gives me one anguished nod.

      “He’s filled with ghosts?”

      Malcolm nods again.

      “And resents you because?”

      His eyes meet mine. They are dark and damp and filled with so much sorrow, my heart constricts.

      “Because of you.”
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      I sink into the couch cushion as if Malcolm’s confession has knocked the wind from me. Perhaps it has, figuratively, at least. An eater of ghosts. I’ve never encountered such a thing; my grandmother never mentioned it.

      “How do I figure into all of this?” I ask.

      “You ... saved me. I was using the samovar as a holding place, so I wouldn’t swallow the ghosts, wouldn’t be tempted to.” He heaves a sigh. “Now that I know there’s an option, that I don’t have to carry them with me or inside me, I can live a normal life. You know why I was fired from the brokerage, don’t you?”

      “I thought it was the recession.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s the excuse. A layoff. After I graduated, my brother followed me there. My first job after college. I thought I was all set. Then Nigel shows up one day. He ...”

      Malcolm breaks off and searches the ceiling as if the words he needs are there. “He would stand in the public lobby, like some sort of crazed prophet, talking about ghosts—and of course, me. He harassed people, the women brokers in particular. It was…” He shudders. “Awful.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I thought it was all over. I took one suitcase and left everything else behind, except the samovar, and drove until I was nearly out of gas. I stopped here. I liked the town. I heard about you and your grandmother. I thought maybe you had the same problem I did.” Here, he shrugs. “It made sense to stay.”

      I guess it would. “I kind of hated you when you first showed up.”

      Malcolm tips his head back and laughs—the first light sound I’ve heard from him since yesterday. “I know,” he says once he’s caught his breath.

      “Do you want to swallow ghosts now? Is it like being an alcoholic?”

      He shakes his head, his smile still there, although his eyes grow somber. “No, fortunately. I don’t think I could function when we go out on calls if I did.”

      I wonder how true this is, but don’t contradict him. “What happens to the ghosts once your brother swallows them? Do you know?”

      “He says they give him strength, but I don’t know if they’re there inside, if they disappear or dissolve.” He shrugs, palms skyward. “Maybe they become part of him.”

      At his words, one horrible thought strikes me. “My grandmother!”

      “What?”

      “She’s ...” I choke back the words.

      I’ve never told Malcolm my secret, that my grandmother’s ghost haunts me. Or rather, she has a series of haunts, and when our bank balance dips to a certain level, she kicks up a ruckus—and we get a call and some much-needed cash.

      “My grandmother is a ghost,” I admit, at last. There. Now we’ve both confessed. I want to sink into the cushions, but the expression on Malcolm’s face won’t let me.

      “How can you know? You’ve said yourself that most ghosts lose their human personality.”

      “Most do, or they cling to one aspect of it. In life, the thing my grandmother wanted most was to take care of me. So in her afterlife?”

      “She’s still taking care of you—or us.” This time, his laugh is soft. “Last month’s ghost in the bank vault?”

      I nod.

      “I suppose she’s the one who shows up in the law offices as well.”

      “That too.”

      “What about Sadie?”

      Sadie Lancaster is my next-door neighbor, one who believes herself continually plagued by ghosts. “No, Sadie just has a low tolerance for sprites. But that isn’t my point.”

      Malcolm raises an eyebrow.

      “What if your brother finds my grandmother and swallows her?”
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      We’ve returned to Lasting Rest Mausoleum. Autumn chills the air. Although I’ve pulled on a pair of over-the-knee stockings, the strip of flesh between the wool and the bandages breaks out in goose bumps. But my feet are toasty in leather hiking boots, the rest of me in a leather jacket.

      I’ve spent the entire drive here ignoring glances from Malcolm, but now in the parking lot, I spit out an annoyed, “What?”

      “You look—” he begins.

      “Like you’ve walked out of his dreams, my dear.”

      It’s the voice from the phone, but where it comes from, and how it seems to echo both in my head and all around us, I can’t tell. It is yet another thing that defies logic and physics, like the floating bed sheet of the ghost from earlier.

      “Is this what you meant by harassment?” I whisper. “He made it ... personal?”

      Malcolm’s face contorts. He gives me one quick nod.

      “I’m sorry.” I mean it, too. I suspect this first volley is merely a hint of what his brother can deliver.

      The world around us has gone quiet. A breeze flutters my skirt, but I don’t hear the wind. No birds sing. It is nearly as quiet as I’m sure the inside of the mausoleum is. But this is where we need to be, if only because there are no ghosts here. My grandmother isn’t here. At least, I don’t sense her. Would she face off against this ghost eater if she thought he might hurt me?

      I know the answer and decide not to think about it, not now.

      “Why are we here again?” Malcolm asks.

      “Because this is where it started, because when you have so many different people inside you, you probably need a quiet place. Isn’t that right, Nigel?”

      Silence answers me. Malcolm eyes me. I want to protest that no, I have not suddenly lost my mind. Instead, I say:

      “Let’s set up the camp stove.”

      We are outside, in the parking lot. If someone protests, we can point out that there isn’t a sign that states: No brewing coffee. Or tea, for that matter. Malcolm sets up the stove on the tailgate of my truck. I unpack the percolator and the Kona blend. A job like this, with an untold number of ghosts? Well, we need the good stuff.

      But his hands move slowly. His gaze darts to the bandages on my thighs. At last, he drops any pretext of starting the stove.

      “I can’t do this,” he says. “I can’t see you hurt again.”

      “I won’t be hurt.”

      He turns and cocks his head at me.

      “How about, I probably won’t be hurt. I’ll jump out of the way. We know what to expect.”

      “That’s just it, Katy. You don’t know him. I do. And he’ll go to any lengths—”

      “Ah, poor baby brother.” The strange voice is back. “Always trying to play knight in shining armor. It’s too bad your damsel in distress doesn’t want to be rescued.”

      It’s clearly the wrong thing to say, since the metallic words send Malcolm into a frenzy of activity, and soon the camp stove is pumping propane and heat into the air. I set the percolator on it, and the aroma of coffee joins the heat. Then I pull three more percolators from the front seat of the truck.

      Malcolm scowls at the sight. “Katy, what the—?”

      “How many years has your brother been swallowing ghosts?”

      His mouth draws into a thin, hard line. “I’m not certain. At least three, maybe more.”

      I expect that strange, metallic voice to cackle, but all is still. “That’s a lot of ghosts, and they’re going to want some coffee.”

      Malcolm blinks. “Or possibly some tea.”

      “Or possibly some tea,” I echo. I want to hug him, but I’m not certain I should. That might only give Nigel more ammunition, and Malcolm is already skittish.

      Wouldn’t I be? I scan the parking lot. If we can hear him, his brother must be close. “All those ghosts,” I say. “Do you think that helps him throw his voice?”

      “Yes, actually, it does.”

      I jump and whirl around, but no one is behind me. Malcolm stands next to the tailgate, clutching a samovar, one he’ll use to brew tea.

      “Oh, you’re clever,” I say. “Isn’t he clever, Malcolm?”

      Malcolm stares as if I’ve lost my mind. Perhaps I have. “But there’s a difference between clever and smart, and you’re not being very smart.”

      A howl of protest goes up, but it’s all air and golden leaves and little more.

      “Because it isn’t very smart to swallow ghosts.” When there’s no response, I continue. “How do you keep them all in check? Each one wants something, right? How do you manage? How do you keep them from leaving?” I return to the tailgate and the camp stove.

      There, Malcolm sets out the cups. I pour. He adds sugar. I add cream. We work like my grandmother and I used to, our movements like a perfectly choreographed dance routine. I smile at him. Worry crinkles the lines around his eyes, but he gives me a small smile in return.

      Scented steam fills the air. The parking lot is thick with the aroma, and combined with the cool autumn day, this could almost be paradise, or at least, a version of it. Barring Lasting Rest Mausoleum looming over everything, of course.

      A cry rends the quiet, followed by a choking sound.

      “They want out, don’t they?” I say. I get no response.

      “Katy, look!” Malcolm points, then reaches for one of our Tupperware containers.

      Above one of the cups of coffee, something swirls. It’s a puny thing, hardly more than a sprite, but its presence tinges the air, makes it glimmer in a way steam alone can’t. Malcolm traps it easily in the container. The thing doesn’t even put up a fight, but merely sinks to the bottom as if it needs a good rest.

      He peers at the container and then at me. “It’s exhausted.”

      I nod.

      “Ghosts get tired?”

      I shrug. “Maybe from being inside someone else, with so many others?”

      Maybe. And maybe it simply doesn’t matter, not when a second, third, and fourth swirl above two cups of coffee and one of tea. We trap them, one by one, and place the containers in the back of my truck.

      The stillness catches us off guard. We’ve been so busy catching ghosts that only now do I notice that the air is stale. The steam sinks into the cups as if it has acquired weight. The world is silent and devoid of everything—smells, sounds. I inch closer to Malcolm, but even his Ivory soap and nutmeg scent eludes me.

      “It’s like the calm before the storm,” I say.

      He nods toward my truck, not so much at it as the space beneath it. He taps his fingers against his thigh, a countdown.

      Three … two … one.

      We both dive beneath the tailgate. The asphalt tears at my stockings, scrapes my bare skin. Malcolm tugs me close while around the truck, coffee and tea rain down. It’s a storm and it’s unrelenting. The laugh that follows rings hollow and makes my heart squeeze tight.

      “Bravo, bravo. But did you really think coffee would work?” That metallic voice is triumphant.

      Malcolm eyes me. I’m afraid my expression must convey it all: yes, I really did think coffee would work.

      “The ghosts are exhausted,” I whisper. “They really want to leave. They need a reason to break free.”

      That’s when I feel the familiar and icy caress against my cheek. She must swoop in and nudge Malcolm as well, for his eyes go wide.

      “Katy, that’s not—”

      “It is,” I say. “That’s my grandmother.”

      She continues to swoop and nudge, as if she could push me from beneath the truck. I flip over and low crawl my way from its shelter. I roll and miss most of the larger coffee puddles. They’ve lost all their scent, and the air above them is cold and stale, but as my grandmother whirls around the truck, a glimmer returns to the day.

      Somewhere in the far-off tree line, a howl reverberates.

      “More coffee,” I say. “And tea.”

      Malcolm fires up the camp stove. I measure out the grounds. In the back of the truck, my grandmother swoops around the Tupperware containers, the ones with occupants. The ghosts rattle, then sink, rattle, sink. She darts back and forth before streaming across the parking lot. I catch the barest glimmer of her near the tree line.

      I grip Malcolm’s wrist. “She’s using herself as bait.”

      His face is stricken. He shakes me off, then, before I can say or do anything, he bolts across the parking lot, toward the tree line, his brother, and the ghost of my grandmother.
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      From the moment Malcolm vanishes into the trees, my world goes quiet. Make the coffee, I order myself. Make the coffee, pour the cups, add the cream and sugar. Move your hands and everything will be okay. Move your hands.

      My legs twitch. It’s all I can do not to tear across the parking lot after them. But if the coffee isn’t brewed, if the containers aren’t out and ready to capture ghosts, then whatever happens to my grandmother and Malcolm will be for nothing.

      I count the cups. I pull out extra containers and count those too. What I don’t count on is seeing the fluttering bed sheet, that pretend ghost, in my peripheral vision. I cast my gaze toward the tree line, then back toward the fluttering. My heart sinks.

      “Bed sheets and bridal veils,” I say out loud.

      That strange, metallic voice laughs.

      “Vendetta?” I venture.

      This time, there is no response.

      “There are two of you,” I say. Has it been this … thing all along? I think I know the answer and dread washes over me.

      “Ah, close enough, my dear. You are far cleverer than ... who is he, again? Your business partner?”

      I clutch one of the percolators to me. It’s not much of a weapon, but the metal heats my frigid fingers, and the handle is sure and steady in my grip.

      “You are not Nigel,” I say.

      “Again, brava.”

      “Who are you, then?”

      That laugh fills the air. With it comes the absence of everything—the aroma of coffee, the saffron from the tea. It’s as if this thing—whatever it is—sucks up everything with a hint of life.

      “It gives me substance,” he says, as if reading my thoughts. “Not much, but I do appreciate your effort. You do make a damn fine cup of coffee.” A sigh kicks up some dried leaves. “I miss drinking coffee, almost as much as I miss walking. It’s strange, really, how much I miss the simple act of moving myself from one place to another. Of course, there are other … pleasures I miss as well.”

      I scan the parking lot, but every time I catch sight of that fluttering bed sheet, it somehow whisks away.

      “People imagine that to be ethereal is to be divine. It isn’t, of course. In fact, you might say it’s rather hellish, especially when all you want to do is stroke the cheek of a pretty girl.”

      That bed sheet appears before my eyes. It flaps as if draped from a clothesline. An edge touches my cheek. Before I can leap back, it entwines itself around my neck. Pressure against my windpipe makes me drop the percolator. Coffee splashes my shins, but I barely feel the heat. All my attention is on getting air into my lungs. I clutch at my neck, but all I do is rake fingernails across my skin.

      Then, in a flash, the bed sheet flies away, once again teasing my peripheral vision.

      “See? It’s just not the same. Now, if I had a body ...”

      I cough, unable—at first—to respond with words. I hold a protective hand over my neck; the other clutches the side of the truck. “Nigel,” I say at last. “You want Nigel. You lured him here.”

      “With some help. You. His brother. That imbecile Doug. You see, my dear, for a ghost eater, I’m the ultimate prize. Of course, I’ll have to do a little housekeeping once I’m inside. Kick everyone else out, for starters—”

      “How does a ghost get so powerful?” I turn in a slow circle. His voice comes from everywhere. There must be some sort of trick.

      The stale silence of the parking lot greets my question. “How does a ghost become so self-aware?”

      Most, I believe, run on instinct, my grandmother a possible exception. But this thing?

      “I am older than your grandmother. I am older than her grandmother. I am older than you can possibly begin to imagine.” The voice fills the parking lot, seems to fill me. “I was here when mankind first crawled from the slime, and I’ll be here when you bomb yourselves back into it.”

      “Then why would you want to be a puny human being?”

      “I believe I already gave you my reasons. Indeed, I may have just added you to my list of those reasons.”

      “Seriously?” My neck aches, but my words come out strong. “Is that supposed to scare me?” I pick up a percolator, although this is only a ruse.

      “It should.”

      I walk around the truck and open the driver’s side door. I lean in, as if reaching for one of the bags of sugar. The bed sheet strikes the windshield. I pull my legs inside the cab and slam the door before it can follow me in. I start the engine. I’m about to peel out of the parking lot, in search of Malcolm, when in the rearview mirror I see that bed sheet flutter and dive.

      The tailpipe.

      I shift into first anyway. I press the accelerator. The engine sputters and dies. I reach for the key, determined to try again.

      “I wouldn’t, my dear. Carbon monoxide poisoning is a nasty way to go.”

      I concede that this obnoxious entity is correct. So I blast the horn instead.

      Now, in the side mirror, I see two figures. Both run. Both glimmer. My grandmother must be keeping pace with them, blurring their images. No matter what Nigel has done, I need to warn him. He can’t swallow this creature. This … thing will kill him, erase any trace of the brother Malcolm knows and—I suspect—still loves.

      But I can’t leave the cab without the stupid thing choking me again.

      “No, I’m afraid you can’t.”

      “Stop that,” I order.

      “I’m not reading your mind, not really. It’s just that all your thoughts play so clearly across your face. It’s like watching a stage actress.”

      “Watch this.” I hold up my middle finger.

      The entity merely laughs that grating, metallic cackle. The sound freezes both Malcolm and Nigel in place. Then they both race forward again. This time, though, it’s as if Nigel is bolstered by supernatural strength. He’s thinner than Malcolm, but his legs stretch farther with each step, and he outpaces his brother easily.

      He is nearly to the tailgate when I fling open the cab door.

      “Nigel, no!” I shout. My throat aches and my words emerge with a croak. “It’s a trap.”

      I’m right. It is. But not in the way I think. That bed sheet bursts from beneath the hood of my truck and drops down on top of me. Someone screams, but I don’t think it’s me. My mouth is too full of what feels like mist. I cough and choke. I push, but there’s nothing to push against.

      Nigel crashes into me. For a moment, we’re both trapped beneath a fluttering white bed sheet that is there, and at the same time, not there. But he’s done this before and knows what to do. He opens his mouth as if for a big yawn, and then I am free.

      Nigel falls to the ground. His legs and arms twitch. I am only two feet away, but the chill that rolls off him is a force pushing me back. I can’t get close. I can’t help him. Malcolm catches me from behind, wraps his arms around my waist.

      “The ultimate prize.” Malcolm’s voice is ragged in my ear. “That’s what he kept saying. The ultimate prize for a ghost eater.”

      “A trap. That thing will ... use your brother, maybe already has been using him. I’m sorry.”

      Malcolm’s arms tighten around my waist. He buries his head against my neck. “I’m sorry, too, Katy, for bringing this to you.”

      I don’t want to watch, but know I should. If I must fight this sort of being, then I need to know all its tricks. Nigel rolls on the asphalt, through puddles of coffee and damp leaves. He clamps his hands over his mouth.

      “He’s not giving up the ghosts,” I say.

      “Is that good?”

      “I don’t know, but it isn’t part of that thing’s plan.”

      When I notice the darting glimmer, I can’t say. Perhaps at first, I only think it a trick of the September afternoon light. But this light has purpose. It moves and swoops—just like my grandmother.

      “Oh, my God, she wants in,” I say a second before Nigel uncovers his mouth.

      My grandmother dives inside.

      This time, the scream is mine.
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      Nigel stops twitching. He rolls onto his back, closes
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