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      I love my best friend in the Universe, but she always drove me nuts, like, beyond anything I’d ever experienced in my whole life.

      My crazy Daisy wanted me to be crazy with her, even when she knew what she was doing was dangerous—and I obliged more often than I declined. I couldn’t refuse her anything. Like the time she grabbed my hand and we ran away from a taxi driver without paying because she said the woman had insulted us. She had, and was pretty ugly about it, too—but we also had ridden in her cab with the agreement that we pay for her service. I was just glad Daisy hadn’t also hauled off and punched the woman, as she sometimes did to folks who crossed us.

      Then there was the time she bought us those edibles from some chick she knew and we stayed high as shit for two days straight because there was no content label on the brownies and she didn’t ask. We had fucked up a dude who grabbed Daisy’s ass in an alley when we went on our fourth munchies run, and I’d never loved her more than in those moments when she dragged my blade swiftly across his bare stomach as I held his ass down and punched him in the head. He’d forever wear that D+J she’d engraved in him.

      But she may have topped her list of crazy on our walk through the cemetery that one day.

      Really, what happened was partially my fault because I made the mistake of saying my thoughts out loud where she could really hear them. We were super close and all, and she could sometimes read my mind. She probably wouldn’t have picked up on my curiosity from that day without me verbalizing it.

      We walked through the old Lafayette Cemetery No. 1 every other Sunday afternoon when we made the drive from Houston to visit my granny for the weekend. Always in the daylight hours, because Granny insisted it was the only almost safe time to do it, if we just had to. And we just had to.

      “Ain’t no good coming outta that place,” she’d admonish, every single time we left. “Not too much good going in, either.” She usually spat a thick, brown stream of snuff-tinged spittle into her spit cup at this point, to punctuate just how she felt about the graveyard being the final resting place of the family who had owned ours as slaves. She’d spit again, the ongoing memory as foul as the tobacco product she’d dipped her whole life.

      “They robbed our lives then, and there’s devils and stuff waiting to rob you now. If y’all gotta go, go and come back real quick, while the sun’s still up.”

      We’d kiss her and agree to be back before dark. As peaceful as the cemetery always was, I wasn’t trying to see what these devils she religiously mentioned were all about. She never offered any more explanation, and we never asked.

      Besides, I was carrying my own beloved devil, Daisy, right along with me. She never hesitated to raise some kind of hell.

      The innocently spoken thought that unleashed the devilment that day was, “I wonder what those mausoleums look like on the inside.”

      I had seen a large crack in one of the ornate little death houses, and it triggered my insatiable curiosity. It looked old, and it sat right in the middle of hurricane central, so a crack was no huge deal. But I’d never seen the inside of one in real life.

      Daisy squeezed my hand and wrinkled her nose. She was cute. And she loved me. I loved her, too, but I didn’t want to take our perfect friendship to the next level. We had fifteen years of history and were still inseparable. I felt like adding a sexual aspect would likely ruin that. Neither of us could keep a lover, and although we still had all the intimacies as any other couple, I was willing to ride along like that just to keep her close—even if she and Granny insisted we were soulmates and should just get on with the loving already.

      “Hmmmm. I don’t know,” she answered. “Why would you want to go inside, with all this dead smell around us?”

      “Yeah, just about everything here is dead. That’s what this place is for, right?”

      She suddenly dropped my hand. I thought she was testy at me teasing her. She got a little bristly sometimes, and I really dug it. That didn’t mean I tried to evoke that kind of response from her on purpose. Well, not often. Certainly not right there, right then.

      Suddenly, she was gone. I spun around to find her with her head stuck halfway down inside an even larger crack some ways away, that I hadn’t seen.

      “Dammit, Daisy! You’re being peak white girl right now with this crazy shit! Get from outta there before something drags your skinny ass through that hole!” I stalked toward where she stood on one tiptoe, going further down the hole. “You know what Granny said! Get your tail down from there! I ain’t taking my Black ass down there to get you, either, when you fall.”

      Then she was gone, gone. Like, all the way down the hole, leaving one sandal propped against the bottom of the mausoleum after it dropped from her foot.

      I stuck my face to the hole, trying in vain to get my shorter, rounder body up closer and higher. “Daisy!’

      I could hear her screaming on her way down…to where? How far?

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck! I’m coming, girl!” I didn’t know how I was going to get down there, but I was determined, regardless of all the shit I had talked about not going to save her. I couldn’t live without her.

      I ran along the sidewalk on the row of crypts, where I could still hear her muffled sobs and screams. I followed them to some bushes behind one of the older units. There, in the brambles, was a hole in the ground, much larger than the crack Daisy had fallen…been pulled?...through. Large enough to accommodate my hips and thighs.

      “Daisy!” I clambered down through the hole, trying to keep the thorns on the bushes from scratching my face while I held tightly to my cell phone. The deeper I went, the more quickly the signal went out. I probably should have called 911 before I headed down, but I hadn’t had that presence of mind. What the hell kind of place was I headed to that cut out cell phone signals?

      I landed at the bottom of the hole after several moments of sliding down the slick dirt. The path was well worn, although it was also well hidden. I took some time to try to let my eyes adjust and listened for Daisy again. All I had to go on was whimpers that stabbed at my heart. She was full of spit and vinegar, my Daisy. If she was whimpering, she was really scared.

      And that pissed me off.

      I turned my flashlight app on, and the rays landed on slimy walls with just enough space between me and them for me to turn around. It looked just like any other nightmarish set of tunnels I’d ever seen on television, but slimier. And stinkier. The smell wasn’t quite like death, but more like the lingering of decay you might get from something rotting slowly but surely.

      When I heard the muffled sounds of struggle coming from a tunnel on my right, I headed that way. “Daisy!” I lowered my usually loud voice to a stage whisper, pretty sure whatever had her could hear me, too, but still wanting her to know I hadn’t abandoned her.

      I made my way toward the noise as quickly as I dared go with the slick ground beneath me and the jagged edges of tree roots and random pieces of bone and wood jutting out from the walls around me. I grabbed a funky, patterned piece of fabric off one of the bones, and fear gripped my bowels.

      The patch was from the pants Daisy was wearing, which matched my blouse. Granny was always giving “her girls,” as she affectionately called us, items from her wardrobe that she decided she was too seasoned a woman to wear anymore. That particular set was one of her favorites. Daisy had the height to pull off Granny’s pants, where I had the breasts to fill out her blouses. Granny was especially tickled when we left that day in our matching, gifted set.

      “I love to see a couple all dressed alike!” Her guffaws followed us through the cluttered front foyer of her little cottage.

      “Granny, we ain’t a couple. We’re just homegirls,” I reminded her.

      At the same time, Daisy contradicted me. “Granny, she can’t fight us forever when we look this good together in our ’fits!”

      They both had laughed, a sound that always filled me with happiness when coming from the two people I loved most in the world. I had to find Daisy, and we both had to get out of that place okay. What would happen to Granny if I died or became injured?

      What would happen to me and Granny if Daisy did?

      That thought spurred me on a little faster until I almost tripped. I heard the harsh breathing down below, where I originally had the flashlight turned upward. I trained the beam of light at my feet and couldn’t quite comprehend what I saw until I saw Daisy, hands outstretched towards me, silent, face soaked in tears.

      “Are you okay? We gotta get outta here.” I reached down to help her up, and she grasped at my hands with one of hers but pointed with the other. I didn’t immediately look where she pointed. Instead, my brain registered that I must have stumbled over something other than Daisy. I looked down, and at my feet lay a small figure.

      I thought it might be a dog or something, but it was covered in blood and had really short hair covering its body, the kind you saw on super hairy people who weren’t supposed to have that much hair but did. It was also humanoid. I could then make out a head, or something mangled where the head would have been, a torso, and three appendages, much like ours. It wasn’t quite child-sized. Maybe toddler-sized?

      It wasn’t no human toddler. Not human at all.

      The things Daisy pointed towards weren’t, either.

      A group of the creatures huddled away from the rays of the flashlight. They varied in size, mostly comparable to the one Daisy obviously had killed with her 70s goth disco boots. I always knew her fashion sense would help us out in big ways one day, other than getting us into the good clubs.

      Some were a bit larger than those—very few were smaller. All had some variation of the short hair covering their otherwise naked bodies. Wide set, slitted eyes sat on either side of their faces, shut against the bright light I shone at them. It started to register that some of them had ears and others didn’t. Some had various body parts either missing or misshaped. Further investigation revealed that wasn’t the worst thing about them.

      Two stepped forward from the crowd, and the human hand on the largest one was noticeable at first glance. The desiccated fingers moved slowly, the creak from the dried joints almost audible. The other apparent leader dragged a human foot behind it, toes wiggling slowly as it helped paddle the body forward.

      “What the actual fuck?” My mouth fell open, and I dragged Daisy up toward me. It was really time to go when I saw the human breasts jaggedly sewn onto the front of another one of the creatures, with a smaller one nuzzling and suckling one of them.

      “Turn off the light. It hurts us.” The voice came the short way across the cavern, gritty and guttural, but clear.

      “Bullshit. I’m keeping the light, and you gonna let us go.” I released Daisy’s hand just long enough to grab my switch blade from where I kept it tucked in my bra. “Fight us, and we gonna be rocking and rolling in this bitch. Move!”

      Daisy regained her bravado and soon brandished both her boots, heels out, pointed towards our blockade.

      Another spoke. “We need more parts to make us whole. We need your parts.”

      The longer I looked at them, the more evidence of their plastic surgery I saw, whether I wanted to or not.

      “Why would we just let you kill us and take our parts? You got us fucked up.”

      “We are almost extinct. Disease and rot have taken more of us than we can afford to lose. Some of us can no longer bear and feed our young. We will not perish.”

      “We ain’t perishing, either.” Daisy issued her warning down low from her throat.

      “There are no longer any new bodies being buried here, so we have to catch humans when we can. We caught you. You will not escape.”

      “Good luck with that.” I swung the blade around wildly, flashing the light as widely as I could.

      “There are more of us behind you and surrounding you on all sides.”

      The musty smell in the space had increased, so I knew it spoke truth. Still, Daisy and me were gonna go down fighting. We were ride or die, and that didn’t change when we just might really die after riding.

      Something charged me from my right side, banging hard into my thigh as I barely caught sight of a fuzzy head covered with a human skull forehead ramming me. I slashed my blade across the human ear it wore, and it howled in pain and fell back. Daisy was busy on my other side, swinging her boots and connecting with wet thuds into solid bodies.

      We fought them off as best we could before we both realized there were more of them than us. We were doing some damage, but it wouldn’t be enough. They had too many reinforcements. We huddled together, back-to-back, and Daisy whispered over her shoulder.

      “We gotta do something different.”

      I had no other ideas. Then I heard her speak, and in that moment, I wasn’t sure I wanted her to because I had no idea what she would say.

      “Wait!” she yelled. She repeated her command, and the movement in the hole paused. One of the leaders held up their hand, and the others stopped their attacks.

      “We can help you get parts.”

      I swiveled my head around to stare at her. “Girl…”

      “No, really. You say the light hurts you, so you obviously can’t go hunting in the daytime. We can. And we can bring you people so you don’t have to endanger yourselves doing it. In return, you let us go, and you never hurt us.”

      “How many people?”

      I couldn’t believe they were entertaining this bargain. But if the crazy shit got us out of there, I had to entertain it, too.

      “We can’t just go around snatching everybody who comes in here. If we’re discovered, it’s the end for us and you.”

      “Can we get one every time you visit here? We have been watching you. We know you come every fourteen days of sun.”

      That tightness in my gut came back, replacing the fight or flight in me. They had been watching us? For how long?

      “Deal. But you can never hurt us again. Ever. Or else, we reveal where you are and send somebody to really exterminate you.”

      “You had better keep your end of our bargain, as well. You can never hide from us.” It looked directly at me. “We also keep watch on your beloved Granny. If you fail us, her parts will be distributed among us first of all. After her, we will find you.”

      Granny would never leave her New Orleans to get out of their grasp. They were already watching. Granny apparently knew more about these things than she had told us. We had to keep her safe.

      Daisy looked at me, and we locked eyes. I nodded.

      “Okay. Now let us out of this stinkhole.”

      “One more thing. We will need a replacement for you, for today. You must bring us the first before you leave.”

      I became frantic. “How do you expect us to just do that on the fly like that? With no prior preparation?”

      “You had better figure it out, or we will take you both back before you can leave here. We are legion.”

      Daisy took my hand that time. “Fine. Whatever. Let us go so we have time to figure this out.”

      The crowd parted, and we could see a ray of light coming from up above the tunnel behind them. I continued to flash my cell phone in their direction, blade still in hand, as Daisy took the lead and ran towards our escape.

      I expected the creatures to rush us from behind. But they didn’t. We emerged on a different side of the cemetery just as the sun was setting.

      The first thing I did after we ran far away from the hole was grab Daisy and press her against the nearest crypt. She didn’t fight my embrace or the fevered kiss I pressed to her mouth. She returned my passion, and soon, our breath was coming in jagged rushes.

      “I love you, you crazy ass girl.”

      “Well, shit. All it took was for us to be attacked by monsters and to make a murderous pact with them to make you decide to commit?” She looked into my eyes. “This is finally a commitment, right?”

      “It sure is. I think it’s a requirement to commit to somebody when you make a pact to murder with them.” I’d tell her later how sexy her whole proposal had been. Even when I had thought we might not make it out of that hole alive, I had been massively turned on hearing her suggest we go on a long-term killing spree together. I didn’t hate the idea.

      If that didn’t show we were twin flames, nothing would.

      We could hear the vestiges of a heated conversation coming our way from between the crypts.

      “Stop it! I wanna leave. I don’t like it here. Let me go!” The voice was pleading with someone who, apparently, wasn’t listening. Daisy and I moved quietly to where the couple stood behind a row of the small stone buildings, the speaker down on the ground underneath the assailant.

      “You know you want this. Just shut up.”

      I looked at Daisy, and she held her hand out toward the couple, inviting me to move in first.

      “Hey.” I met the gaze of the person on the ground. “Everything okay?” Terrified eyes met mine, and they shook their head in fright.

      “Why don’t you mind your own business.” The attacker turned his head toward us and then smiled. “Oh, maybe not. Why don’t you join us? I can do all of you bitches real quick.”

      ‘Why don’t you let them go and come play with us, instead?” Daisy turned her signature head tilt on him, and he was a goner. To be fair, the head tilt always worked on me, too. It was delicious.

      Dude was like that little dog with the bone who was willing to let his trapped prey go at the promise of a bigger prize in Daisy and me. He got up off the victim he held down, and they scrambled up and ran out of the cemetery, without looking back.

      I was glad there was no witness. Our new partners hadn’t specified whether they wanted the victims dead or alive, so we opted to slice his tongue out and cut his hamstrings before shoving him down the hole. That way, we could get a little blood and still leave him alive for whatever they wanted to do with him. And he couldn’t scream or run. I really liked that part.

      After we were done with our first job, my blood swirled around inside my body until I thought I’d bust. The sun was well on its way down, but we no longer feared the place after dark. We now knew what devils lurked there, and we had some modicum of protection.

      But as we walked toward home, I told Daisy, “Granny got some explaining to do.”

      She giggled and pulled my hand into her shirt and onto her breast. “So do you, my darling Janay. So do you.”
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      The normally sure-footed and nimble, voted “Most Likely to Join a Professional Track Team” in high school Naomi faceplanted over the tree roots she didn’t see on her regular morning run.

      She stood up and dusted off her hands, glad she didn’t feel any injuries. “Where did those come from?”

      The roots hadn’t been there the previous day. Naomi had run or walked that isolated route in the East Texan piney woods at the outskirts of town pretty much every day since high school thirty years prior. She knew the paths the same way she knew the wrinkles that appeared weekly in her face. Every time there was a change in her forest, however gradual, she noticed it.

      This change hadn’t been gradual.

      She poked at the huge roots with her sneakered foot, gently brushing the freakishly long grass that had already grown up around them. What was that? Naomi brought her gaze up along the trunk attached to the weird roots and gasped. The trunks were covered in scales, unlike the patches of bark that covered the other evergreens. A hint of yellow beneath the gray made the large stems look almost like chicken legs. Naomi looked up, puzzled, directly into the eyes of an older woman standing in a doorway at the top of the legs.

      “Well, stop being rude and get on up here, gal. May as well get all in my business up inside my house since you investigating all outside.”

      Mortified to have been caught staring, Naomi took one step back—right into a wooden lift made of intertwined tree branches that closed as soon as she was inside. The lift flew upward and deposited Naomi inside what was supposed to be the belly of the chicken, but was instead an almost regular-looking cabin. Almost.

      Despite herself and forgoing all her impeccable Southern manners, Naomi gawked at the abode. The cabin was made of windows all around, visible from the outside and below as three solid walls. She shivered as she gazed out the side that featured a frozen wasteland, wind whipping everywhere, blowing snow and ice throughout. She tried to focus on the small structure in the far distance, but was distracted by the rays of heat coming through the second wall of glass.

      Naomi walked over to the display and pressed her hand to glass that was extremely warm to the touch. Beyond were expanses of sand, a molten desert with ripples where the wind took pity and blew for a long, slow moment as she watched. Again, she squinted and looked toward a tiny speck in the midst of the grains, unable to quite make out what it was that called to her through that window, just at the edge of the scene, where the horizon kissed the sky.

      “You done? Wanna tell me about this man of yours you pining over so you’re tripping over your own feet?”

      Naomi turned around, grasping for pearls she wasn’t wearing. “Wh-what do you mean?”

      How did the woman know her thoughts?

      “Oh, I know a lot. About a whole lot. Ain’t no secrets from me around here. No, siree.” The woman was older than Naomi had first thought. She couldn’t place her exact age, though. Surely, she was too wizened to stretch her arms as far as she did across the cabin—several feet—to grab a chair and pull it close to where Naomi stood. Surely.

      “Sit. Can’t help you if you don’t tell me what you want. You gotta say it.”

      Naomi supposed she should be frightened by the strange woman and her stranger ways. She would’ve thought she was drunk, but she didn’t drink. And, though she might need reading glasses soon, her eyesight wasn’t afflicted, either. She was seeing the woman, clear as day. She saw the woman’s every move just as clearly.

      And something made her sit in that strangely offered chair. She wasn’t drawn to it in the same way she was drawn to the scenes outside the woman’s windows, but drawn to sit, nonetheless.

      “I…I’m not sure what you want me to say.” Honesty seemed the best way to go. Things definitely couldn’t get any more weird—or so she thought.

      The elder woman cackled, and even though Naomi heard her raspy delight in her ears and all around her, the woman’s neck stretched to the far corner of the room, now twice as large as it had been when Naomi first arrived. The gnarled hand that had moved the chair Naomi sat in crossed the slender, berobed torso, and picking up a mortar and pestle, she began to work with the single appendage.

      “You gotta say it,” she repeated.

      Naomi felt tears sting behind her eyes. She twisted her hands in her lap, intertwining her fingers in a mimicry of the way the other woman twisted the fingers of her other hand—her third hand?—around various ingredients she added to her concoction.

      “I don’t think my husband loves me anymore, and I don’t know what to do about that. I keep myself looking nice. I stay busy with my job. I thought all I wanted was to be his wife and be happy with him.” She swallowed. “I’m not even sure if that’s what I want anymore. Or ever wanted.”

      The woman sucked at her teeth in a loud, rude sound. “He stepping out on you?”

      “I really don’t know. We don’t…I mean⁠—”

      “Ain’t much heat between you no more?”

      A heated blush burned Naomi’s neck and chest. She’d never spoken of such things so openly with a stranger. She shook her head.

      “Oh, ain’t no shame in wanting to screw your own husband. You got a lot of passion in you waitin’ to come out.”

      Naomi stammered again. “I don’t really want, um, relations with him all the time. I just want him to, maybe, pay more attention to me. The way he used to when we were younger. He’s hardly ever home nowadays.” The tears that threatened spilled over onto her cheeks. “I don’t want to feel so lonely anymore, especially when he’s physically right there. Maybe then we can rekindle the love that isn’t so strong between us anymore.”

      The witch stood in front of Naomi, just an older woman again. “That all you askin’ me for?”

      Naomi met her gaze, swiping at her eyes. Her voice was strong when she spoke again. “Yes. I want my husband to spend more time with me.”

      As soon as the words left her mouth, her eyes began to burn from the substance the conjure woman blew into her face. Naomi coughed. She felt nausea starting in her belly. Then, the yearning she’d felt earlier came rushing back, more intense than before. Although her face also stung, she rose and returned to the window closest to her. Movement caught her eye, and she stood, transfixed, wanting to vocalize the longing she felt. She could find no words.

      “You best go home to your husband, girl. Go on, now.”

      When Naomi could turn away from the window, she found the other woman staring at her with slitted eyes.

      “Go on, now.”

      Naomi found herself bundled back into the lift and on the ground below the cabin before she fully comprehended what had happened. Then, the chicken legs unrooted themselves and sprinted through the forest, the house disappearing deep into the foliage.
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      She didn’t have much time to think about the strange happenings in the forest that day because of what manifested at her home.

      When she’d walked back toward the house, the first thing Naomi saw was Devon’s sports car sitting in their driveway. As she approached, she reached out to feel the hood. Cool to the touch. That meant he hadn’t just gotten there in a hurry to beat her home, and had likely been there for a while.

      But when she went inside, the house was dead quiet. “Devon…?” She squatted to take off her running shoes, and he appeared in front her bent over form.

      “Where have you been?” His typically ebullient, full voice fell flat across the short distance between them.

      “I always take my runs at this time during the summer. Keeps me busy.” Part of her relished the thought of her husband looking for her and him being the one all alone for a change. The feeling quickly abated when Naomi realized she didn’t like being questioned by a virtual stranger.

      “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Naomi stood up and tried to walk around him into the kitchen. He shifted to allow her to pass and followed her into the brightly lit room.

      She spent the rest of the day trying to walk around him.

      While she cooked their lunch, he was right there, standing at her side. When she went to the backyard to water the plants, he joined her. When she tried to go use the bathroom, he went too, and only stayed outside the door when she looked at him pointedly, pressed her hand to his chest, and closed the door in his face. He waited there until she came out and resumed dogging her every step.

      The next morning, he hadn’t gone in to work. It was sweet to think he had taken the day off to spend time with her. He never did that. In fact, she had a difficult time getting him to stay home from work for any reason, a multitude of accrued personal and sick time, and special occasions be damned.

      “What are we going to do today?” She had already decided she’d skip her run that morning since Devon wasn’t much into outdoor activities.

      “Whatever you want to do.” The monotone hadn’t left his voice.

      “Are you feeling okay? You sound like you might be coming down with something.” She stretched out her arm to feel his forehead, and he lay there, allowing her investigation. Not swatting her hand away like he usually did when she doted on him.

      “I’m fine.” And he continued to lie there in the bed next to her until she got up and began to get dressed. He did the same and followed her out of their bedroom. They spent that first full day in relative silence, him only responding when she asked him something. He never looked at her or started an interaction. And when they went to bed that night, he lay motionless on his side of the bed, staring at the ceiling until she fell asleep watching him.

      By the fourth day, Naomi was unbearably uncomfortable with Devon’s presence. His movements grew slower, and she often caught a grimace on his face, as if he was in pain.

      “I made you a doctor’s appointment for today. I don’t think you’re feeling well.”

      “Okay.”

      He followed her to her car and allowed her to drive him into town. She didn’t know what to do when the doctor didn’t find anything wrong with her husband. Something was way, way off.

      “I guess you should go on into work this afternoon,” she said, “since the doctor gave you a clean bill of health.”

      He didn’t turn to face her. “Okay. But where will you be?”

      “I’ll be waiting at home for you like always.” She patted his stiff hand with an enthusiasm she didn’t feel. When they returned home, she got his briefcase and his car keys and led him to his own car. He got in and drove away.

      She headed back into the forest.

      There was no sign of the old woman’s house where she’d last encountered it. She wandered deeper into the trees, listening
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