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  A Citation Most Unpleasant

  
  




Of all the euphemisms for a midlife crisis, “pantry organization” had to be the most satisfying. While other women my age were buying sports cars or dating men named Chad who wore too much cologne, I was finding inner peace through decanting. There was a particular serenity, a sense of control in a world gone sideways, that came from pouring lentils from a crinkly, noisy bag into a clear, satisfyingly solid glass jar.

The silence in my little cottage was so profound you could have labeled it, filed it, and then forgotten where you put it. This was the quiet I had moved to Pendle-Stitch for. After a divorce that had all the subtlety of a jackhammer in a library, a town that supposedly existed in the “hem of reality” seemed like the perfect place to iron out the wrinkles in my life.

I ran a finger along a row of newly labeled jars: “Quinoa, Ancient,” “Quinoa, Tri-Color,” and “Quinoa, Regretfully Purchased.” My glasses, tethered to my neck by a sensible silver chain, clinked against the shelf. A warm vibration hummed in my teeth—the tell-tale sign of Clutter-Mancy. It wasn’t a migraine, precisely, but a low-grade thrum that told me something was out of place. My eyes scanned the shelves. Everything was aligned, alphabetized, and categorized by grain density. The hum persisted.

I sighed, turning to the small kitchen counter. There, holding down a stack of my handwritten labels, was the source of the disturbance. He was a pocket-sized gargoyle, carved from what looked like perpetually grumpy granite. With the wings of a bat, the body of a toad, and a scowl that could curdle milk from three towns over, Barnaby was less a pet and more of a cursed houseguest. In his dormant state, he was a heavy, inanimate object. A paperweight with an attitude problem.

“You’re radiating,” I said to the stone figure. “You know you’re not supposed to be on the counter. You belong on the designated bookshelf coaster, subsection ‘Sentient Decor.’”

The stone toad remained, predictably, silent and stony. But I could feel it. He was a displaced item, and my magic was picking him up like a bad radio station.

“I’ll move you in a minute,” I murmured, turning back to my lentils. “Just let me finish with the legumes.”

That’s when the temperature in the kitchen dropped by twenty degrees.

My breath plumed in front of my face like a cartoon character in a freezer. The comforting scent of cedar and dried herbs from my pantry was instantly replaced by the smell of old paper and ozone, the distinct aroma of supernatural bureaucracy. A chill that had nothing to do with the weather slithered down the collar of my linen tunic, and the jars on the shelves began to rattle softly, their contents shivering with metaphysical dread.

I stood very, very still. This was not the kind of quiet I had signed up for.

A shimmer distorted the air by the refrigerator, like heat haze on a summer road, only frigid. It coalesced slowly, taking on the vague shape of a man. He was tall, dressed in a crisply pressed uniform of shimmering, translucent gray, complete with a badge that seemed to be woven from captured moonlight. There was just one small, yet significant, detail missing: his head. Where a head should have been, there was only a neat, hovering collar above which the air was conspicuously empty.

He was holding a spectral clipboard and a glowing piece of parchment that pulsed with a faint, officious light.

My internal monologue, which usually busied itself with a running commentary on the proper way to fold a fitted sheet, went into overdrive. 

Okay, Marla. Deep breaths. You’ve handled a demon with a grudge over a misfiled soul contract and a coven of witches arguing over shared custody of a cauldron. A headless civil servant is probably just here to read the meter.

The Spectral Code Enforcement Officer drifted silently across my checkered linoleum floor, making no sound. He stopped directly in front of the counter where Barnaby sat in stony silence. The officer consulted his clipboard, then held out the glowing parchment. It detached from his hand and floated gracefully through the air, coming to a soft, crackling stop right in front of the gargoyle.

Then, as quickly as he had appeared, the officer dissolved into a wisp of cold air, leaving behind only the lingering scent of paperwork and the faint feeling that I was about to be audited by a higher, and significantly weirder, power.

I blinked. The kitchen was back to its normal temperature. The only evidence of the visitation was the parchment, which hovered ominously before Barnaby, bathing his grumpy stone face in an ethereal golden light.

“Well,” I said to the empty room. “That’s a first.”

I reached out and gingerly plucked the parchment from the air. It was cool to the touch, like silk that had been stored in a cellar, and hummed with a low, judgmental energy. The script was an elegant, infuriatingly perfect calligraphy that swirled across the page.

— OFFICIAL CITATION —

UNDERWORLD MUNICIPALITY & ZONING BOARD

DEPARTMENT OF ETHEREAL THOROUGHFARES

VIOLATION: Unlawful Stationary Occupation of a Protected Haunting-Path.

CODE: Ethereal Thoroughfares Act, Section 3, Subsection 4b (Obstruction of Non-Corporeal Right-of-Way).

OFFENDER: Barnaby, Cursed Sentinel, ID# 7-GBL-4Q.

DESCRIPTION OF INFRACTION: The aforementioned offender did, on this day and for a cumulative period exceeding the legally allotted temporal grace, remain inert upon a surface designated as a primary transit lane for localized spectral entities, thereby causing a significant disruption to the established haunting schedule of the Pendle-Stitch residential grid.

FINE: One (1) Pound of Purified Sorrow. Payable within thirty (30) celestial cycles.

REMEDY: Cease and desist all illegal “standing” forthwith.

I read it twice. Then a third time, just to be sure. A giggle escaped me, a high, nervous sound. I clamped a hand over my mouth. This was absurd. Even for Pendle-Stitch, where every Tuesday at 4:03 PM gravity shifted three inches to the left for ten seconds, this was a new level of municipal madness.

I looked at Barnaby, still a stone paperweight. “Did you hear that? You’re blocking ghost traffic.”

To get to the bottom of this, I needed my sidekick, not my paperweight. I picked him up—his stone was cold from the spectral chill—and walked over to the small, round kitchen table. I carefully placed him in the exact center, on a cork coaster I kept there for this very purpose. 

The transformation was immediate. The granite-gray exterior softened, its texture becoming more like worn leather. A seam appeared down his back and his wings unfurled with a dry, scraping sound. Two bulbous eyes, the color of ancient moss, blinked open. He stretched, a motion that looked both painful and deeply satisfying, like a man getting out of a very small car after a very long trip. He was now a good two feet tall, a living, breathing, and most importantly, complaining creature.

He blinked slowly, then his gaze fell upon the glowing citation I held in my hand. His scowl, already a masterpiece of discontent, deepened into a chasm of pure, unadulterated outrage.

“What,” he rasped, his voice like gravel being churned in a cement mixer, “in the Seven Circles of Bureaucratic Hell is that?”

“It appears to be a parking ticket,” I said, handing it to him. “Or, a… standing ticket?”

He snatched it with his three-fingered claws. His mossy eyes scanned the document, widening with every swirling word. A low growl rumbled in his chest.

“Preposterous! Egregious! A flagrant and utter disregard for established precedent!” he roared, his voice making the salt and pepper shakers tremble. He slammed a stony fist on the table. “An unlawful occupation? I was dormant! I am legally classified as ‘Furnishing, Decorative, potentially Cursed’ when in my static state! It’s right there in the 1342 Decree of Corporeal Stasis!”

“You were on the counter, Barnaby. Apparently, it’s a ghost highway.”

“A ghost highway?” he scoffed, puffing out his chest. “Marla, I personally attended the Underworld Zoning Board hearing of 1578 that mapped the original Pendle-Stitch ley-lines. That kitchen is zoned for ‘Domestic Activity and Occasional Alchemical Mishaps.’ There is no provision for a spectral thoroughfare! Not unless they rerouted it during the Great Unraveling of 1888, which would have required a public posting and a sixty-day comment period! I saw no such posting!”

He began to pace the small circumference of the table, his claws making sharp clicks against the wood. “This citation is a sham! A complete fabrication! Section 3, Subsection 4b applies only to Class-Three poltergeists and above who loiter with malicious intent! I am a Sentinel! A being of law and order! To accuse me of obstructing… of loitering…” He choked on the word, his face turning a darker shade of gray.

“It does seem a little extreme,” I admitted, trying to suppress another smile. For a creature who spent most of his time as a lump of rock, he took his legal standing very, very seriously.

“Extreme? Marla, this is a declaration of war!” He brandished the parchment. “And look at this fine! One Pound of Purified Sorrow? Do you have any idea how expensive that is? It’s the artisanal, free-range misery harvested from poets who’ve just had their manuscripts rejected. The waiting list is three centuries long!”

“Okay, okay, calm down,” I said, holding up my hands. “So what do we do?”

Barnaby stopped pacing. He drew himself up to his full, unimpressive height, his expression turning from pure rage to focused, legalistic fury. “We fight it. I will not have my good name besmirched by some spectral meter maid who doesn’t even have the decency to show his face! I will file an appeal. I will cite the Non-Corporeal Tenancy Act of 1401, the Goblin Squatter’s Rights Accord, the Edict of Ectoplasmic Easements, and no fewer than fourteen supplementary medieval bylaws that prove my residential inertia was perfectly legal.” He took a deep, rattling breath. “I will take this all the way to the Underworld Zoning Board if I have to!”

A vision flashed in my mind: me, sitting in a dimly lit, subterranean courtroom for years, listening to demons in wigs argue about my kitchen counter.

“No,” I said firmly. “No Underworld zoning boards. We’re not getting involved in demonic litigation. Think of the legal fees.”

“Principles, Marla! Principles are at stake!”

“My sanity is at stake,” I countered. “Look, someone had to file a complaint, right? Headless officers don’t just show up for fun. They’re notoriously overworked. We don’t need a lawyer; we need to find out who ratted you out.”

Barnaby considered this. His scowl softened marginally, which meant he was thinking. “A snitch,” he muttered. “A spectral tattletale. But who? No respectable ghost would resort to filing official paperwork. It’s considered dreadfully déclassé. They’re supposed to moan, rattle chains, perhaps leave a bit of ectoplasm on the good china. This… this is aggressively passive-aggressive.”

“Exactly. It feels personal,” I said, my organizer’s brain kicking in. This wasn’t a random event; it was a targeted action. And for every action, there is a motive. “We need to investigate. Who uses the ‘haunting-path’ in my kitchen? Who would have a grudge against you? Besides, you know, almost everyone.”

He shot me a withering glare. “My regulatory zeal is often misunderstood as grumpiness. And the list of local specters is short. There’s Gary the Ghoul at the library, but he’s too obsessed with finding a footnote from his thesis to notice anything else. There are the Whispering Sisters who haunt the old mill, but they haven’t left the property in a century. This is an outside agitator.”

“Then we need information,” I concluded, feeling a familiar, unwelcome sense of purpose settling over me. I had moved here for a quiet life, damn it. Instead, I seemed to have become the town’s unofficial supernatural problem-solver. It was like trying to organize a junk drawer that actively fought back.

I stood up and grabbed my coat from the hook by the door, the one with the specially reinforced pockets. “Come on. We’re going to see Button.”

Barnaby crossed his arms. “I am in the middle of drafting a formal letter of protest, Marla. I cannot be disturbed.”

“Barnaby, get in the pocket. We’re going to The Loose End.”

“I am a dignified sentinel of the abyss, Marla, not a spare set of keys,” he sniffed.

“You’re a two-foot toad-lizard who just got a parking ticket from a ghost. Now, hop in before you get cited for loitering on my table.”

He grumbled a string of what I could only assume were ancient curses, but the moment I reached for him, he surrendered. With another dry scrape of his wings, he shrank back down into his stone form, becoming cool and heavy in my hand. I slipped him into the deep right-hand pocket of my coat. He was a comforting, familiar weight against my hip.

“And don’t complain about the lint,” I muttered, pulling open the front door. “I’m told it’s exfoliating.”

Outside, the air of Pendle-Stitch was crisp and smelled faintly of damp earth and something vaguely like cinnamon. The sky was its usual shade of deep, bruised violet, even in the morning, and the clouds looked less like vapor and more like tufts of pulled cotton. Walking down the cobblestone path toward the town square, I felt the familiar rhythm of this strange place settle back over me. I loved the Junk Orchard, where lost mittens bloomed on bushes, and the Iron Press Pub, where the beer was brewed with Liquid Patience. But days like today made me long for the simple, predictable annoyance of a traffic jam on the interstate.

As I passed the town clock, my internal-alarm went off. I instinctively leaned hard to my right just as the world gave a sickening lurch. The Tuesday Twitch. At 4:03 PM on the dot—or rather, whenever the town clock thought it was 4:03 PM—gravity did a little salsa step. A tourist who’d wandered in looking for artisanal cheese yelped and fell over in a heap. The locals, myself included, just righted ourselves after the ten-second shift and kept walking.

From my pocket, I heard a faint, stony grumble. “Show-off.”

The Loose End, Button’s haberdashery and the town’s unofficial headquarters for all things magical, was tucked between the Missed-Connection Post Office and a bakery that made magically self-frosting cupcakes. A small bell chimed as I pushed open the door, releasing a wave of smells: old cedar, lavender, warm wool, and that indefinable scent of “possibility.”

The shop was a cozy chaos that both thrilled and horrified my organizing sensibilities. Walls were lined floor-to-ceiling with jars of buttons, each one whispering faint secrets if you listened closely. Bolts of shimmering fabric were stacked in precarious towers, and skeins of yarn in every conceivable color spilled from woven baskets.

At the center of it all, sitting in a worn armchair with a half-finished scarf on her lap, was Button. She looked to be about ninety, or possibly four hundred; it was hard to tell. Her face was a beautiful roadmap of wrinkles, and her silver hair was pinned up with a pair of knitting needles. She looked up as I entered, her bright blue eyes twinkling.

“Marla, dear,” she said, her voice like the soft rustle of silk. “You have a grumbling pocket. Is Barnaby in a snit again?”

“You could say that,” I said, walking over and pulling the citation from my other pocket. “He’s been served.”

I placed the glowing parchment on the counter next to a jar of iridescent pearl buttons. Button picked it up, her ancient fingers tracing the glowing script. She read it, a small smile playing on her lips.

“Oh, my,” she said, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “A Section 3, Subsection 4b. I haven’t seen one of these in ages. They’re terribly difficult to stitch your way out of.” She looked at me over the top of the parchment, her smile fading into something more serious. “This isn’t just a violation, dear. Someone is trying to un-ravel a thread. And they started with your gargoyle.”
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Button’s warning, that soft-spoken prophecy about an un-raveling thread, hung in the fragrant air of The Loose End like a dropped stitch. I wanted to dismiss it. My life was finally a neatly folded linen closet; I refused to acknowledge a mess of tangled yarn in the corner.

“It’s a parking ticket, Button,” I said, trying to inject a note of sensible reality into a shop filled with whispering buttons and self-patterning wool. “A supernatural HOA violation. We’ll pay the fine.”

From my pocket, a furious, stony vibration. “We will do no such thing, Marla! He mentioned a pound of Purified Sorrow! The exchange rate on that alone is ruinous!” Barnaby’s voice was muffled by the thick fabric of my coat, sounding like a very angry bee in a jar.

Button just smiled, a gentle, knowing expression that made me feel about twelve years old. “Some threads you can’t just snip, dear. When someone uses official Underworld channels for something this petty, they aren’t just trying to annoy you. They’re testing your seams. Seeing how easily you’ll come apart.” She picked up one of her knitting needles and tapped the glowing parchment. “This Officer Jasper Pinter… he’s infamous. Follows the rules so precisely he ties himself in knots. He’s the last entity who would file frivolous paperwork. Someone with significant leverage must have compelled him.”

The bell over the door chimed, not with its usual cheerful jingle, but with a mournful, icy tinkle. The scent of lavender and cedar was bulldozed by the same smell from my kitchen: old paper, ozone, and the crushing weight of eternal bureaucracy. The temperature plunged. The jars of buttons ceased their whispering, and a bolt of shimmering gold lamé seemed to shiver and dim.

I didn’t need to turn around. “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” I muttered.

A pristine, spectral shadow fell across the counter. I turned slowly. There he was again, Officer Jasper Pinter, his translucent gray uniform immaculate, his posture ramrod straight. But this time, I saw the missing detail from his first appearance. He wasn’t entirely headless. His head was merely… detached.

He held it tucked neatly under his left arm, like a gentleman carrying a bowler hat. The head itself was a marvel of spectral fussiness. It had thin, translucent lips pressed into a firm line, a neatly trimmed mustache of pure moonlight, and eyes that glowed with the faint, judgmental light of a desk lamp in a darkened office. It was the head of a man who enjoyed alphabetizing his spices and probably cross-referenced his grocery lists. I felt a bizarre, unwelcome kinship.

“Madam,” the head said, its voice crisp and clipped with an accent that suggested it had audited the Queen. The officer’s body, meanwhile, remained perfectly silent, giving a slight, deferential nod. “I am here regarding the citation. It has come to my attention that the offender has been… relocated.”

His glowing eyes swiveled down to my coat pocket, from which an indignant rumbling could be heard.

My patience, already frayed, snapped. This was my quiet afternoon, and it was being interrupted by a disembodied functionary. I reached into my pocket, grabbed the solid weight of my gargoyle, and plonked him firmly on the counter next to a display of thimbles.

The transformation was immediate. Stone softened to a leathery hide, wings scraped open, and two moss-green eyes blinked into furious existence. Barnaby drew himself up, two feet of pure, legalistic rage.

“You!” Barnaby snarled, pointing a clawed finger at the officer.

“Ah, yes. Offender ID# 7-GBL-4Q,” the head recited coolly. “You are in direct violation of the Cease and Desist order. You have failed to remain ceased. And you have desisted from desisting.”

“Your order is a legal travesty!” Barnaby roared, his voice rattling the thimbles. “My static state is protected under the 1342 Decree of Corporeal Stasis! Your citation of Section 3, Subsection 4b is a gross misapplication of ethereal transit law, which, I might add, was superseded by the Phantom Right-of-Way Clarification Act of 1602! Look it up!”

The head’s mustache twitched. “The 1602 Act applies only to ectoplasmic entities weighing less than three spectral ounces. You, sir, are classified as ‘Animate Stonework, Class C.’ You are, in layman’s terms, a glorified paving slab with opinions. Now, about the fine—”

“Your fine is extortion!”

“It is a standard punitive measure!”

“It’s artisanal misery! You might as well ask for a bucket of unicorn tears!”

The officer’s body adjusted its grip on its own head, looking vaguely uncomfortable. Button watched the exchange with the quiet fascination of someone observing a particularly complex knitting pattern.

My internal organizer was screaming. This was chaos. A disembodied head arguing with a miniature gargoyle in a craft store. Nothing was labeled. Nothing was filed. My teeth began to hum, that familiar vibration of Clutter-Mancy kicking in, but it wasn’t for a misplaced pincushion. The entire scene felt wrong, an item thrust violently into a space it didn’t belong.

And then, just as my own temperature started to rise—the first whisper of an impending Menopausal Heat Sprint—something truly bizarre happened.

Officer Pinter’s head, mid-retort about the market value of sorrow, simply vanished.

One moment, it was there, tucked under his arm, lecturing Barnaby about due process. The next, it was gone. Poof. Not faded, not dissolved. It was as if it had been plucked from reality by an invisible hand.

There was a moment of profound, awkward silence.

Barnaby, who had been gearing up for a rebuttal involving a 15th-century goblin housing dispute, froze with his mouth open.

The officer’s headless body stood stiffly for a second. His spectral hands, now empty, patted the space under his arm where his head had been. He patted again, a gesture of rising panic. His shoulders, which had been so perfectly squared, slumped. He did a slow, confused turn, his empty collar swiveling as if searching the room.

Button put a hand to her mouth, her eyes wide. “Oh, dear. That’s not right at all.”

The officer’s form began to flicker, like a bad television signal. The crisp lines of his uniform blurred. The air around him shimmered violently, and the scent of ozone intensified until it stung my nostrils. He raised his hands to where his neck should be, a universal gesture of “I’ve lost my head.” And then, with a sound like a thousand filing cabinets falling down a marble staircase, his body imploded.

It didn’t explode outward. He collapsed inward, dissolving into a cyclone of swirling, glowing parchments. Forms, citations, memos, and addenda spun in a chaotic vortex, all written in that same infuriatingly perfect calligraphy. The whirlwind of paper churned for a moment before fluttering down, settling into a messy, two-foot-high heap right in the middle of Button’s pristine wooden floor.

The shop was suddenly silent again, save for the faint, crackling hum emanating from the pile of supernatural paperwork.

I stared at the heap. Barnaby stared at the heap. Button stared at the heap.

“Well,” Barnaby finally croaked, his outrage completely deflated and replaced by something that sounded suspiciously like awe. “I’ve filed complaints that have gotten specters reassigned, audited, and even temporarily discorporated. But I’ve never made one literally fall to pieces before.” He looked proud.

“You didn’t do that, Barnaby,” I said, a cold dread creeping up my spine that had nothing to do with ghostly apparitions. My Clutter-Mancy was going haywire, my teeth humming like a power line. The pile of paper was the epicenter of wrongness. It was a murder scene, only the victim was paperwork and the body was missing its head. Or the head was missing its body. My brain hurt.

“A second decapitation,” Button whispered, her voice laced with genuine concern. “For a man who was already missing his head. That’s just poor form.”

Before I could even begin to process what to do with a pile of sentient paperwork, the bell over the door chimed again. This time, it was a familiar, solid, weary sound.

Sheriff Silas Grimsby filled the doorway. He was a large man, built like a comfortable old armchair, with a face that looked permanently tired of the town’s shenanigans. He took in the scene with one sweeping glance: me, standing beside a talking gargoyle; Button, looking unusually perturbed; and the large, glowing pile of bureaucratic confetti on the floor.

He sighed. It was a monumental sigh, a sigh that contained the weight of every lost sock, every misaligned Tuesday Twitch, and every single one of my recent discoveries. The sigh concluded, and he fixed his gaze on me.

“Marla,” he said, his voice a low grumble. “Why is it that whenever I smell ethereal dissolution and aggravated paperwork, you’re standing in the middle of it?”

He ambled into the shop, sniffing the air. I knew what
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