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PROCLAMATIONS
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Except for an early morning spider that crawled into my scotch; no animals were harmed during the writing of this novel.
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This is a work of fiction. Any human finding a resemblance to themselves needs help. Badly needs help. Get thee to a sanatorium. Now!
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This novel is not for everyone. It’s scary, irreverent, modestly profane, and thought provoking. Or something.
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To the readers who love this book: May all your children be beautiful, your pockets lined with gold, and your sex life rival Satan’s.
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To the readers who dislike this book: Let the author recommend the writings of… Oh, never mind. You wouldn’t like them either.
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Women are God’s best effort thus far. Men are, well… they’re men. The author is sorry.
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EVERYONE: Give to your local Humane Society. Yes, this author does.
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PROLOGUE
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It is an immense idol–a colossal rock, towering over him. The man scoffs at this cheap conjuring trick.

Its mouth opens.

He turns to run.

Slow is not a survival skill.

CHAPTER1

WRAITHS TODAY,
HELL TOMORROW
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The two-story, vine cloaked Roaton house was bad at birth. Deeply wrong. Dark and ominous is not an adequate description. It broods.

When construction started, it was already damned. From the murdered-for land, to the tribe-sacred timber stolen, the Victorian structure was cursed.

And it took people. It kept them. They were seen now and then… peering from the dark windows.

As decades passed, ownership of the property changed a few times. But only on tax documents, never in reality. No one owned the Roaton Place. The house did the owning.

This house also has a physical connection far beyond any curse. In its basement is a door that should not exist. It opens into a long-buried starship. Centuries old… but not quiet. Not dead.

This dwelling holds many surprises.

Most are fatal.

Some are worse. A lot worse than death.

And the Roaton house is patient. It simply waits for someone it wants. Through its long years of existence, it has rarely been bored.

Nor will it be today.
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RL, the current fool who thinks he owns the Roaton place, climbs the curved staircase. Checking the ironed creases in his jeans, being sure the blue chambray shirt is tucked properly and sleeves cuffed evenly. He notes the shine on his loafers and so on. All this is capped off with some strategic raking of fingers through medium short, graying hair. He does this several times and it still looks like a stunted tumbleweed.

This is preening. RL would never call it that. But everyone else does.

He’s also concocting money-making schemes along with the lies to make them palatable. He’s always doing this, and he’s good at it. He has to be. He deals in antiques, where over-pricing and agility with truth are professional requirements.

Halfway up the stairs all thoughts of preening, money… and breathing, are wrenched from him.

Fear replaces them. Sweat beads his face, seeping into that blue shirt, showing dark at the collar.

On the second-floor landing hovers a pulsing cloud of vapor, formed from twisting coils of mist. Three strands of curling malevolence dart from it like tongues, then slide back into the writhing mass. Cold spills down the steps toward him; the bitter chill of things that have not finished dying.

RL knows these things; he knows these apparitions.

They had attacked him on these same stairs not long ago. But he’d believed them gone, banished by something even they feared. And he’d been totally sure they would never be seen again. Or he wouldn’t be here now.

Not to show panic, which might make them attack, he slowly backs down. Only taking one step at a time, revealing no fear, no hurry. Close to the bottom, he casually turns. If he could, he would whistle gaily. But right now, dust would come out.

Then RL’s true and brave nature takes over.

He runs like a rabbit on fire. He runs with bulging eyes, ballooning bladder and dignity abandoned.

Yes, RL remembers the wraiths very well.

Below him, a door flies open, crashing against a wall, sending echoes bouncing through this tomb of a house.

Out from that opened door boils a gray hued, swirling embodiment of feminine wrath. Not even specters can match a woman’s rage. Just ask a cheating husband.

RL hits the ground floor in a coward’s sprint, sees the woman, and shrieks manfully at her.

“YOUR DAUGHTERS ARE BACK!”

The shit has hit. Officially.

If any human could truly claim ownership of the Roaton House, it was this gray person. Except she was not human. Not exactly. Not precisely.

No one knew what she was, including the woman herself… because she was the house. When decades of a brutal husband had driven her mad, the house had taken her. Absorbed her. Knitted her into its fabric.

The house got more than it wanted. The woman also took the house. They both eventually accepted this. And each gained from it. Prospective owners did not gain. They usually left at the sight of her. In great haste.
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At this same time, a few miles away, a silly bastard fusses with merchandise and giggles to himself.

Frankie also admires his reflection in the shop’s freestanding mirror; the same mirror he grotesquely over-prices to customers. So grotesquely, they could buy one at the Louvre for less. He loves this mirror. Particularly its reflection.

Frankie believes appearance is always important. And absolutely necessary when preparing to cheat all hell out of someone. His chartreuse ensemble looks lovely, he’s quite sure. A very light chartreuse… with matching belt and loafers.

Yes, lovely indeed. This is preening. And that’s exactly what Frankie calls it. RL, his business partner, uses other words to describe this fluttering about.

He smooths his pants over a small bulge. The bulge is a Prod, a trinket stolen from a buried UFO. Its settings range from sending an intense itch, to sizzling, bubbling roast. The latter adjustment kills really well. Frankie considers it a dandy pocket tool, especially for customers who won’t buy. He giggles at the thought.

Taking a loving look at the halogen-lighted jewelry case next to the register, he feels the display is an absolute work of art and genius. Frankie being the genius.

Plucking a small bronze statue from the display’s top, he replaces it with an intricately carved walking stick, leaning it against the register. A much better attention puller than the bronze. And the cane looks old enough to have been used by Moses while he was playing around in the desert.

It had been carved in Jakarta about three weeks ago.

Some judicious sanding and staining had aged the stick a bit… but only by a few centuries. Mustn’t get too carried away when creating an antique. Someone might get suspicious of the other crap they’ve bought here.

There were six more canes in the back, each to be displayed one at a time. Belief in rarity is much easier to achieve when antiquities are rationed.

The shop door reads: NEAT STUFF, and now chimes as it opens. Announcing money. An absolutely magical sound.

Frankie’s face blossoms into an open smile, perfectly framing his chipped front tooth. His cowlick wags with innocent charm. A grown Boy Scout. Honest. True. Morally straight.

Oh yes. Absolutely straight and honest. He’s so full of ethics he stays constipated.

And everything here is guaranteed. Guaranteed to be older than yesterday. Maybe even older than last week. Just ask Frankie, who wouldn’t tell a lie. Unless really, really necessary.

Frankie is also guaranteed… to be full of something.

The customer is a tiny old woman with a purse big enough to house livestock. Along with their hay. Outside glitters a new Mercedes.

Frankie’s spirit soars. Fresh fleecing is on the way. He’s already counting the money. Hers, and a ton of it.

He’s lethal with women. Especially elderly ones. It’s that Boy Scout shit.

And this old dear, clutching that purse to her withered bosom, has treasure written all over her. She might as well have gutted herself before entering, and save Frankie the effort.

Beaming his apple-pie wholesomeness, he approaches. How sweet and grandmotherly she is. How dear, how kind. How wonderfully gullible. The poor silly old fool.

And her tender, aged lips speak:

“I bet you’re the faggot cock-sucker that cheated my daughter! If you ain’t, then go get your partner’s ass out here,” the sweet old woman says, producing a huge pistol from the purse.

Frankie’s smile collapses.

The cowlick droops.

…Well, penetrate me with a hammer. Granny Good just turned into Ma Barker.

Frankie’s day is not starting well.

It’s about to get a lot worse.
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Back at the Roaton house, the gray woman only nods, acknowledging RL’s shrieked warning about her daughters.

“Yes,” she says softly, already moving toward the staircase. “I sensed their foulness moments ago as they entered my home. They are why I have come. Why I left my room.”

She is a charcoal portrait given motion. No color, no pigment, only shades of black and gray, with alabaster scars and knots where bones have not knitted properly. A woman like storm water, long beaten against cliffs.

Except for her eyes.

Her eyes have color… sometimes.

“Shadow, I, I, I saw you drive them away before! How can they be back?” squeaks RL.

Ignoring him, she reaches the foot of the stairs. She massages her badly healed arms, kneading at old breaks with black finger nails. Her gaze climbs the steps to the pulsing mass of light and movement above. The ebony lips pull back from her teeth.

When she speaks, her voice sounds like stones thrown into a crypt. Stones ordered into a crypt. And eager to get in where it’s safe; away from her.

“I WILL NOT ABIDE YOU HERE! None of you are what once was, nor can you ever be. Return to that which you now embrace. Go.”

The cloud convulses, pulsating anger.

It swells outward like a lung drawing breath. Its center tears open into a spinning vortex of a mouth; a dead cave lined with unholy light.

Three wraiths leap from it, coiling and striking, their twisted faces silently screaming.
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Back in the city, having a granny pull a cannon out of her purse and call him a cheating faggot, is not an entirely new thing for Frankie. He does deal in antiques, and this is Texas. A state where citizens are known to occasionally police citizens. It’s often needed.

And Frankie would proudly, gleefully, eagerly say, that yes, he is a faggot. He’s as gay as a butt plug. He’d say it with absolute relish. As to the cheating… well, it all depends on which part of a deal is being examined. And who’s doing the looking.

Eyeing granny and her gun, Frankie goes into a Frankie act:

“Oh, my goodness!” he wails. (clapping his hands to both cheeks)

“Oh, my! No!” he bleats. (going pigeon toed)

“I could never ever, ever cheat anyone!” he whines. (wrapping both arms around his chest)

Before Frankie can get to the crying part of this act, the sweet, benevolent Gran-Gran cuts in.

“If you keep flappin’ them pecker-tongs around, I’m gonna put some lead in your liver. You just keep them hands still, and don’t raise’em over your head neither. I don’t want no attention from the laws.”

Frankie sighs, letting the act die, and dropping his hands. The gun’s bore looks cavernous. Seriously big.

Imminent death is always serious.

“You listen up, Whistle Britches,” continues sweet granny. “I wasn’t born in that Mercedes with a silver spoon stickin’ outta my ass. Until they hit oil, I growed up hard, so this six-shooter ain’t for show.”

Oh, shit… the old bat is Oil Money… donates big time locally, figures she can get away with anything. But if I can just get that Prod out…

“Ma’am,” Frankie says, carefully smiling again, “this must be a slight misunderstanding. Please tell me what this alleged cheating is ab—”

“Ain’t no alleged to it, Queenie. Them diamonds is mine,” she says pointing at the jewelry case.

“My druggie daughter stole that there necklace outta my joolry box. And you can bet your sweet ass she won’t thieve from me no more.”

Frankie shuts down the smile. The bore of that gun is looking bigger. Big enough to hold a grave. His grave.

“Well, ma’am, I’m ever so sure she will never steal from you again,” he says in a neutral tone.

The old woman ignores this, looking back and forth between him and the necklace. And holding the pistol very steady… on Frankie. Then the elderly dear speaks.

“And I’ll just lay odds that you got a boner when you first seen that neckwear of mine.”

Granny is correct. Frankie had indeed been… aroused when he’d seen the sparkler, but he feels now is not the time to admit this. No, now is the time for maneuverings. Careful maneuverings.

Frankie tries again.

“Ma’am! Please, there’s no need for such crudity. Many pieces of jewelry look much the same when viewed alongside–”

“Shut it, Flat Knees. We ain’t goin’ there. I know them diamonds, and they’re mine. I mean to take’em.”

Frankie has no intention of letting this damned crone leave with her own property. The very idea! There is no profit in honesty.

“Well, ma’am,” Frankie says, edging a hand toward the Prod in his pocket. “If you’ll just let me—”

“I see that hand twitchin’, boy,” she snaps. “You’re tryin’ my patience,” she continues, cocking the pistol. It is a very loud sound.

“Okay, okay! You win, ma’am. I’ll get you the necklace.”

She laughs, sounding like a donkey choking.

“Oh, Sweet Cheeks, you’re a one, ain’t you! You likely got a pantywaist automatic hid back there. You just rest easy and I’ll get it myself.”

Heaving a theatrical sigh, Frankie simply says, “Fine. The keys are just beneath the register, under some dust cloths.”

Moving behind the counter, revolver steady, she notices the cane. The cane that Moses had carried.

“That’s a sin-purty old walkin’ stick. I just might take that too, seein’ as how I been to so much trouble on account of you.”

Bending to look under the register, she continues.

“Yep, sure enough, there’s a little bitty pop-pistol back here. Hell, I bet sometimes you hide that up your crack, and just get all worked up over—”

Frankie moves with the speed of a whore taking money. Grabbing the cane, he clubs the shit out of that dear precious old head.

Her gun fires.
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Back at the Roaton house, the open maw from that pulsing cloud lunges down at Shadow. Like snakes, three wraiths from within strike out at the gray woman, their faces blazing with silent fury.

Shadow does not step back, does not flinch, does not blink.

Decades ago, when she was called Anna, she’d borne these three. She has seen far worse than death and ghosts since. To her, they are but dim visions straining for release through the past’s veil.

She is the house now. She no longer fears the other side. Or fears any side.

But RL certainly does. He stands frozen, beyond fear… he’s truly terrified. These things had once viciously battered his friend into a coma, and nearly gotten him. Only Shadow’s arrival had saved them. It’s not something he’s likely to forget.

The wraiths, these once-daughters, recoil and strike down, again and again. Never hitting, but darting and rippling around her face in frustration.

Shadow laughs, but it is a tired, mirthless sound.

“Throw your tantrums, you dreary little wisps of nothing. You cannot touch me. Nor will I permit you to harm anyone in my presence. I do not know how you met your end, but you chose this existence at death. I am sorry for you. And sorry that I could not protect you from your father, that utter beast I was forced to wed.”

She looks at the lunging, darting faces a few seconds, shaking her head with finality.

“But you tried to murder my Elv-is. For that, there will be no forgiveness. Thank whatever god you have chosen, that I do not come after you. Go now. Weep your bitterness.”

The writhing knot of horror vanishes, like the flipping of a switch.

RL collapses to his knees, shirt soaked with sweat. He’s grateful his jeans aren’t soaked with something else.

“Christ Almighty, Shadow. Are they really gone?”

“No. They have not left the house. I do not think they will leave this time.”

This is less than comforting news. Looking up at her, he slowly rises.

“But… but… can’t you make them?”

“Yes,” she answers, turning sharply to him. “By leaving what I am. By leaving the house. By dying.”

Her jaws tighten, sparks of glowing white appearing in blue eyes.

“I will not leave Elv-is,” she continues. “Not even to protect you and Jayderay, whom I also love.” Her voice is becoming harsh. The eyes continue to whiten.

“We would never ask you to,” RL says quickly, fearing her anger, the madness he’s seen before.

“Shadow, we bought this place to save it from demolition, to keep it safe for you and Elvis. We owe you both our lives. But we must move in here, our finances demand it. So, how do we get rid of these… your… these ghost things?”

“I do not know,” she says in a softer voice. “The house took me, not my daughters. They are dead, I am not. They are haunts, I am not.” Glancing at her gray hands, she adds, “Regardless of my pallor.” And gives him an almost smile, her eyes returning to normal.

“I’m sure Elvis doesn’t object,” says RL quickly, still wary of this volatile woman.

“No, most certainly not,” she says, her smile becoming real. Like Mona Lisa’s.

“Oh! I must return to him. He is weak, and they will be back!” She finishes that awful statement over her shoulder, leaving RL alone.

Alone and thinking hard about that “they will be back” part.

If they’re still here in this house… then where in the house?

RL stares at the staircase, follows it up. His eyes widen.

… the attic… they’re in the attic… of course they are… along with the monsters in the basement, and the bats in my brain… do we really HAVE to move here…

He hears whispers. Indistinct, slurred murmurs. Words from the dead.

Not from the attic.

They’re coming out from the walls, up from the floor, down from the ceiling, out from everywhere. They hammer into him, leeching him.

Bravely dashing for the front door, RL decides the attic can wait.

Yes, the attic can wait. It can wait for Frankie.
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As Frankie bashes the cane into sweet gran-gran’s foul head, the dear old bitch squawks and shoots. Frankie screams.

Frantically examining his precious front for the hole he’s sure his innards are pouring out of… he finds nothing. Not even powder burns.

He peers quickly over the counter at Granny to make sure she’s not preparing for another try.

She’s not. She’s napping, as a purple lump rises through her thin white hair.

Frankie hopes it hurts.

“Well, Annie Oakly, seems you’re not quite the hot shit shooter you thought you were.”

Leaping behind the counter, he scoops up the revolver, stuffing it in his pants. Then racing to the shop door, locks it, and flips the sign to CLOSED.

Frankie hasn’t survived a very interesting life by being slow or dim. He immediately starts planning on what to do with that unconscious body on the floor. (not a first for this shop) He’s also wondering where that huge 45 caliber slug fired off to.

Frankie gasps with horror. Frankie grabs at his heart. Frankie starts sobbing.

“My mirror! The old bitch shot my mirror!” he wails, looking at the shattered remains. “Damn! And it really was an antique.”

Storming to the counter, he glares down at the slayer of innocent mirrors.

She stirs feebly, moaning, waking.

Frankie yanks her pistol from his waist band, finger tightening on the trigger… but stops himself.

… No… better not… that would be going a teensy too far… and it would be messy… and RL would get all prissy and pouty about it. But damn it, she really does need killing… the greedy old trout.

Sighing wistfully, he reverses the gun, and with the butt, gently clubs granny again. She quits waking up. But starts snoring… loudly.

“Hell,” he mutters aloud, “now I’m gonna have to listen to that racket. I swear, you just can’t be considerate with some people. I might still shoot her.”

The shop’s land line rings. Phones always ring during the most inopportune times. It’s a law. And they’re inanimate, they enjoy this.

Glancing over, Frankie reads it’s RL. Before answering, he speaks to Granny in a conspirator’s tone.

“’Tis my lord and master, and with his usual bad timing. I’ve got to answer, or he’ll think I’m up to something and drive over. So don’t you get gabby, it might not be good for one of us.”

“Hi, Boss, what’s up?

“Plenty, and I need you out here to the Roaton place. Like 30 minutes ago,” says the shaky sounding RL.

“Umm, uh… well, I’ve got a bit of a, uh, a teensy problem right now. But I’ve got it… in hand,” he says glancing at the gun. And before he can stop himself, he giggles.

“God damn it, Frankie! You’re up to something, but I don’t have time to worm it out of you. Solve it, and get out here. They’re back.”

“Well… just who are they? The Clintons? Heckle and Jeckle? You know, I wouldn’t mind seeing a Heckle and–”

“Oh, do shut up, Frankie. The ghosts are back!”

“Oh, shit!”

“I almost did. Shadow rescued me, but she said they won’t leave and she can’t make them.”

“Well, if SHE can’t, Mon Capitaine, what do you expect me to do?”

“You can give me courage to go back in there, for a start. Right now, I’m sitting in the van trying to get over my heart attack. So, take care of that ‘teensy problem’ you’ve no doubt caused, and get out here.”

“RL, I’m totally innocent in this, really I am.”

“You can’t even spell that word. Now, get moving!” And RL disconnects.

These two business partners have the ethics of a toilet brush, and their morals can’t be examined by the delicate. But they are loyal to each other.

And they do have good qualities, as they’ve both committed murder… in virtuous causes. The recipients really deserved killing. And needed it… this is Texas.

Frankie holds the dead phone, looking down at the twice smacked old woman. He must solve this, and get his silly ass moving.

… I didn’t need your wretched, cantankerous ass to start my day with, and now it looks like you’ve set a pattern. It’s going to be downhill for the rest of it… that’s how shit flows.

Frankie empties her purse. And gets a bit of luck. Out bounces a big fat bottle of Oxys, without a prescription label. He wouldn’t touch this poison for personal use, but he can use it to get out of his “teensy problem.”

Frankie is getting up to something. He’s known for this.

As he drags the trouble maker to the back of the shop, he says with great sincerity and feeling.

“You’re gonna need that Oil Money influence to get out of this, old girl. And you needn’t worry about that glittering fat rock you used to have on your finger. I’ll take very good care of it.”

Frankie will also give the same tender care to the roll of hundreds he liberated from the purse.

Dumping her at the back door, he listens for her continued snoring, then races to the front. Diving into the Mercedes, he pulls it around to the stores ancient loading dock.

With a cursing
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