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Prologue

Beddes Hospital

Oklahoma, 1989

 

Kaye Vera Kohn Whittington was only 18 years
old, yet she and her baby Milo were dying.  If the doctors
could get Milo out of her in time, they might at least save him.
Kaye wanted to save Milo and herself too, but they were scaring her
so badly now that she did not know what to do, or how to
help.  The freezing operating room terrified her with its
looming lights. There were more people in here than she could
understand the need for: her own obstetrician, an obstetrics
specialist surgeon, three nurses, an anesthesiologist.  That
should have been six people, and yet twice that many rushing bodies
were in the room, green surgical masks covering their faces,
turning them all into beady-eyed goblins.

Kaye was belted and strapped every which way,
with monitors, and IVs, tubes and wires and tape.  Because
each one of these things monitored Milo, she held her panic at bay
and suffered. They had tried to anesthetize her, but anesthetics
would not knock her out, so violently was her adrenaline thrumming.
They were performing a C-section with an epidural and even the
epidural was going wrong.  She felt like the lower half of her
body was being roasted on a dull fire. Her head pounded so
violently she could barely think.

She heard alarming words from behind
masks.  “I can’t find the fetal heartbeat.” Another voice
said, “Mom’s pressure is still rising.”  

When they said “Mom,” they were talking about
her, a fact that seemed preposterous. They were frantic in this
cold glaring room.  Well good, finally, everyone was as
frantic as she was, furious and frightened by their
voices.  

A wave of movement through the room, and Kaye
had the revolting sensation of her insides being shoved
around.  “There we go, we’ve got him.” She heard the angry
wailing of a newborn, an enraged little person finding himself
being passed around in this white cold place.

That’s Milo, and he’s okay.  This
should have been an encouraging thought.

One of the goblins shouted, “We’re
hemorrhaging!”  There was an audible gasp along with the sound
of something thick splattering on the floor.  Kaye knew with
grim certainty that it was her own blood.

How had that happened?  Had she erupted
like a volcano?  

Someone cried, “We’re losing her.  We’re
losing her!”  Medical staff bunched around her in an imploring
knot, blocking out the light.  It didn’t matter. She had left
her body and no longer needed to see.

 


*****

Eight months before, Kaye and her husband
Martin held hands while they stared at the stick of a home
pregnancy test together.  Neither of them was yet old enough
to order a beer – not that they would, they were Pentecostal
Christians and did not drink. They had been married for only six
weeks.  They both came into marriage as virgins. No one had
taught them anything much about sex and no one had taught them
anything at all about birth control, so it was not surprising that
their explorations together had resulted in pregnancy almost at
once. 

Kaye was afraid that Martin would be scared
or mad, becoming a father so soon after becoming a husband, but he
was as excited as she was.  Martin had scoffed at her worry.
“I’m scared of nukes, not of babies.” 

Kaye knew that Martin wasn’t really scared of
nukes, although they’d been raised hearing that the Russians were
going to nuke the world.  They didn’t really believe that God
would let such a terrible thing happen. They shared many such
earnest beliefs.

Most important, Kaye believed in God’s plan
for their lives just as faithfully as did her husband, though it
seemed like everyone said they were too young to marry, and that
life would be very hard on them.  To Kaye, her union with
Martin was inevitable. She had been solemnly in love with Martin
Whittington since tenth grade when he’d asked to sit with her
family at the Homecoming football game. In that night’s faint but
constant rain, she’d seen droplets gathering in Martin’s dark blond
hair and shining there making a halo almost as bright as his
smile.  Something in her heart had just buckled with happy
certainty.

She felt that buckling again, when the pink
“plus” sign appeared in the pregnancy test stick.

After that came the best five months of
Kaye’s entire life.  She and Marty, in their tiny apartment,
with their tiny baby growing inside her, found everything to be
funny, or dazzling, or lusty.  Kaye felt beautiful and alight.
Their sex life went from being fun and sweet to being sizzling hot.
Marty went with her to the doctor to watch the sonogram. 
“It’s a boy,” said the technician, but Kaye had already known that.
They short-listed names. Daniel, Adam, or maybe Timothy. They
bought a used stroller and a new car seat.

“We’re acting like we’re the first people to
ever have a baby,” Kaye teased. 

Martin agreed, wondering, “Do you think our
parents acted like this?”  They couldn’t bear to imagine
it.

God’s plan for their lives was not what Kaye
had assumed, however.  One night Martin went out to get their
dinner, promising to return with salty fries and a chocolate
milkshake for Kaye.  A confused madman came to the fast-food
joint with a gun and the intention of killing his ex-wife, who
worked there. Being drunk spoiled the man’s aim.  In gunning
for his former spouse he had shot four people. One of the victims
died: nineteen year-old Martin Whittington, who was just standing
in line. Martin was buried next to his great-grandparents, because
his parents and grandparents were all still alive.  People
aren’t supposed to die when they are nineteen years old.

People said a lot of things to Kaye after her
husband was murdered.  She remembered little of it, only that
she was told she should be grateful to have Martin’s baby, a “piece
of him to go on living.”  Daniel, or Adam, or Timothy, now
became Martin Jr. – whose choice had that been? - though Kaye could
not say the name “Martin” aloud. She called the baby Milo for
short, for comfort’s sake, her kicking hiccupping
mystery-Milo.  He was the only thing that mattered.

Kaye didn’t cry, or sulk or grieve – no time
for that.  Martin had a modest life insurance policy through
his job.  Moving at the speed of honed denial, Kaye took half
of it and made a down payment on a compact but well-built
house.  She paid for some Vo-Tech Nurse’s Aide classes with
the rest. She worked herself morning to night with school and with
preparing the little house for Milo.  She told everyone that
she was fine and strong. Everyone said she was brave. She claimed
that God was with her, busying herself so thoroughly that she had
no time to check the truth of that statement.  She didn’t have
a real, personal thought in her head for two months. Then one day
as she was loading the dishwasher at her mother’s house, she
fainted and her family could not rouse her, nor the paramedics who
were summoned.  Her blood pressure was so high they feared she
could die at any moment. She woke in the hospital just in time for
the doctor to tell her how much trouble she was really in.

Kaye had been a buoyantly healthy girl all
her life.  Even her scrapes and bruises healed so fast that
her family assumed God’s hand at work on the child.  Now her
own body was self-destructing, taking Milo with it. No medicine
they gave her could combat the fury of her own blood.  She did
not know how to fix herself. She was too young to understand that
grief can’t be mended that way, too proud to admit that she was
caving into despair.  She’d never failed at anything before
and this threat to Milo felt like the ultimate failure.

The ob-gyn told her, “We can’t wait, young
lady.  You’ve got to have this baby now.” Seemingly without
her consent or even her opinion, they started taping things to her
that morning so Milo could be removed and brought into a dangerous
and unfair world.

 


*****

 


Kaye felt dreamy and faraway and like she was
dropping weights from her body and rising into the air.  She
separated herself from the chaos of the operating room. The noise
was unbearable anyway and none of these goblins could help.

Would she still go to heaven if she died
now?  Martin was supposedly in Heaven waiting for her. 
Shouldn’t that make her happy? She did not want to leave her Milo
behind, and for the first time in weeks she also considered her own
life, her own future, the rest of her family too. Weren’t there
many good reasons to want to go on living?  In this painful
exhausted moment, everything felt impossible.

“Kaye.” 

The voice spoke to her from the only empty
corner of the room.  There stood Martin. He wore the
letterman’s jacket he’d earned for speech and debate.  Right
over his heart, a bullet hole was burned through his shirt, and
presumably the through flesh underneath.  She winced at the
sight of it, though it seemed just an afterthought to him. His face
shone beautiful and yet a bit distant, so a shot of uneasiness
lanced through her.  Had he already forgotten her? He couldn’t
have, or he wouldn’t be here.

 Without precisely moving, she was
suddenly at Martin’s side and gazing at him.  She asked in
wonder, “Are you in Heaven?”

Martin put his arms around her, his ghost and
her ghost embracing so hard that most of the noise of the operating
room disappeared.  He said, with disconcerting furtiveness,
“It’s not like they said it would be. It’s different, and bigger,
and stranger than you could ever even imagine.  But it’s not
for you, not yet. Lookee there.”

If she’d doubted for a moment that this was
really Martin, the “lookee there” cemented her certainty that her
dead husband truly stood before her.  The colloquialism almost
made her laugh, a miracle on this awful day. She “look-eed,”
followed his gesture across the room and saw in the corner that two
nurses were caring for a wrapped bundle of bossy, angry, flailing
fists.  Both nurses looked in distress from the baby who,
freed of his mother’s failing body, was strong and lively, to
Kaye’s bloodily ruptured, lifeless form.

Kaye despaired but Martin said, “You can heal
yourself.  You still have a chance.”

Shame was a new emotion for her. Still, she
admitted, “It’s too much. I’m too tired.”

The faintly disconnected concern in Martin’s
face changed to faintly disconnected surprise. “I’ve never heard
you say you couldn’t do something.”

“I’m sorry.  I want to. But I don’t know
how.”  

“They don’t know how.”  Martin’s
derision had a note of humor to it, as he indicated the scrambling
goblins, doctors and nurses who, for all their medicine and
technology, could not stop her terrible blood loss, which her
skyrocketing blood pressure had made all the worse.  The
rupture was too deep inside her; they’d have to open her to reach
it and there was no time for that. Kaye understood instinctively
what was wrong. 

“That needs to be mended fast,” said Marty,
“and there’s only one person here who can do that. My Kaye won’t go
out this way.”

So he said, but reality was growing
distant.  Now it seemed as if she stared down a narrow hallway
with a frantic operating room at the end, and the hallway was
creeping and growing longer.  

She felt his hold on her loosen.  She
begged, “Please don’t leave me.”

He was already leaving, though.  The
moment he released her, she was no longer standing beside him. Back
inside her failing body, she was jarred by the difference, the
darkness. 

She could hear him still, and Martin spoke
firmly, urgently. “Do it now, Kaye.  You won’t fail because
you can’t. It’s your last chance.”

She had a thousand questions, but only time
for one.  She desperately cried after him, “Will I find you
again someday?”

“You won’t need to,” was his confident, and
ever-after mysterious and perplexing, answer.  

So, failure was not an option today. 
When she called on some deep, hidden well of nearly terrifying
power within herself, when the healing exploded from her and burned
the hands of those who touched her, she thought she heard Martin’s
satisfied laughter.  Later, a spooked nurse with a hushed
voice told Kaye about the events in the operating room and
divulged, with a sideways glance, that it was Kaye herself who had
been laughing.

 


*****

 


Twenty-six years later, Kaye was brought back
a second time from a close brush with death.  This second time
bore some rather eerie similarities to the first: she was bleeding
out, she was able to heal herself at the last minute, and she was
coaxed back from the brink by a man she loved.  The second
time, her throat had been torn out by a preta zombie. Rather than a
hospital operating room, she’d been on the floor of Irving Howell’s
cabin in the Colorado Rockies; rather than a staff of hospital
goblins, she was surrounded by the Othernaturals team. The man
shouting for her to heal herself was Stefan McCandless instead of
the ghost of her dead husband.   

Since Martin had died, Kaye had led an active
casual dating life.  She’d always had plenty of attention from
men when she wanted it, and a few sexual relationships that were
quick, clean and unimportant.  But nothing had ever made her
feel like a cheater until she let another man coax her back from
death – as if poor long-lost Martin would begrudge her second
revival.  This little pang of guilt, much like Martin’s visit
to her on the night of Milo’s birth, was a secret she kept to
herself. 

 


Oklahoma City, Oklahoma

April, 2015

 

Four weeks after Kaye had almost died from a
preta zombie attack, she was a picture of health and giddy joy,
waiting in the terminal of the Will Rogers Airport for Milo to
appear among the crowd.  The plane landed right on time, thank
God; she was already loopy with excitement to see her honey-bunny
and delay would have been miserable. Travelers trundled down the
walkway dragging their rolling cases, adjusting backpacks, scanning
the crowd for people they knew.  It was a Thursday morning so
many of the flyers were attired for business with serious
expressions to match. Still, Kaye watched some scattered happy
reunions: a kissing couple; a tall teenage daughter waving her arms
in the air as her even-taller dad emerged; a mother and a small
child rushing into the arms of some cooing grandparents. 

Nobody made quite as much noise as Kaye
Whittington, who ordinarily considered herself above public
shouting but couldn’t keep from shrieking in excitement when she
saw her son step from the shadowy tunnel.  She dashed to him
laughing at herself, at the surprise on his face. His mom yelling
in an airport? He’d never imagined! Just as she prepared to
apologize for making a ruckus Milo caught her around the waist,
picked her up and spun her around, her momentum and his strength
twirling them a second time until they were both laughing.  It
was fortunate they didn’t knock anyone over. They hadn’t seen each
other in person in seven months, the longest separation they’d ever
had. 

“Hugs, hugs!” she cried, clutching him. 
“Oh look at you, you’re just gorgeous!”

Milo held her at arm’s length.  “You
look great too! You’ve changed your hair a little bit.”

“So have you.”  She touched his wiry
black locks, which hung nearly to his shoulders.

“No, just no time for a haircut in
months.” 

Milo was a surgical intern that year, and he
had little time for anything but work.  Kaye could see the
stress of it cut into his beautiful face, making him look like more
of an adult man than he ever had before.  

Though she’d always hoped he’d grow into the
image of his father, instead in almost every way Milo looked like
her: he was tall and deep-chested, fair-skinned, hair black as a
raven’s wing and eyes of only a shade darker green than her
own.  He was so handsome that people turned to watch him. They
might well watch, but she was his mother, and she noticed at once
that he was too thin for his rangy frame. He looked tired, but in a
gratified way. She was ridiculously proud of him, ridiculously
worried about him, ridiculous over her Milo in just about every
way.  They spoke each week on the phone – Milo was dependable
in that – but talking wasn’t the same as getting her arms around
him. This was her baby. They had been a duo all his life. He was on
a long weekend, five days off in a row: his first days off in
months. He had come home for his 27th birthday.

They chattered all the way through the
airport.  He’d been afraid yesterday that he’d get snagged for
on-call duty this weekend but luckily his boss liked him and had a
little mercy.  He’d had no time to do any laundry, though.
He’d brought her a present – no, she must wait until they got back
home. Kaye played it cool as they strolled across the roof of the
parking garage.  Milo was clearly scanning the cars for her
reliable Volvo, and when she opened the trunk of a slick, candy-red
convertible, he did a double-take.

Even in jest, lying to Milo had always been
impossible for her.  “It’s just a rental. But I thought it
would be cool for the weekend.”

“Let me drive it!” he asked.

“That depends on whether you’ve remembered to
keep your driver’s license current.”

For a moment he was confused.  She’d
done what she could to teach him how to live on his own, but
between his schooling, internships and his general male-ness, there
were things that slipped through the cracks.  He pulled out
his wallet and checked. “Ha! It doesn’t expire until next year. You
thought you had me on that one.” 

She smirked and tossed the keys to
him.  

Milo said, “I thought maybe with all that
Othernaturals money, you’d upgraded your car.”  Once in
the driver’s seat, he savored the fine leather interior, then
lifted his fair face up, eyes closed, to soak in the
sunshine.  “It’s done nothing but rain in Boston since
February. This is amazing.”

He took them out of the garage and onto the
highway, talking as he drove.  Eventually he wound the talk
back to her paranormal adventuring. “So how is the show going,
anyway? 

Kaye didn’t quite know how to answer. 
“Amazing. Confusing. Dangerous. Scary.  Fun.”

“I finally caught up with all the
episodes.  Why don’t you guys hire a cameraman? Where’s your
sound guy holding a boom mic over your head?   Why it is
always someone on the team with a camera stuck to their face?”

“The previous sound guy was killed by a
Bigfoot.  They’ve had trouble filling the position.”

“Right.”

Kaye barely considered such things; she
wasn’t involved in the production side. “It’s just the way they do
it. Don’t you think it looks more realistic than having a bunch of
crew hanging around?  Greg calls it something,
find-the-footage style? No. Found-footage.”

“Where is the show going next?”

Kaye frowned.  “Well, they’re going to
Jefferson City for two different episodes.  Its state
penitentiary is famously haunted. Then there’s some lake outside
town that has a reputation for drowning fishermen.”

“They’re going?”

“I’m having a hard time making a decision on
whether I want to renew my contract for another year.”

“You’ve already started the season!  I
just saw your season six premiere last night.”

“Yes, but my contract actually renews this
month, because of, oh it’s complicated, the first two episodes I
did last year were on a trial basis and it’s based on calendar
months or something.  Anyway I’m thinking of quitting.”

“Quitting!”  He was visibly
dismayed.  “Why?”

The noise of the wind as they drove was
making it hard to hear, so she excused herself from answering until
they had taken the off-ramp to Kaye’s neighborhood.  By then
she’d gotten her thoughts ordered. She asked, “When I told you I
was going on a ghost-hunting show, what did you think I’d be
doing?

“Hunting ghosts,” he said and they chuckled
together.  “That mission statement turned out to be different
than we thought, didn’t it? 

Kaye explained, “We’re touching on some
really dangerous things.  You know, Rosemary and Greg are your
age – oh, I guess Greg’s a little older, but I think Rosemary only
has a couple months on you.  They’re young and they don’t have
your level-headedness. They don’t seem to think things through.
Rosemary thinks nothing can harm her, or us, so long as she’s
around, and I think that cockiness is going to bite us all in the
ass one of these days. I’m afraid someone’s going to get
hurt.  Or killed.”

“Are you still worried about Clancy? You know
that woman’s death was not your fault.”

“I know.”  She hoped she sounded
convincing.  But now she had some unpleasant business to
tackle with her son.  “If you watched ‘The Curse of the Preta
Demon,’ episode, you know that I was bitten.  By another human
being. A sick human being.”

“Yeah, you ended up in the hospital.”

“Well.  I’m not supposed to discuss it;
Rosemary says that episode has already gotten us into enough legal
snares without my saying anything, but I was bitten badly.  My
throat was torn open. I nearly bled out.”

Milo checked his blind spots and then pulled
the car over so he could look at her straight.  “You almost
died? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It didn’t seem like a telephone thing. 
‘Oh hi, Milo, guess what I almost died today.’  You’ve got so
much to deal with already, and of course I was fine in the
end.  You know how fast I heal.”

“Because you healed yourself.” 

She couldn’t help looking a little
proud. 

“Did you request copies of your medical
records?  I’d like to see them.”

“You wouldn’t see much.  By the time I
was checked in, I was suffering from nothing but anemia.”

“You really were bleeding out?  How can
you be sure?”

Skeptical know-it-all, her son.  Kaye
had to resist arguing; she was the one who had taught him this
behavior after all.  He wasn’t going to truly trust anything
but an official record. Ha, too bad Greg had been too frightened to
remember to film the scene.  Eyewitness testimony, including a
patient’s of her own injury, could be highly unreliable. Instead of
replying with a list of credentials qualifying her to give a
medical opinion, she said, “Milo, it was a very bad bite and I was
in trouble.  Can I say for certain that I would have died? Of
course not. But I was barely conscious and my friends were all
pretty frightened.”

He did not look appeased.  “I’m just
glad you’re all right now, then.  I’m glad you have
superpowers.” He meant that without sarcasm.

She told Milo, “We have Stefan to thank, for
giving me the wherewithal to do it.  I don’t know what would
have happened without him. He saved my life.”

“Sounds like you saved your own life.”

“Ah, that’s what Stefan said too.”  She
smiled fondly, wondering if she’d ever get the nerve to introduce
the two of them.  She’d postponed and postponed, harboring
some silly fear that they would dislike each other.  There was
no reason to assume that. Now she said, “Back when I joined this
show, I thought the worst danger I’d ever face would be rickety
staircases or mold.”

“Do you like being on the show?”

“Yes,” she said before thinking, and
surprised herself.  “Yes, I enjoy it very much.”

“Because of Stefan?”

“Not just because of Stefan.  In fact,
it’s weird having a relationship that some faction of the public is
watching, and commenting on rather freely, too.  But yes, I
enjoy everything about the show, more or less.”

“Do you think this incident was just a
fluke?”

“Huh.  I wish I could say it was.”

“If you’re afraid for your life, then yes,
you have to quit.”  He waited for her to respond, and when she
didn’t, he continued, “But you don’t seem afraid for your
life.”

“I’m afraid for – well, I feel like a drama
queen for saying this – but I’m afraid for you.  I don’t want
to get killed and leave you with nobody. I realize that you’ll have
your own family someday soon, and that you don’t need me like you
used to—”

“Mom.  Seriously stop that.  I need
you as much as I ever did, plus you’re my best friend, plus I love
having the hottest mom in the world, so give it a rest, you
freaking drama queen.”  Without fail, he could make her laugh.
“You saved lives. You and your group did, in Colorado, and at that
thing in Houston too. That means something.”

“Yes.  I know.”

“And you always told me that you believed
that there’s a higher power that has a plan for people.  Maybe
this is part of yours.”

In the years following Martin’s violent,
unexpected death, Kaye drifted away from the proper church and
embraced a hungry agnosticism and a fascination with the
supernatural.  Martin’s description of an afterlife –
“different and bigger and stranger” than she could imagine, a place
where she wouldn’t “need to” find him – made her crave
understanding.  Othernaturals had given her more
information than anyone else had, as imperfect as that information
may have been.  She had seen denizens of the afterlife. She
had learned some of their rules. She wasn’t afraid of a big,
different and strange afterlife; she was only afraid of leaving
Milo behind when he was still so relatively young, with the wry
understanding that to her, he would always be relatively young.

Kaye had been quiet long enough to make Milo
peer at her with concern, so she explained, “This is a heavy talk
for a convertible.”

Milo blinked, as if only then recalling that
they were sitting in a car on a suburban street.  He checked
around at their location. “What time is it? Is it too early for me
to buy you a drink?  Is our place open?”

It was just about 11:00 a.m.  Kaye grew
giddy with pleasure again: her favorite guy, taking her out for a
beer and some cheese fries.  Milo drove them to a sports bar
that they had frequented in the past, for the tournament basketball
games or for the excellent selection of pinball machines that Milo
had always loved.  She remembered many an evening spent
searching the house for quarters before they left, and many plates
of cheese fries.

Once inside the bar, he still stopped to look
down at the bright flashing pinball machines, grinning to
himself.  “Forgot my quarters,” he said.

They were the first customers of the day but
the bartender didn’t blink an eye when Milo offered Kaye a stool at
the bar and then ordered beers for them.  Somehow Kaye felt
like they were skirting the lines of the law by having beer before
noon, and like she was setting a bad example before her son – well,
basically like she was sinning – you can take the girl out of the
church, she teased herself, but it’s hard to get the church out of
the girl.

“Don’t you dare,” Milo said, stopping her
hand as she reached for her purse.  He slid a debit card to
the bartender and then gave Kaye his full attention. They clinked
beer bottles together. 

“All right.  So, does Mom stay on
Othernaturals or not?”

“Do you want me to quit?” she asked
him. 

“There’s the possibility that you could get
hurt.  Neither of us want that to happen. On the other hand, a
person can get hurt doing anything.  Most people injure
themselves in their own bathrooms. What happens to Stefan if you
quit the show?”

“I think he’d be disappointed, but I’ve
talked to him about my misgivings.  It’s not like it would
break us up. It might just become harder for us to see each other
because we live in different states.”

“People manage long-distance relationships
all the time.  How does he feel about your misgivings?”

Kaye grimaced.  “Well, you’ve got to
understand something about Stefan.  You know he’s had some
tough problems and a pretty difficult adulthood until about seven
years ago. Rosemary Sharpe was the first person to ever really
listen to him, or who believed that he was, you know.”

“Carrying a ghost in his head.”  Milo
finished, taking a long drink.

“And so, he’s utterly devoted to her. You
can’t convince him that anything she does is wrong-headed or
risky.  He wouldn’t break up with me if I left, but he
wouldn’t leave the show for me, either. I don’t think I’d ask him
to anyway.  There’s no reason to make it a contest between how
devoted he is to her and how devoted he is to me.”

“How do you feel about his
ride-along-friend?”

“It isn’t as if he’s a split personality or
anything.  Brentley is just always in his mind, sort of the
way you’re always in mine.”

“I don’t think it’s the same.”  Milo
clicked his tongue, the way he always did when he was about to say
something his listener might not like.  “I looked Stefan up,
just did a little checking. You’d do that too, if you found out
that I was dating someone who’d spent most of her adult life in a
mental hospital.”

He was right.  In his position, she
would have checked everything.

Milo said, with some care, “You know this
Brentley guy, the one he calls his best friend – you know that’s
his twin brother, right?”

Kaye wasn’t surprised that Milo had
discovered this.  Anyone could. Anyone who knew Stefan’s name
and his hometown could go online and look up the local high school
yearbooks, sports reports, or the awful articles about the fatal
wreck that had taken Brentley’s life.  This was how Kaye had
learned the truth herself, on a dull night when she’d wondered just
how serious she intended to get with her sexy auburn-haired honey.
In a newspaper article about the wreck, there was a family photo of
the McCandless twins that showed them heartbreakingly young; for
fraternal brothers, they did not look much like each other, yet
their facial expressions were identical. 

A sane and gentle man in all respects save
this, Stefan simply refused to recall, or admit, or acknowledge,
that Brentley was his brother.  Often correspondence came to
the Othernaturals about the connection from yet another viewer who
thought they’d discovered something that no one else knew. 
Rosemary and Greg did what they could to keep these things from
Stefan’s awareness although Kaye doubted they were always
successful.  If the word ever did get through to Stefan,
apparently he would rationalize or ignore it somehow. Brentley’s
brotherhood was the show’s open secret, upheld without
question.  

Practicality was most often Kaye’s behavior
of choice, yet this bit of delusional whimsy seemed harmless
enough.  Kaye knew from personal experience that secrets are
kept for all sorts of reasons, even if the keeper himself didn’t
fully understand why.  In her opinion, the one who should
bring it up to Stefan was Brentley himself. When she thought things
like that, she realized that she had long ago accepted Brentley’s
existence.

She told her son, “I know that they’re
brothers, sweetie.  We all do. But I think it’s between Stefan
and Brentley, to work that out.”

“I’d be a lot more stubborn about his quirks
except that he seems to make you so happy.  Your face lights
up when you talk about him.” Milo held up a finger. “Now, there’s
another thing we need to consider, and it may be the most
important.  You have a superpower and an obligation to use
it.”

She thought he was joking with her.  “It
is fun to be a little bit famous.”

“You were famous already,” Milo corrected
her. “First the nursing journals and now you’re on this show. 
People know about you and gossip goes around. I’ve had a few
patients ask for me, specifically because they think I can heal
them the way you can.”

She was both dismayed and flattered. 
“Oh my. I had no idea.”

“But I don’t have the gift.”  Milo held
up his hands and examined them, front and back, they were
long-fingered and exquisite and Kaye was saddened by his
disappointment in them.  “I wish I did. I remember the time my
friend Derek and I were farting around with those golf clubs.”

“Oh, I remember it too.”  She’d never
forget the screams of pain that had awoken her on a Sunday morning,
nor how she’d dashed outside barefoot in her nightshirt to find
Derek bent over, spitting blood as he wailed, and her own son
grey-faced with horror, stammering that it had been an
accident. 

“You saved my ass that day.  I would
have never gotten over it.  His parents could have sued us.
The kids at school might have been, well, God knows what, you know
what assholes kids can be.  If I could heal people the way
that you do, oh my god.”

“You do heal people.  You’re a great
doctor, and getting better at it every day.”

“It’s not the same and you know it.”

“That’s utterly ridiculous,” Kaye chided
him.  Milo couldn’t deride her favorite person on earth, even
if he was referring to himself.  She wouldn’t stand for it.
“I’m not going to let you discount your brains, your talent or your
education just because I have a little, sort of, thing that—”

“A superpower,” interrupted Milo.

“It’s not a superpower.”

“It is, and you make the world a better place
with it.”  He saw her preparing to balk at his praise and cut
her off.  Suddenly the bartender slid two plates of cheese
fries in front of them.  Kaye didn’t even recall having
ordered them. She began to eat them because, well, she’d never in
her life met a plate of food she couldn’t be friends with. 
Milo watched her with knowing smile, his gentler humor
returning.  

“Sorry I got a little emphatic,” he said,
starting on his own fries.  His eyes rolled heavenward as he
took the first bite. “I have missed these.  The hospital
cafeteria thinks we’re all hamsters, and that place is my only
source of food these days.  Anyway, my point is that with your
superpower—yes, don’t argue—it’s good that you’re working as a
nurse and having some contact with paranormal studies.  You’re
with gifted friends and they seem to need you.  You’re helping
other people. Plus you get paid sweet money and you’re in the
middle of a celebrity romance.  It seems to me that the only
drawback is the danger. The danger is real, so the question is
whether you and your people can handle it.”

Kaye admitted, “So far, we have handled
it.”  

“You can count pros and cons all day, Mom,
but I know you.  If you really wanted to leave the show, you
would have done it already.  You wouldn’t be running it by
me.”

Kaye irritation at his perceptiveness was
tempered by pride.  “You sound just like me, you
smart-ass.”

 


*****

 


Milo spent five days in Oklahoma City, to
Kaye’s delight, for she’d half-feared he’d be called back to work
on some staffing emergency.  They celebrated his 27th
birthday. She let him sleep in late each day and then took him to
do things he hadn’t had time for: seeing a movie, shopping for
clothes (good Lord, his socks and underwear were threadbare), even
a trip to Frontier City where they could whoop it up on the
rides.

Kaye sent him back to Boston in better shape
than she’d received him, the dark shadows gone from beneath his
eyes, his color improved thanks to those afternoons in the mild
spring sunshine.  She figured she’d fed him enough calories to
put at least five of those missing pounds back on his
frame.  

Later that month, Kaye and the Othernaturals
went to Jefferson City, Missouri and spent the night in the old
State Penitentiary.  On that outing, Kaye fixed three
different ankle sprains, because the Penitentiary was decrepit and
poorly lit – but twisted ankles were not what she’d consider
“danger.”  They were in fact exactly what she’d always
expected out of an Othernatural adventure. 

The prison was a mire of bad psychic energy
thanks to its layered years of suffering, from its pitifully small,
inhumane cells right down to the deceptive simplicity of its
often-used gas chamber.  Rosemary and Judge did all right;
they were the only ones. Well, to be fair, Kaye was simply
irritated that the authorities couldn’t set up some proper lighting
in the place. But Stefan spent the whole night worried about
Brentley, whose ghost was highly susceptible to the ugly energy -
hell, it seemed to want to show off for the 18-year-old ghost, to
suck him into its corruption.  Sally fed off the unhappy
energy of the group and looked constantly near tears. And poor Greg
- who could see ghosts - saw nothing at all, which seemed
inexplicable in such a place until psychic Andrew explained that,
first, he would be delighted to get the hell out of this place, and
second, it was nearly impossible to pick any single loathsome
detail out of the thousands of them. The group was too sensitive
for a place of such intense, centuries-old misery; they did better
with their horrors visiting only a few at a time.  They were
happy to see the end of the night.

But after the Penitentiary, they stayed in
Jefferson City for a few more days to investigate nearby Binder
Lake, where local legend declared fishermen were often dragged
under the water never to be seen again.  They had a terrific
time, even though they got little in the way of results. This was
the first episode in some time that they’d had to embellish the
story, because while it might have been true that several fisherman
had vanished there, if there was supernatural cause, the
Othernaturals didn’t find it.  

“It’s more likely that they got drunk and
fell in,” said Andrew.

“Wouldn’t you still sense their deaths?”
pressed a hopeful Rosemary.

“Drunks drowning in a murky lake feels about
the same as drunks swimming in a murky lake.  You’ll need a
better psychic than me.”

The only real magic they encountered at
Binder Lake was Judge’s ability to coax squirrels and raccoons out
of the forest to eat out of his hand – and almost a fox, too,
though the tiny fox had been too skittish to play, and Judge didn’t
want to “hassle the poor little booger.” 

Luckily the lake was eerie as hell at night,
covered with warm spring mist and echoing with the burping of
frogs.  They’d rented a small fishing boat that was barely big
enough to hold the team, and all seven of them floated on the water
at midnight, each of them catching the shivers until they all began
to giggle together in sheer terror, all of them half-convinced that
hands would soon rise from the water and grab for them. 
Greg’s bright camera light actually made the night seem darker,
reflecting off the lake’s faint mist and shining back at them,
rendering all beyond their small circle invisible. 

Being on that fishing boat at night was a
completely unexpected pleasure for Kaye; huddled next to Stefan
under a blanket.  How delicious it was to be in the dark,
scared more by their own imaginations than by anything in
reality. 

Rosemary asked skeptically, “Is anyone having
psychic experiences out here?”

Greg whispered, “I sense my need to row
ashore and find the bathroom.” 

Judge said, “Just aim over the side, my
friend, or you’ll sink us.”  It wasn’t very funny so was thus
hilarious, setting them all sniggering. 

Rosemary pulled a box of crackers from her
backpack.  She crushed handfuls and dropped them in the water
and then said, “Now we’ll get some water noise.  Everybody be
ready to act startled.” But they were all startled when
surprisingly large fish started breaking the water to gobble the
crackers down – Kaye had no idea that fish got so big in ordinary
lakes and she’d shrieked when one shining, slimy-grey monster
actually rolled over in the water showing its white bloated belly,
splashing her when it dunked under again.  Her shriek made
Sally shriek and Stefan jump and all of them smothered their
laughter while the water blipped and burbled with the swarming ugly
fish. 

Judge dared Sally, “Put your fingers in the
water and noodle a fish.”  Sally thought it was something
sexual, said she wasn’t going to be noodling any fishes, thanks
very much, and soon they were all snorting again with giggles and
jokes about the sexual harassment of fish until Andrew explained
that “noodling” a fish only meant to catch it barehanded by
tickling it, which explanation only made the sex jokes worse, and
then for the rest of their float it was all noodling jokes, more
crackers being tossed into the water and the fish, mistaking Greg’s
light for sunshine, hurtling to the surface to feed. 

Kaye thought the episode came out simply
beautifully.  Greg edited the boat trip to cut out most (but
not all) of the laughter, kept the strange blooping fish noises and
the glowing mist, and of course included all the shrieks and
jumps.  It didn’t matter that they hadn’t actually found
anything: Andrew saved face for them by reminding the audience that
water was always a buffer. It was very hard to pick up psychic
readings through water, which made the whole venture feel perfectly
legitimate.  Greg and Sally edited the episode to resemble a
campfire story, like something Scouts might whisper to each other
at a Jamboree. The Lake of Lost Fishermen.

That made two episodes in a row during which
no one went to the hospital.  Kaye was glad she had stayed.
Next, Kaye would be accompanying Stefan to Necronomi-Con in Dallas,
and she doubted very much that anything could go wrong at a horror
convention.  Surely all the blood and gore there would be
fake.

 


Chapter One

Creve Coeur, Missouri; June 2015

 

It was the day after the swarm.

At the Creve Coeur Medical Center, nursing
shifts ended and new ones began at 7:00 a.m.  The time between
5:00 and 6:00 a.m. was perhaps the least active hour of the
morning, even for experienced nurses, when yawns were the deepest
and attention spans the shortest.  Hospitals do not have
weekends as such – sick people need care regardless of the day –
but the attitude of weekends sometimes seeped through from the real
world and on this Sunday morning, a heavy glaze of sleepiness hung
over the ward.

A male and female nursing team were behind
the desk keeping an ear out for the phones, writing in charts and
trying to snap open their droopy eyelids.  They barely looked
up as Sally Friend passed by them. Sally wore a white polo shirt,
white trousers, a white sweater, and white sneakers. Her blonde
curls were pinned back.  She had a badge pinned to a lanyard
around her neck, but closer inspection would reveal it to be Greg’s
gym membership card.

She expected at any moment to be stopped and
questioned, so had a story worked out.  She’d put on her ditz
face and say, “I came to visit my friend,” which was completely
true.  If anybody snapped at her about visiting hours, she’d
amp up the ditz face and act like she’d never heard the term in her
life.  “Visit-ink how-ers?” she would repeat, agog with
amazement.

But so far, the hospital staff had ignored
her.  She was a young pretty woman dressed head-to-toe in
white, and no sensible humans would be out at this hour, so she
must be staff.  They kept scribbling in their charts and said
nothing to her. Sally strolled to Judge’s room and walked right
through the open door.  Behind his half-pulled curtain, Judge
waited, fully dressed, with his pack under the bed and ready to
grab. The mild squeak of Sally’s shoes told him she was coming, but
he still looked worried until he could clearly see it was her.

Judge’s appearance was somewhat improved from
last night, when Sally, Stefan and Kaye had forced their way in to
see him.  The welts on his face, neck and arms were almost
unnoticeable now, looking no worse than mosquito bites. His eyes
were clearer, the shocky shadows gone from beneath them.  The
hours between then and now had obviously done him some good. People
who got a visit from Kaye Whittington always recovered pretty
quickly, as Sally could personally attest.   Last year Sally
had pierced her foot clean through on a petrified corn stalk, and
Kaye had healed that serious injury in less than ten
minutes.  

“I can’t do much about toxins, but I can fix
these,” Kaye had informed Judge, when she’d put her hands to his
lumpy face, to work her Kaye-magic on the swollen bee
stings.  

Now look at him, almost back to his old
self!

Sally whispered, “Wow, you look like a
hundred times better. Now I’m not so worried about busting you
out.” 

“Shh,” Judge said, finger to his lips. 
Sally rolled her eyes at him. She’d spoken so quietly she could
barely hear herself.  From the pocket of her sweater she
produced a small digital camera, not quite as nice as the ones Greg
used for the show, but perfectly adequate.  She’d been filming
bits and pieces of this adventure since she’d gotten up earlier
than everybody else and swiped the Othernaturals van from the hotel
parking lot.  This was her insurance policy.  

Judge looked at her with consternation as she
took footage of his room, panning quickly over to the wheelchair
that waited nearby.  So, Judge had done his part of the job,
procuring “transportation” for himself. He fished his backpack from
under the bed and tossed it in the wheelchair, then climbed in
beside it.  He used the top sheet from his bed to spread over
himself, hiding his street clothes. 

Sally handed him the camera.  “Be
discreet,” she whispered.

“You be discreet,” he snapped back, but they
were grinning at each other.  This was enormously fun. The
fact of the matter was, Judge was an adult who could walk out of
the hospital anytime he damn well pleased, but when he’d suggested
last night that he wanted Sally to “break him out,” she’d been
unable to resist.  Judge had tried to explain, “It’s just that
I don’t want to be lectured by ten different doctors about—”

Sally brushed off the problem. With the power
of her ditz-face, she was never required to explain anything. 
“Whatever! Let’s do it!” 

She gave the wheelchair a push, found it
resistant, bent down her head beside Judge’s so they could see how
to release the brakes on the silly thing, and a moment later they
were moving.  The chair gave a faint unoiled whine as she
briskly pushed it down the hall. They passed the nurses’ station
and the male nurse glanced up with vague curiosity.

“Going for a visit,” said Judge with a
disarming smile.  The male nurse was checking Sally out, so
she tried a disarming grin of her own and said, “We’ll be back in
just a minute.”

On they went to the elevator bank.  By
the time Sally dodged disembarking passengers and backed the
wheelchair into an elevator, she saw that the two nurses were out
of their chairs and peering down the hall after the
wheelchair.  It might be occurring to them that something
troublesome, or at least something silly, was going
on.  

The elevator doors banged shut.  They
were in the elevator with three figures in scrubs.  A moment
later, the doors opened again they were on the eighth floor,
absolutely the wrong direction.  In her haste to get Judge off
the second floor, Sally had wheeled them into the first elevator
that had opened without paying attention to its direction. 
The surgeons stepped off, one of them yawning expressively.

“Sorry.  Down we go.”  Sally pushed
the lobby button.  As they descended toward “2” again, she
held her breath, half-fearing that the doors would swing open
there, revealing two annoyed nurses who would demand to know what
she and Judge were playing at.  As the floors ticked away,
Judge squirmed and discarded the white sheet, balling it up and
tossing it into the elevator corner.

All was fine.  They went clear to the
lobby without interruption, and Sally pushed Judge onward toward
the front doors. The all-nighters at the information desk were
speaking quietly to each other but paused to say, “Good
morning!” 

Sally shrugged.  “So far so good!”
  She found she was playing a character: a nurse who must take
this patient outside before the sun had even risen.  What an
ordeal! Sally gave them no time for any further
questions.  

Out the doors they went.  The difference
between the near-frigid temperature of the hospital and the sultry
June air was shocking. It was still quite dark outside, but on the
eastern horizon the sky was taking on the faintly purple hue of
approaching dawn.

“Where’s the van?” asked Judge.

“Physical therapy parking lot,” said
Sally. 

“Sally!” Judge surprised her by looking
scornful; presumably he thought she was parked diagonally across
three handicapped-parking spots and laughing ruefully as hospital
patients shed tears of frustration.

She rolled her eyes at him.  “What? It’s
the closest! Nobody is even there yet.  Ditch the chair and
come on.”

Judge jumped to his feet, grabbed his pack
and followed her.  They left the wheelchair by a bench in
front of the hospital, brakes on, and giggling like children they
jogged toward the nearly empty parking garage until Judge had to
slow down saying, “Okay, maybe walking is a better idea.”

“Are you dizzy?  Omigod, don’t fall
over.  Great. Kaye is going to kill us both.”

 


*****

 


In the van, Sally followed Judge’s directions
to the animal hospital.  Judge was so eager to get back to
Vladimir that he was jiggling in his seat, feet tapping, skinny
knees banging up and down.

“Judge, he’s fine.  Rosemary would have
called you if anything was wrong.”

“I know, but he needs his me,” Judge
said.  “He had a very bad day yesterday.” 

From what Sally had heard, Judge’s day had
been pretty bad too, including a dislocated shoulder, poisoning,
dangerous shock, and a high fever brought on by his reaction to
numerous bee stings.  You couldn’t tell Judge that, though. It
was all about his kitty. He was out the van door before Sally had
even parked, saying a quick, “See you inside,” and then dashing up
to the emergency clinic’s entrance to bang on the locked door.
Sally followed a few moments later, carrying her sunhat and scarf
in her hand.  The sun would rise any minute now. 

Through the glass door, Sally saw a rather
pathetic tableau.  In the waiting room, Rosemary and Drew were
rousing themselves from what had obviously been an extremely
uncomfortable night, spent dozing on hard plastic chairs. 
They both looked a little hellish, bleary-eyed and disoriented,
hair spiky and mussed, their clothes badly rumpled, groaning with
the cramps in their necks and backs. 

Drew stumbled over and unlocked the
door.  He was the first to speak, though it wasn’t precisely
English and certainly wasn’t Rated PG.  The sentence ended
with, “hell is going on?”

“Judge!” Rosemary cried, coming awake all at
once, her voice full of accusations that needed no detail.

“I had to see my Vlad,” Judge replied,
pushing past, looking eagerly around.  “I’m fine, don’t fuss.
Kaye fixed me up last night when she brought Sally and the Old Man
in to visit me.  Is he in the same room as yesterday?” He
meant his cat, but he didn’t wait for anyone to answer him, just
rushed past the front desk toward the kennels room. 

“Is anyone else here?” asked Sally.

“Vet attendant in the back room,” said Drew
as he scrubbed at his face with his hands.  “She tried to
throw us out last night; Rosemary wouldn’t let her.”

“Omigod, you guys spent the night here?”

Rosemary stretched, wincing at her
aches.  Sally heard a few joints popping. Rosemary asked, “How
many games of Scrabble do you think we played?”

“I lost count after I’d won the seventh.”

“Figures – after the seventh, I
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