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            Introduction

          

          THIS IS THE MAP, LET’S GET LOST

        

      

    

    
      Themed anthologies take a lot of thought by the editor(s), because how they write the guidelines influences writers’ imagination and sets up the readers expectations. I’ve been published in many anthologies and when I submit my work, I can only hope my piece will fit the editor’s vision. There’s no crystal ball editors can use to see exactly what submissions will come, no way to predict from the beginning what a final anthology will be. I do know the stories have to connect to the editor and spark that initial thought.

      It would have been quite interesting to be in the room with seasoned editors Sheree Renée Thomas and Lesley Conner as they decided to build a horror anthology around strange places where characters purposely or accidentally go and the disturbing things that happen to them. While we can’t go back to the place where the idea took hold, what we can do is dive into the pages of the book in your hands, the final results of their search for the strange and bizarre and read how different authors interpreted what the editors wanted.

      The twenty-two stories in this book take place all over the world and in the past, present, and future, as well as a few slippy dimensional tales. I found certain ones had synergy in how they mapped lost places and people. Some tamper with space, time, and technology as we know it, while others flipped the concept of ghosts in unexpected ways. Some of these stories are driven by the human craving for answers to questions that should not be asked.

      What can happen if characters purposely go to strange places, what would drive them to put themselves in possible danger, knowingly or not? Joshua Lim’s main character goes to a small town to prove their praise of having the best durian is not true, even after tasting them. Driven by the need to expose the town for somehow manipulating the durian’s growth, he learns the hard way that every question has an answer and a cost. Oliver Ferrie takes us to Norway where friends search for a myth and, in the process uncover how beautiful possessive love can be. Octavia Cade’s mesmerizing story explores the need for legends and the price of creating one. The title of Muhammed Awal Ahmed’s story, “The Death of Black Fatima,” is just the tip of the iceberg of Black Fatima’s poignant tale.

      The varying ways ghosts emerge in this anthology is refreshing and intriguing. Ai Jiang takes us to the past in Beijing where conflicts in the royal house take an unexpected turn. We travel with Danian Darrell Jerry to Mississippi with a character returning to face humiliating childhood memories that left him angry and planning revenge, but he finds so much more. Samit Basu’s main character is hired to protect buyers from their false belief in haunted houses—revelations and time travel await. A man looks for his missing brother in Jenny Rowe’s story, and travels all the way to Sweden. While others look to the sky at the northern lights, his missing brother has other things to show him. One word titles open space for the imagination, and “Salt” by K.S. Walker unfolds magically like an ever changing song. Rebecca E. Treasure’s story makes us question the good or bad of ghosts. VH Ncube takes us to a small town called KwaNtuthu, the place of smoke, where its beauty is only one side of a light/dark coin flipping in the air.

      Many people feel lost when dealing with technology, but G. M. Paniccia’s story, “Codewalker,” puts a dizzying spin on losing one’s way in a future where workers link into systems in a more personal way. “Girlboss in Wonderworld, USA” by Vivian Chou takes place in a dark reality where an arcade lets our character exchange tickets for toys and items of desire, but what happens when you don’t have enough tickets for something you must have?

      I have a soft spot in my heart for stories that manipulate space and time or romp outside known dimensions since I’ve written a few such stories myself. R. L. Meza’s story, “Chuckle Wet, Chuckle Low,” has a surrealistic edge that whispers as much to the reader as it does to the characters in a story of give and take. Brian Keene’s story follows the journal of a retiree who now has the time to research and write a book about the mysterious events and folklore in York County, leading the reader into strange places that perhaps should not be entered.

      The title of Rich Larson’s story, “Place of Lost Stories,” has an odd edge to it, considering the name of this anthology. From the first sentence we are clearly in a weird space and time, from there we go on a strange car trip through an almost familiar landscape. Are we in a lost story? Perhaps, but it’s so worth the ride. Another story, “The (Lost) Tribe of Ishmael,” by Maurice Broaddus has a title that is also a story of its own, and flips reality and time as questions of freedom and sanity come into play.

      Dimitra Nikolaidou’s character searches for the source of a nightmare that invades her day and work and finds the answer stranger than anything she could imagine. “The Salt,” a story written by Lavie Tidhar and Nir Yaniv, takes us hundreds of years in the past to a report from a character investigating reports of strange signs in the sky and on the ground, giving us many things that are familiar and otherworldly things that aren’t. While Beth Dawkins’s story is set in a present we recognize, the town is one no one would want to visit, much less be born in and there are only three ways out. In Ferdison Cayetano’s story an expert Hawaiian cowboy in Wyoming’s cold mountains for a major rodeo gets lost in a waking dream, taking the reader on a mythical vision quest. In Fatima Taqvi’s moving story a grandparent struggles with dreams of loss that invade reality, ultimately requiring a new way of living, of understanding beginnings and endings.

      Each story in this anthology stands alone in its unique location, characters and the journey the reader is taken on. Surrender to the map this book provides, get lost in the tales weaved from the remarkable imagination of these authors from around the world and learn something new about their destinations.

      
        
        Linda D. Addison

        August, 2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Girlboss in Wonderworld, USA

          

          Vivian Chou

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LOCATION: Seaside City, Delaware, USA

      

        

      
        POPULATION: 2,402

      

      

      My brother Terence and I stand in front of the Wonderworld arcade counter, our eyes as big as Skee-Balls.

      “Two hundred and eighty tickets,” the teenage girl says. “What would you like?”

      I stare through the glass at Chinese finger handcuffs and an orange slime ball, either of which I could get, and sigh. “The s’mores Squishmallow keychain is three hundred tickets, but it’s time to go and I’m outta quarters.”

      “Sorry, Jules,” Terence says, squeezing my arm. “I didn’t know, or I woulda saved some tickets for you.” Terence’s horse derby racing skills just slay.

      “It’s okay,” I say. I stand up on my tippy-toes and look up at the clerk. “I’ll have the slime ball.”

      The girl looks at me and smiles. “What’s your name?” She wears her hair in one long dirty blonde braid that curves around her neck. On the top corner of her bright orange Wonderworld shirt is a black nametag that reads GERTRUDE. I think of that as an old-people name, but my friend Ellie’s baby sister just got named Mildred, so maybe not.

      “I’m Julie Chen,” I say.

      Gertrude leans down and whispers, “I can give you the s’mores keychain, Julie Chen, but you have to give me something of yours.” She smells like Raspberry Bath and Body Works glitter bath gel and I admire her Totoro earrings.

      A thrill rises in me. People tell me all the time I’m cute because I’m ten. Maybe I remind her of a kid she babysat once.

      “I don’t have anything,” I say, turning out my pockets and finding a gum wrapper and dirty tissues. I pull my thick black hair out of my ponytail. “Do you want this? I just got it last week.” I hold out my pink and purple striped scrunchie.

      “Nah. Just give me an eyelash,” Gertrude says, unblinking.

      I flinch and don’t know whether to laugh at the joke or pluck one out. Is she crazy?

      “I don’t know how to give you an eyelash,” I say. I look to my side. Terence has drifted towards the Connect 4 Hoops game to watch some teenagers shoot basketballs.

      “I can pluck one and you won’t even notice, I promise,” Gertrude says.

      “Okay,” I say, and before I can ask what to do next, she pockets an eyelash in her black fanny pack and hands me a s’mores Squishmallow keychain. She’s right: I don’t feel a thing. The keychain has a small card attached to the product tag. In old-timey font, it reads:

      
        
        ONE BRIGHT FUTURE

      

      

      “Hey, Jules,” Terence appears, glancing down at my new prize. “Oh, you got one. Cool!” He looks up at Gertrude and smiles.

      I clutch the s’mores keychain in my hand. Pride surges through me and I stand up straighter. Gertrude zips to the end of the counter to help another girl, and we walk out to the Delaware boardwalk.
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        * * *

      

      My family goes to Seaside City every summer, and Terence and I hit the arcade at Wonderworld again.

      The girl at the counter is wearing unicorn earrings and a FRIENDS button on her lanyard.

      It’s Gertrude, and when I see her, I remember last summer’s trade. I blink, wondering if she’s eyeing my lashes.

      In my head, I calculate what to buy with my bounty, tallying points.

      “I could get one purple plastic Slinky,” I say. “Or a cupcake lip gloss and one Fortune Teller Fish.”

      Terence shrugs. “Whatever you want, dude.” His voice is deeper and he’s on the wrestling team now.

      “Hello, Julie,” she says. “You must be good at math to do that in your head.” She clacks on her calculator and nods. “It was all correct.”

      “I’m in fast math at school,” I tell her, clenching my jaw. “But I’m the only girl and Mr. Abraham didn’t pick me for the fifth-grade math team.” If I were a cartoon, steam would be coming out of my ears. “I did least common multiples faster than Kevin Martinelli!”

      I love math because it’s logical and pure, and picking Kevin was sheer fallacy.

      Gertrude hesitates and pulls out a case from behind the counter. It glimmers gold and black. She sets it on top of the glass counter with a gentle clink.

      “Choose one,” she says. “Special for return customers,” she winks.

      Inside the red velvet-lined case are thin cards like playing cards but instead of jokers and queens of hearts, there are cards in weird font that read:

      
        
        DATE OBJECT OF YOUR AFFECTION (TWO MONTH GUARANTEE)

        

        JOIN TEAM (SPORT OR ACADEMIC)

        

        PAY OFF YOUR FAMILY’S BILLS

      

      

      I have no interest in the first, and not sure if we need the third. How would I know? I point to the second one, and Gertrude nods. I swallow. “How do I get that?”

      “Your tickets almost cover the cost,” she says. “But I will take your fingernails.”

      I feel like I’m going to puke. “You’re going to rip them off?”

      She shakes her head. “You just can’t grow them out super long anymore. But you can wear fake ones.”

      “Like for forever?” I say. It’s weird, for sure, and anyway she doesn’t know my piano teacher doesn’t let me grow out my nails as it is. It messes with me using curved fingers on the keys, and good technique in general. I don’t mind, really, because they get dirty as it is when they grow past a few millimeters, and Mom is always on my case about it.

      “What is forever, anyway?” Gertrude says.

      “Let’s do it,” I say. I look down at my nails, which feel the same.

      Gertrude smiles. “You can look forward to your next academic year.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the years, I paid with my body to get the slight edge Gertrude provided.

      When I was thirteen, I traded four hundred and fifty tickets and blemish-free skin for admission to jazz ensemble camp in Philadelphia.

      For five hundred and fifteen tickets and heavy menstrual bleeding, I got Freshman of the Year when I was fourteen.

      At sixteen, I traded five hundred and seventy-five tickets and full dark eyebrows for being a National Merit Scholarship Finalist.

      My mom took me to the doctor a few times during all of this. Moms have a sixth sense about things being off, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

      “I can’t find anything wrong with her,” the pediatrician says. “She’s still tracking on her growth curve.”

      “Her eyebrows are thin,” Mom says.

      The pediatrician narrows her eyes. “We women are subject to criticism enough as it is.” She glances at me. “But she doesn’t show signs of alopecia or any worrisome underlying disorder. All her bloodwork is normal.”

      Nothing about this feels normal, but what do I know? I don’t know where Gertrude’s powers come from, but I’m afraid to ask, in case she was to stop trading with me. So, I keep going back to Wonderworld, playing Skee-Ball, Down the Clown, Quik Drop, and Zombie Snatcher, and stockpiling tickets.

      When I am eighteen, I trade six hundred tickets and C cup breasts for being wait-listed at Dartmouth. My mom takes my homecoming dress to the tailor to be taken in and I buy a push-up bra at Victoria’s Secret.

      Stop being so vain. It’ll be worth it in the end.

      “I can’t give you full admission to college,” Gertrude says, eyeing the sky. “Even I am not that powerful.”

      My B cups force me to get new V-necks, but my wallet survives.

      Terence loses interest in Wonderworld. He doesn’t do as well in school as I do, but he gets into the state law school. Everybody needs lawyers.

      The summer after high school graduation, Gertrude gives me her phone number. “Call me,” she says, “if you ever need a trade.”
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        * * *

      

      I don’t go to Gertrude every time I suffer a disappointment. Lovers break my heart. A thief steals my catalytic converter. My roommate moves back in with her parents and leaves me with twice the rent.

      But when I am passed up for a promotion after three years at my advertising firm, I drive to Wonderworld in October.

      My co-worker Brian’s words echo in my head: “You might work hard now, but when your life goes the way you want it to, you might not want to travel four days a week.”

      I bite my tongue and taste blood.

      Wonderworld is closed for the season, only open from Memorial Day through Labor Day, but I’ve saved thousands of tickets by now and keep them in a fireproof box in my apartment. To me, they are worth more than gold.

      At a white bench on the boardwalk facing the shore, I meet Gertrude. She has her case of cards and purses her lips at my duffel bag full of tickets.

      “I have five cards for you tonight,” she says. Her blonde hair is loose in long ringlets and she sports a nose piercing and zodiac jewelry. I swear she is aging in reverse.

      I look through the cards, hungry for the career card.

      “None of these talk about a job promotion,” I say. My jaw clenches. “Jesse makes fifty grand more than me and he didn’t even do the fieldwork for the Dior perfume gig. And my supervisor got fired for harassing an intern. What do I have to do to get some recognition?”

      Gertrude looks at me sadly. In the glint of the sodium lights on the nighttime boardwalk, the salt spray from the ocean flutters like snowflakes.

      “Your left ovary,” she says, “and two thousand tickets.”

      Part of me feels relief. It can be done after all?

      “But—how?” I ask.

      “There are cards we can borrow from,” she says. “There’s always something that can be done.”

      The next week, my left ovary torses, and I go into the ER in excruciating pain.

      “Teratoma,” the ER doctor says. “It’s technically a type of cancer, an overgrowth, but it doesn’t kill you. The surgeon will be here shortly to assess you and take it out. You’ll have one ovary left though, so you’ll still get periods and preserve your fertility.”

      I suppose it could be worse. What’s a few hours of suffering and a surgery? I lie in agony, wondering if my illicit visit to Gertrude precipitated the teratoma growing or just tipped it over the edge. Perhaps Gertrude is a witch, or the servant of a cosmic overlord.

      A week after the surgery, I return to work and my boss promotes me.

      I scrabble up the corporate food chain, gathering income and titles. I earn everything I get because I pay for it through hard work, long hours, and quarters and tickets and fingernails.

      Then I fall in love and get pregnant. I don’t need to visit Gertrude for some time. Some DEI initiatives push through at my company and although I know that I deserved my promotions, I am sure people think of me as a two-birds-with-one-stone, the Chinese and female DEI case.

      I go on maternity leave and my company begins “restructuring.”

      I panic, although nothing has happened yet. I pay a visit to Gertrude with my baby, Gabe, in the stroller. Opaque fog mists the boardwalk. We meet in front of the saltwater taffy store like mafioso in a film noir movie, next to a trash can and a statue of a pelican holding a box of taffy.

      “What can I do?” I ask. Before she can say anything, I put my hand over Gabe protectively.

      “Oh, please, Julie,” Gertrude says. “I’m not a monster. Jesus.”

      Today she’s wearing a Nirvana T-shirt with no irony and a silver hoop through her right eyebrow. Her hair is cut short and dyed black, her skin as smooth as my infant son’s. I found two gray hairs the other day and my forehead creases are sealed in from years of perfectionism and months of sleep torture with a newborn.

      “I don’t know how I’m going to do it,” I say, my chest burning with acid and ambition and worry and guilt. My parents gush about what a good dad Jeremy is, but no one praises me for being a good working mom. “Jeremy and I are interviewing nannies, but I’m already in hot water for taking the full three months maternity leave. They didn’t say that explicitly, but I can feel it.”

      “Yes,” Gertrude nods. “I had a feeling you have more than one trade in mind.”

      I remove my list of worries and wishes from the diaper bag and hand it to her. Last-minute panic ripples through me. I should have asked for better cooking skills too. My babao fan came out dry at Chinese New Year this year.

      “Understandable,” Gertrude says, reading the list. “Let me see what I can do.”

      I hand over my entire duffel bag full of my ticket stash and wonder what other body parts I have left to hawk. I muse over whether she can remove my stomach flab and call it a fair exchange. How about a pile of shedding hair from a post-partum nursing mom?

      “Your power will increase,” Gertrude says. “Are you prepared for that?”

      “I’m not power hungry,” I say. “I just want to be successful. Does that make me a bad person?”

      Gertrude tosses her hair and I can’t tell if she agrees with me or disapproves.

      She removes cards out of a folio in her Fjallraven backpack and lays them out on top of the covered trash can on the boardwalk. Seagulls circle overhead, scouting for french fries.

      
        
        RAISE SUCCESSFUL CHILDREN IN A MIDDLE-CLASS HOME

        

        SUSTAIN YOUR CAREER WITHOUT HIRING DOMESTIC HELP

        

        EXPOSE YOUR KIDS TO SPORTS AND EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITIES

        

        KEEP YOUR CHILDREN FED AND CLOTHED

        

        BE PART OF THE COMMUNITY OF PARENTS IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD

      

      

      I have to agree to the price, I know.

      “The costs will be diversified,” Gertrude says. “You will relinquish fifteen percent of your circulating red blood cell mass and its oxygenating supply, your brain will atrophy from social isolation as a working mother with no time for meaningful relationships, and the remaining cognitive function will be spent on seven-day meal planning, executive preparation of menial tasks such as birthday parties, playdates, holiday feasts, gift-giving, coordinating soccer, basketball, and dance carpools, and reorganizing summer and winter closets for the children, plus chronic itchiness and skin thinning from housemaid’s hands or dyshidrotic eczema as you cook, clean, and Magic-Eraser, Oxi-Clean, and Scrubbing-Bubble your home to passable daily function.”

      I’m a little relieved I’m walking out with my major organs, but I feel instantly fatigued.

      I’ve never asked Gertrude for different payment plans. I should be grateful for what she’s given me already. But I’m beginning to wonder if it’s worth it.
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        * * *

      

      Time passes. For Christmas this year, I visit Terence with my son Gabe, age six, and toddler daughter, Sasha. Terence’s house is huge. He has an in-ground pool with an outdoor kitchen and a fire pit with heated seats. Turns out, everyone really needs a lawyer.

      “So good to have you here, Jules,” Terence says. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “No, thanks.” I shake my head. “I’m trying to cut down.” Four years ago, I traded Gertrude my caudate liver lobe in exchange for depression-free winters once Daylight Savings Time ends in November.

      “I get it,” Terence says. “Middle age is rough. My trainer says I gotta cut back to just drinking on the weekends if I want to run a half-marathon this spring.” Terence pokes at his belly and his biceps. “Muscle loss starts in your thirties. I found a good protein powder, though. Want me to make you a protein shake?”

      Terence is two years older than me but doesn’t look it at all. My stomach churns as I neglected to drink my breakfast smoothie this morning after Sasha threw up all over her high chair.

      “How do you have time to go to the gym?” I ask.

      “It’s not easy,” he says, “but Victoria feeds the kids breakfast while I hit the gym at six in the morning. She works out at night when I’m home from work. And I got promoted to senior manager so I can show up later without getting in trouble.”

      He pours a gin and tonic at the gray and black marble bar.

      “You remember Wonderworld?” he says to me. “I was thinking of taking Connor there this summer again. Do you wanna all go together?”

      My trades with Gertrude have tainted me, and I associate my trips to the boardwalk with increased disposable income and lighter body mass index.

      “That could be fun,” I say. “But aren’t your kids outgrowing it?”

      “They should be,” Terence says. “But the staff loves Connor. Last year they gave him a year of free Dippin’ Dots because he won a raffle prize.”

      I love my brother, but I fume inside.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I see Gertrude, I don’t hold back. Seeing Terence in his bougie house and hearing about Connor’s win destroys my filter.

      “What kind of sick game are you running?” I ask. “Who are you working for?”

      “Thought you’d never ask,” Gertrude says. “Follow me.” We walk to the Wonderworld building and she lifts up a metal garage door and we go inside. The bumper cars, claw machine, and swings look abandoned and sad with their lights off. Piled high on the ground are unpacked stuffed animals with huge eyes, staring at us in their suffocating plastic bags. I shiver, rubbing goosebumps down my forearms.

      “You’re mad about your nephew, Connor,” she says.

      “Yeah,” I say. “You gave him a year of free ice cream. Did you make him give up a kidney or an index finger?”

      “Of course not,” Gertrude says. “He’s just a kid.”

      “Are you targeting little girls for body parts?” I ask, aching for my lost organs, my sacrificial meat.

      She leads me to the carousel, walks past the horses in various states of galloping and trotting, to the center of the ride, festooned with mirrors surrounded by bordering globe lights. She inserts a key into the mouth of a mermaid draping her arms over a player piano, and a door opens, revealing a pulsating, bloody heart the size of a cow. Sinewy vessels protrude from the aorta, the left anterior descending artery, blue capillaries in a web, all stretching out and sticking to the cogs and levers inside the carousel like living, oxygenated spiderwebs.

      I gag, repulsed at the grotesque lifeform.

      “Are you feeding this thing little girls?” I ask.

      “No, of course not. I told you, I’m not a monster,” Gertrude says. “Really, Julie. I’m just doing what always has been done.”

      She feeds a piano roll into the mermaid’s tail, and instead of chipper music, the piano plays spoken words, snippets of conversation, nonchalant sentences of women:

      “I gotta get back to Richard and serve him dinner. He’s so helpless without me, you know.”

      “If I went back to work, I wouldn’t make enough money to make it worth it. Daycare is so expensive.”

      “I should really save for retirement but I’m not smart enough to learn how to invest.”

      “Have you ever been in Charlene’s house? It’s a mess. What does she do all day at home? She doesn’t even work.”

      The throbbing heart bulges with every word, growing redder.

      The piano plays the words of boys:

      “Mom! God! I told you I hate this kind of granola bar. Why don’t you ever listen?”

      The piano plays the words of men:

      “Did you see that CNN headline? Nine-year-old gets abortion. I don’t know what’s wrong with kids today.”

      The heart grows engorged, so large that I don’t see how it will ever fit back into the center of the carousel.

      I take a closer look and acid rises in my throat. The heart is decorated with tiny body parts: thumb joints, fallopian tubes, nipples, teeth.

      “This is just wrong,” I say, paling. “So, what happens if the heart dies?”

      “Wonderworld will die,” Gertrude says. “And along with it, the cards.”

      “Why do we need cards in the first place? My brother and his son get everything, and they keep their body parts intact!”

      “I don’t make the rules,” Gertrude says, blowing a pink gum bubble. She smells of Double Bubble and Eos lip gloss.

      I pull my car keys out of my pocket and prepare to lunge at the gargantuan heart but stop short. I’m afraid of what happens if I shut the whole thing down and I have nothing left to trade. How will I survive? I grip my keys in the palm of my hand and my breath grows ragged and sharp. My fingers squeeze the keys until I am numb, and I scream.

      “I need the cards,” I shout. “I’m nothing without them. I can’t do anything by myself.”

      Gertrude stands over me, capturing my words on a paper piano roll scroll in her hand, tiny perforations appearing like pockmarks on a blood-splattered mirror. The paper gleams with a metallic sheen under the lights of the carousel.

      “I told you,” Gertrude says. “I’m not the monster, Julie Chen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blood in Coldwater

          

          Danian Darrell Jerry

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LOCATION: Arkabutla Lake in Coldwater, Mississippi, USA

      

        
      
        POPULATION: 1,359

      

      

      Oscar Meritt hated Arkabutla Lake more than ever. He stood on the shore, damp sand underfoot, reliving the humiliation that sent him fleeing Coldwater, Mississippi twenty years ago. In his mind, Cousin Lacey was still laughing—the shame, sharp and brutal, stabbing him in the back.

      That’s right, city boy! Run home to Memphis, waterhead bastard.

      Two decades had passed. He was back now, wiser, stronger. He had the upper hand. Climbing the corporate ladder had heightened his survival skills. He wasn’t a fish in a barrel anymore. He was a shark, and tomorrow there would be blood in the water. His employer, Victory Solutions, would open a sustainable jet fuel refinery right by the lake shore. The plant’s waste would likely contaminate the water beyond hope in less than a year. Oh well, Oscar thought. Killing Lacey’s precious lake was the best revenge he could imagine.

      As he watched the glistening pool, his wife Justine stood behind him, slipping her arms around his waist.

      “Tomorrow’s your big day. You ready?” she asked, her voice soft and hopeful.

      “I’ve been ready since I was twelve. We got rid of the protestors. We have the blessing of the state officials including the governor. It’s time to celebrate.”

      He turned to Justine, delighted to see her wearing the giant straw hat he’d bought her at the hotel gift shop. A few strands of hair wisped around her ears.

      “You aren’t worried about the reception?” she asked. “Remember. You don’t have to do that part.”

      “I’m not worried about any boats or this backwater mudhole.”

      “You hit the game-winning shot. If you change your mind, your team doesn’t need you to celebrate.”

      “Believe it or not, I used to love this place,” Oscar said wistfully. “My granddaddy would bring all the kids out here every summer and spin these tall tales about an entire town buried beneath the water, like Atlantis. He made it sound mythical, almost noble. Granddaddy had a way of taking darkness and giving it light. Listening to his stories was the only thing I liked about family reunions down here, and I was his favorite.”

      “Were you now?” Justine asked, teasing.

      “I was until my stupid cousin ran me off because she was jealous.”

      “Focus on the long game.” She kissed his forehead, the brim flopping around her smiling face. “Your cousin is yesterday’s news. If she hadn’t chased you away, you would have stayed down south, and I might never have met you. And Victory Solutions wouldn’t be making millions because of your brilliant idea. You’re on the fast track now. What else could you want?”

      “One more thing,” Oscar said, pulling himself from Justine’s embrace. With his wife behind him, he slipped off his loafers and socks, trodding toward the lake.

      “Um, Ozzie,” Justine called out, reaching for him, her voice betraying a hint of nervousness. She followed Oscar as he marched to the shore. “You sure about this?”

      “The last time I was here, my cousin pushed me in,” he said. “I could’ve died that night. Today I walk under my own steam. I have to conquer my fear.”

      “But you never go in the water,” she said, hurrying after him. Worry darkened her face as the Mississippi sun shone down on the couple.

      Oscar shuffled through the hot sand, clenching his fists, gritting his teeth. In the breeze, the sweat on his back was cold as he made his way to the shore. He froze when he felt the lake’s edge lapping at his bare feet. Fear he had suppressed for decades climbed from his legs and into his belly.

      A low humming, guttural and painful, rose from Arkabutla. He searched the sky for solace, but suddenly found himself submerged in water. Shock struck him as darkness spread below, light shining above the surface. He struggled to hold his breath as black waves closed around him, sweeping him into a cold current. The humming rose louder now, even beneath the waves. A hum that became a song, haunting and shrill, a lamentation drawn from ominous scripture. Oscar flailed and kicked, fighting as the humming dragged him deeper into the murky waters.

      He was twelve years old again, drowning while his cousin laughed. His lungs burned, his throat raw, his long, lanky limbs felt like rubber, his voice a silent scream. He was reaching for Lacey, for Justine, for anyone, when a gnarled hand wrapped around his ankle and yanked him down. He screamed, silent bubbles floating through the muddy waters. Algae blooms brushed his cheeks and spun around his wrists, holding him deep below the lake’s surface. He looked down in horror at a pair of lurid yellow eyes staring from the depths below. He recoiled and kicked as the black hand covered in bulging veins pulled him down to the city buried beneath the water. As the world went dark, Oscar thought of Justine.

      I should’ve listened, he cried into the soundless murk.

      He screamed wordlessly as he woke up coughing on the lake shore, Justine crying beside him. Both were soaked from head to toe.

      “What happened?” he asked, panting, his throat burning with pain.

      “You asshole, don’t ever scare me like that again.” Justine pounded his shoulder with her fist, tears springing from her puffy, anger-filled eyes. Breathing hard, she could barely speak. “You walked into the water and fell face forward. I thought you were going to drown.” She covered her eyes and rolled onto her back.

      “Juss, somebody was down there pulling me.” He remembered the yellow eyes, the black hand, an icy fetter wrapped around his ankle.

      “Listen to yourself. All this plotting and planning is driving you crazy. You’ve done the PR work. Everybody knows Victory Solutions is reviving Coldwater’s economic landscape. Can we go home now?” Justine lay on top of Oscar, resting her head on his chest.

      Feeling defeated, he stared at the lake until he noticed the surface swell a few feet away from the shore. That horrible humming filled the air again. Oscar covered his ears, wet sand, weeds, and debris clung to his body. To his astonishment, the rising water gave way to a leather-bound book held inside a black veiny grip.

      He shivered. Fear shot through his temples as the familiar hand lifted the tome from the frightening waters.

      “Something’s out there,” Oscar panted, his voice barely a whisper. He pointed with one hand and clutched Justine’s sleeve with the other. The mysterious object lay in the sand, half submerged with water washing over its surface.

      “Stop,” Justine said. “You’re hurting me.” She peeled his fingers from her arm and stared curiously at the water. She stood and trudged into the lake as if walking in a trance, Oscar begging her not to go.

      “Leave it,” he said. “Leave that thing where it is!”

      After kneeling in the shallow water, she returned holding the same, portentous book Oscar saw rising from the lake’s surface.

      Instinctively, he cringed from the sight but the concern in her eyes brought him back to reality. He had tried to put on a brave face, but he had confronted his fear and failed. Oscar reached for the book, his hands trembling. To his surprise the volume wasn’t nearly as wet as it should have been. Water rolled off the ragged cover instead of soaking through.

      Like Coldwater, he thought, and he remembered his granddaddy’s tale about the fabled town that once stood in this very spot from 1856 until 1948 when the floodwaters arrived, destroying the original site of Coldwater, Mississippi and forming Arkabutla Lake in its stead.

      Granddaddy’s eyes would light up when he spoke about old Coldwater. How poor families, white and black, tilled the fertile soil side by side. He would wave his hands and tell Oscar and his cousins that Arkabutla Lake was originally a beautiful woodland where the Chickasaw buried their loved ones. Once the Chickasaw were forced from their native lands, the settlers attempted to eke a living from the sacred burial ground, but their efforts were unsuccessful, so they moved on to more hospitable plots further south. Then only freedmen and poor whites called Coldwater their home. Incredibly, over time, they made the land fertile, fueling tall tales—and envy.

      Landowners from the surrounding counties tried to remove the residents from the fertile valley for years. Most of the town’s inhabitants finally gave up their homes, exhausted from the constant fights with their racist neighbors and the government. They migrated south to another plot of land that would become the site of the new Coldwater, Mississippi.

      But Pastor Josiah Graves and the congregation of First Valley Baptist Church refused to surrender their property, despite the offers and aggressive demands from local officials. After their bids to purchase the town were rejected, state politicians conspired with the Army Core of Engineers to flood the valley. Spite proved to be a powerful force.

      The last service before the day of reckoning, Pastor Graves barricaded himself and what remained of his congregation inside the sanctuary. Enraged and hopeless, he ordered his loyal followers to stay in the church even as the deluge threatened to drown them all. As Coldwater’s enemies flooded the valley, the rest of the displaced townspeople were miles away, building their new homes, but they heard the pastor preaching from the Scripture while the congregation raised their voices in songful pandemonium. Ten miles south of the newly formed lake, the townspeople heard the voices in the wind.

      Lord, Thou rulest the raging of the sea. When the waves thereof rise, thou stillest them.

      Oscar opened the book and found the inside completely dry.

      “That’s weird,” Justine said, rubbing the paper with her fingertip. “These pages should be ruined.”

      “The Holy Bible, translated from the original tongues,” Oscar read slowly. At the bottom of the page, he found a scratched signature that sent his mind reeling. He wanted to toss the book back in the water and run as fast as he could, but he was done running from his past and this lake.

      “If found, return to Pastor Josiah Graves.” Oscar trembled as he read. He stared at Justine, shocked recognition distorting his face. “Pastor Graves was the preacher from Granddaddy’s stories.” His tone was distant and fearful, like someone sleepwalking through a nightmare.

      “We need to get out of here.” Justine crouched beside Oscar and grabbed his hand. “Forget the refinery, the opening reception. Something weird is happening, and we do not need to participate.”

      Shame and fear pulsed through his heart. Even after all his accomplishments, all these years, the lake had the ability to make him feel powerless and small.

      “We’ll be all right,” Oscar said. He pulled himself to his feet with Justine’s help. “Victory needs me. Besides, I refuse to let this damn lake win.”

      Oscar and Justine turned their backs on Arkabutla. Before them the new refinery shone in the afternoon sun, a latticework of crisscrossing pipes and towering silos, like a white castle symbolizing Oscar’s triumphant return.
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        * * *

      

      The couple slouched into the Hampton Inn off Highway 51, soggy, exhausted, holding each other like a pair of juke joint drunks. Oscar thought he was going out of his mind. Clutching Pastor Grave’s Bible against his chest, he scanned the lobby. Victory Solutions had reserved most of the rooms for the weekend. The area was filled with company staff lounging between the reception desk on Oscar’s left and a small bar in a dark corner to his right. His coworkers wore badges bearing the company’s logo.

      The lake hummed in his ears, and in the darkness of his mind the yellow eyes still burned.

      With his world tilting, spinning, Oscar made a beeline for the elevator. He stood before the silver door and smiled as Justine pressed the call button.

      “Thanks for taking off this weekend,” he said.

      “Where else would I be, Ozzie?” Weary, she tilted her head and smiled.

      “Hey, Oscar, wait up,” Steve Cook said. The VP of Supply Chain Management approached the couple from behind.

      A short man with a scruffy mustache and gray hair wrapped around a shiny bald top, Steve offered an uneasy smile that failed to reach his eyes. He stared at Oscar and Justine’s wet, disheveled clothes and their obvious exhaustion.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked, staring the couple up and down. “I’ve been calling for the past hour. Where’ve you been? Looks like you started the party without us!”

      “We went to the plant,” Oscar answered, feeling the need to elaborate. “I wanted to get a picture of what tomorrow might look like.”

      “Like overkill,” Steve said, “but you’re the poster boy for triple checking. Answer your phone next time.” He waved his hand, a signal for Oscar and Justine to follow.

      “Maybe we should change,” Justine stammered.

      Steve snorted. “Later! We’ve been waiting.”

      Between the wet clothes and the memories of the lake, Oscar found it impossible to focus. He needed a hot shower, a dry bed, and deep, dreamless sleep. But duty called. Steve wanted to talk, and there was Randi Wade, the VP of Information Technology, at the bar waving him over.

      Say hi and excuse yourself after a few minutes, he thought. His colleagues would understand. Covered in sand, soggy clothes, and twigs, Oscar and Justine looked terrible. Granddaddy would have taken one glance and said, Y’all walking up in here like Who Did and What For.

      The thought almost made Oscar smile … almost.

      Perched on a stool, Randi nursed a half empty glass. Her smile much warmer than Steve’s, she seemed amused by Oscar and Justine’s messy condition.

      Randi had a pleasant, no-nonsense air about her. She wore horn-rimmed glasses with clear frames and a mushroom haircut clipped around her shoulders. With her auburn hair and rosy cheeks, she looked as if she was blushing all the time. “Here comes the King and Queen of Victory,” she said, watching the couple with a smirk.

      “I’m just the plus one,” Justine joked. “I don’t work for Victory anymore, remember?”

      After her and Oscar’s relationship moved from casual dating to serious romance the couple decided it would be best if one of them left Victory. Justine always wanted to work for a larger company anyway. Her CPA background secured her a position at an investment firm a month following her resignation. Her new post included a salary increase and excellent benefits.

      “We think of you as extended family.” Randi winked and laughed. “Bookkeeping’s been off since you left.”

      Behind the bar, a woman stacked a low standing refrigerator with bottles and cans of beer, her back turned to the coworkers. When she stood and faced the group, Oscar grabbed Justine’s forearm. All at once, he was back at Arkabutla Lake, drowning, fighting against the water filling his lungs, the humming in his ears, and the black hand pulling his ankle. His knees weakened, but he stood strong. This was not the time to collapse, not with Steve and Randi watching.

      What the hell is Lacey doing here? he asked himself. Checking into the hotel the night before, he had seen another bartender working, an ebony-skinned woman with blonde tipped locs.

      Lacey’s skin shone like fresh honey. She wore burgundy ring curls with crinkly bangs that covered her forehead and waves that dropped past her shoulders. Her eyes bright and mischievous, she offered a gap-toothed smile with gold caps that covered her canines.

      “Another pair of lucky contestants,” she said. She grabbed a glass and wiped it with a white towel. “You look like you need a drink, cuzzo.”

      “Don’t call me that,” Oscar grunted. Anger crept through his neck, clenching the muscles in his jaw. You grew up to be a bartender, he thought, surprised. As kids Lacey had an attitude more suitable for law enforcement or contract killing, but nothing had ever been simple with Lacey. She was definitely up to something.

      “Excuse my friend,” Steve said, playfully shaking Oscar’s shoulder. “He’s had a rough day. He didn’t mean any disrespect.”

      “He just needs a drink or three, loosen up some of that water in his head.” Lacey laughed, her gold teeth shining in the dimmed light.

      Justine raised a suspicious eyebrow, staring at Lacey first, then Oscar.

      “What’s your name?” Justine asked, mistrustful.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, but Lacey has been extremely helpful. She knows all the spots for good food and sightseeing. She even hooked us up with a deejay for the party.” Steve pointed at the bartender. “Why’re you giving her a hard time? Offering drinks is her job.”

      “You’re right,” Oscar said. “It’s been a long day.” He gripped Justine’s hand. He needed time to think, and for the moment, he didn’t want Steve, Randi, or anyone else knowing about his connection to Lacey.

      “What’s that?” Randi asked, pointing to Pastor Grave’s Bible.

      “This?” He raised the book from his hip. “Just something I picked up in town.”

      “Really? Where’d you get it from?” Lacey asked, curious and friendly.

      “A thrift store, I can’t remember the name.” Oscar gripped the Bible with one hand and Justine’s fingers with the other.

      “Lacey, can we take a bottle of scotch upstairs?” Steve asked, pointing his thumb over his shoulder.

      “Sure, I’ll get some glasses, too,” Lacey replied. “You wanna charge it to your tab?”

      “That’s good,” Steve said. He took the bottle in one hand and fingered the glasses with the other. “Randi, take Justine to your room. We’ll meet you in a sec.”

      Steve led Oscar to a set of armchairs next to a window covered with black curtains. The pair stood beside the chairs instead of sitting.

      “I get it, Oscar.” Steve’s voice was low and serious. “We’re all under pressure, but this isn’t the time to unravel. Not this close to victory, pun intended. I need to know I can count on you to keep it together.”

      “Of course,” Oscar said. “I’m okay. Justine and I were playing around and got a little overzealous. That’s all.” Frightened by Steve’s uncertainty, Lacey and Arkabutla seemed insignificant.

      “Good,” Steve said. He patted Oscar’s arm and nodded. “We got problems at the refinery. We need to talk. I’ll let Randi explain upstairs.”
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        * * *

      

      With a queen-sized bed and enough space for a matching loveseat and armchair, Randi’s room spoke simplicity and comfort. Oscar and Justine’s set up fared the same.

      Wonder what Steve booked for himself, Oscar thought.

      He sat on the loveseat next to Justine. Randi grabbed the remote from the television stand and plopped down on the armchair. She cut on the local news, raising the volume as loud as the control permitted.

      “Fill me in, Randi,” Oscar wasn’t sure if he could handle anymore curveballs, but one thing was certain, talking over the blaring television annoyed him. The greatest weekend of his life had turned to crap before it had even started.

      “It’s bad, Oscar, especially for you,” Randi admitted.

      “Especially Oscar?” Justine frowned. “He brought Victory Solutions to this demographic. Arkabutla Lake is a prime location. The tax breaks alone are worth a fortune, but if something goes bad, he takes the fall.”

      “Oscar chose to play the background.” Steve placed the empty glasses on the dresser next to the television, filling them each with scotch. “In the beginning it made sense. Oscar has family here, but I’m wondering. Is there something else? It’s okay but we need to know.”

      “Over the past week there’ve been five accidents at the new refinery, all fatalities,” Randi tried to whisper but ended up hissing over the noisy television. “The first pair were last seen on their way to check the meters on the tanks by the dock. The next day a pair of bloated corpses dressed in factory coveralls washed up on the north end of the lake.

      “Maintenance found a body in the breakroom. The lungs and stomach were full of water, but the skin, hair, and clothes were dry. There was no water or mud in the breakroom either.” Randi massaged her temple with her fingertips. “Security found one of their own stuffed in a metal drum. His spine and his limbs had been broken to fit him in the can.”

      “That can’t be right. Oscar would have heard something,” Justine turned to her husband. “Did you know about this?”

      “I wouldn’t hide something like that,” Oscar said, but he wasn’t so sure. He’d hidden damaging information for Victory Solutions on other occasions. Nothing illegal but certainly unethical. He never lied to himself either. He had clear motives. Become Vice President of Communications and get revenge on his Mississippi relatives.

      “There’s more,” Randi said. “You remember my assistant, Christian?”

      “Of course! Christian is a sweetheart. Who could forget that smile?” Justine asked. “He repaired my hard drive about a month ago. I mean, he repaired Oscar’s hard drive.”

      “Yesterday Christian walked into the office at the new facility dripping from head to toe. Mud smeared over his face. Leaves stuck in his ears. He was singing one of those old plantation spirituals, something about floods and God smiting humanity. He pulled a knife and said he had a message for you, Oscar, from Pastor Graves.”

      Oscar found himself struggling to breathe all over again, his chest filled with fear. The Bible throbbed in his hands. He could have sworn the book was mumbling some incoherent passage.

      “A message for me?” he asked, hoping to mask his terror with sarcasm.

      “‘What profits a man to gain the world and lose his soul,’” Randi continued. “After that he stabbed himself right under the chin. It was horrible! His arm kept hacking and hacking like someone else was controlling it. Even after he died. I didn’t know what to do! His arm kept moving and there was so much blood …” Her voice trailed off. She adjusted her glasses, wiping away a tear. “The medics had to restrain him, even after he was gone.”

      Justine looked stunned. She stared at Oscar and gulped her scotch.

      “What do you mean after he was gone?” Oscar asked. Justine grabbed his sleeve.

      “He was dead, I swear he was. His eyes had gone still and empty.” Randi shivered, her fingers clasped around her glass. “But the knife kept hacking…”

      “Like something right out of a nightmare.” Steve adjusted his tie, gripping his drink. “Who is Pastor Graves, besides the creepiest name for a preacher I ever heard?” he asked. He finished his scotch then sat on the foot of the bed, resting his elbows on his thighs. “Do you know him? Is he local?”

      “Maybe he’s a protester,” Randi added.

      “I don’t know any Pastor Graves,” Oscar lied, squeezing the leather-bound cover until the blood rushed into his knuckles. The humming lingered, faint and distant.

      “In other words, Oscar’s in danger.” Justine placed her hand over her nose and mouth.

      “What’s going on with the investigation?” Oscar asked. “Was there an autopsy?” Feeling dazed and helpless, he remembered the hand wrapped around his ankle.

      “You’re thinking like me,” Steve said. “He must’ve been high, right? The coroner performed two autopsies, one official, another paid for by Victory. His system was clean both times.”

      “Oscar, did you and Christian have any business outside of the company?” Randi asked, her voice careful and hesitant.

      “We only spoke at work,” Oscar said. He wondered if he was having a nervous breakdown.

      “Maybe Christian was crazy or off his meds. Not everybody can handle workplace pressure.” Justine tucked her hair behind her ear. “Have you contacted the family?” she asked.

      “Of course,” Randi said. “We took care of everything. Medical bills, funeral expenses, NDAs.”

      “Somebody’s doing my job?” Oscar asked, gripping Pastor Grave’s Bible. He wanted to smack Steve across the face with it. “I really am the fall guy.”

      “The board didn’t want you to know at all,” Steve grumbled. “They wanted to wait, see what happens, but you’re worth more than that.”

      “You’re a good guy, Oscar,” Randi said. “Your work has allowed us to do some amazing things, but you have to admit, Christian calling your name before killing himself looks bad. You don’t find that suspicious? You’re the only one in the company with roots in this area. That’s fine. Your southern heritage is an asset. Remember. We’re on the same side, and we have your back.”
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        * * *

      

      After leaving Randi and Steve, Oscar and Justine finally made it to their room. He’d never been so glad to see steam rising behind a shower curtain. After cleaning up, the couple climbed into bed, stretched over the covers, and stared at the ceiling.

      “Where do we start?” Justine asked. “The lake, Pastor Graves, your cousin downstairs, Christian—all in one day.”

      He wiped his eye with his knuckle and started to speak but the words escaped him. He didn’t know where to begin.

      Someone knocked on the door, and Oscar jumped out of bed. For some reason he grabbed the Bible and threw it in the top drawer of the nightstand. He grumbled as he opened the door. He couldn’t take anymore bad news from Steve or Randi, but to his surprise, he found Lacey leaning against the door jamb, flicking a piece of dirt from her fingernail.

      “I would say long time no see, cuzzo,” Lacey stood up straight and winked, “but we just spoke at the bar.”

      “What was that about anyway?” Oscar leaned out the door, looking down both ends of the hallway.

      “I wanted to see my cousin. Is that a crime?” Lacey set her fist on her hip. “I should be questioning you about your business in Coldwater. Don’t you think?”

      “Who is that, Ozzie?” Justine asked. The sounds of her shuffling around the room followed her voice.

      “You have a gorgeous wife, Ozzie.” Lacey giggled. “At first I wondered what she saw in you, but I guess there’s a match for everybody.”

      Justine stepped into the doorway. Taken aback, she jumped when she saw the evening visitor standing in the hall.

      “You look surprised?” Lacey countered. “Imagine how I felt when I learned my own cousin wanted to destroy my childhood stomping ground.”

      “That’s why you’re here? To stop the inevitable?” Oscar asked, defiant.

      “I’m here to deliver a message.” She leaned toward Oscar and whispered, “Invite me in. Trust. You don’t want anybody else hearing what I’ve come to say.”

      “I’ve had enough messages for the day. Besides, I’m not afraid of you anymore.” Oscar cursed under his breath. Anymore had slipped out.

      “Who’s this message from?” Justine asked, raising her eyebrow.

      “Let’s talk inside.” Oscar stepped back so Lacey could enter.

      “This is a nice room,” she said, looking around as she sat in the armchair nestled in the corner. “It’s small but cute.”

      “Say what you gotta say and leave.” Oscar clenched his teeth.

      “First, I’m sorry for what I did to you,” Lacey said. Her eyes were filled with deep regret. “I’ve grown since those days. You’d be surprised.”

      “I hear remorse and sincerity,” Oscar noted, contempt turning his stomach. “You sounded the same way just before you pushed me into the lake.”

      “That’s fair.” Lacey nodded, unaffected. “So you understand, Granddaddy was mad at me for years. I knew you two were close. That’s why I hated your ass, but damn, I hurt Granddaddy more than anybody. He was never the same. He waited for you to come back every year, but you never showed up.”

      “It’s all on me, typical Lacey,” Oscar growled. “You wanted me gone for good. You got your wish, but I’m back now.”

      “You have every right to hate me, but Arkabutla Lake belongs to everybody in Coldwater, especially Pastor Graves’ congregation. That’s why we take the flowers and the wreaths out there to pay our respects. That’s why Granddaddy took us to the lake every year. He wanted us to know where we come from, especially you. He knew that life would take you places where your soul needed protecting. He was using those stories to prepare you. I didn’t learn that until …” Lacey wiped a single tear from her eye.

      “Tell my wife about the lake, cuzzo,” Oscar said, with no attempt to mask his hatred. “Since we’re talking about souls and all, I lost mine that day.”

      “You always acted like you were better than everybody.” Lacey sniffled and wiped her nose with her finger. “After you refused to come back, Granddaddy stopped taking us to the lake. He quit telling stories altogether.”

      “You should focus on your part of the situation,” Justine said.

      “I liked you better downstairs.” Lacey rolled her eyes. “Look, Justine, I appreciate you loving on my cousin, but he came here to hurt this land and everyone here. Where do you stand in that?”

      “What are you talking about?” Justine asked. “Oscar and his employers are bringing hundreds of jobs to Coldwater.”

      “What about the waste from the refinery? Where does that go?” Lacey countered.

      “Sustainable jet fuel leaves only a tenth of the environmental footprint compared to …”

      “Ten percent of poison is still poison,” Lacey said. “Might take a little longer, but the outcome’s the same. That’s why Oscar ain’t saying nothing. He knows I’m telling the truth. Y’all got millions on the table, but money is not his motivator.”

      Justine stared at the floor and crossed her ankles. Oscar kept his mouth shut, so he wouldn’t have to lie.

      “I was saying. The last time Oscar came for family reunion we snuck out to the lake at night while the adults were getting drunk, including Granddaddy. It wasn’t just me either. We got a gang of cousins, but I was the leader. It was my idea, and I did most of the talking. We had a cooler full of food and soda pop. I told Oscar to reach in and get himself a sandwich. I’ll never forget the look on his face right before we grabbed him. He was smiling from ear to ear. He thought he had finally gained our acceptance. Part of me wanted to stop, but it was too late. When we raised him in the air, he screamed so loud. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody that scared. For years I heard you screaming in my dreams, Oscar, almost every night until Granddaddy died.”

      “It’s time for you to leave.” Oscar leapt to his feet.

      “I suffered too,” Lacey cried. “Grandaddy didn’t make peace with me until after he passed.

      “You knew I couldn’t swim,” he hissed with tears in his eyes. “You made fun of me while I thrashed around and begged for your help. Even after y’all pulled me out, you sat there and laughed while I threw up all over myself.”

      “That’s why you hate being in water? You’ve carried this around since you were a child.” Justine turned to Lacey and growled, “How dare you come here?”

      “I’m just a messenger.” Lacey turned to Oscar. “Granddaddy loves you. We all do. We understand why you want to destroy the lake, but the congregation of First Valley Baptist Church paid for Arkabutla with their lives. Your refinery is gonna hurt generations—past, present, and future. The ancestors are angry, especially Pastor Graves. If it wasn’t for Granddaddy fighting for you on the other side, the pastor would have taken you already.”

      “Granddaddy couldn’t make you stop bullying me,” Oscar said. “How’s he going to protect me from the afterlife?”

      “All I know is, the night Granddaddy died, he started speaking to me in my dreams. Mostly he talked about how mean I used to be.” Lacey shook her head. “He said I could wipe my slate clean if I warned you. Your people need to leave Coldwater, and you have to go down in the water and give Pastor Graves his Bible.”

      “Oh, I’m supposed to believe that Pastor Graves and his congregation are coming for me?” Oscar laughed despite his nerves.

      “That refinery won
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