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Barbaric, crude, and untamed. Those are the kindest things that can be said about Halindor. It would describe the scenery well if it didn’t so perfectly match the people.


—Anonymous



IT WAS ALL A DREAM. Only a dream.

That’s what Esha Val-Dennihar told herself about the events of the night before, though she understood that was only half true. The specters that visited her weren’t real, but she knew they visited while she was awake, not after she had gone to sleep.

She pulled herself out of the oversized bed. After working long into the night, she finally retired to the guest bedroom of Ms. Hanneral’s estate. Even though the home had only been vacant for a few months, the entire place felt damp. The air hung thick, and it reeked of mildew.

Esha pulled on her work clothes once more. Unlike the more posh women who worked at the Central Bank, Esha opted for more functional wear. Durable work breeches tucked into leather boots, and her flowy overshirt stuffed into the waistband, its feathery collar wedged into the drab vest.

In Attimus, the outfit was rather pedestrian. Out here in the Hanneral marshes, though, the garments were more of a pain. The cotton fabric held her sweat and made her chafe, and she stained the overshirt in several spots with mud. So much for practicality. Next time, she would take Nur’rosh’s advice and wear something a bit more rugged.

But with any luck, there wouldn’t be a next time.

Esha stared into the grimy mirror on the vanity and adjusted her outfit. The skin around her eyes appeared sunken and had turned purple. Her pointed ears drooped ever so slightly. A sheen of sweat glimmered on her brow, even though she didn’t feel warm. In fact, she felt a chill that had become all too normal.

She ignored the blurred figure—like an oil stain on the mirror and her mind—that stood behind her. She stepped out of the room as a voice called her name, and she made her way down the steps.

The hallucinations, now commonplace, became more vivid and impossible to discern from reality. They were the residual effects of moonpowder, a potent and popular opiate in Attimus. First-time users reported life-changing experiences, while long-term users, like Esha, often experienced prolonged hallucinatory effects. And as the user’s dependence on the drug intensified, the hallucinations would creep into their minds without the opiate.

Nur’rosh, her orcish security agent hired by the Central Bank, dropped Esha off the night before. This particular section of Halindor was increasingly dangerous, with more and more brigands populating the roads. However, when the two arrived by carriage the day before, Esha insisted that Nur’rosh return to Tiekman’s Hollow, the nearest town.

The orc argued with her, but Esha insisted. For one, she didn’t want to be distracted. She intended to work late into the night so they wouldn’t have to stay any longer than necessary. Second, Nur’rosh held Esha’s stash of moonpowder. Esha was trying to kick the habit, especially as the hallucinations grew worse. She used more at night, since the powder would keep the visions at bay and help her sleep.

After sending the bodyguard and the carriage off, she got right to work. She spent the evening and well into the night digging through drawers and cupboards and even pulling back loose floorboards to find scraps of documents. She then worked by candlelight to organize them into relevant piles and scanned the most important documents for relevant details to hand over to Hanneral’s lawyers.

It was long and tedious work, made all the longer by Esha’s trembling hands. Voices calling out to her in the dark didn’t help either, but Esha learned a long time ago how to ignore those.

The pieces from beneath the floorboard were of note, showing how unwell Ms. Hanneral became in her late age. She had bizarre sketches of what appeared to be people, but their faces swirled in tight concentric circles. The figures stood in tall trees, and across the page stood a woman and her house.

The moon was high when an ethereal voice called out from the upper story. The house was an empty expanse of darkness, broken up only by the silver-blue shafts of moonlight peeking through the windows and the amber glow surrounding Esha and her workspace. A groan came from above, filling the house with a low wail.

Esha ignored it at first. She could tune out the auditory hallucinations now, manifesting as groans, coughs, or airy breaths. Nothing to be concerned about.

“Help me,” the voice said with more clarity than Esha was used to.

Lifting her candleholder, she carried it up the steps. She understood whatever waited up there was a figment of her imagination, but curiosity overwhelmed her. The more time she went without moonpowder, the more vivid the visions would become, and the shakes had not even started yet.

“Help me,” the voice said again as Esha reached the top of the stairs. It came from the room down at the far end of the hall—Ms. Hanneral’s bedroom. Stepping down the hall, she was careful not to put too much weight on the squeaky floorboards. Whatever was calling her name wouldn’t manifest until Esha was in the room, and it would be gone the moment she closed her eyes or turned away.

Esha made it to the master bedroom and pushed the door open. The rusty hinges squealed in the otherwise silent space. Hanneral’s apparition swayed in a chair, staring out the grand window on the far wall, rocking back and forth. At least, that’s how it appeared. The chair wasn’t moving. Esha only imagined it was.

It can’t be moving, she told herself.

“Help me,” Ms. Hanneral crowed again. “They can see me now.”

Esha thought of the poorly drawn figures with concentric faces. Of the lonely woman in her house watching the woods.

“They can see me now,” Hanneral said, this time turning toward Esha. The old woman’s skin, a rich red-brown in life, was flushed of warmth. Her face sagged over otherwise gaunt cheeks. Her eyelids drooped, covering the whites of her eyes. Fleshy bags hung beneath them, bruised the pale violet of improper sleep. “They see me, Esha, and they see you too.”

The old woman curled her lip in a lopsided grin. But the skin on her cheek moved too far up, past her cheekbone and around her eye and across her brow until her entire face twisted and stirred in a gruesome circle. Blood coalesced in a ring around her face as the skin came free, and her head collapsed inward, revealing rows of—

Esha turned away, but Hanneral still spoke, her voice wet and choked.

“Thay thee ooo, Etha. Thay know whath you thid.”

The old woman was laughing, choking, and drowning. She screamed, but Esha didn’t turn back to find out what caused it. The hallucinations grew more intense and vicious as her withdrawals continued.

Walking out of the room, Esha closed the door behind her. She leaned against the wall to keep herself up. A cold sweat formed on her brow, and her legs quivered beneath her. Whether it was fear or withdrawals, she couldn’t entirely say. Maybe both.

A new image pulled her attention. Ainette stood at the end of the hall, framed by the moonlight shining through the window in the entryway. Her simple white gown flowed in a breeze that didn’t exist. Her chestnut hair seemed black in the total darkness of the house, as if her alabaster skin and pearl dress emitted and drank all the light at once.

“How long has it been, Esha?” she asked. Her voice still made Esha weak.

“Two years,” Esha said, even though the apparition didn’t understand her. “Closer to three, I’d say.”

“Where have you been? Where did you go?”

Esha smacked her lips. They were dry, and her tongue felt like cotton in her mouth. She put her hands out on the rail to stop herself from tumbling down the stairs. “You know where I went. I’ve been around. Here now, same as you.”

The ghost raised a hand, slim and graceful. A long finger beckoned her.

“Come to bed, dear,” Ainette said. “You must be tired.”

Esha smirked. She had been tired for a long time, and no amount of sleep would fix that. “I could sleep,” she said.

“It’s more comfortable in here.”

Ainette gestured at the bed behind her. The one Esha could see through Ain’s body.

She didn’t remember walking down the hall or climbing beneath the sheets. She could still recall Ainette’s hair, though, smelling of honey and lilac. The way the thick strands had tickled her nose when they kissed. Esha kept hers short, but she always admired Ainette’s long locks.

The ghost loomed above her, Ainette’s face hovering over hers. The strands flowing all around them. Esha breathed in the lilac and the honey, but nothing ever brushed her nose.

“I miss you,” Ainette said.

“You can’t miss me, dear,” Esha replied. “But that doesn’t stop me from missing you.”

“Why did you go?”

“You know why I went.”

“Would you come back? If you could?”

Some questions were better left unanswered.

Esha watched Ainette floating above her until she fell asleep. She was always careful not to linger too long on her neck, at the ragged scar etched into her skin.

It was a dream. Just a dream.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, ESHA packed the musty papers that mattered for work in her carrying bag and opened the front door. A man stood on the other side. He wore threadbare tweeds and a simple worker’s cap. His flaxen skin gleamed with sweat, and he teetered on his feet as if ready to fall over. He removed the hat as Esha swung the door open and tipped his head.

“Ma’am,” he said, “are you Miss Vlad—uh—V-vander—”

“Val-Dennihar,” Esha answered. “Miss Val is fine. And you are?”

“Uh,” the man fumbled, eyeing her pointed ears as he spoke. “Well, I’m Mr. Wickwen. I am the—er, I was the groundskeeper for Lady Hanneral.”

“Lords and ladies haven’t existed for a
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