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Chapter One

there's no such thing as ghosts




THE HOUSE FIRST showed up in the papers before I was even apartment-hunting, still living with Chassidy, before things went bad. It had been vacant forever and the city had finally seized it for back taxes. I knew because the local paper ran an article. HAUNTED HARRINGTON HOUSE GOES TO AUCTION, the headline had read. I’d scrolled the pictures during a long day at work and couldn’t imagine who would buy it. It would take someone extraordinary to fix the extensive water damage and make the place habitable, let alone restore it to its former glory. The news that it had sold wouldn’t even have pinged my radar, except that was when the fighting was starting to escalate and I needed every distraction I could get when work got slow. I couldn’t let my boss see me cry.

That evening, I got home from work and Chassidy was already out. I thought maybe the haunted house would be a decent neutral topic of discussion, but as the dinner I’d made cooled on the stove, I got a terse text that she was out with her co-workers and that I was invited, too, if I wanted to have some fun for once.

I didn’t find the endless round of restaurants and bars amusing anymore. My budget, constrained by student loans, liked it even less. Chassidy didn’t want to do anything else, and she hated how I’d changed.

“When are you going to put away your fantasies and join the adult world?” Chassidy asked when I brought the haunted house up a few days later.

A part of me shriveled up. Even though my shitty customer service job paid less than half what hers did, it was a real job. On top of that, I had gotten it on my own merits, and not just because my mom knew the owner of the company, the way Chassidy had gotten hers. So what if I still used my free time to draw fanart for the series we used to watch together? At least I had a soul.

That night, Chassidy went out again, pulling her jacket on huffily. “Coming?” she asked.

It was a work night. My boss wouldn’t understand if I came in late or fell asleep on my desk. “Go on ahead,” I told her.

Instead, I put on an old t-shirt and curled up alone in our bed with my tablet, feeling pretty sorry for myself until Morgan texted me. She was my best friend from college, but while I’d gotten a job and moved in with Chassidy, she’d gone to law school with a massive scholarship. She’d nearly finished her second year. According to her text, she was going to go out of her mind studying if I didn’t distract her from it, so I opened up the art I’d been working on and sent her a screencap. 

The bed was still big and empty, but Morgan made me feel less like Chassidy had abandoned me. We talked about the new season of Summerblood. The teasers were already all over social media, even though it wouldn’t come out until fall, and I wanted to post the piece I was working on while everyone was still excited. The background in particular was coming out really well— inspired by the Harrington house.

if they do an open house, I’m going whether Chassidy joins me or not, I texted her. Not that I’d ever want to live in such an old house, even if it wasn’t haunted. But I would kill for two hours alone with my sketchbook and that exquisite, dilapidated architecture. Assuming, of course, that it was safe enough to do a walkthrough.

In the end, they never showed it to the public. It sold at auction for a song. Then, several weeks later, in the beginning of June, I was paging through the local queer circular when I found an ad seeking a roommate to live in the house. I clipped it out of curiosity and hid it in the sketchbook I kept in my work bag, so Chassidy wouldn’t get the wrong idea.

•••

TWO DAYS AFTER I clipped the ad, I got home after a long day and found out that my key didn't work anymore. I probably should have seen it coming, but I’d expected Chassidy to talk to me if she wanted to break up. Instead, she’d just locked me out, sparing herself the confrontation.

All my stuff was in there. I hammered on the door, sent Chassidy an angry text message, and then called her while I hammered on the door some more. No answer.

She was probably out, damn her. If she wouldn’t answer my texts— worse, if she’d blocked my number— I would have to persuade some of our mutual friends to talk to her so I could get clean work clothes.

The chain of my locket was digging into the back of my neck because I was gripping it too hard. I forced myself to let go before I snapped it. If I spot-cleaned the outfit I was wearing, I could make it through to the weekend. I carried my tablet and my sketchbook in my work bag with my work laptop, which were the real irreplaceable things.

Still, my fingers shook on the touchscreen of my phone as I texted Morgan to ask if I could crash on her couch for a few nights. After that— well, I would figure it out. Suddenly, a room in a haunted mansion sounded like a pretty good deal. It was even in my very limited price range. I had a few friends in town besides Morgan who would probably let me sleep on their couches, but that wouldn’t last me long. I needed a better solution, and fast. Haunted or not, the room in the Harrington house seemed perfect.

Using the apartment WiFi— my WiFi — I emailed the owner of the house to see if the room was still available. Then I slumped down on the hallway carpet and leaned my head against the perfunctory chair rail to browse apartment listings on my phone until Morgan finally texted me back.

•••

ON THE DAY of the tour, I pulled the brakes on my bicycle and walked it up to the wrap-around porch. Even half-restored, the exterior was beautiful. The owner hadn’t yet gotten to repairing all the intricate gingerbread the Victorians had loved, but they’d repainted the deck and patched the roof. Once they finished the restoration it was going to be lovely, the highlight of the street rather than the embarrassment it had been for decades. The weathervane creaked in the early summer wind. For the first time since Chassidy had locked me out, I felt hopeful about my living situation.

I locked my bike to one of the lathe-carved spindles that encircled the porch and rapped tentatively on the door. There wasn’t a doorbell, just a few capped wires hanging out of the exterior wall. No answer, so I waited awkwardly under the overhang of the porch roof.

Ten minutes later, a pickup truck turned into the as-yet unpaved driveway, spraying gravel. The wheel wells showed clear sign of wear, but the bright yellow Casey’s Best Electrical! wrap was immaculately clean. A tiny person wearing worn, shit-brown dungarees vaulted out of it down to the lawn. They wiped their palms down the back of their thighs as they climbed the porch stairs.

“I’m sorry you had to wait. Can’t promise it’ll never happen again, but I’ll try to keep it to a minimum.” They stuck out their hand. “Casey Holland.”

I took it. Their warm and work-worn palm locked against mine and sent sparks tingling up my arm for three endless seconds before they let me go. “Laren Tolley,” I said. They were about four inches shorter than me, dark eyes and dark hair and absolutely vibrating with energy. They smiled at me, about a thousand megawatts punctuated with one adorably crooked tooth. I had no business looking at anyone, fresh off a bad breakup. As they brushed by me, I couldn’t take my eyes off them.

Casey unlocked the door and stopped with their hand on the intricate cast-bronze doorknob. They had a level sticking out of their back pocket. “You should know that the rumors about this place are bullshit. Sometimes it’s going to make weird noises. There are weird drafts. That’s because it’s a fucking old house, not because it’s haunted. If that’s a problem for you, don’t waste my time.”

I told them I wasn’t scared of ghosts. I couldn’t afford to indulge myself in fantasy.

“Good,” they said. “I swear, if it wasn’t such a beautiful place, I could kill the guy who built it for spreading so many ghost stories around.”

“And if he wasn’t already dead,” I put in. The articles had salivated over the fact that the man who built the house had died in it.

It wasn’t a good joke, but they laughed anyway and beckoned me inside. “Let me show you what I’ve got here.”

Stepping through the door was like stepping through a portal into history. The foyer highlighted the gorgeous staircase, the kind I’d imagine sweeping down to attend a ball. It made my fingers itch for my sketchbook. I’d drawn this staircase from the pictures, but now I could draw it from life.

It bore only a faint resemblance to the house I’d seen in the local news. Casey had seen its bones and given it the kind of makeover I more commonly associated with rom-coms. Even with evidence of construction everywhere— drifts of power tools collecting in the corners, an outlet box uncovered in a freshly-painted wall— it was stunning.

Casey had modernized the kitchen, added a breakfast nook and— miracle of miracles— a dishwasher. The rest of the first floor had rich woodwork from the crown molding to the patterns inlaid into the floor. The formal dining room and parlor were unfurnished, and my sneakers squeaked on the bare floor.

“It’s still a little bit of a work in progress,” they said. “But it’s habitable.”

 Other than the kitchen, the only room on the first floor that looked lived-in was a little den. It had built-in shelves that reached from floor to ceiling, flanking a huge television hooked up to two video game consoles opposite a recliner with a butt print. The scent of lemon oil led me to believe that Casey had cleaned in here in preparation for my tour.

So they weren’t neat. I wasn’t either.

Even before Casey led me up the main staircase— up close, its wide steps and intricately-carved railings were even more swoon-worthy— I was in love with the house. 

They led me into the two empty bedrooms to show me the closets and the efficient jack-and-jill bath that connected them. “I haven’t found a third roommate, but eventually the second bathroom will be shared.” 

That meant if I moved in, I’d have it to myself for a while. I could imagine myself sinking into that tub for a long, uninterrupted soak. No one to complain I’d left my conditioner on the lip of the tub instead of returning it to its designated place in the caddy. It all seemed too good to be true, so I shut my fantasies off and followed Casey back into the hallway so they could show me the laundry room.

They’d left the door to their bedroom firmly shut, which I took as confirmation that they were a bit of a slob. Still, the air in the house was fresh, and they’d taken out the trash recently enough that I hadn’t caught any weird smells. There was no way living with them could be worse than living with Chassidy.

“I’m shocked that you haven’t found a roommate yet,” I told them as I stroked the washer-dryer combo on the second floor. There were a pair of dryer sheets under the counter, tangled up with a dust bunny. Two flannel button-down shirts with reinforced elbows hung drying on hangers. “You’ve done gorgeous work here.”

“Some people are credulous nincompoops,” said Casey grouchily. “Also, I refuse to live with anyone who can’t consistently use a singular ‘they’.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “That sounds awful.”

“Not your fault,” they said, shrugging. “And, as part-time jobs go, interviewing tenants beats working construction. Interested in the room?”

“I have a few more places to look at,” I told them. It was technically accurate, but they were all more expensive, and their house had already stolen my heart. “I’ll text you.”

We both knew I was going to move in.





Chapter Two

it's just an old house




IT WASN'T EVEN supposed to be a rainy day, but the wind kicked up and clouds blew in just as I loaded the last of my things into Morgan's Subaru. By the time we made the 15-minute drive across town, it was pouring.

Casey had offered to help me move in, but they had gotten caught up in a job. Instead, they’d sent me an apology and detailed instructions on how to find the key. (It was hidden in a flower pot under a layer of synthetic moss that held up a cluster of fake lilies.) Straightforward to find, but not a good long-term hiding place. Casey must have known that they might experience delays, and had taken measures to preserve my move-in time. Considerate, but I’d hoped they’d be there. I wanted to get to know my new roommate as much as I wanted the extra pair of hands they’d offered.

Instead, Morgan helped me move my boxes out of her car onto the porch. We both ended up with our clothes plastered to our skin. Apologetically, my friend turned to go.

“Sorry, Laren.” She paused with her hand on the car door. “I’m soaked and I need a hot shower and some dry clothes before my cousin’s baby shower.”

I wanted a hot shower and dry clothes, too, but all my towels were packed, and in my rush to get out of Chassidy’s apartment, I hadn’t labeled my boxes. It had taken terse negotiations with Chassidy through an intermediary for her to let me get my things in the first place, and I hadn’t wanted to wait for her to change her mind.

My sad stack of lightly-disintegrating cardboard glistened wetly on the porch as Morgan drove off. I resigned myself to coping with my move alone and in soggy clothes.

As I stepped inside, my socks squelched in my rain-soaked sneakers. I was leaving wet footprints on the restored floor of the foyer. Wincing at the mess, I toed off my shoes and then peeled nylon-acrylic blend off my damp feet, dropping them onto the porch behind me so I wouldn’t water-damage the beautiful hardwoods. Standing barefoot on unfamiliar floors made me worry about stepping on nails and dropping heavy things on my feet. I wished I knew where I’d packed my clothes.

Well, I could move the light boxes first, so they wouldn’t squash anything important if I dropped them. If I got lucky, I might even find my clothes or a pair of dry shoes. Did I even own a pair of work boots? (Of course not, because that would be useful.)

Maybe my wet clothes explained why the house was so cold. It was mid-June, almost summer, and warm outside, but I couldn’t help but shiver when I stepped over the threshold.

With any amount of luck, I’d be able to make myself presentable by the time Casey got back. I lugged the first box upstairs, squelching all the way. There was a Post-it note on the door of the room I’d suspected would be mine. I approached it, the sodden cardboard slipping in my hands. It was my name, written in block capitals.

A gust of wind came from somewhere, chilling the back of my neck. I toed the door open, put the box down, and rubbed the goosebumps away from my arms. Casey had warned me it was an old house. Once I was moved in, I could find the drafts and exclude them.

The room felt big and empty, like the baseboards were pulling the floor so that it stretched thin under my feet. I knew better; it was the smallest bedroom in the house. Objectively, the room would just about hold a bed and a dresser. A desk, maybe, if you weren’t claustrophobic.

I didn’t care: the space was all mine. I could put the Summerblood pillows that Chassidy had vetoed on the bed. Well, right now it was an air mattress that I’d bought so I could crash in Morgan’s home office. Close enough.

The room smelled musty, a sharp contrast to the renewed scent of lemon oil downstairs. I opened the window, expecting to hear the rain or the birds that I’d seen nesting in the old apple tree outside, but it was eerily silent.

To fill the hush, an imaginary voice in my ear mocked me for choosing to live in a haunted house just to save money. It sounded like Chassidy.

Something cold trickled down the back of my neck: sweat, maybe, or rain. The sensation of being watched. I spun around, but there was nothing there. Nothing physical, anyway.

Ugh, no. I was being ridiculous, imagining supernatural influence when there was no such thing as ghosts. 

“Stop it, Laren,” I told myself. Out loud, because I was alone and no one could hear me comforting myself. I was getting in my own head. Too many stories, from Morgan and even from the paper. 

In the real world, the room was a perfectly normal room. There were deep shadows in the empty closet because the blinds had fallen down over the window I’d opened, not because of ghosts. I wrenched them open, letting the weak cloud-filtered sunlight in. I needed to focus on unpacking.

The cardboard flaps of the box I’d brought up tore off when I tried to unfold them. It was full of art supplies intermingled with my Summerblood Blu-Ray box sets. Sighing, I sorted out the contents while my jeans made damp knee prints where I was working.

When I’d emptied the box and collapsed it into a lump of slimy cardboard, I checked my watch. It had already been half an hour since Morgan had dropped me off. How had I only brought up one box? And my pencils and sketchbooks wouldn’t do me any good when it came to finding dry clothes.

Wet fabric chafed against the insides of my thighs as I headed back downstairs. God, I really wanted to get changed before Casey got home.

•••

THE NEXT BOX was a mix of bedding and baking equipment. I went to the kitchen to cope with it. Every squeak and crunch of the floorboards made me flinch after the weird, thick silence I’d experienced upstairs. But, like Casey had said, it was an old house. 

They had labeled the cabinets and cupboards with more helpful post-it notes. Nothing sinister interrupted me as I squatted to put away my never-before-used muffin tins in a cabinet labeled with my name. The stairs gave a perfectly cheerful wooden creak as I went upstairs to run my sheets through the dryer. Morgan kept me company with running text message commentary on the baby shower, and that was the opposite of spooky. I should have been calm.

I wasn’t.

And then, as I ripped into a box full of plates and bowls cushioned with washcloths, the door slammed open. I jumped. My heart thudded in my ears, loud and fast as the bass from the kind of parties I’d enjoyed in college.

“Laren!” someone hollered from the front door.

I froze, not wanting to give away my position to an intruder who knew my name. Not that I was particularly hidden, here in the kitchen, wrestling with a box.

Casey bounded in a few moments later, wearing a short-sleeve button down that drew attention to their compact, muscled shoulders. I tried not to notice, but their magnetic grin drew me in. 

They took one look at my stiff posture and leaned in conspiratorially.  “Feeling nervous?”

In spite of myself, I relaxed. Their presence filled up the space from the topmost cabinets all the way down to the beautiful tile floor. The house didn’t feel empty anymore. I shrugged. “It’s weird being alone in a new house.” They didn’t need to know that my overactive imagination had been conjuring ghosts out of nothing.

“Sorry I’m late,” they said, choosing not to press the issue. (I was grateful.) “You look awful.”

“It rained.” Which was both true and obvious. “I can’t find my towels.”

“Borrow one of mine,” said Casey immediately. They left as swiftly as they’d arrived, before I could say yes or no or thank you. Their footsteps, loud and fast, pounded on the wooden stairs. The noise filled the empty rooms and forced out the lingering sensation of unearthly presence. I rubbed my hands over my arms to warm them, and this time, the goosebumps receded and the light dusting of hair lay flat.

Even better: Casey came back with an enormous fluffy towel, clean and smelling faintly of their laundry soap. I wrapped it around myself gratefully. “Now I just need to find my dry clothes.”

They cocked their head. “Want help?”

“I’d love that.” I lifted another box and started back inside. By the time I got back, they’d transferred most of the boxes from porch to foyer.

“You didn’t change?”

“I haven’t found my dry clothes yet.” I’d wanted to get my stuff safely stowed away as quickly as possible. Chassidy had hated it when I left stuff out.

“Why not look through them here?”

“I didn’t want to make a mess of your living space.” 

“Please. You’re moving in. I don’t mind a bit of mess if you don’t.” Casey started unfolding the cardboard tops, searching for clothes, and hit gold on their second try. It figured they’d have better luck than I did— if I’d looked myself, all my clothes would have been buried in the bottom of the very last box.

“Thanks,” I said, rescuing the box before they could accidentally find my underwear. “I’ll be right back.”

Upstairs, I toweled off faster than I ever have in my life and threw a sundress on over my wet bra. Not the best outfit for moving, but nothing in this box was. I hung my sodden jeans and T-shirt over the shower curtain in the bathroom. My bathroom, my bathroom alone for now. I loved it.

Back downstairs, Casey had thrown open the cabinets in welcome. “Do you care about keeping the dishes separate? There’s a dishwasher, so it should be easy to keep them from building up in the sink.”

They had told me about the dishwasher during the tour, too. Maybe they were babbling because they were just as nervous as I was.

I rooted around in my boxes until I found the kitchen stuff. “I don’t care, but my dishes are pretty crappy.” Chassidy had gone out and bought new matching dishes that we’d rarely ever used because she’d never been home. These were the shitty ones I’d thrifted in college. Half of them were stained fake-cheese yellow from too many late nights studying.

“My dishes suck, too. Want me to give you a hand?” 

“Sure.”

“Don’t laugh.” They scrambled up onto the countertop, a fluid motion that employed some subtle toe-holds I hadn’t noticed until they’d stepped on them. “Here. Hand ‘em up.”

I tested the counter with my palm— way sturdier than anywhere I’d ever lived before. “Thanks. I can never reach the top shelves, either.”

“It’s a conspiracy.” Casey lined up my cups in front of theirs. “It’s my own design. I wanted to be able to get to all the storage space, you know?”

“Is there a weight limit?” It held them well enough, but they were tiny.

“It’s rated to five hundred pounds, so feel free. Use any space down here you want,” Casey went on, over the clatter of cheap ceramic. “Right now it’s big and empty. Makes the house feel lonely. I can’t fill it up by myself.”

“I got that impression.” I still didn’t quite trust my welcome, though Casey’s bright energy had dispersed the shaky feeling I’d had alone in my bedroom. “Is it OK if I put my books down here?” There were built-in shelves in the parlor and it meant I didn’t have to haul them up the stairs. And it meant I didn’t need to obtain and cram a bookshelf in my little room.

“Go ahead,” said Casey. “Just talk to me before you move any of my stuff?”

That was more than fair. It was Casey’s house.





Chapter Three

... are these ghosts?




THE POWER WENT out for the first time a few weeks after I moved in. The evening had gone muggy, and the Harrington house didn’t have central air. Work was awful, as usual, but at least it was air-conditioned. Maybe I’d stay late for a few days until the heat wave broke.

Having gotten home, I wasn’t about to bike back. For one thing, I would have had to put on something more substantial than the thin cotton tee and lightweight sleep shorts I'd changed into. Instead, I flopped onto my air mattress and pulled out my tablet so I could pretend to myself that I was doing more than sweating onto my cheap jersey sheets with a box fan blowing over me.

When the power cut out, my fan stopped. The stagnant air lay thick and heavy over me, like a blanket of lead slurry. It was the kind of heat where I could already feel sweat crystallizing into a layer of salt on my face.

The soundproofing in the house was pretty good— I’d asked and Casey had said something about old, thick walls— but we’d left the doors open for ventilation, so their voice carried clearly through the upstairs landing from their room on the opposite side of the floor. “Goddammit!”

I relaxed as they stomped down the stairs. They were a certified electrician, and they had professional connections at the utility company. All I had to do was survive until they got the fans back online. I’d lived through worse heat in the dorms at school.

The bathroom I would eventually share when Casey found a third roommate didn’t open into the hallway. It had one door in my room and another on the opposite wall that led to the third bedroom, which was still empty. I could have opened both doors for more ventilation, but it felt too exposed even though no one ever went in the unclaimed bedroom. It had bare floors that reflected too much sound and a yawningly empty closet. I kept the door shut. 

In the stifling heat, I twisted the cold tap and tested the water. It was already icy, instead of tepid, making me grateful for Casey’s expert plumbing. Splashing water on my face broke the worst of my misery. I gave up and stuck my head under the faucet by the reflected waning sunlight.

It would be a little annoying to get around the house after the sun set, but my tablet and my phone both had full battery. Even better, once the sun set, the worst of the heat would abate.

At the time, I wasn’t worried.

•••

THE NEXT TIME the lights flickered, I was alone in the house, sketching on my tablet. Annoying humming drifted down from the ceiling, like the death throes of a nest of hornets. Worse, the LED bulb kept quavering, which was messing up my colors. But it was an old house. I managed to ignore it until Morgan texted me.

any ghosts yet? she wanted to know.

There had been a few times since I’d moved in when the house had felt weird. I dithered over my keyboard, considering telling Morgan about the way the wind whistled through the apple tree or how sometimes, late at night, I thought I could feel someone watching me. But everything I could think of sounded flimsy and sensationalist. In the end, I chalked it up to settling in to a new place. Chassidy’s apartment had felt weird when we’d moved in, too.

not yet, I texted back eventually. The erratic flicker of the lightbulb made my molars ache. I’ll keep you posted

There was no way I could stand on my air mattress, so I dragged over my chair to boost myself up to the fixture. Standing on my tiptoes, I unscrewed the bulb. It came out easily into my hand. I twisted it back into the socket, where it lit up with bright, steady light. Just a loose connection. Nothing to worry about.

•••

I CAUGHT UP with Casey a few days later over breakfast. I was eating oatmeal, and they were up early for them, snapping a banana off the bunch on the counter. We’d been moving past each other like ghosts— their job often kept them out late, and I would end up in my room by the time they got in, comfortably ensconced on my laptop or my tablet. It was easiest to stay put when that happened. There was less chance of conflict if we didn’t interact.

But Morgan was going to keep bugging me about ghosts until I showed her the house, and there was no way I was going to do that without Casey’s sign-off.

I waited until they’d gulped down half a cup of coffee and then screwed up my courage. “Do you care if I have a friend over on Friday night?”

“Gonna host a rager?” they asked wryly. 

It had been almost a month, and neither of us had shown any predilection for wild partying. I was pretty sure that was a joke, but I wasn’t quite certain. “Just one friend. She’s a law student.” (As if law students didn’t party. I hoped that Casey didn’t know that.)

“It’s fine, Laren. Just, you know, don’t trash the place.”

“Thank you.” I rinsed out my oatmeal bowl before putting it in the nearly-full dishwasher. “Can I set this to go?”

They waved me off. “I’ll get it. I want to put my mug in.”

“Thanks,” I said again, grabbing my work bag and heading out the door. According to my watch, I was running early. 

I shot Morgan a quick text message with my bike leaning against my hip. you were asking about ghosts. want to come over Friday after work for a séance?

Her affirmative came back before I locked my bike to the chain-link fence that surrounded the work parking lot.

•••

WHEN MORGAN TEXTED me she was coming over, I waited for her on the porch. It was a gorgeous evening, and the doorbell was still broken. She parked her car in the empty gravel driveway and I led her inside.

“Let me give you the tour?” The bare wooden floors of the rooms Casey still hadn’t furnished felt bigger and more echoey without their vibrant energy. Morgan oohed and aaahed, complimenting the rooms from their crown molding to their refinished floors. We ended up in my bedroom.

“Gorgeous, and also spooky as fuck,” she decided, taking in the space. A stack of semi-unpacked boxes squatted in the corner, but I’d thrown all my laundry into the hamper in the closet and made the bed. 

As I twisted my locket around my fingers, suddenly noticing dust on the baseboards, Morgan pulled up the corner of my blanket. The air mattress went squish.  “Are you still sleeping on this hunk of junk?” she demanded. “When are you going to get a real bed?”

“I’m saving up!” I protested. “And, anyway, it’s comfortable.”

“Someday that thing is going to spring a leak and you’re going to wake up with your ass on the floor.”

“Are you here to criticize my furniture, or do you want to see if there’s ghosts?” To forestall the argument, I took her down the servants’ stairs through the kitchen to pick up snacks.

I’d splurged on the salt-and-vinegar kettle-cooked chips that they’d always had in the coffee shop outside our school library, and I’d gotten three different bags of pizza rolls because I’d gotten overexcited in the grocery store. We settled onto the wood floor of the parlor, cushioning our butts with the Summerblood pillows we’d liberated off my bed. It felt like we were getting away with something, and we were giddy with it.

“This is a wild design,” she said, tracing the seams between the wooden blocks that made up the floor.

It was. A broad stripe of darker wood encircled the room. At intervals, smaller  dark stripes spiraled out from it, and from each offshoot, two narrower stripes shot out to make an angular fractal pattern in the wood. The design reminded me of wreaths, artistically manufactured chaos.

The silence stretched out awkwardly as Morgan stroked the floor.

“Are we doing this thing?” asked Morgan.

Now that we were here, I was having second thoughts. The emptiness of the big parlor was making me nervous, like the corners of the space were hungry for our presence, even if all we were doing was crunching on potato chips. But the séance was the whole reason I’d invited her over. “Sure,” I said, clearing the floor on the assumption that an open bag of Lay’s wouldn’t impress any ghosts. The abandoned chips looked out of place against the fancy parlor baseboard, but at least they weren’t in the middle of the floor between us anymore.

Morgan crossed her legs. “So, Laren, you’re the expert at living in the ghost house. What do we do?”

I had no idea. “I think we join hands and concentrate?” Probably no self-respecting psychic would use a jar candle to call ghosts, but it was the best I could scavenge from the box of junk my mom had given me when I graduated. I tipped the jar and nearly singed my fingers trying to get the wick to catch. As it burned away between us, the heavy scent of lilacs crowded out the lingering traces of soot.

Morgan’s hands were cool and dry in mine. Silence wrapped around us like the room was shrinking. My head buzzed a little, like I was tipsy, except we hadn’t had anything more interesting to drink than Coke Zero.

Above us, the chandelier swayed, even though we’d closed all the windows and doors. The power hadn’t gone out, but the air crackled with something electric. I could feel my breath coming quicker and quicker. 

Maybe it was just my imagination, but maybe—

The front door slammed open and shut. All the weight bled out of the room, like water from cupped hands. Heavy work boots thudded against the floor, which meant that Casey was home— a full two hours before they usually got out of work.

“Hey, Laren!” they called.

My face heated. I didn’t want them to know I was playing the credulous believer. Wrenching my hands from Morgan’s, I jumped to my feet to slide the heavy pocket door open. “I wasn’t expecting you home so soon.”

They raked a hand through their hair. “Is that a problem? I wanted to meet your friend.”

That was more than fair. I’d invited a stranger into their house. “Of course,” I said. “Morgan, this is Casey. They’re my landlord. And Casey, this is Morgan— I’ve known her since freshman year. We were in Intro Psychology together.”

Morgan rose from the floor in a smooth motion, joining us on her feet. She extended her hand to Casey. “Did you restore this floor? It’s gorgeous.”

Casey lit up, any weirdness I might have anticipated gone the instant the compliment landed. “I was lucky it was in such good shape. It’s impossible to match some of these early stains—“

“I’m gonna put the pizza rolls in the oven,” I blurted out. Interrupting. Rude. I couldn’t seem to shut my mouth off.  “Feel free to hang out.”

“You don’t have to include me in—” they looked askance at the lit candle, swallowed up by the size of the room, all alone in the center of the floor. “Whatever bonding y’all were doing.”

“No, it’s fine,” I insisted. “I’ll only be a moment.”

But in the kitchen, I took my time with the tinfoil and the baking tray. My heart was beating too fast. I needed to get myself under control.

•••

BY THE TIME I got back, bearing a plate of lava-hot pizza rolls, Morgan had sprawled out on the floor again, her dark braids gleaming against the warm-honey floor, and Casey had settled into a relaxed cross-legged seat next to her. “Why don’t you think there are ghosts?” she was asking them.

“Why the fuck would I think there were? There’s no evidence of anything supernatural. Just a bunch of fucking scammers and con artists. That’s well-documented.”

“It’s fun to imagine.” Morgan tipped her face toward them. “You don’t think so?”

Casey snorted. “Are you kidding? It’s hard enough to find a decent queer-friendly roommate without rumors about hauntings. It’s worse than astrology.”

Morgan narrowed her eyes appraisingly. “But everything’s going well?”

“Laren’s a peach.” There was a sturdy warm roundness in their tone that reminded me of the Thanksgivings when my aunt slid me a forbidden second slice of pie, bursting with fruit and dripping with cream. It made my mouth water.

Without my conscious consent, my belly clenched in an unwanted pang of desire. My arms jerked. The baking sheet tilted in my compromised hands, pizza rolls clumping precariously at one end and making the foil crinkle as they slid around the tray. 

At the noise, Casey twisted and stared at me, their gaze sweeping up my body with such intensity I could feel the impact.

Hastily, I righted the baking sheet, suddenly concerned my jeans had sprouted a hole in the crotch. Or maybe my tee had wadded itself up to expose a muffin top peeking over my waistband. When they finally looked away, I conducted an emergency audit of my outfit, but everything was in order. Thank God. 

Morgan propped herself up on an elbow. Her eyebrows nearly hit her hairline, like she expected Casey to elaborate.

But all they said was: “I’m lucky to have such a good roommate.”

That put me firmly in my place. Not a friend, and definitely not a candidate for anything else, either. Besides, they seemed to be hitting it off with Morgan. Which suited me just fine.





Chapter Four

it can't be ghosts




OVER THE REST of the summer, I got used to living in the house. As promised, there were cold spots. I learned where they were— the inside corner of the parlor, the third step from the bottom of the main staircase, the dead end of the hallway outside the laundry room that Casey kept talking about turning into a linen closet— and I avoided them. Sometimes, the stairs creaked at 2AM even though Casey and I were both in bed, and I rolled over and went back to sleep. It was probably the wind.

The power went out once every week or two. Somehow, Casey was always around to go into the basement, where they would do something mysterious involving clanking and muffled swearing that drifted up to my room through the ventilation ducts. It never took long before the power came back on.

Still, I started bringing my sketchbook down into the kitchen to draw. The light from the big, beautiful windows there was better than the overhead fixture in my bedroom even when the electricity was working, and if it went out, my bedroom only had one small window.

I had rehearsed my arguments for why I should be allowed to draw in the common spaces of the house at length on bike rides home from work, in case Casey got mad at me about it. But, the first time they found me drawing at the kitchen table, they didn’t criticize me at all.

Instead, they just settled into a chair and put their bowl of instant ramen on the table, carefully out of the range of my elbow. “What are you drawing?”

“Tamora from Summerblood,” I said, resisting the urge to hide my paper with my arms. I hated letting people see my unfinished work, but their pro forma interest was so much better than the admonition I’d been scared of.

"Huh,” they said. “Cool pose.”

That was a polite compliment, not a request for more information. I squashed the impulse to tell them all about the background of the show: I loved Summerblood, but no one else needed to care about it. 

“Thank you,” I said instead, and went back to my sketchbook.

They slurped their noodles in companionable quiet and never told me I had to go back to my room to draw. So I didn’t.

•••

I STILL DREW in my bedroom sometimes, especially after dark, when even the biggest windows let in no light. I’d set up my air mattress next to an outlet, which was useful when my tablet needed charging. It had died during my lunch break on that day in mid-September. To console myself, I’d put on my single set of nice pajamas, a cute shorts-and-camisole set, and curled up with my back against the wall and my tablet propped on my bare knees. The battery indicator had just ticked up to 43% when the overhead light flickered.

Sighing, I saved my work. All my devices ran on battery, but I didn’t want to take chances. And I was right. Sure enough, three heartbeats later, the room plunged into darkness. The house had lost power again.

The background hum of electricity ebbed away until the silence became palpable. I gulped in mouthfuls of air that had grown thick and musty. This outage felt different in a way I couldn’t quantify. I considered brushing my teeth and going to bed early, but restlessness had taken hold of me. A small, secret, growing part of me wanted to prove to Casey that I was just as bad-ass as they were. I could go help them.

In the thin light from the window, I groped for my cell phone. There was no way I was attempting the steep old stairs in the dark. It hadn’t finished charging after work, but I didn’t have a better light source. It would have to do. 

The servants’ staircase ran between the corner of my tiny bedroom, the kitchen, and the basement. I loved it. It let me pretend I was a runaway princess escaping from my terrible parents, or a servant plotting the overthrow of a regime, or anything I wanted. I could get down these stairs without waking Casey, too— they never said anything, but the floors in the house creaked a lot, and I could always hear them moving restlessly in their bedroom if I went down the main stairs at odd hours.

The stairs were windowless, lit blue by the glow of my phone’s flashlight. The light caught on rusted metal hooks screwed into the dark wood walls. I descended through this passage toward the cave of the basement, where I knew from experience the circuit breakers were. Not that I knew exactly what to do with a circuit breaker— would turning it off and turning it back on again work? But I couldn’t just sit in my room and hope the power outage would go away.

Casey’s voice floated up from the bowels of the house. “I’m working on it!”

Since there wasn’t a lot I could do at eight o’clock in the evening with no power, I kept going down the stairs. At least Casey would have the battery-powered lantern that they’d bought after the third time we’d lost power and they’d had to try to figure out what had gone wrong in the dark. With them, I wouldn’t have to sit alone and listen to the wind rock the wooden frame of the house, whistling through the trees all the while.

I rounded the last corner of the stairs. As the lantern glow glimmered, I flicked the screen on my phone off and took a step into the basement.

Casey stood at the main panelboard with the lantern on the ground by their feet and a penlight clamped between their teeth. They were wearing sturdy overalls in safety yellow, a welcome sight in the murky depths of the basement. Over the past few months, I’d learned they loved the house in a one-sided affair characterized by conscientious repair jobs on one side and persistent electrical faults on the other.

“I’m sorry about this,” they said. “You don’t have to hang out.” 

“Can I help?” I asked. The wind outside was picking up again, moaning so loudly we could hear it in the basement, even surrounded by the earth below our feet. It still sent chills down my spine, but I was sure I’d get used to it. It had only been three months.

Casey shook their head. “I’m fine.” I could tell they felt guilty; they’d survived a string of crappy landlords, and they wanted to do better with their own house. But I didn’t blame them for the electrical faults.

I held out my hand pointedly. The lantern cast gnarled shadows over my palm, the distorted shapes of my fingers moving over the musty walls and old exposed pipes. They sighed and gave me the penlight.

“I really don’t get it,” they said, flicking a breaker. The power stayed off. “Everything worked when I replaced the old knob and tube. Why is it flickering now?”

“Mice?” I suggested, moving the penlight where Casey pointed. 

“I’ll put out traps,” they said dubiously. I understood their hesitation, because I hadn’t seen any evidence of mice, either, and I’d looked. 

They flicked another breaker, and suddenly the basement blazed with light. “Got you, you fucker,” they murmured, stroking their hand down the side of the panel.

I turned off the penlight, and they bent down to turn off the lantern. 

“Sorry again, Laren,” they said, giving me the dazzling smile that still caught my heart in my chest. I knew better than to entertain those kinds of thoughts. Been there, done that. Though I was willing to spin the wheel on a cheap room in a haunted house, I couldn’t even flirt with the idea of falling in love with my landlord. I forced my libido to settle down. Casey controlled whether I had hot water or not; I couldn’t risk a bad breakup with them.

“Hey, I knew it was a work in progress when I moved in,” I said, keeping my tone light as I put Casey’s penlight back in their toolbag. “You’ll get it.” I thought that maybe saying it would be the encouragement they needed, because at this point, I wasn’t sure that they could fix it. 

Something yowled outside, a sound like a dying cat, and the power went out again. I desperately patted my pockets, searching for my phone. In the basement, the absolute darkness encroached on us like a tide of rats. I couldn’t see Casey. My rib cage got tight; it felt like the basement had swallowed them, or maybe they had ceased to exist.

“Twice in one day,” I joked, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “Jackpot.” The basement swallowed up my words, leaving only the rising wind outside.

A leathery hand grabbed my arm. I screamed.

Casey swore under their breath. “Just me.” The lantern came back on, and they waved a gloved hand to reassure me. Eerie shadows sprang up in the lantern-light and then fled into the corners. “I must have jarred something.”

They handed me the penlight again before they went back to work. The shadows seemed closer now, and even though I knew it was just the movement of the penlight, I kept seeing things skittering in the corners in my peripheral vision.

It was a relief when the power came on. We held our breath together, hoping Casey’s fix had worked with the low ceiling of the basement pressing in on our heads. A few minutes passed with nary a flicker. At last, I felt like I could breathe again.

“I want hot chocolate,” I said firmly. I could have sworn there were still things moving against the bare concrete of the foundation, but they stilled when I tried to look directly at them. Putting them out of my mind, I went back up the stairs. Probably figments of my over-tired imagination. My job was exhausting.

•••

I TURNED ON every light in the kitchen when we got out of the basement. Casey gave me a funny look, but the lights made me feel a little better, so I did it anyway, even in the teeth of wanting to impress them with my fortitude. There was still a weird chill in the pit of my belly that I couldn’t chase away.

They comforted me just by sharing space with me, as much as I hated to admit it. There was something so real about them, like their presence on the wooden kitchen chair anchored the entire room into a world where all problems could be fixed with either duct tape or WD-40.

Stalling, I got out the pot and the cocoa powder and the sugar, even though there were packets of instant hot chocolate in the cupboard. Making it from scratch would give me an excuse to linger in the kitchen, and I didn’t want to go up to my room alone. 

They didn’t try to make conversation, just drew one leg up to their chest on the wooden kitchen chair and watched me heat milk on the stove.

Expectant quiet filled the kitchen as I finished making the cocoa. I suppressed shivers as I got out two mugs, filled them over the sink, sprinkled marshmallows over the top. The chocolate smelled good, but I was still cold. 

The silence persisted as I passed Casey a mug and took the seat opposite them at the table. Moodily, they chased a marshmallow around their mug with a spoon. Neither of us was saying the word “ghost” out loud, but I was thinking it loudly enough for both of us. I didn’t need Casey to sneer at my credulity.

What ended up saving the situation was, annoyingly, a text message from Chassidy. hows living in the ghost house treating you lol

When she’d locked me out, she’d blocked my number. I’d called dozens of times over those first four days and they all went straight to voicemail. And she’d unblocked me for this? Anger kindled in my chest, perversely warming me. 

Casey noticed. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Nothing.”

Without asking for permission, Casey snagged my phone and read the text, full text visible even on my lock screen. “Is this the ex?”

We hadn’t really talked about why I’d needed the room in such a hurry, but clearly I’d let enough slip. Chassidy had been part of my life for five years; of course I must have mentioned her. She was in all my stories. I ran my locket along the length of its chain, trying to figure out how to phrase it. In the end, I settled for a simple, unadorned yes.

Casey picked up my phone, turned it over in their hands, passed it back to me over the laminate tabletop. “She has a lot of damn nerve.”

I hadn’t been expecting that. Most of our shared friends had taken Chassidy’s part, even the ones who’d let me crash on their couches for a few nights. Well, they saw Chassidy more than they saw me, since I’d stopped really going out. Locking me out had been pretty extreme, but that was Chassidy through and through: bright and impulsive, but also sometimes dark and impulsive. Especially for our friends who’d only met us after college, I was pretty sure they thought I’d done something really awful to merit it. 

Maybe I needed better friends.

“She locked you out, right?” Casey’s spoon clinked against their mug as they meditatively stirred their chocolate. “She didn’t even warn you?”

“How did you know?” It still hurt to think about— the way I’d thought everything was— well, not fine. But livable. We had been working on it, I’d thought. And then I’d been wrong. I was pretty sure I hadn’t talked about it.

“Morgan told me when she visited.” They shrugged. “She was pretty vehement about it.” I took that to mean that Morgan had threatened Casey. Go figure.

“Warning me would have required Chassidy to talk to me.” That sounded bitter. I didn’t want Casey to think I was bitter. I forced myself to smile. “We weren’t really doing that at the end.”

“What a jackass.” Casey tipped their chair back on two legs. “You deserve better.”

I hastily swallowed the last of my cocoa. Heat had risen to my face, and I wanted to conceal it. “I’m swearing off dating for a while,” I said, mostly to remind myself. Hearing the words out loud felt good.

“Good for you.” The front legs of Casey’s chair thudded back onto the ground. They rose, gave the hand I’d left on the table a quick squeeze. They rinsed their mug and put it in the top rack of the dishwasher, which was almost full. “Will you set that to go before you head up?”

“Sure,” I said, still thinking about how their rough palm had felt on my hand.





Chapter Five

goddammit these are ghosts




A FEW DAYS later, I got home to find Casey hunched over the kitchen table with their tablet, a breaker diagram, and a pencil. They’d been fuming ever since the double power outage. Their frustration didn’t make a lot of sense to me, because there had been power issues for weeks— though never twice in a row before. Come to think of it, I’d never gone down to help before, either, because Casey was so good about getting it fixed.

They just looked so wretched. I dropped my purse next to the door to the servant’s stairs, out of the way, and fished the plastic containers I used to bring my lunch to work. By the time I’d washed and dried them, Casey had begun muttering to themself. I didn’t want to leave them alone.

Technically, I had a dinner for the evening pre-prepped in a stacked and labeled container. Meal prep happened on Sunday nights, and would last me the week. I didn’t usually cook, but I rummaged in my section of the pantry and started putting together a red sauce. Nothing fancy, since it was just me, but enough to give me an excuse to hang out in the kitchen. 

I tipped a plate over the top of the pot and slid into a kitchen chair. If Casey wanted to talk about it, they could, and in the meantime I could do some preliminary sketches on my phone for an idea I’d had on the bike ride home. The sauce bubbled merrily away, filling the kitchen with the scents of tomato, basil, and garlic.

The sun set before Casey put down their pencil in frustration. “None of this makes sense.”

“No luck?” The sauce spat on the stove. I got up, adjusted the gas down, and stirred it until it resumed a simmer.

Casey flushed. “I’ve found a lot of things it isn’t. Stuff is breaking and tripping when I could swear it was working, inspected and approved. I’m going to call the city and the utility company tomorrow, see if it’s something on their end.” 

They did not have a harmonious relationship with the city government. According to Casey, no one was worse than Simon Roethlisberger, zoning administrator, with whom they had a particular feud, but everyone in the office was suspicious. Reading between the lines of some of Casey’s diatribes on the subject, I thought that maybe they could give the city staff a little bit more slack, but Casey was uncompromising in both their passion for quality home repair and their disdain for the paperwork it generated.

Leaning back against the stove, I bit my lip. “Can I help?”

“I am a trained electrician!” Casey shoved their notes away with force. “I don’t need your help.”

My back hit the oven door handle with a clatter as I retreated from their vehemence. “I just meant with, like, making phone calls or something.” The electrical issues were getting to them. I forced myself to breathe calm, even breaths. They were upset at the situation, not mad at me. “I do that stuff all the time at my job.”

“Your job, which you love so much.” They glared at the ceiling light like it had just tried to sell them spiritual-cleansing essential oils for $500 an ounce. 

It felt like I wasn’t even in the room, or like I’d turned invisible, even though they were literally talking to me. I stood uselessly in front of the stove and tried not to quake.

Visibly, they reeled themself in. The frustration was still there when they finally met my eyes, but they had controlled it. “I appreciate the offer of help, Laren, but I’ve got this.”

Their attention soothed me to an embarrassing extent. “It’s not the phone calls I hate about my job.” My overbearing boss, the angry customers, and skimpy paycheck were all much bigger issues than making phone calls.

“This is my job.” They gestured upward in the direction of the ceiling. “Both of my jobs. I should be able to fix it by myself.”

“I live here too,” I protested. “I just want to help.”

“I owe you electricity that fucking works. There is no reason it doesn’t.” Their frustration made me ache with the desire to soothe them. If it was Morgan, if it had been Chassidy, I would have reached out to rub their shoulders. But I wanted to touch that densely-corded muscle too much for safety. Anyway, I didn’t have that kind of relationship with Casey.

Instead, I took a deep breath. “What if it’s ghosts?”

“There’s no such thing as ghosts,” Casey began, in the tones of someone who had spent several showers rehearsing a speech on the subject. Unfortunately for their speech, the electricity chose that moment to go out again with a crack.

We froze in the subsequent quiet, and then an unseasonably chill breeze began to circulate through the room, even though the trees outside the window weren’t moving. The waning autumn sun was almost as dim as the thin light from the gas burner on the stove. Without electric lights, the walls lost their warm yellows and reflected only cold blues and greens in patterns that made me shiver.

“You sure about that?” It was supposed to be a joke, but my voice wavered in the middle of it.

“What the fuck!” Casey squinted at their notes, but the light had gone. They gave up and dragged the lantern out of the toolbox and reviewed their work. 

Something cold trickled down the back of my neck. I spun and looked behind me. Nothing there, but I could smell gas. I turned back to the stove. “Shit.” Somehow, the burner had gone out. I twisted the dial to off. Since the stove had an electric starter, I would need matches to get it going again. 

The air in the kitchen felt thicker. With the gas off, the smell of rotting leaves rose in my nose, straight out of an elementary-school haunted house. My brain was supplying me with bogus sensory input. I looked at Casey. The last time spooky stuff had happened, their no-nonsense presence had grounded me.

Shadows broke jaggedly over their nose, harsh shapes that flickered before I could figure out what was casting them. The light from their electric lantern must be trembling as much as I was. My imagination was just spinning stories. That was the simplest explanation, the most likely reason for the fear crawling up my unguarded back.

If it was just a power outage, I didn’t want Casey to know how scared I was. They were so certain the power outages were just a physical phenomenon they hadn’t solved yet.

A clammy hand grabbed my wrist. My resolve slipped and fell as fingers that couldn’t possibly exist tugged on my arm. I screamed and shook my hand, trying to rid myself of the sensation. It faded, but the impression clung.

“Are you okay, Laren?” Casey raised their head from their diagrams. “What’s wrong?”

Perversely, this replenished my store of courage. I sucked in air, ignoring the thick rotting-leaves scent. “What if it is a ghost?”

Before they could answer me, the power flicked back on. The light hurt my eyes.

After several long moments while our vision adjusted, Casey scoffed. “More likely to be mice. Maybe an issue with the transmission line in.”

“Let me know what you find out.” I couldn’t shake the chill from the frigid wind that had blown out my stove. I poured sauce over my pasta and carried it up to my room to eat so that Casey wouldn’t see how I cocooned myself in every blanket I owned. 

But alone in my room, my hands shook so much it took me three tries to unlock my tablet. I couldn’t focus on my art, and even my favorite episodes of Summerblood couldn’t distract me from the memory of that cold hand on my arm. At last, I gave up, wrapped my blankets tighter around my body, and willed myself into fitful unconsciousness.

•••

THE NEXT DAY, I sat in my cube, tapping a highlighter against my notepad while I waited for a call. Work was slow, and I had to disguise my yawns. The power outages combined with the wind had spooked my overactive imagination into blowing every old-house sound into a threat, and it had wrecked my sleep. The creaks and groans I thought I’d gotten used to made the hair on my arms stand on end. By the time I’d given in and taken something to help me settle, I’d already lost half a night of sleep. I needed something to do, or I might fall asleep at my desk, which would get me written up. 

This couldn’t continue. I needed this job, and I needed my room in Casey’s house just as much. If there were ghosts in the house, I needed to get rid of them, and if there weren’t, I needed to convince my subconscious of that fact. I couldn’t live in fear of spectral presences grabbing me.

Time to do some research. Luckily, the house had enough presence and reputation that I had material to work with. The local paper had done that article about eighteen months previously as a lead-up to the auction where Casey had bought it. Scrolling through the pictures impressed me again with how much they’d accomplished before I’d moved in. They’d repaired water damage, replaced the entire electrical system, run modern plumbing throughout. It made no sense that Casey was struggling to resolve these power outages, not when they were so very obviously skilled in home renovation. I started a mental tally and put a tick mark in the “probably ghosts” column.

I learned from the tax records that it had been unoccupied since the original owner, one Howard Harrington, had passed away in 1920. I couldn’t find anything else until a couple interested in historical renovation had purchased it in 1970. They’d finally given up on it in 2015 and moved to Florida. The city had seized it for unpaid back taxes last year.

The tax records were dry reading, and my break was over. None of this gave me any insight into where the rumors of a haunted house came from. Probably just because it was a big, old, abandoned house. I added a tick mark to the “probably not ghosts” column. Where were the big, juicy stories— the kind that would get aggregated on clickfarm websites? Maybe the local library would have additional insight.

During lunch, on a whim, I searched for Howard Harrington, and found to my astonishment a website that looked like it had fallen through a time warp from 1995. It contained no reference to the house, but it was the right time period and town. I was reasonably sure it was the same man.

He’d been a spiritualist and a con artist, bilking people in the 1890s and early 1900s. He’d cheated people from all walks of life, raking in money from those desperate to talk to deceased loved ones and those seeking cheap thrills alike. Someone had located and collected a surprising number of complaints— apparently, there had been a cache in the town hall basement. But he’d lived in town until he’d died in the house he’d built. The house we now inhabited.

The site had collected an extensive list of all of the ghosts he’d supposedly summoned and debunked each of them, explaining in meticulous detail exactly how he’d perpetrated his fraud. I clicked idly through the site, wondering why he’d gone to so much effort to swindle people. There had to be an easier way to make money.

It was the diagram that made me stop and pay attention. There, right on my screen in lossy .jpeg, was a low-res black-and-white diagram of the exact fractal pattern built into the floor of our parlor.

I shivered. It felt like someone had rummaged through my underwear drawer, which made absolutely no rational sense. The house was 130 years old; plenty of time for any number of people to have walked through it. It wasn’t even mine. I just rented.

Shaking myself, I refocused on the website. I had ten minutes left, and if I skimmed I might be able to get through the rest of the website before I had to go back to fielding customer complaints. 

There is no evidence that Harrington ever used the Riemannian prise oculus in any of his so-called summonings, though the design was popular among more credible mediums of his era. Had he used a tried-and-true method like this one, it is possible that he could have succeeded in calling a ghost, albeit unintentionally.

Tangling the chain of my locket around my fingers, I read the page, and then I read the page again. It might be fake. Anyone could buy a URL and host any bullshit they wanted. But it also could be real. The power outages and weird drafts might be more than figments of my overactive imagination. And there was apparently a name for the pattern on our parlor floor. 

The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. Pensively, I copied the text and image over into a Word doc. Casey didn’t want their house to be haunted, because they were still looking for a third roommate. And I didn’t want to have a ghost infestation, either, but it was better to have an identified problem than to go through the same steps that weren’t working over and over again.

I hit print on the document I’d compiled before I could talk myself out of it. Making sure no one was around, I scurried over to the printer to grab it before anyone could see. Printing personal things on the work printers wasn’t explicitly banned, but I didn’t want to be the coworker who convinced management to make a formal statement that would strip away everyone’s plausible deniability. It was only one page in black and white. Still, I stuffed the printout into my bag before anyone could see. 

The noise of my coworkers returning from their lunchtime shopping trips jolted me from my trance. As they noisily jostled bags and takeout containers, I bolted down the leftovers I’d packed for lunch. I needed to clear my desk off and get back to work. My brain was buzzing with all the new information I’d found. 

I updated my mental tally for the last time, this time using an imaginary Sharpie to add thick red lines to the “ghosts” column. The more I thought about it, the more certain I was. There was definitely something supernatural going on.

•••

WHEN I GOT HOME, I caught myself hanging out in the kitchen, lingering over the one-pot chicken and rice dish that I’d eaten for three dinners in a row. As usual, Casey was late getting home.

“I found something today,” I said, when they finally walked in the door.

They gave me their smile, and it warmed me from my navel radiating out. “Can I shower first? I have cobwebs everywhere.”

“Sure,” I said, fishing the printout out of my bag. I flattened it out on the table, hands nervous. When it became clear it wasn’t going to be a quick shower, I pulled out my tablet and started drawing. 

Casey came back downstairs nearly a full forty-five minutes later, their short hair still damp. The flannel shirt they’d pulled over a white crew-neck tee didn’t match their flannel pajama pants. It wasn’t a high fashion look, but it made me want to reach out and touch, to wipe away the beads of water they’d missed with their towel. It didn’t mean anything. They just looked utterly snuggly, and I missed snuggles.

“I was reading about ghosts online,” I said, sliding the printout across the table to them. They took it. “This is called the Riemannian prise oculus. It’s supposed to summon and bind ghosts to the physical plane.”

“This is such a cool design, Laren,” they said. “Are you going to work it into some of your fanart?”

I recoiled instinctively before I realized they weren’t actually making fun of my hobby. “Don’t you recognize it?”

They turned paper sideways. “It’s a little like the one on the parlor floor, isn’t it?”

It was exactly like the pattern on the parlor floor. I’d double-checked as soon as I’d gotten home. “Do you think it could be the source of the power outages?”

“Laren, it’s a floor. It’s made of wood.” They put the printout on the table and smoothed it flat. “There isn’t even any wiring running under it.”

“Some of the Victorian spiritualists thought that the correct geometrical design could crack through the boundary between this world and the next.” I checked my phone. “It’s based on a paper published by Bernhard Riemann in 1868.” The mathematics of it had gone over my head, but the people who’d written the website seemed convinced, and I had definitely felt something grab me in the kitchen during the power outage. Far-fetched as it was, it made more sense than an electrical problem Casey couldn’t fix.

Casey snorted. “It’s a good story, Lar, but Howard Harrington was a crank who paid a lot of money to fool the gullible.”

“What if— what if he accidentally got it right?”

“You’re smarter than that.” Casey pushed their chair back so it squawked discordantly on the tile floor. “Look, I know you’re stressed out about the power outages. I promise I’ll get them fixed for you. But there’s no such thing as ghosts.”

The printout that had convinced me in the middle of the day seemed flimsy in the face of Casey’s rock-solid convictions. But I knew in my soul that they couldn’t fix a supernatural problem with only their electrician’s toolbox. I needed better proof.





Chapter Six

believe me, I know it sounds weird




DESPERATE FOR INFORMATION, I went to the public library. I don’t know what I expected to find there— a pattern, data I could put in a spreadsheet and use to show a trend? Whatever I’d hoped for, I didn’t find it.

There wasn’t even any more information about Howard Harrington in the stacks— everything had been on the website I’d already mined. I found a few old descriptions of fake ghost summoning that matched, but nothing new. There wasn’t anything about the Riemannian prise oculus, either, which surprised me. How had it gotten onto the website in the first place?

Maybe the whole site was the real hoax. It was tempting to dismiss everything ghost-related in the same breath, but in the end, I knew what I’d felt. 

I ended up in one of the study carrels on my tablet, unwilling to admit defeat and maybe a little bit scared to go home to an empty house. Sweat rose on my back as I clicked through pages. Nothing, nothing, nothing. In desperation, I looked up local resources for getting rid of ghosts— however they’d gotten there— and found a witch advertising séances. I had no idea if she was legitimate or not, but she did house calls.

There was a contact form on the website, and I filled it out, feeling silly. But what was the worst that could happen? I’d get spam calls, emails, and text messages? I already blocked plenty of those on a regular basis.

I ended up pouring out the whole story into that little contact-form box: the cold spots, the power outages, the unseen hand I’d felt, the diagram of the Riemannian prise oculus I’d found on the internet. It was a form on a website. It wasn’t going to judge me, whether I was too credulous or not. Chances are it wasn’t even hooked up to a human.

At least I felt better. That had to count for something.

•••

I CYCLED HOME after sunset, uncertain of the reception I’d get if I voiced my concern. Casey’s skepticism haunted me the whole ride. Doubts buzzed around my head like a cloud of gnats— harmless, distracting, uncomfortable— while I parked my bike and then let myself in the back door.

The house yawned dark and empty in front of me. I was guiltily glad I didn’t have to face their scorn. I set every light in the kitchen ablaze and opened my tablet while my leftover chili was reheating. 

I was working on an alternate-universe rendition of the court scene from Season Four of Summerblood. Everyone did interpretations of this scene— I’d done one myself— but I wanted to revisit it because it was just that good, and also because it was a crowd pleaser. Besides, it was an excuse to practice really intricate clothing detail. 

The microwave beeped, and I carried my food over to the kitchen table, curling my leg under myself. I ate without tasting the food, trying to decide whether adding the design elements I wanted to add would really screw me over later when the time came to add in the lighting. They would make the composition stronger, but it would be easier to leave them out. I was worried I wasn’t a good enough artist to handle it.

A blaring alarm wailed out, breaking my focus. My chair screeched against the kitchen tile as I pushed myself away from the table. I jolted to my feet on wobbly legs. My muscles went liquid with adrenaline. The screaming siren was coming from somewhere downstairs. Seizing the rolling pin from the counter to make myself feel better, I stepped into the hallway to locate, identify, and cope with the threat.

Even as the days grew shorter, twilight hadn’t fully faded yet, but the hallway was dark. I passed the open door to the windowless half-bath, which led into an impenetrable pit of black. Above me, shadows pooled at the top of the looming stairs. The long skinny trails cast by the spindles seemed to move as I crept by. Shamelessly, I turned on every light I could reach and prayed the electricity stayed on.

The alarm was coming from the den. Carefully, I pushed open the door.

Casey was crouching on the floor, ghostly green light flickering across their face. Their controller lay abandoned on the side table. Had they been possessed? What had I been thinking? There was no way a rolling pin would be any help against a ghost.

I stood uselessly on the threshold, frozen, while the alarm blared on around me.

They moved first, meeting me at the door. I flinched away from them as they reached past me to the switch just inside the door. The overhead fixture illuminated at their touch, bathing the room in warm yellows, but the flickering didn’t stop. 

“Hey, hey, Laren, it’s just me.” Very gently, they unpeeled my white-knuckled fingers from the wooden handle of the rolling pin and laid it aside next to their video game controller.

“What’s going on?” My voice trembled almost as much as my hands, my senses bursting with light and sound.

“I’m testing the carbon monoxide detectors.” They fetched a lidded saucepan off the floor and held it up so I could see it. It was such a bizarrely mundane thing, when not twenty seconds earlier I’d been convinced Casey was possessed. Moving slowly, they tipped it to show me the contents: a scientific display with glowing numerals that shone through swirling smoke. It looked like something that should be used for divination, for reading portents. 

“70 parts per million,” said Casey, pointing through the Pyrex of the lid. “That checks out— the detectors are definitely working.”

“Why did you need to test them?” I asked as they fished out the device and silenced the alarm. I felt ridiculous, every bit the credulous nuisance they probably thought I was.

In spite of my behavior, they met my eyes with warmth. “You’re experiencing something. I wanted to make sure my house wasn’t poisoning you.” The tip of their crooked tooth peeked out, pressing lightly into their lower lip.

“Thank you,” I managed, watching uselessly as they opened the den window and vented the smoky pot outside. It hadn’t occurred to me that weird phenomena could be the result of carbon monoxide poisoning until Casey had already ruled it out.

“No problem,” they said, like they were trying to convince both of us at once. “I’m going to take care of this. There has to be an explanation, and when I figure it out, I’m going to fix it.”

I didn’t see any point in arguing.

•••

FOR LACK OF a better option, I went back to my dinner and my art. There was nothing wrong with my sketch, but my concentration was shot. I found myself staring at the screen, unsure of where to begin. I was about to open a new file and start again with some warm-up doodles when my phone buzzed. With no small amount of relief, I grabbed it. Texting Morgan would distract me better than the art.

Except the text message wasn’t from Morgan, but from a number I didn’t know. The area code wasn’t local, but the message preview didn’t look like spam.

do you seriously live in the harrington house, it read, in its entirety.

who is this? I texted.

Lady Raven, they texted back. seer, Domme, and witch

The microwave beeped, and I jumped. The witch had gotten back to me really fast. I ferried my chili onto the table and stuck a bite in my mouth. I’m Laren, and yeah, I do

Which was a stupid thing to text, because I’d put my name in the contact form along with my phone number. live here, I mean

And then, because apparently I couldn’t write a cogent text message to save my life: can I start over? I’m Laren, and yes, I live in the Harrington House

Apparently, this didn’t bother Lady Raven. Probably she’d dealt with worse. do you want to set up an appointment?

I hesitated. I would need to clear it with my roommate. They don’t believe it’s ghosts.

let me know but you sound pretty haunted to me

She was probably trying to close a sale, but it made me feel better anyway. I just needed to figure out a way to convince Casey that ghosts were real.

•••

A FEW WEEKS and nine separate power outages later, Casey knocked on the door to my room. I opened it, and then remembered I’d changed into fleecy pajama bottoms and an old t-shirt in preparation for re-watching S3E5 of Summerblood because I needed to take a screenshot for an art reference. Admittedly, I could just search for it, but if I did that then I wouldn’t have the excuse of re-watching S3E5. It was one of my favorites. 

The only thing holding me back from complete mortification was that they were dressed casually, too, wearing a red plaid flannel over a ribbed tank top so thin I could see the outline of their sports bra underneath. I glanced down, and there were holes worn in the knees of their jeans. “If you have a moment,” they said, looking clearly uncomfortable, “I could use your eyes.”

My curiosity piqued, I followed them down to the parlor. They’d hung photocopies of the house blueprints on the walls with blue painter’s tape, and on them were arcane tally marks in red Sharpie. Part of me glowed, but another part felt pure worry. I really hoped I hadn’t enabled Casey to construct any weird conspiracy theories.

“You’re going to have to explain this one to me,” I told them, preparing myself for the worst.

Apparently my poker face needed serious work, because they glared at me. “I’ve marked the breakers that have been tripping. See a pattern?”

That sounded pretty normal to me. I peered at the blueprints. “They’re mostly here in the parlor.”

Casey held out a device like a three-pronged plug with an LED readout. “I’ve checked the GFCI connection on all these outlets, and it’s good. Do you want to check?”

“I don’t even know what that is,” I told them, turning the device over in my hands.

“Can I show you?” they asked, kneeling down in front of one of the outlets.

Sitting next to Casey on the intricately patterned wooden floor took my breath away. Their dark eyes were utterly focused on their project house, lashes lowered to inspect the outlet box. The muscles in their shoulders strained the seams of their flannel. I had no business noticing any of that, so I cleared my throat. “I’m sure if this ever comes up again, I can look at a video on YouTube.” They’d never tried to teach me how to do electrical stuff before, and it was making me nervous.

“Humor me?” They pointed at the outlet right in front of us. Heat radiated off their body. “It plugs right in.”

They were so close. I fumbled the GFCI tester before I could plug it in. It slipped out of my fingers and clattered on the floor. “This is why I rent.” My laughter came out forced and awkward. I trusted them to do this stuff, especially if it meant I didn’t have to. 

They put the device back in my palm and curled my hand around it. “Try again. I want you to see.” Their flannel-covered elbow brushed my bare one as they helped me guide the prongs into the outlet. 

Goosebumps covered my exposed skin. It had been getting cold at night for weeks. Heat radiated from their arm pressed snug up against mine, and I resisted the temptation to lean into them. I should have worn a sweater.

The device lit up as it slid into the socket, and Casey went on, soothingly: “You’ll be able to tell whether the outlets are safe no matter where you choose to live.”

My entire body went rigid. “Are you kicking me out?” There were likelier explanations for why they wanted to teach me this, but I could still feel my key stuck, unbudging, in Chassidy’s new lock.

“No!” They jerked back onto their heels, where they gave me the same kind of attention they’d given their outlets. I could feel heat creeping up the back of my neck.

Calmer, they continued: “I’m never going to kick you out of your home, Laren. I just meant— you might decide you want to live somewhere where there are fewer power outages. Or maybe Simon will finally make good on his threat to rezone the property.”

“My friend Morgan is getting a law degree,” I offered. “If Simon tries anything like that, I’m sure she can help us find someone who can help you out. This is a great house.”

“Except for when the power goes out,” they said. “Now, look, when these two lights are yellow, it means that the outlet is grounded. And if I push this button, it’ll show you that the ground fault interrupt works. See?”

I didn’t see— everything they’d just said had sailed straight over my head— but I nodded anyway. They beamed at me, and I said a small desperate prayer that they’d never call on me to demonstrate any of the skills I’d just failed to learn.

They straightened up. “So it’s not the outlets.”

I was getting impatient. “What’s your question, Casey? I believe that you’re doing your best. But it sounds like you’ve ruled out a lot of things.”

“I was hoping that you’d have some fresh eyes.”

I spread my hands. “If it’s not the wiring, and it’s not the power line in, maybe it’s ghosts.”

They snorted. “I thought maybe someone was breaking in.”

“Is that really likely? Neither of us have anything to steal, especially not here.” Who would want my battered collection of fantasy paperbacks and psychology textbooks from college? “Anyway, this room is below your bedroom. Have you heard anything?”

“Maybe they’re really sneaky.”

“I think that’s almost as unlikely as a ghost.” As certain as I’d been, I was wavering now. I couldn’t find any more evidence to support my conviction that the house was haunted, and I didn’t want to push the issue without any kind of proof. Casey’s good opinion mattered too much to me. Uncertainly, I added: “The house was built by a spiritualist.”

Casey snorted again. I took that as my cue to leave. It was the uneasiest we’d ever left an interaction. 

At least the power stayed on.





Chapter Seven

these ghosts are scary!




IT STORMED a few nights later. Branches of the old apple tree in the yard battered against our windows. I hoped they wouldn’t break. The last thing this house needed was water damage on top of everything else. 

I shut down my laptop and flicked off the screen of my tablet. The power was unreliable when the weather was good. We were due for another outage, and I didn’t want to be left alone in the dark. I made it halfway down the main staircase before the lights shuddered and died. The railing was sturdy under my hand— thank God for Casey’s craftsmanship— and I held onto it for my life as I followed the muffled sound of swearing to the parlor.

Flickering shadows danced along the walls. Casey had plunked their lantern in the middle of the floor and was testing outlets with their penlight clamped between their teeth. 

“Does that work when the power’s out?” I asked.

“It fucking shouldn’t,” said Casey, even as lights blinked on their tool. “This makes no sense.” They grabbed a lamp and jammed the plug into the outlet. Toggled the switch once, twice, three times. No light.

“Maybe the bulb’s out?” I suggested, without a lot of hope.

“It was working earlier today.” They scowled at the outlet. “Maybe. I’m not unwiring the outlet in the dark.”

“Was that working earlier, too?”

“It was all working earlier.” They sat back on their heels, tossing the penlight restlessly from hand to hand. 

There was still no furniture in the room, nothing to fill up the space but the relentless wind howling down the chimney. Normally, I liked stormy nights, but tonight, I didn’t want to be alone in this big empty house. With Casey in the room, I could pretend to be brave.

I crossed to the far wall and leaned my shoulder blades against the sturdy built-in bookshelves as casually as I could manage. Panes of glass rattled in the big bay window that faced the street as lightning jagged through the sky. Having a wall of solid wood shelving at my back felt safer than standing in front of the window, or worse, the fireplace on the opposite wall. Six-inch-thick bricks weren’t any comfort, not with the flue rattling and groaning. The faint smell of ash lay over the room. We hadn’t burned a fire, at least not since I’d moved in.

Casey stood, came over to me, and caught my hands. “Laren—” they began.

I hated that their touch could calm my accelerating heart. I didn’t want to be calm. I was in an obviously haunted house in the middle of a thunderstorm. A measured amount of panic was appropriate.

Thunder boomed outside as I wrenched away from them. I scraped my knuckles on the edges of the empty shelves. My elbow thwacked against the carving in the decorative molding, and then the shelf shifted behind me. Off-balance, I staggered back into deep black nothingness, grasping for a handhold.

“Laren!” Casey’s penlight clattered on the floor as they reached out for me, seizing my forearms to steady me. To my shame, I grabbed back.

Their touch wasn’t enough to soothe me anymore, not when the light disappeared as the door I’d found swung shut behind us. Silent, even though God knew when the last time the mechanism had been used. The darkness pressed in on us, heavy and suffocating. We were trapped.

It wasn’t much improvement when they helped me find my feet. I’d never thought of myself as claustrophobic, but this was something else. Mustiness crowded into my nose, the dust and rot so thick I could barely breathe. I blinked furiously, trying to force my eyes to adjust. Fear rose inexorably in my chest the moment Casey let go of my hands. My elbows and hips were bruised. The hair on my arms stood straight up, prickling like a thousand hands were pulling on the individual follicles.

“What is this, some kind of closet?” Casey sounded annoyed, which was a solid step up from scared. They rapped on the back of the wall we’d fallen through. “This wasn’t on the motherfucking blueprints.”

I stepped gingerly back out of their way. My foot came down on empty air, and my core screamed as I struggled to keep my balance. “There’s no floor here!” It could be a hole or a stair or anything. Who knew what kind of weird architecture lurked behind secret doors? 

Flailing around in the darkness, I hit another wall and shuffled over to it, ready for the floor to give out any moment. My knees had turned to jelly. I wanted something solid to lean against. Scrunching my body back into the corner, I pressed my palms flat against the wall, like that would save me if the floor dissolved beneath my feet.

Casey was swearing under their breath, very close to me. Not creative lines, but delivered with feeling. “Motherfuckers building fucking secret passages without a clearly-labeled control scheme—” Their questing hand reached out and smacked my hip.

Terror had stripped my reason from me. Before I could stop myself, I dragged them the rest of the way to me. Their back was warm under my hands through the cotton of their t-shirt, and they pressed hard against me. They were short but solid, and I wasn’t tall myself. I dug my fingers in and clung on to them— they were reassuringly real and human, radiating warmth that grounded me.

It lasted all of twenty blissful seconds before I realized what I’d done. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t give me bullshit,” they said. “Can I kiss you?”

“Yes,” I said, and immediately thought better of it. Too late, because they were crowding me up against the back wall, fitting their mouth to mine. They kissed me like we were both damned. Here, in the dark, set to the soundtrack of distant thunder, I wasn’t sure we weren’t.

There was something poking me in the back, and I had no idea what it was. I just wanted the comfort of Casey’s kiss, the way they reached up and drew my head down to them with firm, confident hands. I shifted, in that moment caring about nothing but how this kiss was even better than the ones I’d failed to avoid imagining.

And then the door swung open into the parlor, suddenly full of blazing electric light. Blinking furiously, Casey sprang away from me and darted into the middle of the room, where their lantern sat on the hardwood floor. “Good job, Laren,” they said briskly, as if their lips weren’t as swollen as mine.

The words do you want to talk about that died before they could escape my throat. “What do we do now?” I asked instead.

They hefted the lantern and pointed into the passage. “I want to see where this goes.” With the electricity back on, I could see three steps that dropped away as the light petered out.

Down seemed pretty obvious to me. I wasn’t in a hurry to go back into the darkness. The LEDs in the parlor chandelier comforted me, and I didn’t want to leave their glow. “I’ll hold the door.”

“Sounds good!” They were already halfway down the stairs, and their voice echoed off the walls in ways that sent chills down my spine.

Several loud thumps reverberated through the house. I hated leaving Casey down there alone, outside the safety of the light pooling over the patterned wood of the parlor floor. 

“Check this out, Laren!” they yelled.

I ran into the kitchen for a chair to prop the door, because I didn’t trust it not to lock us in the dark again. Hesitantly, I descended into the brown shadows. The stairs were wood, the finish worn down and cracking. They didn’t have textured tread and my socks slipped along them. At least there weren’t any missing steps.

At the bottom, Casey had a box cutter out, the blade sparkling in the lantern light. The stairway ended in a dead end, where a well-aged wooden frame held up a white wall. Casey had cut a hole into it. “Look, it’s the basement!”

“For the séances,” I breathed. “This must be how he got some of the apparitions to manifest.”

“He must have walled the exit over after he was done scamming people, so they wouldn’t catch him if he ever sold the house,” Casey said, scoring the frame of the aperture with the box cutter. Off-white dust puffed out as they cut, and chunks rained down on the floor. “What a crook!”

They pushed on the flimsy wall. Plaster and canvas ripped away and fell in a sad pile on the floor.

The basement yawned in front of us, unlit even though the power was on. The shadows were too deep, at least to my eye. Casey seemed unbothered.

“It sucks that there’s no light switch down here.” It was making me nervous. Casey’s lantern wasn’t big enough to bridge the chasm of the basement, and I didn’t want to cross it in the dark.

“It must have been walled up before they installed the electric.” They slid the box cutter blade back into its housing. “The panel’s across the basement. I can wire up an outlet box if it makes you feel better. It’s not hard; the basement isn’t finished.”

“I’d appreciate that.” Not that I planned to use the secret passage— it just gave me the creeps to have an unlit, boarded-up staircase in the house.

I preceded them up the stairs in the dim light of the lantern. We stepped out into the parlor, and the section of empty bookcase swung into place behind us, leaving the wall looking exactly the same as it had before the power had gone out.

It was as if the kiss had never even happened.

•••

THE NEXT DAY, I got home and hid shamelessly in my room. Childishly, I felt safer with the blankets pulled up to my chin. I didn’t want to see Casey, who had spent the balance of the previous evening acting as if we’d never shared that ill-advised kiss. I didn’t want to cope with cooking or doing the dishes. I especially didn’t want to think about ghosts. Pulling the blankets more tightly around myself, I picked up my tablet and proceeded to drown myself in Summerblood.

Because the universe hated me, my phone waited until I’d finally gotten cozy to ring. My parents were calling. I was grateful that they cared, honestly. I had too many friends whose parents barely spoke to them because they weren’t in a prestigious career, or because they didn’t plan to have children, or because they were too queer. But I’d grown up around my mom’s best friend and her wife, and no one I loved had been surprised when I’d come out. It made me extra glad that I still talked to my parents nearly every week.

I picked up the phone. My folks still used a landline, and I knew from experience my mom would be upstairs on the line in the spare room and my dad downstairs on the line in the kitchen.

“How are you, honey?” my dad asked.

They were worried because I’d unwisely mentioned the power outages on previous calls. There was no way I was going to talk to them about how Casey was devoutly pretending they’d never kissed me. Mentioning my ghost-related suspicions was only slightly less unthinkable. After a couple of seconds of silence, I managed to find my voice. “I’m fine!” 

Predictably, they pressed the issue anyway. “How’s the old house treating you?” 

“It’s fine. We’re thinking of getting some furniture for the downstairs.” By which I meant I occasionally trawled the used section of Craigslist, had an attack of guilt, and then applied whatever I thought about spending on a couch to my student loans instead.

“Is the power staying on?”

“Mostly.” The overhead lights flickered as if they were condemning my lie. I just didn’t want my parents to worry. Especially now that the ghosts had cut the power in the middle of a storm. It had felt deliberate, calculated to terrify. Technically, I had a mundane explanation for how I’d gotten trapped in a secret passage with Casey and for how we had gotten out again, but it never would have happened without the power outages. I was scared, and I was in over my head.

Mom sighed heavily over the line. “I still think you should have sued your ex when she changed the locks. There have to be tenant laws protecting you. You were paying rent.”

“It wasn’t worth it, Mom,” I said, grateful to step onto solid, mundane ground. “I’m happy here. How’s your book club?”

We chatted for another twenty minutes, and I realized, to my astonishment, that I hadn’t been completely lying. I was happy here. I just needed to get the ghost issue under control.

It was time to take action, no matter what Casey thought about it. I scrolled urgently through my search history until I found the witch who had texted me back. If this Lady Raven was for real, then maybe she could get rid of ghosts as well as summon them. Five text messages later, I had the beginnings of a tentative plan. I would just have to get Casey on board.





Chapter Eight

please help me




I’D SLEPT on it. I was resolved. Clearly, that was why I’d woken up at 5:00 in the morning on a Thursday and started making pancakes. By the time Casey came downstairs, I’d finished my own breakfast and cleaned the kitchen until it sparkled.

“What’s wrong?” they asked, looking suspiciously at the gleaming countertops.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “There’s pancakes staying warm in the oven.”

Casey took a plate out of the cupboard. “No one’s ever apologized to me for making pancakes.”

With some effort, I marshaled my scattered thoughts. “They’re apology pancakes.” I steeled myself. “Because we have ghosts.”

“We don’t have ghosts,” Casey said automatically as they spread a thick layer of peanut butter over their pancake. “Even if we had ghosts, it wouldn’t be your fault. I’ll figure this out.”

“I did some research.” I had gathered the materials together after I’d cleaned up the pancake dishes. The printout of the design that matched the parlor’s inlaid floor, the data on the incidents that clustered around that room on my own copy of the blueprints, and my notes on Howard Harrington. In the end, I didn’t show them any of it. I just handed them my phone, where I’d pulled up Lady Raven’s website.

Casey put down their fork and scrolled, a look of ferocious concentration on their face. At last, they put my phone down on the table. “You want to hire a pro Domme?”

I snatched my phone off the table. I’d seen this section of the website and ignored it; apparently Casey had zeroed in on it. “She’s a witch.” I navigated to the relevant page on the website and pointed pointedly at it.

“What is she going to do? Cane the ghosts into submission?” Casey waggled their fingers in a sarcastic imitation of ghostly presence.

“Maybe she can make sense of these outages.” I didn’t want to say because you can’t. They heard it anyway.

“You can’t hire a witch. That doesn’t make sense.”

“None of this makes sense, Casey!” I said. “You bought a house built by a spiritualist!”

“I bought a house built by a con artist!”

“What if he accidentally got some of it right?” I was shouting in the kitchen at just past seven o’clock on a Thursday morning. When Casey didn’t respond, I thought I’d gone too far. I had to force myself to sit down, to modulate my tone. “I would just feel better if we ruled it out.”

The clock on the kitchen wall ticked away a minute. I watched the second hand as it started in on its second trip around the face.

Casey pushed back their chair. The legs scraped over the floor. I cringed. “All right,” they said.

I’d expected more of a fight. “What?”

“I don’t think it’s going to work,” said Casey. “But I’d like to see what your pro Domme’s got. Might be entertaining.” They smiled, a lopsided thing at best a second cousin to their usual full-gigawatt grin. Their smiles always warmed my body with the weight and force of their attention, but this new smile warmed my heart. And I couldn’t afford any heated feelings about my landlord, whether they were safe for work or not, especially after that kiss. I needed to get myself under control and focus on resolving the ghost problem.

“She’s not my pro Domme, she’s a witch,” I protested. “So you don’t mind?”

“You’re sensible, Laren,” said Casey. From them, this was high praise. “If this sets your heart at ease, I don’t see what it can hurt.”

•••

THE DOORBELL didn't work. Casey had asked if I wanted them to bump its repair up the list when I’d moved in, and it hadn’t seemed important. Everyone I knew preferred to text, and anyway I hadn’t had many visitors over while I’d been living there. Casey didn’t invite people over much, and so I followed their lead. Besides, half my friends were online, best accessed from the safety of my own bed.

I’d turned on the porch light, left the front door unlocked, and dragged a kitchen chair into the den to wait for the witch. Unexpectedly, Casey joined me. They must have been feeling as twitchy and nervous as I was. They’d hooked their leg over the arm of the recliner and even though they held a video game controller in their hands, the console’s menu animation played over and over, shifting in the background and casting shadows on the walls of the dimly-lit room. I kept jumping every time I heard the creak of floorboards in the wind. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” My voice was too loud, but it drowned out the terrible house noises.

Casey’s heel thumped against the side of the recliner in frustrated nerves. “No, I want it over with. Then we can go on and figure out what the real problem is. When did your witch say she’d be here?”

“Seven,” I said, and then lapsed into silence. It was barely 6:30. Casey’s heel against the side of the recliner took on a rhythmic cadence.

They started up their game. I took out my tablet. They quit the game and started another one. I gave up on making any progress on my art and started scrolling social media. Uncomfortable silence grew in the room like mold on bread forgotten in the bottom of the drawer.

Eventually, I heard the thump of footsteps on the porch. I whipped my head around to look out the window and caught a glimpse of black cloak going by. “That’s got to be her.” I jumped out of my chair, glad to escape. With an apology for the broken doorbell on my tongue, I opened the door, and then I saw her. My mouth went dry, and every word I knew shriveled up and died. The pictures on her website hadn’t done her justice.

The beautiful front door molding framed her like an oil painting. She posed, a smile curving up lips painted scarlet to complement dramatic eye makeup. Her long black dress plunged low in the front, a vast collection of jangly silver necklaces accentuating impressive décolletage. The skirt had side slits that ran all the way to her hip; when she stepped through the doorway, they revealed shapely legs encased in fishnet down to intensely heeled ankle boots strapped in place with a trio of heavy buckles. It was a long way down; she towered over us so much I couldn’t guess her height. At least six feet tall, and probably more. 

I’d changed into a nice top and my comfy jeans to meet her, but then I’d gotten cold and added a sweatshirt— clean, but ratty around the cuffs. Well, there wasn’t time to change now. I’d blown my chance to make a good impression on this otherworldly goddess, but I could make it worse if I continued to stand there too awestruck to speak. “Hi,” I said, intelligently. “I’m Laren.”

She swept past us, infinitely desirable and absolutely untouchable, leaving the door open behind her. Casey closed it, and I realized they were just as gobsmacked as I was.

“Oh my god,” the goddess said, turning a circle in the middle of our empty parlor floor, looking more at home under the ornate chandelier than I ever had. “Your ghosts are real.”

I don’t know how I expected her to sound— certainly hadn’t expected the faint twang of the deep South. Her voice sounded a lot younger than I’d imagined her and, studying her face in the light of the parlor, it was obvious she was our age. I blinked, and then realized something. “Wait, you didn’t think they were?”

“Usually, I show up like this, put on a show, pretend to commune with the spirits, and get paid. It’s nearly free money.” In half a dozen sentences, she’d gone from deity to human. 

“So you can’t help us?” I hadn’t imagined the evening could sink to such depths. I’d met the most gorgeous person I’d ever laid eyes on in the flesh, blown my chance, and on top of it, she wasn’t even going to be able to do the job I’d hired her for.

“I didn’t say that. But I’m going to need my real tools. These crystals aren’t going to do shit. Especially not with that on your floor.” She scuffed the toe of her boot over the inlaid wood pattern, and then dumped her bag next to it. It landed with a loud thunk. Velvet, I noticed through my stupefaction. “Hang on.”

Then she was out the door again, closing it behind her this time.

“What the hell just happened?” asked Casey, staring after her. Their pupils were blown, and they weren’t bothering to hide that they’d had much the same reaction to her that I had. They hadn’t looked like this after I had kissed them, I realized with a pang. It shouldn’t hurt that I’d lost the regard of both these spectacular human beings in one terrible evening.

I didn’t have an answer for them.

•••

SHE CAME back in, carrying a much more normal bag, a cute leather tote with convenient exterior pockets. “Right,” she said, rummaging in it. “Do you care if I draw on your floor? It’s chalk, it’ll wash right off, but some people get really antsy. I can use sand or string instead, but that’s a lot more dangerous.”

“Lady Raven—” I began.

She held up her hand. “Call me Gwen, please.”

“Gwen,” I said. “What’s dangerous about it?”

“Have you ever broken a circle while trying to get rid of a ghost who doesn’t want to cross over?”

“I’m guessing that’s bad?” I said. (In the background, Casey scoffed.) 

“Pray you never find out firsthand.” She dropped onto the wood of the floor and began drawing a diagram over the inlaid pattern. I’d never met anyone who could make crawling around on the floor look good. Somehow, she managed.

Regardless of the grace with which she moved, it didn’t look comfortable. And, more to the point, Casey looked like they were losing patience. “Can I help?” I asked.

Gwen rocked back on her heels to look me up and down. She never told me what it was she saw, but eventually, she fished out a piece of paper and a thick stick of chalk. “You have to get the sigils exactly right.”

“I’m an artist,” I told her.

“Thought you worked in customer service.”

“Art doesn’t pay the bills.”

“There’s ways,” she said, obliquely. “If you want to help, the design has rotational symmetry.”

I joined her on the floor, copying her to fill in the other half of the circle. It soothed me, in spite of everything.

“Not bad,” Gwen told me, grudgingly, when we were almost done. The air in the room changed as she chalked the last line, completing the circle. I shivered.

“What now?” Casey interjected. They had goosebumps, too, nearly hidden under the sleeve of their flannel shirt. 

“Join me in the circle.” Gwen’s voice had taken on a resonant quality as she knelt down on the floor. “Take a comfortable seat.” At her gesture, I joined her, crossing my legs as I tried to settle myself on the unforgiving hardwood. 

“Are you kidding?” Casey edged back until they hit the wall.

“I won’t call the ghosts if there are living creatures outside the circle.” Gwen waited, silent and uncompromising, until the silence grew thick and stifling.

“There’s no such thing as ghosts,” said Casey, eventually. In the thick atmosphere of the parlor, their voice quavered. 

Without a word, Gwen caught my hand in hers and held the other out to Casey. Slowly, they peeled themself off of the wall and carefully stepped over the chalk lines separating us from the rest of the room as if the drawings were snakes that might rear up off the floor and bite them. “I still think this is bullshit.”

“Noted,” Gwen told them. “Take my hand.”

They settled onto the floor between us, accepting Gwen’s hand before they fit their palm against mine.

The moment our fingers twined, the temperature in the room plummeted by several degrees. In spite of my sweaty palms, my fingers felt the cold to the bone. I wanted to tuck my hands into my armpits to warm them. I didn’t dare break the circle.

The electric lights snapped off with a crack, leaving only the light coming from the fat candle burning in the middle of the circle. The faint music of Casey’s pause screen went dead.

“If that’s the fucking heat—” Casey began.

“Hot-water radiators don’t cut out like that,” I hissed at them. I didn’t have their mechanical genius, but even I knew that. I didn’t want to listen to the silence, in case I heard something.

“Shut up, both of you,” Gwen said, very low. “They’re not supposed to come until I call.”

Even as she said it, faint wisps condensed in the air behind her, like we’d been encircled by a disembodied mob breathing clouds of warm breath into the freezing air. They gathered what little light there was to them, like a reflection in a mirror. Suddenly, I was glad we had no reflective surfaces in the parlor.

“Are you sure you want me to dismiss them?” Gwen whispered. “The design on the floor is going to keep calling ghosts, and these wisps are mostly harmless. There’s a lot worse out there than these. Angrier. Hungrier.”

“We’re losing power once a week,” I said. “I don’t want to lose the furnace starter when it really gets cold out.” It felt cold already. Even though we were inside, wind kept finding its way through the holes in the elbows of my sweatshirt and along the veins in my arms. I couldn’t stop shivering.

At this, Casey glared at me sidelong. “I can fix the damn furnace.” 

But they weren’t Gwen’s client. I was. “Do it,” I said. “If the house calls something else, we can deal with it later.”

As Casey rolled their eyes, I turned my focus to Gwen. She pressed her vividly painted lips together into a sharp line. Her nostrils flared as the sound of her breath filled the room. I could feel my own breath falling into rhythm with her, as if the three of us had merged into a single creature.

Plumes of condensate parted behind Gwen like brooms were sweeping them. The reflected light grew brighter where the wisps concentrated, drowning out the warm glow of the candle with the eerie blue reflections. Motion, constant, jostling, like a crowd leaving a theater, too many souls pressed through too small an aperture.

The wisp-pile had grown blindingly bright, casting long shadows that nearly crossed outside the outer boundary of the circle. The chill seeped along my bones like water droplets crawling down the side of a glass of ice water. When I was a kid, I had a pair of thick mittens my aunt had once knitted for me. They itched horribly, but they were warm and given in love. I wished I had something like that now. If nothing else, it might protect Casey and Gwen from the cold sweat gathering on my palms.

Gwen began to chant. I don’t know what I expected— maybe a rhyme, or something in Latin— but instead it was very simple. A single word in plain everyday English, repeated over and over again. “Go. Go. Go.”

I joined in, because becoming part of Gwen’s spell seemed better than becoming part of the blob of ghostly energy. Casey rolled their eyes, looking much put-upon, and then shuddered so hard I could feel it all the way up their arm. Afraid they might let go, I squeezed their hand tight. After a few moments, they started chanting, too.

In spite of the chill, the air grew thick, a soupily muggy day of summer with all the heat sucked out. It got hard to breathe. Wisps had built up around our circle like snow on a windshield in a blizzard. The floor we were sitting on felt far away. To avoid looking down, I focused on Gwen’s face, luminous in the ghostly light.

It didn’t help. Gauze covered my nose and mouth. I choked on thin air.

Casey’s fingers tensed on the inner skin of my wrist. “Breathe, Laren. In and out.”

“Trapped,” my voice said, from somewhere very far away. I was gasping for breath, even though there was nothing real— nothing physical— on my face. My head tipped back and my spine arched, and I was falling even though my hips stayed rooted to the wooden floor.

Casey stopped chanting and said something to Gwen, voice low and urgent but the words indistinct, like I was listening with my head stuck under a pile of pillows that someone was sitting on. My sweaty palms began to slip, but Casey and Gwen held me fast. There was a weight on my chest, and my diaphragm struggled to make space in my lungs.

Gwen swore. Her long fingernails bit into my arm. I sucked in oxygen.

When I breathed out, the ghosts used my vocal cords. “See us. Hear us. Let us out.”

“Creepy, Lar, cut it out,” said Casey, but they said it shakily. Gwen kicked them in the shin, and they rolled their eyes, but they started chanting again. The resonance of their voice supported my ribs, and I could breathe again.

The candlelight flickered over Gwen’s face. Her eyes caught mine, and I found I couldn’t look away. The room contracted every time I exhaled.

“We see you,” said Gwen, staring at my face but talking through me to someone standing behind me. “We hear you. You can pass through now. You’re free.”

She kept talking, and the pressure on my chest began to ease. With each breath, the light got yellower and dimmer. My head spun with the giddiness of fresh air after a long dive into the deep end. It seemed like a very long time before I could add my voice to Casey’s.

A long, searching moment later, Gwen started chanting again, too. She squeezed my hand where it was joined with hers.

A crack rent the air, like a thunderstorm in summer. I flinched, squeezing my eyes shut. When they opened again, the ghostly mass was gone. I could breathe easily again. In the center of our circle, the candle burned on.

•••

“IT’S NOT OVER,” said Gwen while I was rubbing the feeling back into my fingers.

“What do you mean?” Casey lugged in the bucket of soapy water and thumped it onto the floor. “You did your thing, so Laren can sleep easy, and if there’s any more problems I can fix the electrical.”

“With that design on the floor, you’d get some activity even if no one wanted to summon ghosts. But people used it.”

Casey scowled, like the very suggestion of ghosts posed a personal affront. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“It opens the door. Oils the hinges. Ghosts who are stuck here want to cross over, and they’re always looking for a threshold. It’s how the design works. So unless you want to rip the design out, you’re going to get ghosts, and the more ghosts cross through it, the more ghosts it will attract.”

Casey dunked a mop into their bucket and started swabbing the chalk off the floor. “It’s a solid floor. No water damage. Nothing’s getting through it.”

“Believe what you like. You’re going to get more ghosts unless you replace this floor.” She handed me her card. I had a thousand questions, but I didn’t want to ask them in front of Casey. Instead, I paid her, and she picked up her bag and left.

Without Gwen, the unfurnished parlor felt profoundly empty. Even Casey angrily mopping couldn’t fill the space, like we’d emptied it out so deeply it had created a vacuum, and it was sucking at the edges of reality.

Casey’s mop splattered droplets onto the floor. “Sounds like someone’s trying to drum up repeat business.”

I stared at Casey. They’d been right there with us. They’d commented on the weird drop in temperature. I didn’t understand how they could go on pretending that there was no such thing as ghosts when they must have seen what I saw.

Not that I wanted to go trying to convince anyone else. But it stung that they were denying that something had happened, as if they’d only been humoring me.

I didn’t want to argue with them. I wanted to clean up, and then I wanted to go to bed early and maybe watch a few episodes of Summerblood. Guiltily, I held out my hand. “It was my idea. Let me do the cleanup.”

They looked me over, as if sizing up my ability to adequately mop. It was uncalled for. I cleaned the kitchen floor at least once every two weeks. And it hurt, because I’d thought I’d earned their trust.

Eventually, they let me take the mop. “See you around, Laren.”

They disappeared around the corner. The stairs creaked as they went upstairs. I turned my attention to the floor, to the chalk that meshed with the inlaid wood design. Gwen had been right: it was easy to clean up.

And whatever else Casey had to say about the subject, after that night, the power stayed on.





Epilogue




A BIT MORE than three weeks later, I was putting makeup on. I wasn’t great at it, but at Morgan’s behest I’d watched a tutorial and was doing my best with my limited collection of aging supplies. It had been months since Chassidy, and Morgan had reminded me I would be single forever if I didn’t try to meet people who might actually want to date me. Worst case scenario, I’d have a few drinks out with my best friend and come home alone, an outcome that was perfectly fine with me. 

My phone vibrated against the porcelain counter so hard it fell off the edge into the bathroom trash. I jammed my mascara wand into the bottle, dropped it into the sink basin, and scrabbled for the phone, fishing it out of a nest of discarded makeup removal wipes. Could have been worse. The only adverse effect was a vivid streak of lipstick smeared onto the screen. I used a cleansing towelette to scrub it off. The notification was probably from Morgan, wanting to know if I was ready for her to pick me up, and I wasn’t getting much readier.

I tapped in my password and swiped the phone open. 

It wasn’t a message from Morgan. Excitement bubbled up in my chest. Gwen had texted for the first time since her visit. how are the ghosts treating you

No more power outages. 10/10 would recommend, I replied. It had been quiet ever since she’d worked her magic. Casey had argued the point when I’d brought it up, but they couldn’t convince me a mundane solution might have worked. Beyond the newfound lack of electrical issues, I hadn’t felt a single bone-chilling draft since Gwen’s visit.

Clamping my phone between my thighs so it wouldn’t escape if Morgan really did text, I swiped one last coat of mascara onto my lashes. If I tried anything else, I would probably mess up what I’d already accomplished. I peered into the mirror. Good enough.

Behind me, the shower curtain bulged and fluttered. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, even though it wasn’t really cold in the bathroom. Pressing my phone into my palm, I whirled around and whipped the curtain open. The tub contained only the bath caddy that held my shampoo, conditioner, and body wash. No movement. Nothing that explained the curtain’s motion.

I think you were right, though, I texted Gwen as I hastily put my things away. I think the ghosts are coming back.

As I turned to go, the mirror lights flickered, just once. Like someone was saying hello.
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