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“My dear Livy, not even the best magician in the world can produce

a rabbit out of a hat if there is not already a rabbit in the hat.”

—Boris Lermontov, The Red Shoes
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December 24, 1991, 11:46 p.m.


The foul smell of kerosene hung in the air like a noose as the angry mob gathered for the show. Standing alone on the front porch, she looked out into a sea of hate-filled eyes. 
This must be what the entrance to hell looks like. 
“You cannot burn this house down. There’s a child inside. An innocent child,” Marina pleaded. 
The chants and chaos of the crowd silenced her. The spiked wrought-iron gates lay like a smashed spider that had been trampled by the fifty townspeople who now rallied on the crumbling cobblestone drive of the famed Lawrence Mansion. Men, women, and a few rowdy teenagers, each one clutching a homemade torch, as if Frankenstein’s monster himself were hiding inside the rambling mansion perched on the cliff high above Lawrenceville. The postman, the butcher, and even old Mrs. Kent, with her bad knees, screamed like wild animals. Polite Ms. Bailey, who taught grades three and four at the elementary school, was in the front, a blazing torch held high. 
The first flakes of a snowfall reflected the light of fifty sticks of fire, making Marina pull her shivering hands inside her sleeves. “We must be sensible.”
“If that child was born of her, it is not innocent,” Mr. Ritter, the plumber, hissed back at her. A dark truck drove over the remains of the gates and swiftly made its way up the driveway, parting the crowd.
“You don’t even know if she’s inside. Or if she did anything. This isn’t 1600s Salem,” Marina tried to explain as the overwhelming fumes of smoke filled her lungs. “The sheriff will be here soon, and I’m sure we can solve all of this.”
“She murdered our children. An eye for an eye. It is God’s will!” he yelled back.
“This is not the will of God. Ours is a mighty and peaceful God who will make sure that we receive the justice we deserve through His judgment. Go home, people!” Marina cried out again, her voice raw as she blocked the heavy iron and glass front doors with her small, trembling body. 
She had set out to help. Father Windsor had begged her not to come, warning her it was too dangerous for a holy woman. He’d told her to lock the door and wait for the town to come to its senses. But Marina had made a promise to herself and to God long ago … when the time came, she would not turn away. 
Now she stood alone, the weight of centuries of whispered rumors about the house and the events that happened there pressing down on her like an iron maiden. She had become the final barrier between a furious mob and the witch they were hell-bent on burning alive. 
“All of you, go home! Get out of here!”
“Then we burn you too, Sister!” Mr. Gwen, the town tax accountant, shrieked as he unscrewed the cap of a rusty gas can. “Burn it all.” 
Two young men, whom Marina didn’t recognize, pulled large drums of gasoline from the bed of the truck. She knew they intended to burn the entire house down, no matter who was inside. They didn’t care that she was a nun or that this was wrong—they only cared about blind vengeance. Marina couldn’t let them do this. She had to at least try to stop them.
“Burn the witch,” the crowd chanted. “Burn the witch!”
From the corner of her eye, a shadow moved inside the house. Marina slowly turned her head, backing away as the darkness dissolved into Janet Livingston’s face. She peered through the glass. Even her high cheekbones and perfectly arched eyebrows couldn’t camouflage the evil in her soulless eyes.  
“You’re a child murderer! Kill her!” a woman in the crowd shouted upon seeing her. 
The doors of the mansion ripped off their hinges as a blast of energy was emitted from Janet. Years after that night, Marina would struggle to explain what the gust had been or how the hundred-pound doors had blown off their hinges. It had knocked the air out of her, throwing her to the cold ground with a sharp shard of glass slicing just above her knee. Struggling to remain conscious, she rolled behind one of the large planters on the cement patio to catch her breath. She lifted her skirt and noticed a gaping wound spilling blood. She quickly pulled off her cap and veil, tearing the fabric into a makeshift tourniquet.
Janet came out wearing only a green satin holiday dress on her tall, bony frame. With no shoes covering her feet, she sauntered effortlessly across broken glass and rocks into the frozen yard. The crowd stumbled to their feet and started yelling obscenities and throwing rocks at her, each one missing as if a protective force field from an old science-fiction movie protected the devil they’d come to kill. The blast had extinguished their torches, and only the headlights of the truck illuminated their hateful and perplexed faces. Janet let out a deafening screech, shushing the crowd. She raised her arms high towards the sky and began chanting in a language that Marina couldn’t recognize. 
Marina pulled herself through the shattered glass and into the house. She knew she had to find the innocent girl. She looked back one last time. Janet turned her head and gave Marina an evil wink. Marina knew time wasn’t on her side. She rushed into the main hall, the putrid smell of burning flesh filling her nostrils. Cautiously approaching the grand U-shaped staircase, she spotted a small person lying just to the left, partially under a fallen Christmas tree with its lights still aglow. She rushed to help and recognized the navy ribbing of the long peacoat belonging to her mentor, Father Windsor. 
“Father,” she exclaimed, lugging the ten-foot tree off him, only to wish she hadn’t. His head was missing, and someone had staked a large metal nail through one of his hands, crucifying him to the floor. Marina’s heart broke as she fell to the ground, grasping her mouth in terror. “What horror has happened here?”  
In a blur of panic, Marina limped through the never-ending labyrinth of rooms on the first floor to get back to the main stairs. She was lightheaded from running and losing so much blood. She threw her weight on the iron railing. Her pain propelled her up the monstrous staircase to the second floor.
“Eve! Eve! Are you here?” she cried out, rushing from room to room. 
The flashing lights of the sheriff’s car illuminated the front yard, so she rushed to the hall window for a better view of the scene. 
“Sheriff,” Marina yelped.
The sheriff could hold Janet off while Marina tried to find Eve, if the poor girl wasn’t already dead. Re-tying her failing tourniquet, she searched the driveway for the sheriff. The bodies of the townspeople littered the yard; some in pieces, others still trying to escape Janet’s wrath. Blood and carnage were everywhere. 
The work of the devil. 
Janet Livingston stood, staring up at Marina from the driveway, waving sinisterly at her as the sheriff approached with his arms up. Marina couldn’t make out what he was saying. She pressed her face closer to the glass as Janet’s eyes rolled back in her head and she released another sharp charge of energy into the night. This time, the immense blast of power gave off a sonic boom, knocking the sheriff to the ground. Marina lost hope as she watched Janet slowly stalk the sheriff, who tried to crawl back towards his car. Janet looked up again at the window, as if to make sure Marina was still watching while she closed in on the sheriff. 
Marina couldn’t pry her eyes away from the scene. The sheriff removed a handkerchief from his pocket. He stuffed it into the gas tank of his car and lit it with a lighter just as Janet reached him. She raised her hands in the air, her movements levitating the sheriff off the ground for a few seconds before dropping him back to Earth. 
“She’s losing power.” Marina blurted ruefully. “She’s getting weaker. It’s working.”
Another forceful blast threw the sheriff backward. His car burst into flames, causing a massive boom. The gas-soaked grounds burned like dried leaves. Within seconds, it engulfed the front of the house and Janet along with it. 
She’ll be back.
Marina wailed, staggering in pain up the final set of stairs, “Eve!”
“I’m here,” a small voice called out as she reached the top of the stairs. “Help me, please.”
Marina came face to face with a terror no one could prepare for the moment she stepped into the cold room. The stench of rotten meat hit her before she saw what would haunt her forever. Someone had crucified the bodies of five children to the wall. She’d never seen nails so large before, like something from an old railroad. Each child was more decomposed than the next, and she had to wrench her gaze away. 
Eve, just three or four years old, weak and pale with bloodshot blue eyes and dark hair, was forcefully tied to the bed. The leather strap had cut into the girl’s nightgown, causing blistering lesions. 
“Are you okay, my dear?” Marina asked, rushing to the trembling child. 
“No,” Eve cried. “Who are you?”
“I’m Sister Marina. I’m here to help you.” Marina did her best to muster a calming smile while she unbuckled the last of the thick straps from under the bed. 
“Why is my mommy trying to hurt me?” Eve asked. “She hurt my friends and my dog.”
Next to the bed, Marina spotted a strange tray of tools, like a dentist’s setup: a glass baby food jar—a Gerber Peaches label still affixed to it—containing what were clearly canine teeth, two jagged knives, a long, blood-stained handsaw, and two empty hospital vials.
“I don’t think she’s your mom anymore, my dear,” Marina said, scooping Eve up. “We must be very quiet. Can you do that for me?”
Eve silently bobbed her head as Marina turned away from the carnage. “Off we go then.”
Marina pulled Eve close and stuck her head out of the doorway into the long hallway. To the right, Marina spotted what must have been the former servants’ quarters, with several small rooms on either side of the hall and a tiny half-kitchen barely visible in the darkness. To the left was the stairway she had just come up. Deciding it was better to go with the route she knew, Marina slowly put her back to the wall and quietly made her way towards the stairwell. She halted at the distant noise of footsteps coming up the stairs. 
“Do you know if there are stairs that way?” Marina asked Eve, motioning to the other side of the hall.
“Yes, to the roof. I’m not allowed to go up there,” Eve said. 
“Well, I think we can make an exception tonight.” Marina limped down the hallway, clutching Eve and praying over and over for a miracle. They had only made it a third of the way when the doors to the stairwell opened behind them. She was too frightened to turn around, so she pulled Eve closer to her. “Close your eyes, my dear. Don’t look back at it.”
The smell of kerosene and burning wood grew stronger as smoke filled the hallway. Marina felt lightheaded from her injury but refused to slow down. That was until she heard a faint voice calling out for her to stop. At first, she thought she was hallucinating from the blood loss, but sure enough, a miracle ran down the hallway after them. A small woman with dark features and perfectly set hair, not much taller than five feet, rushed towards them … with an enormous ax. 
“She’s coming!” the woman bellowed, motioning for Marina to keep running. She quickly caught up with Marina and Eve. “Get out of here.” 
They had almost reached the back stairwell doors when Janet arrived with the fury of a thousand fires. A powerful sonic boom blasted down the hallway after them, knocking them to the ground and slamming them into the doors. Stumbling to her feet, Marina picked up Eve, now too terrified to cry or speak, and braced against the doors. Heat emanated from behind the doors, suggesting a fire raged on the other side. They were trapped with nowhere to go. 
Janet’s glowing eyes radiated bright red as her charred body levitated towards them. Her outstretched hands, blackened and cracked and curling like burned paper, seemed to grow longer the closer she got to them. 
“You can’t stop me,” Janet hissed, commanding the fire that blazed behind her to increase. Petrified, Marina grabbed the ax-woman’s bicep and braced for impact.   
“Run,” the woman told Marina, raising the axe overhead. “Get her out of here.”
“But the fire.” Marina shook her head. 
“There’s a window in the hall. Go now!” the woman commanded. 
Marina slowly opened the door and shrieked. The blazing fire was on all sides. She had a small path of about eighteen inches between her and the flames. She coughed, finally spotting the window a few feet past the flames. 
“I’m going to need you to be really brave.” Marina put one hand on Eve’s head, burying her in her chest for safety. 
As the fire melted her stockings into her skin, she stumbled past the flames. She quickly opened the window and gasped at the relief of the freezing night air. A few flitters of snow blew around them like glitter. Marina helped Eve out first, making sure she was safely on the roof before she pulled herself through the window. Her blistering legs resembled the flesh of a zombie from a movie the orphans had insisted on one movie night. Her heart beat faster as the remainder of her adrenaline brought them both to the edge of the far gable. She knew they couldn’t simply jump to the ground, so she searched for shrubs or trees that might break their fall. A brief silence was followed by the roaring collapse of something in the house, which shook them both. Flames shot from the window they had escaped from. Marina’s legs and arms throbbed as if they were being amputated, but she refused to put Eve down for even a second. 
As Marina tried to calculate if they could survive a fall from this height, a miracle appeared in the darkness. An enormous swimming pool glistened below them; the biggest she had ever seen, shrouded in a dark cover with just the slightest layer of snow on top. 
“Sweet girl, does that pool have water in it?” Marina asked, looking out into the night. The encroaching fire illuminated Eve’s tear-stained face. 
Eve nodded her head yes. “Mommy put my friends to sleep in the pool.”
“Oh heavens.” Marina took a deep breath. “I need you to be very brave for me. Just one more time and we will be out of here, I promise.”
Eve clutched Marina as tight as she could.
“Okay, I’m going to count to three and we need to hold our breath, okay, sweetie?” Marina asked. 
“Are … are we going to die?” Eve stuttered in a panic. 
“We will not die, I promise you that,” Marina reassured the girl. 
“How do you know?” Trembling with fear, the girl desperately held Marina. 
“Faith.” Marina comforted her. “God will keep us free, my sweet girl. Ready? One … two … three…”
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August 27, 2020, 10:46 p.m.


We are never actually alone.  
Deputy Sheriff Henry McGinty’s strong, calloused hands were trembling. Embarrassed by the potential of being perceived as a human being with feelings, he tried to steady himself against the chipped metal door frame of the cold hospital room. He hoped the doctor wouldn’t notice his intense shaking, but the doctor’s eyes rested on Henry’s hands for a moment before turning back to his tasks.
“How do you explain it then?” Henry whispered above the hum of the ventilator. 
His tall, muscular frame teetered back and forth. The blood, not his, had soaked through his uniform, dyeing it a dark crimson. He had scrubbed his hands three times in scalding water, but there was still a faint crust of blood under his nails. A glance in the mirror showed a long scar in his philtrum, which created a noticeable bald spot in his mustache that needed a trim. His swollen, blue eyes were bloodshot from crying, and his dark hair was disheveled to the wrong side of his part. He looked like someone had pushed him off a roof. 
“Normally? I’d say it was physics …” The doctor paused for a moment and looked off into the distance, as if he were worried about being overheard. “At least that is how I would have tried to explain it.” 
“Physics?” Henry shuddered as he watched the color drain from the doctor’s long face. He tried to take a deep breath, but the aroma of bleach and blood was too strong for any kind of comfort.  
“I used to work at Forest Hills in Queens, New York. Big hospital. Not like here. It’s where I trained. People live through shootings all the time. You and I know that. Bad shootings, too. Real crazy shit. It all depends on where the bullet enters, exits, the speed, how far away the victim was, air pressure, and even body fat. You know?” he asked rhetorically. “The logical stuff that they train you to look for.”
The doctor looked down the hallway to make sure nobody was coming. To make sure that nobody would hear. “It’s what you learn in medical school. I’ve been a surgeon for twenty-seven years. I’ve seen it all. I’m desensitized or whatever they call it now. But never like this. This wasn’t physics …”
“What was it then?” Henry asked.
The doctor leaned in and quietly breathed, “She died, Henry. She. Died. And then, she came back.”  
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The Ice Cream Shop

August 27, 2022, 5:06 p.m.


Even with the facts scribbled on Post-It notes and strewn across the walls of the conference room, the string of events made no plausible sense. The devil’s masterpiece.  
“How was your last day of work?” Lainey asked Cinnamon as they stood in line. 
The cool air-conditioning and the smell of chocolate fudge and waffle cones were truly a majestic experience on a hot day, especially for two teenage girls enjoying the fleeting moments of summer. School had started the Wednesday before, and that meant homework had resumed.  
“Depressing. I wish I could work during the school year, but—” Cinnamon’s gaze flicked upward in exasperation, then she turned to glare at her mother, who stood behind the girls.  
“I know, I know. I’m the Wicked Witch of the West because you can’t work during the school year. Boohoo. Sophomore year is a big one. Do you realize how many kids would kill not to have to work? I’ve had a full-time job since I was twelve,” Fiona Carmichael said, launching into her ‘when I was your age’ tirade for the thousandth time. “I’m sure Jay would be delighted to not have to spend his Saturday here scooping ice cream.” 
“Does modeling really count as a job?” Cinnamon asked, cocking an eyebrow.
Fiona narrowed her eyes. “Are you insinuating that I had it easy, young lady? Before influencers, modeling was real work.”
“Poor Fiona, the supermodel. I know, I know—I’ll shut up." Cinnamon giggled and leaned her head on her mom’s shoulder. She reached out to touch the edge of Fiona’s silk collar. “This is pretty.”
Most days her mother felt like a stranger, but today they’d been friendlier. Cinnamon had spent her childhood looking up to her mother. Incredibly smart and beautiful, her mom was her hero. Then, sometime around Cinnamon’s thirteenth birthday, things had gotten weird. Her mom had gotten neurotic and defensive about mundane things. Awkwardly, large breast implants came shortly thereafter. Her mom wasn’t even forty yet, but she’d already had cheek fillers, liposuction, and a tummy tuck. It was as if she were being crushed by always being under the microscope because she was the richest woman in town. The shirts got lower cut, the jeans got tighter, her skin got tanner, and her hair got blonder. Cinnamon didn’t understand. It seemed like desperation to her. 
“I’ll take the … pineapple chocolate, please. In a sugar cone.” 
Lainey leaned her hands on the cool glass of the display case and tried to read the calorie label. The dark-haired teenage boy behind the counter eyed her cleavage. Cinnamon knew she was pretty, but Lainey Lopez was beautiful. The kind of beauty that lit a room before she was even in it. People stared at her wherever they went. She would have hated her for it, but Lainey was oblivious to pretty much everything, and Cinnamon loved her for it. “Two scoops, please.”
“Pineapple and chocolate? Gross. I want the fat-free rainbow sorbet, and do you have any gluten-free hot fudge?” Cinnamon asked, annoyed at the attention Jay was giving Lainey’s impressive push-up bra. His eyes stayed on the open buttons of Lainey’s new lacy shirt as he clumsily scooped the sorbet. “Jay?”  
“I don’t think so,” Jay said. “We have butterscotch. I don’t think it has glue in it?”
“Thank God you work out, Jay.” Cinnamon cringed, looking at his biceps bulging from the shrink-wrapped uniform shirt. She had gone on two dates with Jay during her freshman year. He was pretty, but stupid. “Just the sorbet. And in a cup, please.”
Cinnamon noticed her mother was staring at an older woman standing outside. The woman looked like a homeless person from a Dickens novel. Not something you saw often in a place like Lawrenceville. Cinnamon and her friends jokingly called it ‘Pleasantville’ due to the lack of anything even remotely interesting ever happening. The frail woman wore a tattered, black winter dress, green socks, and a crochet sweater that looked like an incomplete project made by a small child. Her gray hair was half pulled up in an unkempt bun. Her gray eyes stared harshly into the shop, but Cinnamon couldn’t tell if the woman was looking at her or her own reflection. Maybe both.
“Is that lady wearing wool? It’s hotter than hell. Mom, are you ordering?” she asked. 
“Oh yeah, honey,” she mumbled, turning her back to the counter. “Wool? Sorry … um, I’ll just have some Rocky Road. A cup is fine for me, too. Thank you, Jay.”
“You were zoning out there. Everything okay?” Cinnamon asked. “Is the wool lady looking at us?”
“Sure, honey.” Ignoring Cinnamon’s question, she looked back out the window. “I just realized I was supposed to meet your father about the contractor. There’s something wrong with the pool. Do you mind if we get this to go?”
Cinnamon followed her mother’s gaze, but the strange woman had disappeared as quickly as she had arrived. 
“For sure. I think we’re going to watch some movies, anyway. Is it okay if we rent something on demand?” Cinnamon asked.
“Of course,” her mom said, handing Jay a crisp twenty-dollar bill. “Keep the change and tell your parents I said hi. I’ve been meaning to get back to your mom about that fundraiser.”
“Sure thing, Mrs. C,” Jay said. “Have a great night.”
“I love hanging out with your mom. She says yes to everything. My mom won’t even let me eat ice cream.” Lainey examined her perfect cone with a smile. 
Tall and wiry, Cinnamon had always admired the petite, curvaceous frame Lainey had acquired, even before they made it to middle school. Lainey never had braces or an awkward zit phase. Cinnamon attributed it to Lainey’s glamorous Mexican heritage. Cinnamon was of British descent, or something else of not much interest to her. She couldn’t remember, and it didn’t matter because it was not exciting enough for her to take note. 
“Lainey, that’s not okay. Do you want me to talk to her?” Fiona asked, holding the glass door with the cone-shaped handle open for the girls. They walked down the sunny, tree-lined street toward the strip mall parking lot. “Why can’t you have ice cream?”
“She’d just be pissed I said something. She wants me to lose a few more pounds before pageant season.” 
Lainey hated pageant season. Cinnamon adored it and loved watching proudly from the crowd and rooting for her best friend. She also couldn’t get enough of the glamor of being backstage, helping Lainey with dress fittings and hair extensions, and surrounded by the smell of chemical tans and hairspray.  
“Honey, that is insane. You are as thin as a rail. If you lose any more weight, we won’t be able to see you.” Fiona twisted her mouth in revulsion. 
“Mom!” Cinnamon lashed. “You can’t say that to her. That’s body-shaming.”
“Lainey, I’m not body-shaming you. You have a beautiful body. I just think you are already so thin. I can’t imagine your mother would be okay with you losing more weight,” Fiona defended herself. 
“It’s okay. It’s only ten pounds this time. I just don’t want to lose my boobs. I have to lose at least eight, or I’m not allowed to go to my grandma’s in Newport for Thanksgiving,” Lainey admitted. 
“She really said that?” Cinnamon asked, fury building in her. 
“Yes. Several hundred times. She’s giving me exhaustion,” Lainey said, thoroughly enjoying her ice cream. “She actually stands over me when I get on the scale. It’s so embarrassing.”
“Your mom is such a bitch,” Cinnamon said. 
“Your mom is a bitch! I'm sorry, sweetie, but …” Fiona paused as the strange woman from the window stepped out in front of them from a shadowy abandoned storefront at the end of the block. Her menacing eyes stared them down like they were prey. 
“It’s you.” 
The woman cackled, staring blankly at Fiona. Her voice cracked like that of a pack-a-day smoker. Her clothes looked expensive but quite dirty, and her puffy face was tired-looking and pale as a ghost. She wore a necklace of teeth, which were strangely bleached white and unevenly spaced on an elastic cord like a candy necklace from a children’s birthday party. Cinnamon stared, her breath stalling in her throat as her hand drifted to her mouth, covering her own teeth. 
“I knew I’d find you again.”
“Are those …” Cinnamon squinted, determined to find out if they were, in fact, real teeth. 
“It was always you.” The woman scowled, blocking the sidewalk and waving her arms like a dying dove. 
“Who?” Cinnamon asked in confusion. “Mom, what—”
“Can we help you?” Fiona asked. She adjusted her purse to her side, glaring at the woman. “You should go.”
“You. You’re not … who are you?” the lady asked, grabbing Cinnamon’s hand. “You’re not one of them. Who are you?”
“One of them?” Cinnamon asked, attempting to pry her hand out of the woman’s freezing-cold grip. “What … who the fuck are you, lady? Get your hands off me, you freak. Gross. Mom!”
“Stop touching her,” Fiona raged on, inadvertently shoving the woman. “You need to leave!”
“Oh, she doesn’t know that you lied, Fiona. The new one will get you,” the woman hissed, stepping closer. 
“Okay, I don’t know who you are or what this is, but I’m going to call the police,” Fiona snapped, her face pale. “Girls, stay back.”
“You’re a liar!” The woman waved her wrinkled finger in Fiona’s face. Her white hair fell out of its bun, blowing in the wind. “You are a liar and a whore, Fiona. It won’t be long now. She’s coming back. Your little girl is going to pay for it.”
“Excuse me?” Fiona demanded, the panic on her face turning to terror.  
“She’s brainwashed you. You are not a witch,” the woman hissed at Cinnamon. “But this one. This one is a witch!” she roared, closing in on Lainey, mouth agape. 
Cinnamon could smell the stench of death coming out of the woman’s mouth as her spit particles hit Lainey’s face. 
“You, I remember. So does the devil. I tried to extinguish you once before. Now, it’s too late for you, spawn of Satan. It’s already started. You were born of that orgy. The devil’s seed.”
“What has started? Mom?” 
Cinnamon grabbed Lainey’s hand and pulled her towards the wall behind them. Fiona looked around for help, then fumbled through her purse, likely trying to find her phone to dial 911.
“I tried to save your soul once, but now, you will hang in the devil’s cage for what your parents have done.” She pointed at Lainey and gave a large, menacing grin. Her rotten teeth resembled the edges of broken glass, and green saliva dribbled from her mouth. “Your soul will burn in hell, just like that little slut friend of yours. She’s not smiling anymore. Your friend with the twisted hand of the devil will hang, too. Burn for your sins. Just like Betty … Ann. Janet. All of you.”
Cinnamon heard the 911 operator answer as the woman began shrieking like a trapped animal. The woman moved faster, hurling and taunting them with words that sounded like Latin. She stopped abruptly, then drifted into an eerie silence. 
“I’m at the corner of Walnut and 8th, and we have a—” Fiona stopped speaking. 
The woman pulled a gun from under her endless shroud of sleeves and layers. She pointed it directly at Lainey. The gun looked old enough to be from a museum. Fiona dropped her phone on the cement sidewalk and rushed in front of the girls, pushing her arms out in front of them. 
“Get down!”
“It’s useless. All of it. It’s already happening. It always does. You can’t stop it. The devil is coming for you all. I’m already dead!” 
She put the gun in her mouth, clanking it against her corroded teeth. She let out a loud screech, closed her eyes tight, and then pulled the trigger. The girls and Mrs. Carmichael watched in horror as bits of her brain and skull flew into the air. Her lifeless body toppled into a flower bed, her blood splurting onto the white petunias. It reminded Cinnamon, in her shock, of the painted roses from Alice in Wonderland. 
The entire encounter felt like mere seconds and a year at the same time. Fiona held onto the girls as they burst into hysterical tears. Lainey’s fake nails dug into Cinnamon’s soft hands, drawing blood, but Cinnamon didn’t care; she just held on tighter, trying to calm her heart. Cinnamon Carmichael then hugged her mother for the first time in two years.
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Henry

October 22, 2022, 10:46 p.m.


The edges of the bright moon gave the cornfield an inappropriately jolly glow. If it weren’t for the coppery smell of burned flesh, Henry would never have guessed that something bad had happened. He made his way past the first police barricade. Since the small and understaffed Accomack County Sheriff’s Department could not have possibly prepared for a crime scene of this magnitude, the team from nearby Weston stepped in to help. The neighboring force had been quick to assist, nosy because things like this didn’t happen outside of the city.  
As Henry got closer to the smell, that’s when he saw them. Or rather, what was left of them. The charred remains of a young girl and boy were affixed to two huge crosses. Henry couldn’t exactly figure out what held them in place, nor could he bring himself to look for more than a few seconds. The bodies were backlit by a spotlight that was clearly provided by Weston, as Accomack had nothing that fancy. Henry peered at the remnants of their faces. Their charred skin and melted clothing had a metal chain wrapped around them. The left side of the girl’s head had melted off, and the lower half of her jaw was missing, with bone fragments and teeth hanging from above. Henry had to look away to regain his composure. 
A busy team of unfamiliar faces—the Weston forensics team, of course—fluttered about quietly examining, photographing, and labeling the debris, ash, and mud. The smell was so strong, he felt like he had eaten a mouthful of blood, charred beef, and body fat mixed with aluminum, hair, and plastic that had all been flame-broiled on a dirty grill. 
“How did this even happen?” Henry asked as he examined the charred remains. He could tell from the bewildered expression on Sheriff Walker’s face that he, too, was at a loss. Maybe even frightened. Henry had never seen Sheriff Walker scared. Walker was old school. Polite and gritty. Authoritative. He was the go-to person for help in these situations. Not the person standing there looking like he’d seen a ghost.  
“Someone clearly planned it,” Walker said as he tilted his head to get a better view of the structure. Deputies Fink and Jones were standing in the mud with Walker, all equally perplexed. 
“Yeah, a lot of planning,” Henry said as he fought down the vomit pulsating up his throat. “Someone built this ahead of time.”
“Isn’t burning crosses racist?” Fink asked. 
They were all used to Fink asking stupid questions, but he had a point. Henry considered the implications of such a question before deciding no. 
Given the bodies, this was definitely not about race. This was about … something else entirely. 
“Both victims are white, you moron. And yes. Burning crosses is very racist. Do you even need to ask that?” Jones ripped into him, immediately regretting his tone when Fink hung his head in defeat. 
“Well, sorry, that’s not what I meant,” Fink said. 
Jones squinted at him, shook his head slightly, and offered a quiet, “I’m sorry.” Just like that, he was forgiven. 
“Yeah, I don’t think this was about race,” Henry said quietly as he backed up to get a better view. “But they are definitely crosses.”
“Well, it symbolizes a declaration of war in Scotland,” Fink recounted. 
“How in the hell did you come up with that?” Sheriff Walker asked. 
“Jeopardy,” Fink said. 
“I mean, were they dead and then this happened? To the bodies?” Henry asked, hoping that at least they didn’t suffer. 
On his drive to the scene, the rush of information from the radio had been a mix of sirens and voices overlaid with partial details of the incident. The sight of flames shooting from the cornfield sent several bystanders scrambling for their phones, some to call 911 and others to take video. The only thing Henry knew for sure was that Logan Burke and Ivy Hawthorne had been publicly staked and burned. 
“No such luck. The other Burke kid … uh … Luke … he said they could hear screaming as they got closer. This far out … they were both gone by the time the fire trucks arrived.” Jones looked defeated in a way that Henry had never seen before. 
“So, the fire trucks hosed them down and washed away any potential evidence.” Henry tried to use what he knew to create a timeline of whatever this was. “Witnesses?” 
“Tons of witnesses. It’s opening night at Honey Hills. The whole damn town was here for that damned corn maze. So far, nobody remembers seeing anything out of the ordinary until the fire started. We’ve asked the public to call into the station if they saw anything,” Sheriff Walker said, kneeling to examine what looked like a small pile of plastic leaves. “We usually get some drunk kids fucking around out here past closing time, but nothing like this.” 
“Mr. Burke said there was some kind of problem with the lights, so he sent the kid out here to check it out. Next thing you know, there’s chaos. This entire shit show happened in front of everyone. He said the whole family was all over this field today, getting ready for tonight. And these crosses … or whatever … weren’t here before,” Fink said. 
“What about the bonfire?” Henry asked. “There’s always a bonfire at this thing.” 
“Bunch of lumber scraps. Nothing like this. This is a …” Walker paused. “A structure. Someone built this. Aliens?”
“Do you think it’s related to …” Jones paused. He didn’t want to say it. 
“I’d say so.” Walker agreed sharply before he could stop himself. 
“Do we have a serial killer?” Fink asked, half excited and half terrified. 
“Two dead kids last weekend. Two more this weekend. I’d say so,” Jones attested, looking at Henry for confirmation. 
“Let’s not get carried away. One thing at a time,” Henry tried to reason. 
“You said the girl was at home alone before the fire?” Walker asked.  
“Yeah, she lives just up the hill. Next farm over. She had dinner with a friend, then …” Fink looked at his notes and tried to read his own scrappy handwriting. 
“Who was the friend?” Henry asked. 
“It was …” Fink flipped to the last page and tilted his head, trying to make out the letters. The lighting was not getting any better in the dark field. “Cinnamon … Carmichael. Do you know her?”
“I do. What did she see?” Henry asked.
“We aren’t sure yet,” Jones said. 
“Cinnamon Carmichael was at the … uh, the ice cream shop incident,” Walker reminded them. 
“The girl Mildred tried to shoot?” Henry said under his breath. “Fucking crazy Mildred. Nobody is going to miss her.”
“Yes. She’s Derry’s kid. The younger one.” Jones gave them a knowing glance.
“Jesus,” Henry said as he shone his flashlight up in the air, trying to see what was left at the top of the structure. 
“So, Cinnamon Carmichael escapes death twice. She got some kind of hit out on her or something?” Fink asked. 
“Maybe,” Jones added as he motioned for Henry to aim his flashlight under the bodies. The structure appeared to be buried in the ground. “We should make sure someone is watching her either way.”
“You know her family?” Fink asked sharply. “The Carmichaels.” 
“I do,” Henry answered, shaking his head. “Derry fucking Carmichael.” 
“Yep, we all know to keep this under the radar.” Sheriff Walker scrunched up his forehead, waiting for the team to agree. That was his ‘I mean business, so listen to me, I’m your boss’ face that they’d grown far too accustomed to over the years.  
“Message received, sir,” Henry confirmed. “Fink?”
“Message received over here too, sir,” Fink said as he stared blankly at the structure. The last bit of steam was still rising from the wet ashes as the small forensics crew scurried around like lab rats. 
“Get me the Mildred file when we get back. We can compare notes,” Walker said as he patted Henry on the back.  
“What do we know about Ivy?” Henry asked. 
“Not much yet. I’m going to meet the parents in a bit. They needed a few minutes at the house after forensics were done,” Walker said.
“The house?” Henry asked. “What is at the house?”
“There’s blood on one of the walls. Writing,” Jones whispered. 
“What the fuck,” Henry mumbled. 
Walker tilted his head back, surveying the structure. “I told you it was bad.”
“She’s held up here by …” Henry circled around to the back, but forensics’ spotlights were fogging over, so he leaned slightly closer with the flashlight. “There’s a stake right through her. Looks like her hands are impaled. Some kind of metal chains?”
“Same with the boy.” Fink nodded. 
“I think forensics is done. We’ve got enough photos of Ivy. What should we do with her?” Jones asked as he examined the remains of the body. 
“Get her down and take her to the morgue. Touch nothing you don’t have to. I’ll see if we can get someone to help Ed out,” Walker instructed. 
“You think Ed had something to do with it?” Fink asked, his mouth hung open, and then slowly shut as he realized he already knew the answer. 
“No, Fink. I don’t think our seventy-four-year-old coroner with a bad knee and two new hips murdered two teenagers and then staked them to a cross and set them on fire. You dipshit. I thought he might need some help figuring out how the hell this happened,” Walker bellowed. “Help process the bodies, since we haven’t had a murder since … well …”
“Yes, sir.” Fink pursed his lips.
“What about … you know?” Walker hesitated. 
“No. Don’t even say it.” Henry crossed his arms and began walking back towards his car. 
“Henry, she may be able to help us out?” Walker followed him with his arms out. “I’m trying to retire this year, kids. Not get killed.” 
“It’s not a terrible idea, Henry!” Fink hollered at Henry’s back. 
“No fucking way,” Henry called back at Fink as he slammed his car door with a loud thud. 
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Cinnamon

August 27, 2022, 8:16 p.m.


“What was she talking about?” Cinnamon asked as soon as the car door closed. “Why would you lie to the police?”  
“She was just a crazy old lady,” Fiona answered plainly, looking out the window. 
“The devil is coming? Devil’s spawn? And you just lied to the police. She knew your name, Mom. Lainey probably thinks you’re a psychopath. And you lied to Lainey’s parents. Why didn’t you just tell them the truth?” 
“I didn’t lie to the police. Or to Lainey’s parents. I just said she was saying crazy things.” 
“Crazy things? She said Lainey was going to die and grow claw arms or something. That’s a little beyond crazy.”
“See, crazy things. She was saying crazy things. That’s exactly what I said.”
“Dad, I can see your eyes,” Cinnamon said, looking at her father in the rearview mirror. Derry Carmichael was never very good at lying. 
Derry gave a dismissive glance. “It’s just the Lawrenceville version of an old wives’ tale. Like an urban legend. It’s one of those things that they tell people, so they don’t have sex. Like the killer with the hook or the clown in the house with the babysitter. Just gossip, complete bullshit. It’s crazy. We’re in New England. People love their witchcraft stories. It’s … a novelty. Like lobster rolls and touring gilded Newport.”  
Cinnamon huffed. “Then you shouldn’t have a problem telling me about it.” 
Fiona twisted around in the front seat to face Cinnamon. “She was clearly one of those crazy homeless people who are angry about the house not being turned into a shelter. The sheriff said that she was just kicked out of the shelter for having a weapon.” 
“Clearly, Mom. Dad, tell Mom to stop lying, please? I’m old enough to know. Or should I call Grandma?” Cinnamon threatened. 
That should do it. 
“Jesus Christ!” Fiona spat at the terror of her own mother being involved. “Do not go there.” 
“She called you a whore, Mom,” Cinnamon said, head wedged between the front seats. 
“Okay, so … the house has a history.” Fiona looked at Derry for support. “Remember when Dad and I told you that there would be a lot of opinions about us doing this project?”
“It was two weeks ago, Mom. Of course, I remember. What was she talking about?” 
“There’s been some contention about the house. A lot of unhappy people. I mean, I’m sure you’ve heard more than I have at school. It’s an old house with a lot of ghost stories. It’s part of the area. Tourists love stories,” Fiona said. “They say that they used to burn witches there. It’s New England. They burned witches everywhere. This isn’t breaking news.”
“You promise that’s all?” Of course, that isn’t all. Liars. “And we are not moving into the house, right? Did anyone die in the house?” 
“Honey, we’ve been through this a million times. Your brother will live there,” Derry said.
“If he gets off the coke,” Cinnamon interrupted. 
“When Sage is doing better, he will live there and run the house as an events venue. It’s a great investment, and it saves a very prominent historical property. I mean, good luck finding an old house without history. The town will come around, honey. It’s just a house,” Fiona assured her. 
“Then why did she shoot herself over it?” Cinnamon asked. She looked at her mother and then back at her father. They both avoided eye contact. 
They know something.
“Because she was fucking crazy,” Derry said, one hand lifting briefly off the wheel in exasperation. “Can we just be happy that my girls are safe?” 
Cinnamon scoffed. “Sure, Dad.”
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Walker 

October 23, 2022, 1:06 p.m.


Sheriff Walker crossed his enormous arms as he looked at the long, beige wall of pictures, notes, and newspaper clippings, all taped together.  
“We need to find Sister Eve.” 
He fussed with the ends of his graying mustache. He had called a quick meeting with deputies Fink and Jones while Henry was out. He knew what needed to be done, but he didn’t want to be the one to tell Henry.
“Why? Do you think this is some occult thing? Ghosts or something?” Fink asked.
“I’m not sure, but it sure doesn’t look good. I don’t even know what I’m looking at.”
“You don’t think they are after her?” Jones asked. “That wouldn’t be good for any of us.”
“We don’t even know who ‘they’ are,” Fink replied with an exhausted sigh.
“We need her help,” Walker said, his tone loud and affirmative. 
“Her help?” Jones questioned, smirking. “This is not how investigations work. You can’t just bring in outsiders. There has to be some kind of precedent or rule about this.”
“It’s my department; I make the rules. She’s in if she wants to be. She may be able to track them,” Walker said.
“Track them? You think she’s psychic or whatever, don’t you? That’s crazy talk, Sheriff.” 
“Crazy talk?” Walker raised his voice. “We’ve got what? Twenty-five hundred people in this town. There are four people, maybe … and that is a strong maybe … that I think could have possibly done this. People strong enough to have done this if it were logistically possible to build something like this. Four people. And they all have alibis and seemed genuinely horrified by what happened when we questioned them. Dale Ross even cried. This is different, Jones. I don’t know what this is or who is responsible, but I know we need to figure it out before it finds the next kid. The Carmichael girl didn’t know shit. She’s as stupid as her father. But now Derry’s breathing down my neck about protecting his kid. He’s threatening attorneys and running his mouth.”
“Maybe we should go back through the evidence,” Jones suggested in a condescending tone. “Treat this like an actual investigation.”
“The evidence? We have a girl who was slaughtered in her front yard. A missing boy with a very important family barking up my ass. And now two kids who were barbequed in front of half the town, which, thanks to the magic of the internet, is now fucking everywhere.” Walker griped. “The evidence has brought us nowhere.”
Jones’s shoulders sagged forward like a spoiled child. “Okay, we can test her out.”
“This isn’t a committee. I’m still the Sheriff,” Walker stated angrily.
“Then you can tell Henry,” Fink chirped as he picked up his pile of paperwork and trotted out of the office.
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Cinnamon 

September 2, 2022, 1:56 p.m.


“What’s up, bitch,” Cinnamon said under her breath, so that the school librarian wouldn’t yell at her.  
She examined her friend Hedda’s face and decided not to mention the terrible patch job she’d done on her bruised eye; a dark violet shadow hid under the cheap drugstore foundation. The girls knew better than to ask at this point. 
“Haven’t you read everything in here?” Hedda asked. “Or should we forward your mail?”
“Who gets mail? Just the fiction section. Then I finished plants, so now I’m on animals. Section 590. I’m working my way through the Dewey Decimal System.”
Something felt off—more than usual. 
“What’s wrong?” 
“I’m flunking science.” Hedda looked behind her to make sure they were alone before she continued, “I lost my retainer. Logan Burke called me ‘Edna’ again. My mom has gone missing. And I’m pretty sure Mrs. Higgins told the counseling office that I’m plotting to blow up the school. I have an appointment for guidance or counseling at two p.m.”
“Fuck.” 
Cinnamon reached out and held Hedda’s hand delicately. Her own perfectly painted almond-shaped nails, embellished with neon pink tips, created a stark contrast to Hedda’s chewed nails. 
“So … I know it is early in the year, but I’m flunking everything. Your retainer is in my blue jacket that you borrowed two years ago and just brought back, so at least that worked out for you. Logan Burke is short and smells like pig taint, and Mrs. Higgins is a fucking psycho-lit teacher from hell who charged me $19.25 for the copy of Moby-Dick that I lost, or she wouldn’t allow my report card to be released. Because that’s a threat. The counseling session is just the usual ‘don’t forget to go to college’ and ‘don’t ruin your life by having a baby’ nonsense. Mine was at eleven this morning. What’s up with your mom?”
“I’m sure she’s just drunk again somewhere. She’ll turn up. I like Mrs. Martin. Why were you reading Moby Dick?”   
“You can stay at my house. My parents are out of town. Care for some underage drinking and horror movies?” Cinnamon said, handing Hedda a Halloween-sized packet of Skittles. “I thought Moby Dick was porn.” 
Hedda begrudgingly laughed. “Your parents are always out of town. And no way you thought it was porn.” 
“You caught me. I love the classics. It’s assigned reading for AP. ‘Better to sleep with a sober cannibal than a drunk Christian,’ I always say. The parents are at the beach house. I think they’re trying to rekindle their romance or whatever disgustingness.” Cinnamon scrunched her nose.
“Is your mom still …” Hedda caught herself before she finished. 
“Fucking my volleyball coach?” Cinnamon offered. 
“Sorry. I meant freaking out about the crazy witch lady who tried to murder you on the street.” 
“All signs point to yes … about both. It’s fine. I mean, it’s not fine, but whatever.” 
“You aren’t going to Colton’s party?” Hedda asked. They both knew Hedda was not and would not be invited to such a party. 
“God no. Being molested by a quarterback with back acne while drinking beer his dad made in a garage bucket does not sound like much of a party. Why? Did you want to go?” Cinnamon asked, knowing that her plain-looking friend would feel out of place in the world she sometimes pretended to belong in.
Her parents pressured her to spend more time with a crowd that was ‘going somewhere’ in life … which usually meant yacht parties with men who wore pastel sweaters and long-sleeved Oxford shirts in July, all stamped with polo emblems or Ivy League crests. My grandfather was a Delta Gamma Douchebag. Cinnamon understood what they really meant—having friends outside of the appropriate income bracket made them look bad. But Cinnamon didn’t give a shit. 
“I wasn’t invited,” Hedda dismissed. Her face said it all. 
“I don’t think it was really an invite kind of thing. He can barely read, so I don’t think invitations are on his agenda. I’d much rather wear pajamas and eat trash with you, like campsite raccoons,” Cinnamon reassured her friend. 
“Then yes, I would love to spend the night underage drinking at your home. I shall protect you from another assassination attempt.” Hedda raised her eyebrows in knowing fascination.
“Thank God. What kind of parents leave town after something that traumatizing?” 
“Fiona and Derry.” 
“Exactly. Speaking of our assassination attempt, can you Nancy Drew me a favor?” Cinnamon asked, batting her false eyelashes at Hedda. 
“Of course, what did you have in mind, my dear?” 
“Well … you know how you found out that Brad’s brother was a sex offender, his dad was going bankrupt, and what they paid for their house on the county records or whatever?” 
“Yes, yes, I did,” Hedda bragged.
“I need you to do that again. Please?” Cinnamon asked. 
“Okay, but it is going to cost you,” Hedda said.
“Let me guess … dinner?” 
“Mexican. I want burritos.” Hedda’s eyes lit up. 
“I can do that. Jesus, I’m hungry,” Cinnamon said. 
“Who am I stalking? Is Lainey back on solid foods?” Hedda asked.
“I hope so. I should have asked that lady to kill Lainey’s mom before she shot herself. I’ll remember that next time. But no, not Lainey. I need you to find everything you can about the Lawrenceville witches,” Cinnamon admitted. 
“Aren’t we, like, just under Salem on the sliding scale of tourist trap, folklore BS?” Hedda asked. 
“Well, that’s what I thought, but there isn’t much about it online. Which is super weird.” 
“I’ll see what I can find,” Hedda said. “Are you freaked out about that crazy, dead lady calling you a witch? Is that what this is all about?”
“No. I mean, yes, of course. But I’m just curious about why she said it. And how did she know my mom? My mom was so fucking weird about it, too. She’s such a freak.” Cinnamon ran a hand through her hair and examined a split end. 
“PTSD?” 
“It’s not PTSD. My mom already tried to make me stay home today, so I could go get a psych eval.” 
“Just before she left town, so you could be in a giant glass house on the water. Alone. For the entire weekend,” Hedda remarked. 
“She clearly doesn’t watch horror movies. Just see what you can find.” 
“I shall do my utmost. I’ll text whatever info I find.”
“Thank you, kind sir.” Cinnamon bowed. 
“I may blow off class this afternoon and do some digging. I’m kind of over this week,” Hedda added.
Cinnamon gave her a thumbs-up and a wink. “You are the absolute best; I’ll invite the girls.” 
“Deal. But you better believe you owe me burritos. With an ‘s,’ bitch.” 
“Fiesta it is. I shall see you tonight. Speaking of terrible teens, you are officially late for your teenage terrorism counseling session.” Cinnamon patted Hedda on the hand.
“Shit.” Hedda got up with a sigh. 
“Are you really going to blow up the school?” Cinnamon asked. “If so, give me a five-minute heads-up.”
“Maybe after science. I don’t know how to make a bomb just yet. But that’s alright; you can help me plot it out since you are Satan’s wife,” Hedda added.
“Well, it’s a date then. I’ll bring the potato salad.”
“And I’ll bring the fireworks.”
“Love you.” Cinnamon blew her a kiss and went back to her reading.  
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Bill 

October 23, 2022, 3:46 p.m.


Sheriff Walker tried to walk quietly as he entered the church, boots muffled against the worn floors. It seemed bigger, emptier, and darker than ever before. The rows of pews and ornate stained-glass windows carried a bleakness. He hadn’t been back since the day of the Sister Eve incident. Walker stood at the end of the altar, fidgeting with his coat snaps like a nervous child. 
“Welcome, Sheriff,” someone said from behind him. 
Walker turned to find Father MacArthur. The tall, thin man with handsome features wore oversized, round glasses that made him look older than his thirty-four years. To Walker, he seemed to be about three months overdue for a haircut and six months overdue for a good night’s sleep. 
“Father.” He nodded.
“What can I help you with?” Father MacArthur asked sternly. 
“I need to see Sister Eve,” he replied earnestly.
“About her case? Or do you need her for something else?” 
Sheriff Walker looked down as he mumbled his reply, “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to discuss that.”
“That is a very rehearsed answer. Congratulations on becoming a cliché, Sheriff,” Father MacArthur replied sharply. He watched the shock and hurt spill across Walker’s face.  
Walker held up his hands, “Father, I’ve got dead kids here. And a whole town of terrified people, so … anything you can do to help, please.” 
“I know. My apologies, Sheriff. I should not have said that. My fear seems to have gotten the better of me, and for that, I apologize. Tensions are high for everyone. It’s been … rough. Go on over to the Hamiltons’. She’s working there. I’m afraid she hasn’t been here in some time.” 
“What do you mean? What is she doing there?” Walker asked. 
“I’m not sure, actually. She came back here for a while. But it just wasn’t the same. She said there was nothing here for her anymore. She didn’t feel welcome.” Father MacArthur tilted his head. 
“Why is that?” Walker asked.
“It was thought, by some, that her gifts contradict the loving fear that we owe to God alone. I mean … her gifts are a mystery to some of our parishioners.” 
“And you also believe this?” Walker asked. “That her gifts make her unwelcome?”
Father MacArthur narrowed his eyes. “That isn’t what I said, Sheriff.” 
“Her gifts didn’t seem to bother people when they brought good fortune to our town. Anyways, I’m sorry to have bothered you,” Walker said as he backed up. 
“All are welcome here,” Father MacArthur said.
“Clearly,” Sheriff Walker huffed. He turned around and walked towards the exit as fast as he could.
“Sheriff,” Father MacArthur called after him.
“Yes?” He turned around with a glare.
“Send Henry. I’m not sure what exactly it is that you need from her, but I can tell from that crease in your forehead that it won’t be a simple request. She will take it better from him.” Father MacArthur offered. “Of that, I can assure you.”
“Will do, Father.” 






  
  9
Hedda

September 2, 2022, 3:16 p.m.


Hedda had always loved the smell of the decaying ink and glue of old books. The stained, 80s orange carpet greeted Hedda as she entered the library where she had spent so much of her childhood. Quiet and usually empty, the cavernous space had served as a safe harbor from the chaos and conflict of her actual home. She’d spent many hours in the aisles reading stories about love and adventure, but today, she was here for something else. Something darker. 
“Hedda, it’s so good to see you. How are you?” Mrs. Martin, the town librarian, asked. Hedda always thought Mrs. Martin was too pretty to be a librarian. “What happened to your eye?”
Hedda quickly tilted her head away, trying to cover the bruise with her hair. She was more than sick of talking to adults for the day, and Mrs. Martin was one of the few adults she genuinely liked, so this was more embarrassing than usual.
“Gym class. It’s one of those weeks,” she lied. 
“Are you sure that’s all?” Mrs. Martin asked with a knowing look. 
“Well, I did just survive a counseling session about my future, where I received a complimentary condom and a brochure from the New England Community College system.” Hedda joked briefly. “I could major in Turf Grass Science or Bowling Industry Management.”
“How will you ever choose?” Mrs. Martin bantered. 
“That’s why I’m here.” Hedda raised her eyebrows. “I’m actually looking for a book. I don’t know, it’s kind of stupid.” 
“There’s no such thing. All books are worthy of reading. Even Valley of the Dolls. Which book are you looking for?” Mrs. Martin asked excitedly. 
“Well, it’s about witchcraft. I’m doing a report.” Hedda declared a bit too hastily. “Really, anything about witchcraft around here would work. Old news clippings, maybe?”
“So, you want outdated information that you could have Googled on your phone, or are you here for the good stuff?” Mrs. Martin tilted her head and raised her eyebrows. 
“The good stuff, of course.” 
“I thought so.” Mrs. Martin said. “We have some clippings about the witches of Lawrenceville in the archives downstairs.”
“Lawrenceville had witches?” Hedda asked, trying to pretend she did not know.
“Oh, yes, I’m afraid.” Mrs. Martin leaned forward a bit. “They used to burn them on the hill. Or so my mother told me. From the late 1600s until … well …” She hesitated. “Come with me.”
“Until when?” 
“The 1990s.” 
“As in like thirty years ago?” Hedda asked.
“Yes.” Mrs. Martin tried not to laugh. “My lord, how old do you think I am?”
“Sorry.” Hedda shrugged sheepishly.
“Yes, the 1990s. I’m not 200 years old. Yet. I always forget that people in their thirties seemed ancient when I was your age.” Mrs. Martin held open the hall door to the musty basement stairs, leading the way to the endless rows of books, boxes, and bad fluorescent lighting. 
“And here we are,” Mrs. Martin said, reaching the back corner where the archives were kept on a creaky, metal rack. Banker’s box after banker’s box held the town’s history with all of their might. “And this, young lady, is what our ancestors used before the internet. Most places used microfiche before. Until I got here, Lawrenceville used scissors.”
“Of course we did,” Hedda said flatly. Lawrenceville was allergic to anything remotely modern. 
“This is the … very official-looking box of clippings. That is a technical term they teach us at library science school. I’m not sure what happened to the rest,” Mrs. Martin said, pulling a dusty red box from one of the half-torn banker’s boxes. “This is a start. Feel free to dig around. Just try to keep it all in this general area. The state is paying some company to come and organize all this and make it digital.”
“That is nice of them.” Hedda ran her fingers over the top of the box. The cardboard seemed to have weakened in the musty conditions of the basement.
“It certainly is. I certainly wasn’t going to do it, and I don’t believe our mayor has ever read a book. Don’t tell him I said that,” Mrs. Martin whispered with a wink.
Hedda gave her a knowing glance. 
“These look older than the 90s,” she added, opening the box.
“Well, the library has been here since 1894,” Mrs. Martin said, plopping a final dusty box in front of Hedda. “Yes, some of these are quite old. And scary. I’d forgotten how weird all of this was … so I’m going to take myself back upstairs and have some coffee. Take your time. Look out for ghosts.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Martin. I really appreciate it.” 
Hedda’s smile reminded Mrs. Martin how important her job really was. 
“You are very welcome, enjoy,” Mrs. Martin said, disappearing back through the maze of disorganized boxes.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hedda consumed the articles like a monster chomping up villagers. She thoroughly read every single word of the articles:
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She made a small pile to take with her. She convinced herself that she would return them. A picture was stuck between two newspaper articles; a black-and-white photo featured four young women dressed as witches, posing with a large cauldron. In the background, you could faintly see the corner of a massive stone house from Beekman Heights. ‘Eve of the Black Mass’ was written on the back in pencil.
She crammed the mess of papers and clippings into her bag, snatched the photo, and hurried back to the desk to check out with Mrs. Martin. 
“Mrs. Martin, do you know who these girls are? Or were … I guess?” 
Mrs. Martin examined the photo intently. “No idea. It looks like someone probably just put it in there as a joke. Must be an old Halloween party or something. The town used to have one before everyone got so freaked out about Halloween. Besides, I don’t think proper witches are much for photography. And I can’t imagine they are this photogenic,” Mrs. Martin said.
“It seems staged,” Hedda said. “They are all so pretty.”
“You know, she looks like you,” Mrs. Martin said, pointing to the youngest witch in the bottom corner of the photo. “You should keep it.”
“Are you sure?” Hedda asked.
“Nobody has looked at any of this in forever,” Mrs. Martin added. “And I’m the only one in charge. I don’t think we need to archive photos of old Halloween parties. I’m sure banning Halloween is already on the city council’s agenda. Burn the books. Ban the parties. But enjoy the picture.”
“Thank you.” Hedda let out a small, tinkling laugh. She caught the way Mrs. Martin looked at her as if she was relieved and worried all at once. Hedda knew that look. It was the same look you’d give a dog wandering too close to traffic. 
“Hedda,” Mrs. Martin called out as she walked away. “Be careful out there, okay?”
“I will, I promise.”  

      [image: image-placeholder]Nestled just west of the ocean’s embrace, the town of Lawrenceville hugged the edge of the coast like a scar. The average-income residents lived in town, but the rich lived on the cliffs in the glamorous Beekman Heights, a stretch of grandiose, Gilded Age estates with sweeping manicured lawns and the finest ocean views old money could buy. Hedda wanted to see the mansion for herself. There was something oddly familiar about the photo. She held it tightly in her outstretched hand. She walked as if it were guiding her back home. She feared the police would arrive any minute to send her back to the trailer park where she belonged. 
“Well, Hedda Bunad, as I live and breathe,” said the annoying voice that could only be that of Mrs. Nancy Molter. Her unmistakable mid-Atlantic accent was as unnatural and devoid of emotion as her face. “I always seem to find you in the strangest of places.”
“Hi, Mrs. Molter.” 
Hedda clenched her teeth and tried not to sigh as she turned around. Mrs. Molter stood staunchly, wearing her bitterness like a tiara. Nancy Molter was old money, as evident in her tailored wardrobe and signature 1966 coiffed bouffant hair. Her reputation preceded her; a meddler of epic proportions, always stirring at least a few pots while keeping her hands squeaky clean.   
“What are you doing staring at Mrs. Hamilton’s house like a crazy person? I hope you aren’t planning on robbing them. She’s had enough heartache. Or so I’ve heard,” Mrs. Molter said. 
“Okay.” Hedda’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know this was her house. You can’t even really see it. I’m just …”
“What is it then?” Mrs. Molter asked impatiently. “Didn’t I see you on this exact street last week?”
“No … I’m just looking at … the town architecture. For a school project,” Hedda assured her. “I’m not planning on robbing anyone. Not today, anyway. What are you doing here?”
“I live here. This is my neighborhood. The historic district,” Mrs. Molter stated, to remind Hedda of her place in Lawrenceville’s social hierarchy. The weight of history rested on Mrs. Molter’s shoulders as head of the historical society. She took the role with utmost seriousness. “You know I live in Upper Beekman. I’m just out for my daily walk. If you have questions about architecture, the historical society’s hours are …”
“Where are your dogs?” Hedda fought the urge to choke her. “Aren’t you a dog breeder or something? Why are you walking without your dogs? You just left them at home?” 
“It’s really none of your business, but I show dogs. That isn’t the same thing. I didn’t realize I’d have to be defending myself in my own neighborhood …”
“And I didn’t realize it was this late, so I should get going.” Hedda gave Mrs. Molter the fake excuse and even faker smile. She knew Mrs. Molter would need to get back to making her list of those who hadn’t kept up their yards, so she could complain at the city council meeting about the ‘nuisance properties’ that had allowed a stray weed to sprout or their grass to go unmowed for a day. 
“It’s much easier to get back to your part of town if you take Main to Westcliff. This is the historic district. Not the fascist modernism district of Derry Carmichael. Your face,” Mrs. Molter interrupted herself, grabbing Hedda’s chin and tilting her head upward, examining the bruise. “Who did this?”
“Softball practice,” Hedda said, pulling her head away from Mrs. Molter. She didn’t like being touched. “What about Derry Carmichael?”
“I’m not sure I believe you.” She tilted her head dramatically at Hedda. “Softball is not an appropriate activity for young ladies.”
“That’s very PC of you, Mrs. Molter,” Hedda replied flatly.
“What is this?” Mrs. Molter asked, hastily snatching the picture from Hedda’s hands. “Oh, the Witches’ Ball. What year is this from?”
“The Witches’ Ball?”  
“Oh, yes. The Lawrence Mansion’s annual Witches’ Ball. Before the … whatever …”  
“Burning people. Murders, slayings, hangings,” Hedda retorted.
“How did you hear about that?” Mrs. Molter raised her voice. “You are a cheeky young lady. This isn’t funny.”
Hedda wasn’t sure what she had done to offend her. “The library …”
“Oh, that explains it. I’m assuming Celeste Martin is still the librarian. She takes after her mother.” Mrs. Molter sneered. “Unfortunately, so.”
“Am I supposed to know what that means? Who is her mother?”
“She’s dead.” Mrs. Molter paused briefly and then continued, “The Witches’ Ball was the annual Halloween party. Lots of costumes and drinking. And sinning, I’m sure. Not that I’d know anything about that. And you shouldn’t either. There is nothing Christlike going on at that place. There never has been and never will be. I wish they had let it burn. You stay away from that place, young lady.” 
“Absolutely, ma’am.” Hedda smiled haughtily back. “Is it the house at the end of the cliff where the steps don’t go anywhere? The Houdini-looking mansion? The old zoo or whatever?”
“That would be the one. Straight up the hill, last house on the left. You can’t miss the gates.”   
“Thank you.” Hedda grabbed her photo back and hurriedly tucked it into her pocket. 
“I know some of these less respectful young ladies spend quite a bit of time there doing ungodly things.” Mrs. Molter seemed to raise her Botox-filled eyebrows at her in caution. “I should hope that isn’t why you are headed there.”
Hedda exhaled and lowered her head in utter annoyance. “Ungodly things? I don’t even know what that means, ma’am.” 
“Whores. All of them.” 
Hedda tried not to laugh. She never thought she would live to hear Mrs. Molter curse. “Dreamland?” 
“I can’t stand that people call it that. There is nothing dreamlike about a crumbling, abandoned home and all those rotting outbuildings full of animal feces.” 
“So, it isn’t condemned, then?” 
“Condemned for now,” Mrs. Molter said. “I am the one who went to the city council, as the president of the actual historical society of Lawrenceville and fought when they tried to list that portal to hell as a ‘foreclosure’ or whatever nonsense these hippy liberals are calling dilapidated buildings nowadays. And wouldn’t you know, those terrible Carmichael people went and bought it right out from under me and the historical society under the guise of preservation? I offered significantly more than the appraised value, and they still took their offer over mine, because they think an event venue will bring income to other local businesses. The whole thing is despicable. You are friends with the Carmichael girl, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Hedda admitted. She had heard nothing about Cinnamon’s parents buying anything. 
“Is that what this is about?” Mrs. Molter asked pointedly. 
“No,” Hedda answered too quickly. “I had no idea. CC hadn’t said anything was … official. Or whatever.” 
“Well, you may want to choose your friends more wisely. It is incredibly poor taste to turn the site of all those murders into some roadside haunted house. Unfortunately, you can’t buy class, young lady. Can you imagine anything more sinful? No wonder their son is a homosexual. It will probably be a gay wedding venue. And then they will take over, just as they did in Newport. I’m entirely sure that is what poor Mildred Berry was so distraught about. She was trying to save us all from sin.”
“Why did it burn?” Hedda asked, hoping it would shut Mrs. Molter up. Was she really trying to say crazy Mildred wasn’t in the wrong?
“I thought you weren’t familiar with it?” Mrs. Molter’s expression pinched. 
Hedda’s cheeks burned from embarrassment. “You’re the one who said it should be burned down but also tried to buy it. Do you want it torn down or do you want to live in it?”
“Neither. I wanted to turn it into a museum. It should be restored to its original elegance and be shown alongside the other great homes of New England. The Breakers, Marble House, The Elms … Derry will just gut it and let that wretched wife of his paint over the original woodwork,” Mrs. Molter wailed, flinging her hands in the air dramatically. “They’ll probably rip out the gardens and put in astroturf.” 
“I guess either way, it is better than it being demolished. Or burned down.” Hedda walked a few steps ahead, hoping to slowly distance herself from Mrs. Molter. 
“Oh, my dear, she won’t burn.” Mrs. Molter’s face went blank, her eyes seeming to drift to a different time and place. 
“She?” Hedda asked. She’s losing it.
“The house, my dear. Many have tried to kill her. The last attempt scorched the front, but she remains intact. They put a new roof on her, and she sprang right back to life. On to the next victims. Looking down on us like the devil himself. You can practically hear the spirits screaming from here … she will rise again. Don’t you remember?”
“Remember what? Are you okay?” Hedda asked pointedly as Mrs. Molter seemed to ramble on in a trancelike state. This bitch is fucking crazy. “I really should get going.” Before you shoot me. Is everyone in this town fucking losing it?
“Why the interest in that place, then, if it isn’t for your little friend?” Mrs. Molter snapped back to her usual bitchy self. Hedda wasn’t sure what was going on. She was just trying to get away from Mrs. Molter unscathed and without being crucified. 
“Just interested in history, I suppose.” Hedda gave a careless roll of her shoulders. Shrugging off the strangeness of what had just happened. “Architecture. Like I said.”
“You, of all people, should know that history isn’t always kind to us. And the less you know about the history of this place, the better. We need no more sorrow in this town, especially after the events of this weekend. You should be careful on these streets. Make sure you give your parents my love,” Mrs. Molter rambled on, waddling her way back across the street. “And you should really stay away from that sinful Carmichael girl. She’s of no use to you.”






  
  10
Hedda

September 2, 2022, 3:36 p.m.


Paranoia crept in as Hedda continued her journey through Beekman Heights. She occasionally peered through the shrubbery and oversized gates, which kept houses safe from trespassing looky-loos and architecture enthusiasts who flooded Lawrenceville each summer.  The uphill street seemed uncomfortably quiet and abandoned.  
There wasn’t a single bird or cloud in the sky as Hedda ran her hand along the glossy green boxwood, which ended abruptly at a monstrous iron gate. The sun had scorched the metal, and the warmth seared her palms as she pushed the gate open. It groaned, revealing the house in all its glory. Hedda pulled out her trusty Polaroid and snapped a photo of the house … dramatic, moody, and totally Instagram-worthy. 
Cinnamon would approve.
She’d expected something scarier. Like a house from a horror movie or somewhere ghost hunters got fake-possessed. For all the fuss Mrs. Molter had made, the house just looked big and dirty.
The mansion grew larger with every step, looming at the end like it had been waiting for someone to visit. Overgrown gardens tangled around the path, choked with weeds and a half-toppled statue of Saint Francis. A fury of sun-bleached ‘NO TRESPASSING’ signs flapped uselessly in the ocean breeze. The driveway curled into a wide circle around the broken remains of what had once been a fountain.
Hedda replayed the rumors in her head. 
Fire … the newspaper said it was gutted. Condemned? But something didn’t add up. 
This wasn’t a hollow shell that had been gutted by fire. Yes, the north wing bore deep scorch marks, the stone blistered and cracked. But the rest of the house still stood intact. The baroque façade was smoke-stained and a little beat up. The decades of New England storms had chipped away at the scrollwork and left the limestone pitted and scarred. Three stories of windows stared down at her like rows of empty eyes. The house looked like it needed some love, but it certainly wasn’t the nightmare it had been made out to be. 
Hedda snapped a photo of the twin staircases that curled up to the ivy-covered porch. 
CC will love these. 
As she waited for the photo to develop, a chill slid down her spine. She looked around before making her way up the stairs.
A feeling she couldn’t explain arose. Thick and slow, like dense fog rolling into her brain. She was no longer alone in her own body. She had retreated to the darkest corner of her mind, peering out through windows where her eyes used to be, while something else entirely claimed her hand and pressed it against the latched door. She yanked it back, heart racing and ready to bolt. 
Run! Run!
But her body didn’t listen. Her hand reached out again, pushing down the latch. Suddenly, she was pulled through the doorway and into the main hall.
I’m having a seizure. Or a hallucination. This isn’t real. This can’t be real. 
She drifted ahead, arms slack at her sides and motionless.
STOP!
The cobwebs and dust retracted into the corners, revealing a beautifully furnished mansion. Antiques gleamed. The unmistakable twang of Elvis filled the air. ‘Santa Bring My Baby Back to Me’ played a few RPMs too quickly as a tree covered in Christmas lights flashed on and off. A woman in black darted past her and up the stairwell. 
Who the fuck is that? What is this? Help me!
Then she saw it. The body of a small child—a girl with pigtails—was staked to the wall. A jar of teeth shattered in front of her, spraying glass and enamel across the hardwood like shrapnel. Something yanked her down the hallway. Her feet didn’t move; her body was just dragged, helpless, through the dark. 
Help! Help! Someone help me! Please!
The corridor tilted, spiraled, and burst into flames as the staircase rose before her. The fire crackled, curling up the walls. A smaller woman carrying something large and blurry ran past Hedda and up the stairs, the fire hot on her heels. 
Is that a hatchet? 
“Help me! Miss! Please!” Hedda pleaded, hoping the woman would help her, but it was too late. The flames closed in on her. “Lady! Help me!”
Hedda was on fire. Her feet. Her body. Her face. Every inch of her skin blistered. 
Make it stop. Make it stop! 
Her skin split open like meat as it peeled and burned away into ash in the air. She screamed, long and raw, as white-hot flashes seared through her vision. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the fire burned straight through her eyelids.
And then … darkness. Complete blackness, as if her eyes were gone. 
I must be dead. This is what it’s like to be dead.
Silence filled her ears—thick and endless—as if it had been days. She tried to open her eyes, but her body wouldn’t listen. She soon gave up, letting the darkness fill her. 
Then … she came back. A far-off noise interrupted the deafening silence. It started out quietly. Faint at first. It sounded like children laughing … splashing in a pool. 
I should never have come here. 
Her vision returned in fragments, blurry and bright. Suddenly, a hand grabbed her hair and yanked her head above the surface of the water. She gasped for air. The ocean shimmering in the distance, the glowing sun burned her eyes—and then she was shoved back under the water, choking and screaming. 
Who is doing this? Stop, please! Make it stop! What is happening?
Snot and water ran into her lungs. Her limbs scrambled to grab something … anything—but she couldn’t move. The hand shoved harder, forcing her deeper into the pool. And then she saw her. A young girl—probably three or four years old—was tied to something at the bottom of the pool. Small and lifeless, face bloated.
This … I can’t. Wake up. Hedda squeezed her eyes shut. This isn’t real. It can’t be. Make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop.
Her eyes shot open. She was still underwater, but everything felt thick—almost syrupy—with a strange pink glow swirling around her. She could slowly feel her hands again, then her feet. Warmth and panic surged through her. She tried to swim, but the water felt like setting cement. When she tried to breathe, she immediately choked—a sharp, splintering cough cracked through her chest as her tongue came back to life.
Her hand, heavy and sluggish like she was drugged, reached out of the water like a tentacle. She caught the edge of the pool and pulled herself upward, sputtering as she broke the surface. A bucket’s worth of water came out of her mouth as she clung to the side, gasping for more air. 
I’m alive.
Darkness filled the sky now. A loud crash of thunder cracked through the trees as rain slammed into the pool, scattering frantic rings across the glassy pink surface. She hauled herself out, twisting and dragging her body onto the slick deck. 
You’re okay. I must have fallen in. That’s all. I fell in and … and hit my head … hallucinated. I have sunstroke. Or heat exhaustion or some shit. 
She tried to believe it. Tried to tell herself it had been a dream. 
I must’ve been sleepwalking. I fell asleep. I dreamt it. That’s all it was. The water is … 
But the taste in her mouth said otherwise. 
Metal. Salt. Maybe rust. I’m probably going to die from whatever is in that fucking pool. Are tetanus shots still a thing? What is going on?
She opened her mouth and tilted her face to the sky, letting the rain pour over her, hoping it would wash away whatever was left of the rancid taste in her mouth.
I need to get out of here. 
And that’s when she saw him. A man stood on the far side of the deck. Small and muscly and wearing a costume or a … uniform. 
Maybe a UPS man or a security guard? Police? 
She couldn’t tell. It was soaked with so much blood that it was hard to decipher. He was clutching the outside wall … attached to it … somehow. The rain pooled at his feet in little rivers of red as she watched him wiggle back and forth. 
Is he nailed to that? Staked?
Her body screamed at her to run. But she didn’t. She couldn’t leave him there like that.
He needs help! He’s dying. 
She bolted around the edge of the pool, her feet slipping on the wet concrete, and raced toward him.
“Sir?” she shouted over the storm. “Sir, are you okay?”
She stopped. Her body was numb again as the rain seemed to slow around her. Everything muffled into a quick silence as her voice quaked. “Sir!”
That’s when she saw it … really saw it. A thick iron stake ran through the man’s hand, pinning him to the side of the pool house. Her stomach lurched. She still couldn’t make out his face anymore. It looked dark. 
Is that blood? Oh. My. God.
“We need to call 911 …” Her voice cracked, hollow and useless. 
Where is my phone? I can’t talk. I can’t talk. She turned, stumbling slightly as her foot kicked a heavy, rusty hammer.
She tried again, but nothing came out. Panic clawed up her chest like something was alive inside her. Hard, tough, and rattling, like a rat trying to chew its way out of her ribcage. And then her voice snapped back into place. Clear and thundering … somehow amplified. But it wasn’t hers. Something foreign was using her mouth. 
The man’s face turned towards her sharply, and she could see him clearly now … she recognized him. She knew him. He didn’t look scared. He was almost … glaring at her. 
“Now!” she shouted, the words tearing from her throat, low and guttural. “Why don’t you clap for me?”
That’s not what I … who said that? 
Without warning, a sharp blade crashed through her neck, snapping her tendons. Her head hit the pool deck and rolled, but she could still see. 
Make it stop. Wake up! 
Rain blurred past her eyes in streaks. In the distance, the house was on fire again, flames licking upward as if the rain meant nothing. The world slowly faded into slow motion and then the darkness came back, but only for a moment.
When she opened her eyes again, she was surrounded by books. A massive library, shelves stretched from floor to ceiling. One by one, the books began to float—lifting above her like they had minds of their own. 
What is going on? I must be dead.
A deafening, unnatural screech echoed, and then everything stopped. The books rained down. Hedda gasped as she slammed back into her body. She closed her eyes, forcing her mind to catch up with the room. This place felt familiar, but she couldn’t say why.  
She lifted one foot and tapped the floor to make sure it was solid, that it was okay to walk. Then she held her arms out for balance, her camera hung safely intact around her neck, a muffled cry escaping her throat. She stood there, trembling, trying to understand what in the hell had just happened here.
You’re okay. It was just a dream. You’re fine. You are fine. I’m alive! 
Panic arose in her chest as she continued to reassure herself. She staggered toward a wall of tall French doors, but just before reaching them, a single book hit the floor behind her. She turned to peer at the book. 
Red? Is that a Bible? What the …
A faceless woman engulfed in flames appeared in the center of the room.
“Don’t worry, my dear,” the burning woman said, her voice hollow and echoing from the darkness where her face should have been. “You’re already dead.”
Terror filled her body; she couldn’t even scream; she just fumbled her way backward, flinging the French doors open. She bolted onto the patio, wind and rain slicing her skin. She tore down the crumbling side stairs. At the bottom of the hill, a rusted iron arch stretched across a moss-covered path. Twisted metal animals curled around a row of letters that spelled out:
LAWRENCEVILLE ZOO. 
The C and second L were missing. 
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Henry 

October 24, 2022, 11:06 a.m.


Sheriff Walker eased onto the edge of Henry’s desk, avoiding eye contact, his lower lip pushed out like he was about to be in trouble.   
“I need a favor.” 
“Not today, Satan.” Henry turned back to his computer, pretending to check his email. “Keep it moving.”
“Henry, we are all out of ideas here. I’ve got a lot of scared people. Derry Carmichael’s attorney just chewed through the lining of my asshole,” Walker said, shaking his head at Fink, who was loitering nearby.
“We’ve got a small crew here, Sheriff. Any luck getting us some help?” Fink asked dramatically. “We could sure use it.”
“I’ve got a few calls to Boston and Manchester. I thought it would hurt my ego more, but …” Walker clenched his teeth. He felt his pulse increase and didn’t know if he had drunk too much coffee or was venturing close to a heart attack. He didn’t have time for a heart attack, so he took another drink of his cold, grainy coffee.
“But what?” Henry asked, begrudgingly turning to face the truth. 
“I’m scared, Henry. The Draper girl’s mom tried to off herself this morning. The Bills’ kid’s uncle is a senator. His office just left another message. Do you really think I’d ask you to do this if this wasn’t the last resort? My pride is gone, Henry. I’m just trying to make sure no more dead kids turn up.” He looked at the cup in his hand. “This coffee tastes like shit.”
“How’d it go with the mayor?” Henry asked. He had seen that look on Walker’s face once before. The day of the incident—the day they don’t talk about. 
“Curfew starts tonight. The principal wants to cancel school … said he might make it an ‘early fall break’ or something,” Walker said.
“I think that’s worse. They cancel school, and we’ve got a town of bored teenagers we haven’t got the capacity to monitor,” Henry said as he stood up to pace. “It will be party central.”
“That’s exactly what Fink said. I’ll call and see if I can buy us a few more days before they cancel school.” 
“Did I?” Fink asked, blinking hard. 
“Are you on crack, Fink?” Walker asked without a hint of cynicism.  
“Is Mrs. Draper okay?” Henry asked. 
“For now. Fink is going to check on her later.” 
“I am?” Fink asked. Walker gave Fink the look of death. “I mean, of course, I am. I am.”
“Jesus.” Walker chugged more of his disappointing coffee. “God damned moron.”
“Please, Henry.” Fink stuck his bottom out in an exaggerated pout. “It could be really fun.”
“Fun? This isn’t for fun, Fink!” Walker snapped. “What in the hell is wrong with you today? Damned meat head.”
“Fine, Jesus Christ. I’ll talk to Eve,” Henry cut him off. “If you two stop bickering.”
“Really?” Fink asked. 
“Really,” Henry retorted. 
“Thank you, Henry. She’s staying with Josephine.”
“What? Why? How’d you find that out?” Henry asked.
“I went to see Father MacArthur,” Walker admitted. 
“How is Bill?”   
“He was … Bill. Said some bogus bullshit about how Eve didn’t feel welcome at the church anymore.” Walker shifted, unsure of what else to say. “I can’t imagine why.”
“Jesus, Sheriff.” Henry closed his eyes and rubbed them. “Okay, I’ll head over now. If Josephine shoots me, I’m taking the rest of the week off and you can deal with this shit on your own.” 
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Cinnamon 

September 2, 2022, 7:26 p.m.


Cinnamon stretched for the good tequila on the top shelf of the pantry. She’d crashed on the couch after. She never accidentally fell asleep, especially not in broad daylight. Something was off. Not off … perhaps, just tilted. Like the house had sunk an inch to the left, and no one told her. Her skin buzzed, and her brain felt foggy.  
Something told her to run, but from what? She shook it off. Probably just the lingering PTSD from a week full of chaos, near-death weirdness, and the looming shadow of another year of high school. 
I was almost assassinated. I should order the shoes I’ve had my eyes on. This is probably allergies. Definitely allergies. 
“So … what did you find out?” Cinnamon asked loudly, as if everyone else had been following her dramatic day. “Hedda?”
Hedda didn’t respond right away. From where she stood at the counter, she turned slowly toward Cinnamon, glassy-eyed and expressionless. She looked rough … sweaty and pale, like she’d just finished a triathlon.
“You okay, babe?” Cinnamon asked, handing a bottle down to Lainey without breaking eye contact with Hedda. “Or are you just really into the countertops?” 
“Find out about what?” Lainey asked as she squeezed past a heavy, modern metal chair and into the stark white pantry. She took both bottles from Cinnamon with delicate, manicured fingers.
“I sent her on a quest to figure out why Mildred Berry tried to murder us,” Cinnamon said, still balancing on the chair. She placed one hand on Lainey’s head for support as she climbed down. “And she never texted me back or answered my calls, so …”
“I’m glad you think this is funny. You could have really been hurt.” Always worried, Eliza voiced her concern while she stirred a small skillet of ground beef on the stove. Eliza Taylor was exhausted. She had her dark brown hair pulled into a knot on top of her head with a scrunchie that had seen better days. At sixteen, she already had the sloped shoulders and constant frown of a middle-aged soccer mom who was late getting the kids somewhere. “Is this enough meat?”
“Don’t be so theatrical. I’m just curious. And my parents were so fucking weird about it,” Cinnamon said, trying to figure out how to open the liquor bottle. “Does this twist? It looks like it twists …” 
“Is this that tequila that tastes like acid?” Hedda asked, taking the bottle from Cinnamon. The pungent smell of cheap margarita mix filled the air.  Cinnamon watched Hedda’s face as she examined the bottle. She seemed normal again. Normal enough. “Don Julio 1942 Tequila … looks expensive.”
“Isn’t that like $200 a bottle?” Lainey asked, watching Cinnamon carelessly pour the tequila into the blender. 
“There’s like ten bottles. They will never even notice.” Cinnamon made a so-what face at Lainey as she pushed blend. 
“Anyways, CC’s mom was such a badass. She was totally going to take a bullet for us,” Lainey added. 
“Trust me!” Cinnamon yelled over the noise. “Fiona can be … whatever … Fiona. But she certainly pulled out the mom card that day.” 
Eliza waited until the noise of the blender had silenced. “Are you having a moment?” 
Cinnamon moved her head slowly, staring down Eliza. “No, I’m just saying it was surprising.” 
“CC, she loves you,” Lainey said, giving her a side hug. “You’re her baby.”
Cinnamon made a gagging face. “Jesus, save me. Hedda, what did you find out?”
Hedda put a stack of tortillas on a plate and hurried to the microwave, then awkwardly stood there like she’d never used one before. “All signs pointed to Dreamland … you know, the Lawrence Mansion.”  
“Wait, aren’t your parents buying it?” Lainey asked Cinnamon as she took the lid off the queso and poured it into a big bowl. 
“What does the house have to do with Mildred? And who said that?” Cinnamon asked. She turned the blender back on and pretended she could no longer hear the conversation. 
“Everyone,” Hedda said, louder than anyone had ever heard her. Even the blender looked perplexed. “E-V-E-R-Y-O-N-E.” 
“Well then, why didn’t one of you bitches say something?” Cinnamon turned the blender off and looked defeated. “Are we salting or sugaring these?” 
“Salt. Lainey can’t have sugar because of her diet. Why didn’t you tell us your parents were buying the house?” Eliza asked. “You know we don’t care.”
“I didn’t not tell you. I didn’t really even know it was official. You know how my parents are.” Cinnamon tried to pour four evenly filled glasses of the blended mix. “I forgot the fucking salt. Can we just use regular table salt? Like umbrella-girl-on-the-package salt? Whatever.”
“Are you moving there?” Hedda asked, handing a glass to Lainey. “You do know alcohol has calories in it?”
“It does,” Lainey confirmed, though she sounded confused. “But it’s salt.”
“What?” Cinnamon lowered her eyes in annoyance. “No. It probably won’t even be done or renovated or whatever before I’m in college. It’s my brother’s thing, so it will probably be completed in time to be his retirement home. It looks like a hellhole. To match Sage’s delightful personality.”
“Is Sage doing better, then?” Eliza asked, her voice hesitant. 
“He doesn’t really talk to me.” Cinnamon waved the question away. “If nothing else, he can sell it for cocaine.”
“Stop it.” Eliza shot her a look. 
“What? I’m just being honest.” 
“I’m sure Sage will do great. My mom said your parents have some kind of historical society grant or something. That it is supposed to open next year for events,” Lainey said. “I think it’s cool. I want a mansion.”
“Well, that’s more than I know,” Cinnamon said, pulling a bag of shredded lettuce and a tub of sour cream out of her large, glass refrigerator, then slamming it shut with a thud. “It’s all been top secret. So fucking weird.”
“Can we use the pool?” Lainey jokingly asked, but she was only partially kidding. 
“Yeah, in about twenty years, when they get around to cleaning it. It looks like the previous owners used it as a toilet.” Cinnamon took another drink of her margarita. “We’re going to need more of these.”
“It didn’t look that bad,” Hedda said, finally putting the stack of tortillas into the microwave. “I mean, the pool is gross, but the house is … pretty in person.”
“What do you mean? You went there?” Cinnamon’s jaw tightened as she stared at her. What in the actual fuck? A strange panic rose in her chest … jealousy? No, not exactly. It felt like something had been stolen from her. 
Eliza scolded her, “Hedda, that isn’t safe. Has it even been checked for Asbestos?” 
“As best as?” Lainey wondered aloud to herself. “As what?” 
“No, Lainey. Asbestos,” Eliza explained. “It’s an airborne poison in building materials. If you inhale it, you can get cancer.”
Lainey seemed even more confused than before. 
“Just don’t lick the walls and you’ll be fine,” Cinnamon quipped. “Hedda, what the fuck?”
“You told me to. It was fine! I found this picture at the library while I was researching.” Hedda pulled the picture out of her cut-off jeans’ back pocket and handed it to Cinnamon. “I knew you’d love it.”
Cinnamon peered at the photo, taking in the image. The young women looked about their age. 
“‘Eve of the Black Mass,’” she whispered. “What the fuck?”
“Creepy, right?” Hedda let out a muffled cackle. 
“She looks like … you.” Cinnamon held it up to Hedda’s face to compare. The photo was not unlike those she had taken of her friend. “Minus the bruises.”
Cinnamon immediately regretted her choice of words, but Hedda seemed unfazed—and strangely perky. 
“That’s what Mrs. Martin said. This was in the witchcraft pile at the library. I thought I’d try to figure out which house was in the background, so I was out walking by the cliffs, and I ran into evil Mrs. Molter, who told me it was the house your family is buying. I don’t think she likes you very much.” Hedda picked up a tortilla and tore a corner off, tossing it into her mouth. “But that is clearly not a coincidence.” 
“What an eventful day you’ve had,” Cinnamon said. “And why does the library have a witchcraft pile? That would only be a thing in Lawrenceville.” 
“In the archives. That shit is old. But you are going to love the house. Look, I took a picture,” Hedda said, handing Cinnamon a Polaroid of the house from behind the enormous gates. 
“You have a cell phone. Why do you insist on always using the Polaroid?” Cinnamon took the photo from her and examined it. The house looked much better than she had expected. 
“She’s artsy!” Lainey quipped. “Give a girl a break.”
“See, I’m artsy. I thought the house burned down?” Hedda asked. “Did I miss that? It’s stone. How would it burn down? It’s got a few burn marks on the front, but it definitely didn’t burn down.”
“I hope they are getting a proper fire alarm system installed,” Eliza added, stirring the seasoning mix into the taco meat. “This really doesn’t look like enough meat.”
“I’m not allowed to eat solids, anyway,” Lainey confessed. “I’ll just eat the queso and my margarita.” 
“Who said it burned down?” Cinnamon asked, ignoring Lainey’s disordered eating. “Is that the previous owner who died or whatever? What does this have to do with Mildred?”
“We will get to Mildred. It burned down in … hold on,” Hedda mumbled at them, stepping into the living room to grab her bag. “I need another margarita.”
“I’m on it,” Cinnamon said, returning to the refrigerator to get more limes. “Why do I feel like we are going to need shots for this conversation?”
“1991. Janet Livingston,” Hedda announced, proudly producing a pile of articles and clippings from the library. “Janet was the town’s Freddy Krueger.”
“Did you steal all of this from the library? I think that’s a femoral crime,” Lainey said, her tone subdued. “I definitely need a shot.”
“I think you mean federal. I just borrowed it. I’ll take them back, I promise,” Hedda said. 
“So, back up,” Lainey asked, taking yet another drink of her margarita. “You went inside?”
“No. I was just walking around taking pictures, kind of looking around, and …” Hedda folded her shoulders.  
Cinnamon could tell she was lying. Hedda always folded in when she was lying. She totally went in.
“Did you see a ghost?” Lainey asked and then poured tequila into her mouth. 
“You fucked a ghost?” Cinnamon asked, smashing the mix of ingredients into a quickly tearing tortilla. She was trying to defer the conversation away from the house. 
“Something weird happened … a person or something. I thought I saw something but … it was just weird. I don’t know. There’s this sort of sadness about the place,” Hedda said, looking to Cinnamon for affirmation.
“Sad because it was a crime scene,” Eliza said. “Is it safe for CC to even be around that place?”
“Don’t say that,” Hedda said, reprimanding her. “It’s kind of amazing. There are these old fountains and crumbling garden walls. It’s literally a mansion on the cliff, like an old romance novel. I never realized it sits on the hill above Dreamland. You can really see the old zoo from the house. There are still buildings. CC, you’ll love it.”
Cinnamon didn’t want to acknowledge any of this—but now she was worried.
“What happened to you? At the house, I mean.”
“I’m not sure. I think I fell asleep—”   
“Jesus, Hedda,” Cinnamon said. “Where? In the house? My parents could’ve shown up.”
Hedda looked defeated. “Your parents are out of town. There’s nobody up there. I just had some weird dream about clapping. I don’t even know. I woke up on the porch.”
“Workmen. The fucking project manager guy. Hedda, you have to be careful,” Cinnamon said. 
“Who sleeps on a porch?” Eliza looked horrified. 
“How do you even know about Dreamland?” Lainey asked, taking a sloppy bite of queso. 
“Everyone knows. Besides, Ethan took me once. Forever ago. He left his varsity jacket at the bridge, and we went to go look for it on our way to a movie,” Hedda admitted. 
Ethan Bunad. The golden-boy quarterback from the trailer park. MIT scholarship. Dead before sophomore year. Killed Final Destination-style on a Cambridge highway when a downspout crashed through his windshield. Hedda had been on the phone with him when it happened. The lawsuit had been settled out of court. Cinnamon never knew what that meant, only that Hedda moved out of the trailer park soon after. 
“Why couldn’t they just buy a beach house like normal, rich, white people? What is all this shit?” Lainey asked, picking through the old articles. “We are getting food on it.”
“They have a beach house. We just never get invited,” Hedda reminded her. 
“I never get invited,” Cinnamon corrected her. “These look old.”
“Our town likes to bury its history,” Hedda added. 
“This looks like a time capsule, but doesn’t that hurt the paper?”
“Yep,” Hedda continued, ignoring the logistics of paper. “You sure won’t find these on the internet, or articles about our homeless assassin, Mildred Berry. There’s also Ann London, Betty Malikowski, and Janet Livingston.” 
“Who are these people?” Eliza asked in confusion. “I mean … I know who Mildred is, but who are the others?”
“Yes, our fashion nightmare assassin attempt was Mildred Berry,” Cinnamon said. “She rattled off the other names when she tried to murder us.”
“What did you find out about them?” Lainey asked hesitantly, as if unsure whether she really wanted an answer. “I’ll get us more limes. I just love limes!”
“All former owners. Mildred is the boring part. Looks like she was divorced and was on a bunch of town committees like … the Arbor Day committee. Why is that necessary? I think I’ve maybe seen her around town now that I’ve seen more photos of her,” Hedda said, handing Cinnamon a garden tour article featuring Mildred in a demure dress and pearls. She looked nothing like the scattered person who had tried to gun her down in the street.
“Still looks like a crazy old bitch to me. What the fuck is that hair?” Cinnamon asked. “Karen in the front and perm in the back?”
“So, Janet,” Hedda said. “She also lived in your mansion and was ‘suspected’ of murdering children in the 90s, but she died in a fire before they could formally prosecute her. She was throwing a Christmas Eve party, and she died along with her young daughter and all her party guests, including the town sheriff. I guess the whole town was at the party and none of them got out. So creepy.”
“I heard about that fire,” Lainey said, surveying the article pictures. “My uncle knew the sheriff. It was really awful. All kinds of dead bodies and burned children. He said it was the witches on the hill.”
“Your uncle, the DVD player stealing, meth addict?” Eliza asked in confusion. 
“My other uncle. On my mom’s side. I don’t think he is on drugs …” Lainey pondered, leaning back and staring blankly at the egg-shaped chandelier. 
“Do we want these stronger or way stronger than last time?” Cinnamon held up the bottle of tequila. “This conversation is making me depressed.”
“Way stronger,” Hedda said. “Your uncle was right. The witches on the hill were real.”
“That’s not funny.” Cinnamon glared at her. 
“I’m not trying to be. So, Betty Malikowski. She’s our Leatherface. Betty was a dressmaker who married the town attorney. They lived in the house for one year before he found Betty in the glass ballroom. She had murdered two women from town—a schoolteacher and the mayor’s wife, Jean Carouthers. Betty had removed pieces of their skin from their backs and was stitching them together when her husband found her.”
“You made that up.” Cinnamon snorted. She’d given up on bothering with the blender and poured at least half the bottle of tequila into a pitcher of margarita mix. “I think I poisoned this. We may have to thin it out.” 
“I did not! I swear. Look, someone from Boston College wrote this,” Hedda said, holding up a document with a plastic-bound spine and the words ‘Lawrenceville’s Buried History’ on the front cover.
“And primatologist Ann London!” Hedda shouted over the noise of the blender.
“Ann who?” Cinnamon asked as she stopped the blender.
“Ann London,” Hedda repeated. “L-O-N-D-O-N. She set the zoo on fire. There is an entire thread about her on Reddit. People still go to the zoo and take pictures, and some lady from Georgia even filmed a tour of part of the zoo in the late 90s. It is super creepy. I’ll send you the link. Apparently, Ann London is a big deal in witchcraft, and she’s kind of an icon on the dark web.”
“The dark web? I never understand these dark web people. Are they all just sitting around stealing credit cards and summoning Satan? Like, how do you decide to spend your life doing that?” Lainey complained.  
“So apparently, Ann London was this big deal fancy scientist, and she went batshit crazy,” Hedda continued. “She was doing weird experiments with the animals. Then she killed a bunch of people and animals, and then set the zoo on fire to cover it up. The townspeople found her hiding in the attic of the Lawrence Mansion. Covered in the blood of her victims.”
“Bullshit,” Eliza said. “This would have been a movie or a Dateline NBC or a podcast or something by now. It’s too good.”
“That’s horrifying,” Cinnamon replied. “In Lawrenceville? How have I never heard of this?”
“CC, are you sure you want to know all of this?” Lainey asked. “I think maybe we should just let this go. Do you think your parents know?”
“I don’t think we can let it go,” Hedda added, holding up a picture of Ann London wearing a safari hat and a fancy dress. She beamed as she cut the ribbon on the opening day of the monkey house. “Why did the town cover all this up?”
“Because it’s weird and sad?” Lainey suggested, taking another drink. “We should get straws. And more limes!”
“Because people don’t want to visit a resort town for crime scene tours. They’ve got Salem for that. People come here for fried clams and the beach.” 
“Because it’s related. To what happened to you,” Hedda said.
“You mean crazy old Mildred Berry finally losing her last mothball and trying to off us for eating ice cream?” Cinnamon said. “That doesn’t have anything to do with the house.”
“I think she remembered what the rest of the town forgot,” Hedda said.
“What does that mean?” 
Hedda held Cinnamon’s gaze a moment longer, then dropped it. She slid another clipping forward, this one yellowed and torn. 
WITCH HOUSE CLAIMS ANOTHER VICTIM: SOCIALITE DIES AT MANSION IN APPARENT SUICIDE.  
“I don’t think we’re done. And I think we need to go to that house.”
“Maybe our homeless assassin was right. We are witches.” Lainey did her best impersonation of an old witch’s voice. 
“Yeah, I think it would be super fucking cool. Have you even been?” Lainey asked, suddenly alert again. 
“Not yet.” Cinnamon covered her eyes with both hands. “I’ve managed to avoid it so far.” 
“Let’s go.” Hedda raised her eyebrows in excitement. “Antiques. Skeletons. All of your favorites. Tomorrow?” 
“I want to go,” Lainey added in excitement. “We can get donuts.”
“I can’t go. But you guys should, and I can meet you later,” Eliza said somberly. 
“Why can’t you go?” Cinnamon asked, frowning. 
“SAT prep,” Eliza announced. “It’s Saturday morning this year.”
“SAT prep? That’s like two years away,” Hedda groaned. 
“It’s next year. And you should all be prepping if you want to get into an Ivy League School,” Eliza defended. “It’s really important.”
“Okay, Mom.” Lainey collapsed onto Cinnamon. “We will just have to go without you.”
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Four babies delivered on the same day at Lawrenceville General



LAWRENCEVILLE — Roll out the pink carpet. Four different families have welcomed healthy and happy baby girls. 
It was a busy Tuesday in Lawrenceville when four residents celebrated the births of their daughters on the same day. The four women had due dates within days of one another.  But they were surprised when they learned, through hospital staff, that they were all at Lawrenceville General Hospital at the same time—in rooms right next to each other.
On the morning of June 5, something interesting happened in their household before Carrie Lopez went into labor.
“My mom called and asked if my water had broken, and I thought, well, that’s kind of odd, ’cause at that point I wasn’t having any labor pains,” Carrie said. “She said she’d had a dream that I went into labor at church.”
It wasn’t until much later that evening that they found out that new grandma Kate Perkins knew something they didn’t. Little Elaine Myra Lopez was brought into the world just after sunrise on June 6.
Arthur and Janice Bunad welcomed their daughter, Hedda Suzette at 2:46 a.m. “It was the strangest thing,” Janice said.  “We had joked a few times about who would go into labor first. I lost the betting pool.”
Mark and Sara Taylor welcomed their first child, Eliza Joanne, at 3:36 p.m.
“I just can’t believe our luck,” said Fiona Carmichael, who also delivered Cinnamon Christine Carmichael, making her daughter the last of the four girls to arrive, weighing six pounds, thirteen ounces. “There are only a few thousand people in town, so the odds of four of us going into labor at once are pretty slim!” 
She and her husband, Derry, are members of the Lawrenceville Country Club and already have a son. Derry Carmichael owns Carmichael Car Connection on Park Street and Carmichael Brothers Construction Company.
For those of you wondering if there was a special anniversary or another big event nine months before the due date, they said it was just by chance.
“You’d think there had been a blizzard or an electrical outage or something causing it,” Derry Carmichael said. “[I’m] just happy that all our girls are safe and healthy. God is good.”
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Henry 

October 24, 2022, 1:06 p.m.


The residents of Lawrenceville had been afraid of Josephine Hamilton for as long as they could remember. Nobody knew why. Even though she was just over five feet tall, her presence seemed to terrify even the largest of men. Her dark hair was always neatly combed into the same bob, dyed once a month by a woman who drove in from Boston and completed the job in Josephine’s private bathroom like a secret, dirty deed. The Hamiltons had lived in the blue Victorian mansion on the corner since the dawn of time. Or at least since 1887, when the house was built. Josephine’s husband, Wilson, had passed the winter before, leaving the woman alone with the remnants of Wilson’s taxidermy business. 
Henry had only visited Josephine once since Wilson’s funeral, which he now regretted. He could sense something was wrong when he pulled up to the colossal, slated gates—they were open. 
“What does she do here?” Henry asked as he paced up and down the long porch. He was still a bit shocked that Josephine had agreed to speak to him.
“None of your goddamn business,” Josephine snapped back at him, her crooked mouth downturned and pointy eyebrows arched. Her slight frame had never deterred her from verbally attacking anyone. Henry wasn’t afraid of her. At least, that is what he told himself as he examined her tired face. Every bad thing anyone had ever done to her was housed in her scowl.  
“Mrs. Hamilton, I’m trying to help. She won’t talk to me,” Henry argued as he sat on an ornate iron chair on the front porch. 
“And why is that? And I didn’t invite you to sit down,” Josephine scolded. 
“I don’t know exactly. People just grow apart, I guess,” Henry defended himself. 
“You and Bill and Eve used to be thick as thieves,” Josephine said in her best ‘I know all about you’ voice. 
“We aren’t kids anymore, Josephine,” Henry tried to explain as he pushed down the growing lump in his throat.
Josephine sat down on the porch swing across from Henry with the slight groan of an old woman with a bad back. She seemed to accept that Henry would not leave quietly.  
“She gardens mostly. And she cooks for me, and she takes care of things,” Josephine said.
“What kind of things?” Henry asked. “She’s a housekeeper?”
“What are you getting at here?” 
“Why did you take her in?” 
“Take her in? Are you insane? I didn’t take her in.” Josephine threw her head back in disgust. 
“You know what I mean,” Henry clarified, trying to mollify her. He had practiced reigning in his booming voice on the way over. 
“After my husband passed, I had exactly two visitors from this town. Do you know who they were?” Josephine asked. 
“I can guess.” Henry gave her a knowing glance. He had done one thing right in his life.  
“Exactly. You and Sister Eve.” Josephine almost smiled. 
“That’s all?” 
She didn’t answer. She looked at the freshly painted boards of the floor, as if they contained the answer.
“Do you know how I met my husband?” Josephine asked, her tone lighter. 
“No. Where did you meet?” Henry asked, confused by this turn in the conversation.  
“At a New Year’s Eve party. I was wearing a ridiculous yellow dress. It was silk. My mother forced me to wear it. It was some Italian thing she had ordered for herself, and it was quite expensive, even for her. I think it’s in the attic somewhere, rotting as we speak. I wasn’t a fan of frilly things. Anyway, he told me I looked like the yellow rose of Texas, and then he spilled his drink on me because he was nervous.” 
Henry couldn’t help but smile. 
“I didn’t answer the door that day. For Sister Eve. My husband had just passed. Everything was a mess, and I didn’t want no religious folks up in here. This town judges me enough. So, I watched Eve from the window. She looked so happy. It made me angry. I wanted to scream or throw something at her, but she just looked so … Eve. My scowl did not even fluster her. She just looked up at the window and waved. I didn’t even wave back. She left banana bread, flowers, and a note. I didn’t think much of it at first. I thought she was just trying to be polite to the old crazy lady on the hill.” Josephine paused and looked directly into Henry’s enormous eyes. “Until I read the note.”
“What did it say?” 
“I’m getting to that. The note said she had seen my husband. After his funeral. I guess she was helping clean up, and we’d had his personal items out at the wake. People came with too many faux condolences and apologies, and they all blended together, so I’m not sure I even remember her being there. Anyway, her note said, ‘I saw you two dancing, and I know you will always look like a yellow rose to him.’” 
Henry wasn’t sure what to say, so he just nodded. 
“He and I were the only people who knew that. I’d told no one. Never said a word. Not even a whisper. I don’t think I even remembered myself until I saw the note,” Josephine admitted.
“So, you think it’s true? That she can see the dead?” Henry asked.
“You know it is true, Henry. Eve has a gift. I don’t know what it is. I don’t know how it works. But I can assure you that it is harder on her than it is on us. And that she took me in. She took us in.” 
Henry asked in confusion. “Us?” 
“Me and the cats and all the weight in this house. It was practically falling apart, and I hadn’t even noticed. I’d been so … I was grieving. The gravity of it all. I had been since my daughter passed years ago, and then Wilson passed. The pain was just unbearable. Then she came along. She fixed the squeaky board in the living room and scraped and painted the ceiling in the library. She brought this place back to life. From the attic to the far edge of the garden … she’s a miracle.” Josephine raised her voice on the last word.
“I need her help.”
“I think you should leave her alone, Henry McGinty. She’s been through enough.” 
“There’s been another incident,” Henry replied, trying to avoid eye contact.
“What kind of incident? Another shooting?” Josephine stood up from the swing and leaned on the white porch railing. 
“It’s more complicated than that. Four kids. Three dead so far.” Henry looked at the floor as he rubbed the back of his neck. “Teenagers.”
“I thought it was two kids?” Josephine asked. “The paper said it was some kind of accident.” 
“Body count is three. But we have one kid missing. Hayden Bills.”   
“It’s starting again,” Josephine said. 
“What is?” Henry asked. 
“I heard about the missing boy.” Josephine pretended not to hear him. 
“You said it’s starting again?” Henry stood up. 
“Lawrenceville isn’t a good place, Henry. You should leave. Get far away from here,” Josephine said quietly.
“She could help us,” Henry argued. 
“That’s not her job, Henry. Not anymore. You should go.”
“And what do I tell these families, Josephine? That I can’t help them? That I can’t tell them what happened?” 
“You know as well as I do … that boy is dead and buried. You still haven’t even found the person who did this to Eve, and now you want her to help you? Get your sorry ass off my porch and go do your job!” Josephine shrieked.
“It’s not that easy, Josephine.”   
“That’s Mrs. Hamilton to you. Now, get off my porch. And don’t come back here!” Josephine squawked at him, then stormed inside the house and continued to shout at him through the screen door. “Or I’ll shoot you in the head, and nobody will even catch me because the Sheriff’s Department is full of goddamned idiots!”
Henry sat back down on the porch in quiet defeat as Josephine continued her rant. He could feel it coming. He knew Josephine was right … he should run far, far away. Maybe to California or Missouri or even Mexico, but he knew that somehow it would find him. It had always been there … the darkness … just steps behind him.   
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Cinnamon

September 3, 2022, 11:36 a.m.


The girls agreed to meet at 11:30 a.m., fully aware that Lainey would be late and Hedda would be early. Cinnamon arrived to find Hedda waiting outside the gates, just as she’d expected.  
“You are going to need a lawn boy,” Hedda called, spotting Cinnamon huffing her way up the last stretch of hill. She ripped a long strand of ivy from the hedge and waved it in the air like a rhythmic gymnast. “Why didn’t you just drive?”
“I parked on Bluffton. I didn’t want anyone to see my car up here,” Cinnamon admitted, fanning her face. “I told you I could pick you up.” 
“I like my trusty grandma bike.” Hedda gestured to it with a flourish, as if she were on The Price is Right. “We all know Lainey will not be walking in inappropriate footwear. I’ll text her. There’s plenty of parking right through the gate. Just a few acres of … jungle.”
“You weren’t kidding. That’s a fucking hike,” Cinnamon said, breathless as she reached her. The massive house loomed in the distance, peeking out at her from behind the gates. “It certainly is … large. Fucking Fiona.”
“It’s going to be fine,” Hedda said, pulling her into a tight side hug. “Your mom always says landscape can fix anything. Especially in Beekman Heights. Or Beekman Place. Whatever this fancy fuck of a place is called.” 
High on the hill above Lawrenceville, too expensive to maintain, yet even more expensive to tear down, Oliver’s former mansion sat in disrepair. Not much remained of the former zoo, either. Once the star attraction of the state, featuring hundreds of species of rare animals and twenty acres of botanical gardens, the zoo had all but disappeared after several mysterious incidents. The few remaining burned-out buildings and overgrown gardens were being erased by time. Lawrenceville spoke of the house as if it were a secret, only to be whispered when nobody else was around. 
“Why didn’t you say anything? About the house.” Hedda spoke quietly, as if the imposing manor could hear them.
“I don’t know.” Cinnamon nervously twirled around Hedda. “It’s weird. Especially this week.”
“Why is it weird?”  
“It just is. It’s going to be an event venue. Weddings. Christmas parties. Like the Biltmore. I guess the city was going to make it a shelter or a museum or something that was actually helpful, so now people are pissed. I think they are just doing it so Sage can have a job. He’s not really interested in construction or car dealerships.” 
“I always wanted to go to the Biltmore,” Hedda said. “Is this because I’m poor?”
“What? No. Don’t be stupid.” Cinnamon grabbed Hedda’s hand. “And you aren’t poor.”
“My parents aren’t, but I’m still poor.”
“You were never poor. I was just embarrassed, I guess. My mom said it pissed Nancy Molter and the entire town off that they bought the house and … I just feel weird the way they throw their money around in everyone’s faces. Now they’re going to turn this house into a PR fiasco, and then there was the weird shit with Mildred … I don’t know. It just kind of seems like maybe it is not the right thing to do. Like people died here. They should probably just let it rot.”
“You aren’t your parents,” Hedda quietly reminded her. 
“I think I’ve used that line on you a few times. It’s actually from a Hallmark movie. They should make one about a haunted zoo inhabited by witches. A new romantic comedy.” 
They reached the ornate stairs leading to the crumbling front porch of the main house. Its limestone foundation was poking out from the cracked stone, skirted by a small stream of water from last night’s storm, which trickled into the basement below them.
“The stairs are kind of fabulous.”
“I told you so,” Hedda sang softly. “It’s your house.” 
“Yuck. It needs so much work.” Cinnamon tapped her red cowboy boot impatiently on the porch. “Where the fuck is Lainey?”
“I feel like this is a recurring nightmare. Is she ever on time?” Hedda asked, peering at the interior stairwell through the tattered lace curtains of a partially boarded-up window. “Why are the windows boarded, but the doors aren’t? It seems like it would be easy to break in.” 
“There isn’t much to steal, I don’t think,” Cinnamon said, examining the intricately carved brass door handle. “Is that the devil? How did you not tell me the house came with a satanic door handle? I’m ready to move right in …”
“I think it’s a mermaid.” Hedda tilted her head jokingly. She looked at the weird creature that formed the handle. “It has a tail.”
“Devil mermaid?” Cinnamon asked, reaching out and pushing down the latch with a clack. The door opened with a chorus of squeaks and groans. 
“Sounds like a Blumhouse production.” Hedda followed Cinnamon into the doorway. “I still think it is weird that it isn’t locked. Shouldn’t the city or whatever have fixed that?”
“It doesn’t lock. Apparently, it was chained shut like a mental institution. I heard my mother on the phone trying to find someone to fix it, but it was sealed with some kind of weird metal.” Cinnamon scrunched her nose up as her eyes adjusted to the darkness of the hallway. “I don’t think the city cared.”
“Hopefully, nobody is home,” Hedda said, following her in. 
“Welcome home,” Cinnamon said with disinterest. “Welcome home. I’ll get you my pretty and your little dog, too!”
“See, this place is incredible,” Hedda said, staring in wonder at the grand foyer. Its monstrous, tiered crystal chandeliers and marble checkered floor were covered in decades of grime, soot, and what could only be described as a crusty film of haunted gravy. “It just needs a good cleaning.”
“It needs a match.” Cinnamon ran her hands through the ends of her hair to check for spiders. 
The house, for all the creepy build-up, was disappointing. Cinnamon had expected something evil and sinister to be lurking behind the towering doors. A monster or unleashed evil that would knock her down and send her running back home. Instead, it smelled like a wet dog rolled up in a nursing home carpet. 
“I’m sure my mom took one look at those drug dealer chandeliers and wrote the check.”
“There’s so much …” Hedda examined the ornate hall. Peeling wallpaper and a badly broken mirror framed with golden cherubs and swans were the only decorations. A charred rug lay like a rotting corpse in the far corner. 
“Gold? I know. It looks like a brothel in here. And not in a good way. I guess it is all gilded or something?” Before Donald Trump’s penthouse came along and ruined gold leafing for everyone.”
Cinnamon and Hedda wandered into the grand salon. She could just barely make out the faint details of a botanical mural that covered the walls under the layers of smoke damage and mold. 
“I like it. I mean … it’s really gaudy,” Hedda said. “It’s grand, though. It looks straight out of a Vincent Price movie. It’s perfect for you.”
“Thanks.” Cinnamon lifted the singed remains of a green velvet curtain panel from the floor. “Think these can be salvaged?”
“I meant that in a good way. This is literally your dream home. It’s so Shirley Jackson. Plus, your mom will make it perfect.”
“She always does. She’ll probably gut it and paint everything beige and white. Put up some glass walls or some ugly modern art that looks like baby shit and blood.” Cinnamon wiped her soiled hands on her jeans.
“What’s up, bitches?” Lainey popped up from behind them. 
“Jesus Christ, do not sneak up on us,” Cinnamon replied. She turned around to discover Lainey clad in full-on Barbie girl attire, featuring a hot pink jean jacket and a very large pink box from an undisclosed bakery. The girls agreed that any bakery was a good bakery. 
“That’s a lot of pink.” Hedda looked her up and down and tilted her head in approval. “You have hair all over you.” Hedda plucked the strands of dark hair from the back of Lainey’s jacket. 
“I’m shedding. I had my extensions taken out, and now I’m going bald,” Lainey explained. “The hair is literally falling out of my head.”
“I love the pink,” Cinnamon said. “And you, even if you did try to scare the shit out of me. You’d be hot bald.”
“Thanks, I’m in my vintage Elle Woods era. And I didn’t sneak up on you. I knocked and rang the doorbell. I even tried calling you. Then I saw you bitches just standing here looking like idiots.” Lainey kissed Cinnamon on the cheek. “It’s fucking hot. Why does it smell like Granny shit herself to death in here?”
“It’s so bad. The windows don’t open either.” Cinnamon scrunched her nose. “What’s in the box?”
“Cupcakes!” Lainey struggled to open the box with one hand. “Welcome to your new home, sugar!”
“Thanks.” Cinnamon helped her to open the flimsy box. “Sprinkles, yass!”
Lainey fished her phone out of her pocket and snapped a selfie with the fancy pink cupcake, batting her eyes and mouthing a chomp as she produced a fake giggle. 
“Delete that,” Cinnamon demanded, snatching Lainey’s phone from her hand. 
“What? It’s just one picture.” Lainey pulled her phone back towards her. “Please.”
“We have been over this. Social. Media. Blackout. I don’t want my parents to find out we’re here. My mother would lose her shit.”
“Fine. I’ll delete it. Boner killer.”
“I told you no photos, and I texted you no photos,” Cinnamon said, taking a cupcake and mowing it down.
“It’s deleted. Calm the fuck down.” Lainey huffed dramatically as if she’d been accused of war crimes.
“Thank you.” Cinnamon stuck out her pink frosting-dyed tongue. “Empty your trash folder.”
Meanwhile, Hedda made her way down the main hall and through a pair of large glass doors with cracked panes. 
“Oh my god!” she called, poking her head back into the hallway and waving them over. “Come look at this.”
“Did you already find the dead bodies?” Cinnamon asked, grabbing Lainey’s arm as they rushed toward her. 
“It just keeps getting better. There’s an entire library full of weird shit. CC, this is your wet dream come to life.” Hedda stood to one side and signaled for them to enter, like a fancy butler. 
“And taxidermy,” Lainey said, appalled by the dead animals on the wall and the preserved giant polar bear towering in the corner. 
“Do you think it’s here?” Cinnamon asked gleefully, her eyes growing bigger. 
“Think what is here?” Lainey asked, confused as she watched Cinnamon sashay off to the bookshelves. 
“She collects old copies of Tess of the D’Urbervilles. I’m not sure why,” Hedda answered. 
“‘A Pure Woman Faithfully Presented,’” Cinnamon added from the first step of a large, metal circular staircase. “Because it is an incredible story. Do you think this is safe?”
“I don’t think any of this is safe,” Lainey said, running her finger across a dusty shelf. “Is this soot?”
“Or shit,” Hedda said. “I’ll look under Dickens.”
“Hardy. Thomas Hardy,” Cinnamon corrected, leaning over the clunky iron railing from the second story. “How could you confuse Hardy with Dickens?”
“Old and boring. Same genres. Be careful.”
“Let’s not lean on the old railing,” Lainey suggested. She danced her way down the middle aisle towards the sunlight of the French doors. “Eliza would not approve of that railing. It could be carved out of asbestos …”
“It’s fine,” Cinnamon called down to her. “I think it is embedded into the foundation.”
“I don’t think these are in order,” Hedda announced, running her fingers lightly across the spines before stopping abruptly. 
There it was. The air around her shifted … cold and damp. A sharp, metallic taste filled her mouth. The bloody water was there again. She swallowed hard, composing herself. 
“Look at this,” she said, casually pulling the vibrant red book off the shelf like it hadn’t just called to her. A small cloud of dust came with it. Then she whispered, “I’ll clap for you.”
“What did you say?” Lainey asked, dancing her way back. “You could have a Bridgerton Ball in this place.”
Hedda held the book outstretched in one hand towards Lainey. “It’s pretty. Don’t you think?”
“Is that a … Bible?” Lainey asked, examining the book with a wrinkled nose. “Wait, is that what smells?”  
“What the fuck is that?” Cinnamon asked, descending the staircase with a comically tall stack of books balanced in her arms.
“A Bible.” Lainey locked eyes with Hedda but spoke to Cinnamon. “She’s converting.”
Cinnamon dropped her tower of books onto the table with a thud. 
“Is that … a wall of Bibles?” she asked, equal parts concerned and confused, eyeing the long, solemn row.
“Who even collects Bibles?” 
“Apparently, the ghost that lives here.” Lainey laughed. 
Cinnamon could smell it before she even laid her hands on it. She took the book from Hedda and immediately wanted to put it down. 
This is fucking horrific. 
Bound in blood-red leather, the Bible looked ceremonial … like something from an old satanic B-movie. It was about the size of a hotel Bible. There were no words on the cover, just a gold embossed cross and a lot of scrollwork. Cinnamon opened it. 
What the … 
The pages were dense with writing, some printed, some handwritten—scripture interrupted by diagrams, sigils, and sprawling annotations in different handwriting, clearly from different time periods and by different people. Some were neat and deliberate. Others were frantic, doodled, or barely legible. The ink ranged in hue from rust-brown, dried black, to something that still looked wet.
“What the fuck is this thing?” Cinnamon asked. She opened the book to the middle and held it close to her face. “Encampment … what does this say … enchantment spell? To make him wish he had never left. Well, that sounds promising.” 
It was clear the book had passed through generations, each owner leaving behind a piece of themselves. 
“It’s a spell book,” Hedda announced as she took the book from Cinnamon. “A grimoire. Written in blood.”
“Shut up,” Cinnamon said. “How do you know that? It’s probably an old prop or something. It looks like it came from a 1970s porno. Written in blood! My god. Did you do this?”
“I swear, I didn’t.” Hedda plopped the book down on the long wooden table and opened it directly to the middle. “How would I make something like this? It’s not exactly made from stuff I can get at the Hobby Lobby scrapbook section.”
“It’s so creepy.” Cinnamon lifted the first few pages up, flipping through them. “It’s all handwritten.”  
“Wait, go back. There was a list of names,” Lainey said. “To the front.”
Hedda furiously flipped back to the beginning:
February 19, 1696 – Martha Harwood; 
May 21, 1714 – Agnes Redd; 
August 20, 1732 – Elda Rudirfurd; 
November 20, 1750 – Miriam Hunt; 
March 2, 1769 – blank; 
June 2, 1787 – Caroline Edmund; 
September 2, 1805 – Bertha Turner; 
December 3, 1823 – Bessie G.”
“Bessie G? Is she a rapper?” Cinnamon asked, trying to make herself feel better about the feeling of dread emitting from the pages.
“I think she might be the inventor of rap,” Lainey added. 
“Shut up. There’s more,” Cinnamon snapped.
March 4, 1842 – Ida Wilson; 
June 3, 1860 – Rose Shaw; 
September 3, 1878 – Minnie Morgan; 
December 3, 1896 – Ruth Miller;
March 6, 1915 – Betty Malikowski, our Ed Gein; 
June 5, 1933 – Ann London, our Jeffrey Dahmer.
“How is she Jeffrey Dahmer? Didn’t he eat his victims?” Cinnamon asked when they reached the end.  
“She didn’t eat anyone,” Lainey replied. “I googled it.” 
“Oh shit, and Betty’s like Buffalo Bill. The ‘it puts the lotion on its skin’ guy. That’s who I was thinking of. Or like Leatherface.”
“September 5, 1951, is blank, which is weird. Then, December 5, 1969, we have Janet Livingston. Then, March 6, 1988, has no name listed.” Hedda paused. “It gets worse.”
“What do you mean?” Cinnamon asked as goosebumps covered her arms, and her stomach turned over like an overloaded washing machine.
“Show us,” Lainey said, her voice wavering. She leaned in, eyes flicking to the page Hedda was covering with her hand.
“Are. You. Ready?” Hedda asked. 
Her tone seemed different somehow. Cinnamon wasn’t sure if Hedda was putting on an act, trying to scare them, or was this … something else. It was as if something had taken over her and a stranger was asking. 
Why is she being so weird? 
“Come on, just tell us,” Cinnamon coaxed. “This is getting creepy.”
“June 6, 2006,” Hedda said, sliding the book directly in front of Cinnamon. 
“No way, shut the fuck up.” Lainey looked at Cinnamon. 
“What is this?” Cinnamon demanded. Her heart raced as she took the book and read the line repeatedly. There it was, plain as day and clearly written many years ago, her birthday. Their birthday. 
This must be fake. She wrote it.  
“It’s a list of dead witches. And our birthday is on it! Mwahahaha!” Hedda gave a mocking grin.  
“Is this some kind of joke? You wrote this.” Lainey looked nervously at Hedda.
“This isn’t funny, Hedda. You came over yesterday, saying all this bullshit about the library and now you just happen to find an old, creepy, blood Bible with the list of names and our birthdate?”
“I didn’t. I swear. A thousand times over.” Hedda’s voice returned to normal. 
“Those dates could be anything. They could be death dates. Anniversaries. Library book due dates. Taco Tuesdays.” 
“But the people all lived in this house,” Hedda goaded her. “It’s totally a list of Satan’s witches!”
“Stop it.” Cinnamon closed her eyes and tried to breathe. Why is she doing this? What is happening?
“Then why are there no names under March 2, 1769, March 6, 1988, or for June 6, 2006?” Lainey asked. 
“Because they are still alive?” Hedda suggested.
“There’s the house and then Mildred and the names and … I don’t know what to think,” Cinnamon said. 
“I think …” Hedda gave a dramatic pause. “It’s witchcraft. Like a real coven. Ann London’s name is on there. Janet Livingston. Both of them lived in this house. Now your house. They both had ties to witchcraft. You don’t think that is something? I told you last night there was something special going on.”
“I think you did this,” Cinnamon said, looking at Hedda. “And I think it is super shitty. You came here yesterday and planted this.” 
“CC,” Hedda pleaded. “I wouldn’t do that. You know I wouldn’t. You’re my best friend. I swear … I would never, ever do that.”
“What am I then?” Lainey asked, clearly annoyed.
“My other best friend.” 
Lainey grinned like she’d won something. But Cinnamon remained annoyed. 
“Fine. I’ll prove it. Pick one spell. Just one. We try it. If it works, we keep going. If it doesn’t, we walk—leave the book, leave the house, burn the whole damn thing down if we have to.” 
“Shut up,” Cinnamon said, closing the book with a loud thud. “I mean, it is just an old, goofy book. It’s probably a Halloween prop or something.”
Hedda gave them a serious look. “I mean, maybe it will work.” She reopened the book and thumbed through the pages. “You can have whatever you want. There’s a money spell. A beauty spell. An all-knowing spell.”
“Okay, but I pick,” Lainey demanded. “And if anything weird happens, we are getting the fuck out of here. Deal?”
“Deal,” Hedda said. “Everyone agree?”
Cinnamon and Lainey looked at each other, hoping the other would talk them out of it. 
“CC,” Hedda coaxed. “I swear on my brother. I didn’t—”
“Hedda, don’t say—”
“I’m not joking,” Hedda said, her expression flat. “And I know you love this kind of thing. It’ll be fun. Like your own personal Exorcist.” 
“Okay.” Cinnamon caved, her eyes transfixed on the red glow of the book. Somehow, she knew what was coming. This will end fucking badly.
“Fuck yeah! Let’s go.” Lainey grabbed Cinnamon’s hand and pulled her close. “It will be fine. I promise. I want a pink Corvette, just like Barbie.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Why aren’t you answering me? This isn’t funny,” Eliza cried. She had arrived at the mansion but couldn’t bring herself to go any farther than the silent entryway. After shouting for and frantically calling and texting her friends, she finally heard the sound of Cinnamon’s cell phone. She mustered up the courage to follow the sound until she found the three girls sitting silently on the floor in the library, holding hands in a circle. They seemed catatonic, their eyes glazed over. Expressionless but still breathing.  
“CC, what the fuck is going on?” Eliza cried. 
She propped Cinnamon up and shook her violently, trying to pry her sweaty, red hands away from the other girls’. Unsure what to do next, she took a deep breath and slapped Cinnamon hard across the face. 
Cinnamon let out a sudden, guttural noise as she jolted upright, like she’d awoken mid-exorcism. Her eyes darted around the room. 
“Where are we?” Cinnamon rubbed her face; her matted blonde hair was a nest of sweat and dirt. She blinked up at Eliza. “Did you just slap me?”
“Yes, and I’m about to do it again,” Eliza cried. She fell to the ground and threw her arms around Cinnamon, hugging her tightly. Then, she crawled over to examine Hedda, who was unresponsive and curled up like a dead animal.  
Lainey propped herself up on one arm on the ground and gasped.
“She isn’t breathing,” Eliza gasped, panic rising. She quickly tried to remember how to give CPR. 
“Holy shit,” Lainey said, rolling Hedda’s body over to help. Cinnamon tried to help Eliza count her breaths. “Do you know what you are doing? Or are you going to break her ribs? I feel like I saw that on CSI.”
“Did we kill her? Is she dead?” Cinnamon shrieked, nearly hyperventilating. “Oh my god, call 911.” 
“Do not call 911,” Eliza warned. “She will be dead before they get here, and we will all be fucked.”
“Push harder.” Laney pushed Eliza out of the way and punched Hedda as hard as she could in the chest. Hedda sprang up with a loud inhale. Her eyes rolled back in her head. The girls all pulled away in terror as Hedda appeared to regain consciousness. 
“Is she okay? Are you okay?” Eliza asked as her voice cracked. “Is she okay?”
Hedda stared blankly at the ceiling and then focused on Cinnamon. A flood of tears streamed down Cinnamon’s dirty face. Her perfect makeup was smeared, and one false eyelash was stuck to her upper eyelid, giving her a slightly demented look.
“Hedda?” Cinnamon whispered. “Are you okay?”
“What were you morons trying to do?” Eliza asked. “Hedda’s all fucked up.”
“I … I don’t know. What happened?” Cinnamon asked through her panicked tears. “Hedda, say something. We need to call an ambulance.”
The girls all turned to Hedda, who sat quietly on the ground, her lip quivering and eyes growing colder, just staring at Cinnamon as the seconds went on. 
“I think we need to call 911,” Lainey whispered. 
“We can’t call 911,” Cinnamon snapped as the repercussions of the day ran through her mind. Another scandal. More fights between her parents. “Eliza’s right. My parents will murder me and then they will murder you. Hedda, wake the fuck up.”
“The book,” Lainey said quietly. “It’s a spell book.”
Eliza picked up the book from the floor and dusted off the cover. “Is this …?” She paused, visually appalled, as she examined the front of the book. “The Bible?”
“Yeah,” Cinnamon said, seemingly still short of breath. “An evil Bible. Look at the inside. Fuck, I don’t know. Maybe we should call 911. Is she turning blue?”
“No, she’s fine.” Eliza peered at her friend. “Hedda? Maybe she needs water.”
“Oh yeah, just let me run to the bar,” Cinnamon remarked. 
Eliza opened the book. “What the fuck is this thing?”
“Hedda found the demon Bible. Look at the list,” Lainey said, her tone almost proud. “We are witches.”  
“Are you bitches high?” Eliza spat. “Witches?”
“I don’t know what it means,” Cinnamon admitted. “Does anyone remember what happened?”
“Our birthday is in the back of the book, so we’re witches now,” Lainey said as she tried to rub the dirt off her soiled pink jacket. “This is going to stain.”
“Oh, did she?” Eliza asked, throwing up her arms. “Was this before or after she became comatose?” 
“Oh, we didn’t have any toast, but there are cupcakes—” Lainey said as a wet clicking noise came from Hedda’s mouth. Her tongue darted in and out of her mouth like something was controlling it from the inside. “What the—”
“What are you doing here? Who are you?” Hedda asked suddenly. 
“Great, she has amnesia. It’s like that Channing Tatum movie, where we are going to have to tell her who she is every day. I can’t believe you stupid bitches!” Eliza reprimanded them. “I leave you alone for one morning, and—”
“I feel different,” Hedda said, clasping her throat with her left hand. “Were we at the pool again?”
“The pool? The pool isn’t ready yet,” Lainey said. “But there are cupcakes.”
“Enough with the fucking cupcakes!” Eliza groaned. 
Lainey stuck her bottom lip out and dramatically pouted like a spoiled child.
“You scared the hell out of me,” Cinnamon said, sitting down next to Hedda, cradling her head in her arms and rocking her like a baby. Her friend was back again. “And you look like shit.”
“And you … you look like an angel.” Hedda lovingly beamed up at her.  






  
  15
Eve 

October 24, 2022, 1:36 p.m.


“What did Henry want?” Eve asked, gliding down the stairs in a dark painter’s jumpsuit splattered with avocado-green paint. She’d been touching up the hallway on the upper landing when she heard Henry’s familiar voice outside. Eve had wanted to run out the door and throw her arms around him, but something inside of her resisted.  
“An ass-whooping.” Josephine snarled. “Don’t you worry about a thing. He won’t be coming back to bother you, or I’ll shoot him in the face. You know I’ll do it.”
“Interesting choice of words.” Eve watched Josephine’s face turn to embarrassed horror. 
“Oh, Eve.” Josephine burst into tears and apologized repeatedly. 
“It’s fine. Please, Josephine. We must laugh about these things.”
“It’s just … he makes me so angry.” Josephine dried her eyes on the sleeve of her lumpy, blue sweater. 
“Someone else died, didn’t they?” Eve asked, sitting down in a wobbly, floral chair in the foyer. 
“He didn’t say if someone died or not,” Josephine lied. She went over and put her hand on Eve’s shoulder.  
“They did,” Eve whispered.






  
  16
Cinnamon 

September 6, 2022, 7:36 p.m.


Cinnamon had spent the entire day trying to talk herself out of going. The events at the house a few days earlier kept replaying in her mind. What happened?  Was it really that bad? Was it just low blood sugar? Something else?
She’d even picked up the phone to call Hedda, rehearsed a dozen ways to say she was too ill, but when Hedda answered, all she’d managed was an overly cheerful, “I can’t wait for tonight.”
And now, two hours later, there she was, staring out at the ocean at the jagged rocks below. Feeling powerless. And excited. 
I should jump.
“Honey, I’m home!” Cinnamon called out as she saw Hedda trekking down the hill in the last rays of daylight. Her pink backpack was bursting at the seams. “Is that a body in your backpack, or are you just happy to see me?”
“I brought accessories.” Hedda kissed her friend softly on the cheek with a face tinged with regret. 
“What’s that face about?” 
“What face?” Hedda asked, giving her an exaggerated smile. 
Cinnamon knowingly stuck her bottom lip out at Hedda.
“I need to tell you something. I did something. Something you told me not to. Something bad …” Hedda looked down at the crumbling brick pathway and then leaned on the wall at the entry to the zoo.  
“You did something bad? What could I have possibly told you not to do? You never do anything,” Cinnamon assured her. 
“Yeah, you did. And I know I should feel guilty. And part of me does. Part of me feels terrible, but part of me is also really excited,” Hedda conceded.
Cinnamon tried to look happy. In control. But something was wrong. Deeply wrong. She felt it constantly—like eyes pressing against the back of her skull. A presence. Not imagined, not vague. It was in her space. Breathing with her. Watching her. 
She glanced toward the gate, then up at the house crouched in the hill’s shadow. It wasn’t fully visible, but it was there. It had always been there. And now, it was rising. Closer. Stronger.
It wouldn’t be long. Her gut screamed, run. Get away. As far and as fast as possible. Every sound made her brain flinch. Something was coming, something she wouldn’t be able to undo. Still, her mouth kept moving. Just keep talking. Just keep talking. Don’t let it in. 
“What is it then?” Cinnamon asked meekly, her hands shaking slightly. 
“I tried a spell from the book. Alone,” Hedda spilled. 
“What the fuck? You did not!” Cinnamon asked, growing increasingly uncomfortable. 
“I did,” Hedda said. 
“What happened?” Cinnamon asked, even though she instinctively already knew.
“Nothing,” Hedda said quickly, as if trying to convince them both.
“Which one did you do?” Cinnamon demanded, trying to steady her breath and smother the rising panic.
“It’s stupid,” Hedda said solemnly. 
Cinnamon couldn’t stand it when Hedda demeaned herself. She tried to pull herself together. “It’s not stupid. But I think this officially makes us a coven.” Cinnamon wasn’t sure where the words came from or why she suddenly felt better. The darkness left just as abruptly as it had arrived. Embarrassed by her earlier outburst, she pulled herself together. Years of self-parenting had trained her well. Being a Carmichael came with expectations, and she knew how to wear the happy mask when someone needed her to. And right now, Hedda needed her to. 
“I’m not a witch,” Hedda defended. 
“Oh, but you are a witch.” Cinnamon cackled in her best faux witch impression. “The smelly-ass, homeless lady is going to come back from hell and burn you in the town square at midnight!”
“Shut up.” Hedda gave her a playful shove, and just like that, they were back to their normal banter, as if nothing was different. As if nothing had changed. 
“Then what were you doing? How did you do it?” Cinnamon pried. “Why did you do it?” 
“I actually feel really stupid. I just read aloud from the book. Nothing happened. I thought I’d tell you. No secrets.” 
“Seriously. No secrets. Ever. What kind of spell?” 
Hedda hesitated. Cinnamon knew that look all too well. 
“I thought it would work,” Hedda conceded. Embarrassment and disappointment spread across her face.
Cinnamon knew immediately what she meant.
“You can’t bring people back from the dead, Hedda. We’ve been through this. I don’t think all the sorcery in the world is capable of that.” 
“I thought it was worth a try. Like if he came back, then you know … it would fix everything.”
She looked deep into her eyes. “Hedda, I …” Cinnamon felt her heart break. “I wish I could fix this for you. I see that look on your face, and I get it. But you can’t really think that this is going to bring him back? It isn’t real.”
“It feels real,” Hedda cried, burying her head into Cinnamon’s side. “Didn’t last time feel real?”
“It did. I just … I don’t think this is the same thing, you know?” Cinnamon searched for the words to explain but came back with nothing.
“I know. I didn’t think it would fix everything, anyway. It’s too late,” Hedda admitted. 
“CC, you cut your hair!” Eliza screamed, clomping up behind Hedda. She hugged her and draped her arm around Cinnamon. “What’s with the tears? Boy trouble? Girl trouble?”
“I told you I was cutting my hair. You never listen to me.”
“Bangs? Really? I told you I wanted bangs,” Eliza protested. 
“And I told you to get bangs. We can both have bangs, Eliza. Nobody will die. I’m not sure I even like them.” Cinnamon fiddled with the strange, blunt fringe around her forehead.
“But now you have them first, so it will look like I’m copying you,” Eliza hurled back.
“We don’t even have the same hair. Nobody will know.” 
Cinnamon leaned over Eliza and saw Lainey, late as always, texting and speed walking at the same time. “At last!”
“Lainey, we were just leaving you to die in the forest alone,” Eliza called, strutting through the Dreamland gates. 
“Of course, you were. I’ve seen that movie. The Latina always dies first,” Lainey said, running to catch up. “Why are we meeting here? There are literally no trespassing signs everywhere.” 
“Cinnamon owns it. We can’t trespass.” Eliza said. “I think we are safe, Lainey.” 
“My parents own it,” Cinnamon corrected her. “And we get the point. My parents bought it. Can we please stop bringing that up? Thank you. That’s all.”
“This is crazy.” Hedda surveyed the grounds. “Could this place be any more spectacularly … sinister?”
“Welcome to Dreamland.” Cinnamon tipped an imaginary hat as the girls paraded around in amazement at the abandoned zoo. 
“So gorge,” Lainey gasped. “I really think this could be a thing. There’s so much Instagram material here. You could even make a TikTok account about it. Abandoned TikTok is totally a thing.”
“For the last time, no phones. Do I need to take it away?”
“Not unless you bought me a new one?” Lainey smirked, tucking her phone in her jeans. 
“No, but I did bring presents.” Cinnamon opened her backpack and handed each of the girls a neon pink flashlight.
“Souvenirs.” Eliza grabbed a flashlight and danced around with it, shining its light onto the buildings and trees. 
“Shit, did anyone bring candles?” 
“Pumpkin spice,” Hedda replied. “I brought enough for the next year. What kind of witch forgets candles?”
“A naughty witch,” Cinnamon retorted, pretending to kick Hedda in the butt. 
“I’m a bad, wicked witch. Rawr! I want to show you the absolute best part of this place,” Hedda said, as though she had been there a million times. 
“I said I’d come here if we could go get pizza after, not get serial killed,” Lainey chimed in, struggling to keep up. 
“It’s literally right there. Up the hill. You’ll be fine, I promise,” Hedda said. “Why are you wearing high heels in the forest? This isn’t a Quentin Tarantino movie. Are you really this stupid?”
“I’m in training. My mom hid all my sneakers, so I have to wear these for the next two weeks.” 
“For fuck’s sake. I’ll bring you some ballet flats to school tomorrow. Your mom should be arrested for crimes against children.” Cinnamon took Lainey’s hand to help her navigate the dark and crumbly pathway. 
“Mother of the Year. Don’t even get me started. Fucking bitch.
The dark and neglected pavilion resembled a Victorian building from an old horror movie. Someone must have loved it immensely for years, but now, it was left to the mercy of the elements. Ornate bars and metal animal sculptures formed its structure. Hedda pried open the large brass and iron front doors, each with a gorilla embossed on them. The ceiling, now in ruins, was originally modeled after the Gran Hotel in Mexico City and featured thousands of individual pieces of stained glass, which were now mostly crumbling into the weeds and debris on the floor. 
The building itself consisted of two long rows of ornate iron cages, all with connecting doors to the outside cages. Little pieces of broken glass covered the floor like cracked ice. The smaller cages had a simple rail barrier separating them from the main floor. Faded jungle murals with monkeys and parrots covered the water-stained walls. You could still see the bright blue and pink Art Deco tiles through the dirt on the floor. It looked like a fancy jail.
“What is this place?” Lainey asked. “Some kind of kiddy porn dungeon?”
“Nobody wants to see you do porn, Lainey. Save that for your Snapchat fans. This is the Ann London Monkey House. It was part of the original Lawrenceville Hills Zoo, before she burned it down and murdered a bunch of innocent children and animals, of course,” Eliza announced as if it were a stop on a tour.
“Oh yes, Ann London!” Lainey repeated as if they were old friends. 
“Sorry, CC. Do you think your parents know about all this?” Hedda asked. 
“I doubt they care. They already have people asking about weddings. They are trying to have the house done in time for Halloween. I guess the water damage to the roof was more significant than they thought, which equals more money … some shit about slate shingles. I don’t know.”  
“That sounds like a shit show,” Hedda added. “At least you get this very glamorous abandoned zoo.”
“They said she was a witch,” Eliza said, quietly examining one of the empty cages. “It’s so sad. After they discovered she had set the fires, they locked her in one of the cages. And then they just left her. To die.”
“It was probably that cage over there with the … is that poop? Petrified poop?” Lainey turned to them in disgust.
“Is this the part where we lock you in a cage and go home?” Cinnamon snarled. “Grab the matches, Hedda!”
“You’re not funny, CC,” Lainey growled. “Why did she set the zoo on fire? Did it say anywhere?” 
“You have to give something to get something,” Hedda announced. “It needs an offering. A death. Janet. Betty. Ann London.”
“So, if we sacrifice a woman, what do we get?” Eliza joked and then realized that Hedda wasn’t kidding. 
“What do you want?” Hedda asked, her tone similar to after the spell. The unfamiliar hate and rasp in Hedda’s voice was unmistakably different. Cinnamon had known Hedda her entire life and had never once seen her look like this before. 
“You’re kidding, right? This is supposed to be innocent fun. I thought we were just going to put a love spell on someone and then go eat pizza?” Cinnamon hoped someone would agree with her. What is happening? 
“It’s fun. I’m having fun. Aren’t you having fun?” Hedda turned with a glare she didn’t recognize … cold and unblinking. 
Something in Cinnamon’s stomach twisted sharply as Hedda pulled the red spell book from her bag and threw it on the ground, the sound making her flinch. She couldn’t speak. Cinnamon knew she was no longer in control. That book.
“Yeah, calm down, CC,” Eliza added. 
“Fine, I am calm. Super calm,” Cinnamon tried to convince herself. Just breathe. Very calm.
“Let’s just start small. See what happens,” Hedda said. 
“It will be fine, CC,” Lainey reassured her. 
Not sure what else to do, Cinnamon followed the girls into the main room.
“Okay, this is the spot,” Hedda said, opening the large middle cage. The cracked cement was cold and dirty. 
“Cinnamon, you sit here,” she said, pointing to a spot on the floor. “Lainey, here, and Eliza, here. Does that look about six feet apart?”
“I think so,” Eliza said. “Is it really this technical?” 
Hedda trampled to a pile of broken logs in a corner. It was part of a crumbling exhibit made of logs and papier mâché leaves that had long since deteriorated. She pulled the logs into the middle, examining the distance one last time. 
“Thanks,” Hedda quipped, pulling the book away from Lainey, and then sat down, forming the last corner of the square. 
Hedda’s voice grew louder and stronger as she read from the book. Cinnamon looked at Lainey and Eliza, hoping they would say or do something, but a calmness came over her as the words continued to flow out of Hedda like she’d given this sermon a million times before.
“Magoram trikades. Omnific a lam aaa. Repeat. Louder. Concentrate. Magoram trikades,” Hedda’s voice became more sinister and demanding. 
The girls felt compelled to join as the chanting voices in their heads began to spill out of their mouths. 
“Omnific xaltus lam aaa. Magoram trikades. Omnific xaltus lam aaa.”
A distant rumbling broke the bleak silence. It grew louder and was immediately followed by a vibration that rattled their teeth as the ground quaked around them. It was here at last. The building shook ferociously, and small pieces of broken cement chipped away from the walls. Cinnamon searched her mind for the courage to yell or run, but she could only find the words of the spell repeating over and over again, like a song trapped in the back of her head.  
“Don’t stop, girls,” Hedda intoned, the words crawling out of her like they didn’t belong to her at all. Her hollow eyes didn’t blink. “It is almost here.” 
“Magoram trikades,” the girls chanted in unison.
“Omnific xaltus lam aaa!” Hedda pulled a knife out of her back pocket and slowly sliced through the lifeline of her right hand. She held her bloodied fist over the wilted logs, letting the blood drip over them. 
“What the fuck, Hedda?” Cinnamon froze. A wave of heat flushed over her skin, like the sun was burning her from the inside out. Her face prickled with sweat, and dampness pooled under her arms, slow and sickly. The blood. It’s … we have to stop. Something is happening.  “Something is wrong. We need to get out of here.”
“Shhh …” Lainey said. “We’re just getting started.”
“Are you scared?” Hedda asked. 
The pumpkin spice candles extinguished on their own, leaving the girls in complete darkness.
“Where are the flashlights, CC?” Lainey asked, confused. 
A strange crackling filled the air as the fire leaped up without warning, illuminating the shattered, stained glass above. The girls sat motionless, caught in a strange spell of the beautiful flames. 
Lainey couldn’t take her eyes off the growing fire. Something about it was feeding her. “Wow.”  
The larger log turned on its side, forming a perfect vertical line. The other log climbed halfway up the other, creating a burning cross in the middle of the cage. 
“How are you doing this?” Cinnamon asked, catching her breath. Her eyes widened as sweat poured down her face. Then, serenity came over her. 
“Freaky,” Eliza whispered, watching shadows fill the room as the logs rotated faster and faster.  
“This is the beginning, isn’t it?” Lainey asked. “Something is happening to me.”  
“It’s already happening.” Hedda glared at Cinnamon through the flickers of glowing embers. She held her hand out. The sliced skin was already healed. 
“How’d you—” Cinnamon stammered, leaning back. 
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Eve 

October 24, 2022, 6:56 p.m. 


Sister Eve waited patiently in a musty room furnished with an uneven laminate conference table and mismatched chairs. A pile of boxes was overflowing in the corner, and crooked portraits of local points of interest hung unevenly on the walls.  
The door opened, and Henry and another officer entered. Henry gave Eve a knowing glance. She knew what was coming.
“Eve.” Henry shook her hand like nothing had ever happened. Like they’d never been apart. Years, days, minutes … it didn’t matter. But she could still see it … the guilt he carried, heavy as a gravestone he dragged behind him everywhere. 
“McGinty.” Eve shot him a quick smile. “Nothing like a funeral to bring the family back together.” 
“You have no idea.” Henry chuckled nervously. 
They fell back into their familiar rhythm, like two kids who’d fought on the playground, only to forgive each other five minutes later. 
“Do I call you Deputy? Sheriff?”
“Henry is fine,” he answered. “No point in getting formal after all these years.”
“He’s now the Deputy Sheriff,” a deep, booming voice said, entering the room.  
“Eve, you know Sheriff Walker.” 
“Of course, she does. It is so good to see you, Sister.” Sheriff Walker extended his hand. She stood and hugged him the way that you’d hug old friends or your grandpa. 
“It’s just Eve now, Sheriff. Good to see you. How are the girls?”  
“Old. Which makes me feel old,” Sheriff Walker admitted as he pulled out a chair for Eve. “Chloe is in St. Louis now, finishing her doctorate, and Adrianne is in Boston doing some kind of performance art.”
“She gets that from you, then. I remember you used to paint.” 
“I do. I should do it more often.” 
“Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” a handsome young man with disheveled dark hair said, awkwardly extending his hand. Compact and muscular, he looked like he slept on the floor of his office and had forgotten to shave, but in a sexy Marlboro-man-minus-the-smoking kind of way.
“This is Deputy Fink. He’s been working on analytics and background checks. He does the techy, computer stuff,” Sheriff Walker said staunchly. “I promise he is smarter than he acts.”
Fink took Eve’s hand.
“You as well.” Eve immediately liked Deputy Fink. He had kind eyes and looked like the type of man who is good with kids and dogs. “I’m also smarter than I act. Or at least, I try to be.”
Fink gave Eve an appreciative smile as if relieved that she didn’t take what Sheriff Walker said to heart. 
“And Eve, this is Deputy Dylan Jones, the Lieutenant Second Deputy and K9 Deputy. He would like some confirmation of your abilities before he gives you the files. He’s been working with his units on this case. I know that …” Walker struggled to find his words. 
“It’s fine.” Eve gave Walker a knowing glance of approval. “I’d expect nothing less. I appreciate the diligence.”
“Well, thank you for being so amenable.” Jones flashed a toothy grin as he sat down across the table from her. She studied his eyes. He had a familiar quality. He was exactly what she had expected. Corny and harmless. Short with brown eyes in a persistent squint, like he was selling you a broken car. She could tell from the size of his bulging neck muscles that he clearly worked out a lot to compensate for his lack of emotional intelligence.
“We really appreciate you coming,” Fink said, rubbing his right arm with his left. “We’re getting roasted in the town. Dead kids. We’ve got reporters all the way from Boston crawling all over town. It’s a PR nightmare.” 
“Roasted, really, Fink?” Jones snarled at him. 
“That’s not what I meant … uh …” Fink stumbled over his words. 
“You work with the dogs?” Eve asked Jones.
“Yes,” Deputy Jones replied. “I’m not much of a people person.”
Eve stared blankly at him. “Me neither …” 
“So, Miss Eve, how does all this work?” Fink asked like an excited child.
“Just Eve is fine. It doesn’t exactly work … all the time, I mean. I like to call it a paroxysm.” 
“Like a Rubik’s cube?” Fink asked as the sides of his mouth caved into an enormous smile. 
“Sort of. I’ve seen a lot of doctors and spiritualists over the years. The church even sent its own people when I was younger. Nobody could figure me out.”
“We feel that way about Fink, too.” Henry winked, trying to alleviate the tension in the room. 
“I’m in good company then.” Eve locked eyes with Fink and took a deep breath as she debated how best to explain what was going to happen. 
“So, they don’t know?” Fink asked. 
“Oh, they knew plenty. Extrasensory perception. ESP. Prognostication. Psychometry … that’s what they officially called it. Energy never dies, right? It just changes form.”
She paused, took a deep breath, and then continued.
“Think of it like a tower. Everything you’ve ever done, seen, or felt—every second from birth to death—is carved into it. My job is to climb that tower and find the exact moment we need.” 
“What if you’re not looking?” Fink asked.
“That happens too.” She shifted in her seat. “For years, I’d touch something—or someone—and see things I didn’t ask for. I didn’t realize it was unusual. It was just … how my world worked.”
She looked up, her voice quieter. “It scared people when I talked about it. So eventually, I stopped.”
Fink tilted his head slightly. “When did you start using it again?”
There was something gentle in his tone now, something almost protective of her.
“I guess … when I realized I could use it to help people.”
“Does it hurt?”
“Not physically. Not usually.” She ran her hand along the edge of the table, tracing the wood grain. “But it takes its toll.”
“How so?”
“There’s no off switch. It just creeps in.” She exhaled slowly. “It’s hard knowing everything about someone just from shaking their hand or helping a kid open a lunchbox.”
Fink gave a half-smile. “I think it’d be fun. You’d know who’s sleeping with who.”
“That’s not what gets to me,” Eve said. “Affairs. Tax fraud. People make bad choices all the time. That’s what being human is.”
Eve paused, her fingers stilling. “What stays with me is the sadness. The people who want to die. The ones who already have.” Her eyes met Fink’s. “That kind of darkness doesn’t go away. It stays with you.”
Fink was quiet for a beat. Then continued, “And you can’t stop it? Because of the injury?”
“Something happened when I was a kid.” Eve looked past him, unfocused. I was in an accident and came out with a traumatic brain injury. I don’t remember much. Who knew it would only be the first one?” 
The men were silent. 
“Specialists think that sometimes head trauma can cause cognitive, behavioral, psychological, or psychiatric consequences.”
“Like serial killers?” Fink inquired.
“Fink, Jesus,” Henry groaned, covering his face with his hands. 
“Yes, actually,” Eve defended Fink. “As cited in many studies on frontal lobe damage. Brain injuries are hard to define. It’s just a fancy scientific way of saying there’s really no rhyme or reason why this happened to me. So, I’ve tried to make the best of it and help where I can, but it isn’t always easy. I’ve been a bit out of practice since the … well, the incident. It usually works best if I have an item of someone’s—something they touched or lived in, like jewelry or clothing. Sometimes I can see them in the first person. Sometimes third. It is usually a bit like watching a movie on a screen. Sometimes they talk directly to me, and sometimes nothing happens. It isn’t an exact science, you see.”
“Wow,” Fink continued in wonder. “Henry, I mean Deputy Sheriff McGinty, said you can’t read him. Or access him. Or um …”
“Proxy him.” Eve corrected him.
“Yes,” Fink said, looking at Henry, who covered his face in horror. “Proxy.”
“Henry and I grew up together. I think we just spent so much time around each other that it makes it difficult. He is hard to read … on any level.”
“Oh, he sure is. Some days he’s really nice and some days … well, some days he’s not.” Fink leaned toward her. “McGinty can be kind of mean.”
“Try growing up with him,” Eve muttered under her breath.
“I’m not mean,” Henry said, feigning offense.
“Well, not mean, but you do kind of look mean,” she teased. “I think it’s the uniform. You look all grown-up and official.”
“I like her,” Fink said as he leaned back.
“This little reunion is fun to watch, but maybe we should get on with business?” Jones asked. 
“Of course,” Eve said. “What did you have in mind?”
“Tell us about this?” Deputy Jones proudly produced a miniature Christmas snow globe from his tactical vest. It had a tiny, chipped snowman with an oversized hat and orange scarf that made her smile. The base was red and was cheaply sculpted. 
Eve rubbed the snow globe in her hands, tossing it back and forth. She glared at him and his silly test. 
“It belongs to your wife.” She handed back the globe with a quick smile.
“I don’t even have a wife.” He snarled at her as if he had won a game that only he knew the rules to.
“You will …” Eve said, looking down at the slight fraying of her skirt. It still seemed foreign to her to show this much skin after her habit, even though it was a modest outfit by any account. 
“You bought this last night at McGregor’s off I-17. You also bought one of those nasty lemon pies that are 99% preservatives, along with some … Q-Tips. You buy a lot of Q-Tips. You should get your left ear looked at. You were a swimmer. You started really young. Your parents had a pool even though they couldn’t really afford it, but they knew how much you loved to swim. The cold water in summer has messed with your ear. 
“Anyway, Q-Tips, then you went home and watched reruns of … CSI, which seems a little self-referential. You ate some pizza. Pepperoni, but the cheap kind that gets really crispy and oily. Then you did some things I won’t mention since we are in polite company. Are you having surgery?”
“Surgery?” Jones asked, and Eve spotted a small bit of perspiration growing at his hairline. “No, why?” 
“You have your arm in a … cast. Or maybe it is a sling. I’m not sure why. Anyways, you are sitting at your desk, and then she’s here. Your wife. You’ve been waiting for her for a long time, even though you didn’t know you were. She will come in to report that someone hit her car in a parking lot. She’s blonde and drives a red car with … a black top. A convertible. I can’t tell what kind, but I’m sure it’s expensive. She’s beautiful, but a little sad inside. She’s not from here. Somewhere closer to somewhere, like Illinois. She’ll see this odd little snow globe sitting proudly on your desk and make a joke about it, and you will tell her this story. You aren’t her type, but you’ll make her laugh, and she will fall in love with your bad dancing and the fact you take such good care of your mom. She will also like that you listen to a lot of Nina Simone. I wouldn’t have guessed you were a Nina Simone fan … I like that too. I love Nina Simone. The Majors’ kid … the older one. He hit her car, but it was an accident. He actually left a note on her car with his information, but it rained that day. She forgives him. You’ll buy a house together, and this will sit on your mantle, even when it isn’t Christmas. And it wasn’t just a cat in Riverton. It was a dead boy. A dead woman in Providence, and two missing girls in Ipswich. Be careful with that right arm,” Eve finished. 
Silently, the three men looked as if they’d just watched her perform some kind of miracle. You could feel the shock in the room as Eve casually leaned back and stared blankly at Jones. She did her best not to look proud, but it was difficult not to.
“She will do,” Jones said as he took his future wife’s snow globe and tucked it safely back in his front vest pocket. A smirk tugged at one corner of his mouth, the expression of a man who was both conquered and entertained.  
“Thanks,” Eve said, glancing at Henry. 
He gave her a familiar wink of admiration, and she could tell he was trying not to laugh at poor Jones. 
“Now that was good.” Fink shook her hand and took a deep breath, eyes gleaming like he’d just won a fight with a sibling. “Really good. I like her.”
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Cinnamon

September 22, 2022, 8:26 p.m. 


Cinnamon wasn’t a fan of outdoor activities—and this was about as outdoor as it got. She didn’t know why this was necessary or why the others seemed thrilled. Lainey and Eliza had practically cheered the whole ride out to the clearing, and Hedda had insisted on driving.  Of course, she had. 
The air was too clean, too sharp. It smelled like rain and something older that she couldn’t quite name. A chill crept under her cream bouclé jacket. All she could think about was her fuzzy pajamas and the safety of her couch—warm, quiet, normal, and no satanic red bible.
But it was already too late to back out. She knew it. She felt it in her chest like a pulled thread. So, she did what she always did: pushed it down and buried that sinking feeling deep in the pit of her stomach, where it could rot in peace. 
I shouldn’t be out here. Stop thinking. Enjoy it. It’s fine. 
Then, with the enthusiasm of a death row inmate heading to the firing squad—no final pumpkin spice latte, no last words—Cinnamon stepped out of the car.
“It’s freezing out here. Why does this have to be way all the way out in the fucking woods?” Cinnamon asked, digging through her purse for more Chapstick. “This is some Camp Crystal Lake shit.” 
“Just shut up and help me set this up,” Hedda said, hoisting her heavy bag over her shoulder. She’d been carrying the uncharacteristically large backpack all week. “Eliza, be a dear and help Lainey start a fire so she doesn’t get hurt. She brought a lighter.”
“I’m on it,” Eliza said. “Lord help us.”
“What is all that shit you’ve been carrying around? Why is it so noisy?” Cinnamon asked, giving the bag a death stare. “You don’t even like pink.”
“Every witch needs her bag of tricks,” Hedda cackled despite Cinnamon’s look of disgust. “It’s just supplies, CC. Settle down. My mom bought it for me. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.” 
Cinnamon hated it when Hedda pulled the mom card. She used it to guilt her into not asking more questions. 
“It just seems a bit much,” Cinnamon disputed. 
“A bit much? You have like eleven products just for your eyelashes, so shut the fuck up. I thought you’d like it.”   
Hedda stopped in front of a clearing. Clouded moonlight blazed down on the remains of summer grass and wilting wildflowers. It was only a few weeks from the first frost, but fall had been uncharacteristically warm for Massachusetts.  
“It’s Autumn’s Gate,” Eliza announced, carefully crisscrossing sticks into a tidy pile surrounded by a ring of stones. “The Mabon Sabbat.” 
“Well, I know that, but why do we have to be way the fuck out here?” Cinnamon asked again. 
“So, nobody will see us,” Hedda said. “Do you want to do this in the parking lot at Walmart instead? Jesus, why are you so bitchy today?”
“I’m not,” Cinnamon snapped back, shaking her head dramatically as Hedda began dispersing items from her stupid pink backpack. “Aren’t people going to see the fire?”
“What is this shit?” Lainey asked, holding up a mason jar of weird, brown liquid. “Is this vegan shit?”
“It’s flying ointment,” Hedda said casually. “I ordered it online.”
“Does it really make you fly?” Eliza asked. 
“No, it’s more of a metaphor. It changes you.”
“It looks like baby shit. What’s in it?” Cinnamon asked. 
“Baby shit.” Hedda giggled warmly, softening Cinnamon’s annoyance. 
“Shut the fuck up,” Cinnamon said, removing the thin, metal lid and holding it up to her nose. As she took a small sniff and then a larger one, she was surprised by the intense floral smell. “It smells kind of good for baby shit.” 
“It’s just black henbane, wolfsbane, moonflower, belladonna, and some other stuff. It’s my offering. What did you bring?” Hedda asked the group as if it were a satanic potluck. 
“I brought chips,” Lainey remarked. She began unpacking the contents of her big gold tote bag, which included a full spread of cups, paper plates, and plastic silverware she had stolen from McDonald’s. “And the expensive queso. Which is now more of a cheese block … because it’s so fucking cold out here.”
“You didn’t say anything about her carrying a big bag, CC,” Hedda sneered at Cinnamon. 
“That’s because I know what’s in her big bag.” Cinnamon closed the lid and handed the mason jar back to Hedda. “Since when do you know about herbs?” She suddenly knows everything. She’s a goddamn walking encyclopedia satanica. 
“You aren’t the only one who reads, CC,” Hedda said under her breath.
“I brought the music. Orville Peck for CC and Taylor Swift for Hedda.” Eliza set the Bluetooth speaker on the ground, checking to make sure there wasn’t any mud around. “They both have red covers. What do we want to listen to first?”
“Orville Peck,” Hedda quipped. “Maybe save Taylor Swift for the ceremony. I feel like Taylor would appreciate us performing witchcraft to her music.”
“What did you bring, CC?” Lainey asked, arranging her chips in a bowl. 
Hedda looked at Lainey and mumbled under her breath. “You mean other than complaints?” 
“I love that you brought a bowl. I brought the vodka. And molly,” Cinnamon said. She refused to acknowledge Hedda’s comment. Instead, she fished a small baggie of pills out of her bra and handed it to Lainey to arrange next to the chips. “Which Lainey was kind enough to put in her big bag.”
“I can’t do drugs.” Eliza examined the packet in Lainey’s hand and then backed away like it was rat poison. “You don’t even know what’s in those.” 
“But you’re going to eat some pickled wolfbane stew or whatever the fuck Hedda made?” Cinnamon asked. Probably Drano. “Pickled baby shit.”
“You don’t eat it. You smear it on your body. It’s a ceremonial tradition.” 
“But you’re still ingesting it.” Lainey babbled on as she held out her hand casually. “Whatever.”
“See,” Cinnamon said, a forced smile on her face. “Just make sure you drink a lot of water. I don’t want you to get all fucked up and dehydrated. Although maybe it’ll help us warm up a bit.”
“I think we should mix this with something,” Hedda said, examining the vial of flying ointment. “It looks kind of thick.”
“You are going to die!” Lainey joked, holding it up in the air. “That’s disgusting. I have a blood orange mix we can use. Like blood. Get it?”
“You’re an idiot,” Eliza sneered. 
“I love blood orange,” Cinnamon said, giving Hedda a dirty look.
“I love blood orange,” Hedda mocked her as she shot daggers at Lainey and Cinnamon. “Awful giddy now, aren’t we?”
“I’m just being a team player, Coach.” Cinnamon kneeled next to Lainey and carefully poured the mixture into the small plastic cups. 

      [image: image-placeholder]It didn’t take long for the pills, vodka, and queso to take effect. By the time the moon was in position, the girls were almost ready. Cinnamon glanced back at the path, hoping that her mother or the sheriff or anyone, really, would interrupt them. Someone to save her from whatever was coming. But here she was, sitting in the forest. Drunk and high, trying not to feel anything as her heart pounded. 
What’s going to happen?
The Mabon Sabbat is a time of sacred pause, a moment to turn inward with gratitude. It is the one time of the year when the light and dark are equal. The moment right before everything tips into the shadows of darkness. It is also the time when dark magic is at its strongest.
Cinnamon pushed her remaining feelings away with a quick shot of Absolut. She closed her eyes tightly as Mabon began at 9:04 p.m. 
At 9:06 p.m., Hedda began the first part of the ceremony. Standing over the fire, she lit two homemade mason jar candles and drank some of the murky concoction. She cracked her neck back and forth and stretched her arms, as if she were about to teach a yoga class.
‘Music,” Hedda demanded, closing her eyes theatrically.
“As you wish.” Cinnamon rolled her eyes, hurrying over to the speaker and scrolling through her phone. 
“Dead of Night” by Orville Peck roared from the speaker.
“Get back in the circle,” Hedda demanded. Cinnamon was officially over Hedda’s unbridled personality. It was as if she were three different people. “I’m ready now.”
Cinnamon sat cross-legged on the ground and scowled as she begrudgingly offered her hands to the circle. 
“Scales of Libra, hear our call. The balance of the dark and light is near. The tides of darkness are growing. Demons join us as we celebrate. A sacrifice will come from a distance. An unrighteousness that the world has never before seen.”
As Hedda continued to spew words, Cinnamon felt herself disappearing from her body, like her soul was rapturing. She watched as Hedda’s mouth moved and Lainey and Eliza changed in unison, but she couldn’t say anything. It wasn’t her first time on a hallucinogenic, but she’d never felt anything like this. 
Something bad … something evil is here. I can feel it in me. I can taste it. 
An intense energy filled the air, along with the overwhelming smell of something rotten. The music disappeared into the crackles of the fire, and Cinnamon felt all alone in the world as she stared into the darkness where her friends had once been. 






  
  19
Eve

October 24, 2022, 7:46 p.m.


Eve examined the rolling whiteboard in Henry’s office, which was covered with Post-It notes and photos in a haphazard collage. She immediately recognized Henry’s poor penmanship. “What do we know so far?” 
“Four kids—” Henry began.
“Four? Josephine said there were only three and maybe one missing,” Eve asked as she looked at the row of photos.  
“There were three, but we found part of another body this afternoon,” Henry grunted in dismay as he taped another photo to the whiteboard.
“Part? Henry, I don’t know what to say.” Terror flickered across Eve’s face. She had never seen Henry look so defeated and tired. 
“I’m just glad you are here.”
“Me too,” Fink chimed in. He sat behind Henry’s desk with his feet up. Henry gave him a disapproving look, and he reluctantly took his feet down, one at a time with a loud thud, and joined them at the whiteboard.
“Do you want to start?” Henry motioned to Fink.  
“Sure, so these are the kids from the party on the fifteenth. Naomi Draper. Sixteen. Brown hair, blue eyes, and 5’4”. Parents say she went to the library and then met up with some friends at Eric Schaeffer’s house. It was his sixteenth birthday, so there were parents, of course,” Fink said.
“Of course,” Eve agreed. 
Fink pointed to a picture of a girl in a blue tank top, her long brown hair in a messy bun. The dark contour of her makeup made her look older than she was. She had sparkling blue eyes and appeared to be laughing at something out of the frame.
“She’s quite beautiful,” Eve added, then raised an eyebrow. “This girl is sixteen?”
“Right. They all look like this. Blame the Kardashians.” Fink scoffed.
“Who?” Eve asked, confused.
“Never mind Fink.” Henry tried not to glare at poor Fink. “He has a bit of an odd pop culture obsession.”
“So … she goes to the party. Fifteen witnesses saw her there, but nobody remembers her leaving.”
“Cell phone?”  
“She left it at the party,” Fink said.
“That’s bizarre, isn’t it?”  
“That’s what I thought too, but who knows. They found it in a bathroom upstairs. It was dead. The kids all admitted they were drinking,” Henry added.
“Yeah, they admitted that after Jones threatened them. He told them the dog can smell alcohol.”
“Can it?”  
“Probably. So, lots of drinking, apparently some light drugs … pot, maybe some ecstasy. There were fiftyish kids at a party. All underage. Nobody sees her leave, and no one knows what happened. Everyone is drunk and high, so the stories don’t match. It’s a total shit show.” Fink pointed to a photo of a teenaged boy lying in vomit next to a swimming pool.
“And then?” 
“Parents come out the next morning and see this,” he said, lifting a white piece of paper that was taped over another photo.
“Don’t show her that,” Henry said sternly as he sped to cover it back up.
“It’s fine, I’ve seen worse,” Eve said, removing the white paper cover, examining it intently. A wave of heat flushed over her skin. She swallowed hard, trying not to vomit. 
Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up. Don’t throw up. 
“So, she was …”
“Disemboweled. On the front lawn of her parents’ house,” Fink finished for her.
“That’s not all. A piece of flesh from her back was cut out. And someone carved a star into her chest,” Henry added.
“I think it’s a pentagram,” Fink noted dutifully. “Henry doesn’t.”
Eve’s fingers tightened around the photo. “It’s definitely a pentagram.”
“No ring doorbells. No cameras. It’s that kind of neighborhood,” Henry said. “Or at least it was.”
“Well, no wonder everyone is so freaked out. This is terrifying,” Eve said, taping the picture back up. “No suspects?”
“Nope. Can you think of anyone who would do something like this? Here?” Henry asked. 
“Probably more than one would think,” Eve offered.
“So, Naomi’s parents are Evan and Lucinda Draper. She’s the vice president at the bank. He …” Fink paused. 
“Is a drunk,” Henry finished.
“I’ve met them a few times at church. Difficult family, from what I remember. They always seemed so unhappy.”
“Dad was at an AA meeting that night. Mom was working until … 10:00 p.m. I guess it’s audit season. She said there’s a security video from her office if we need it. Anyway, they both corroborated each other’s stories. Cell phone records match. They seem clean.”
“Messy,” Fink added. “But clean. They aren’t perfect, but I don’t think they killed her.”
“This is the boy,” Henry said as he handed Eve a picture of Hayden Bills. He was prime Lawrenceville. He was clean-cut and wore a sports jersey with the number 22 on it. A toothy grin lit his face, and his brown wavy hair was slightly over-sculpted into a side part.
“We’ve only found an arm so far,” Fink clarified. “Some city guy found it on the side of the road just outside Surfside Park.”
“Just one arm?” 
“Yep.” 
“Wow,” Eve said. Why only one arm? She had to remind herself to keep breathing. 
“Who was the guy who found him? Was he from Surfside?” 
“Dean Prentiss … I think he’s from South Boston. He said he’s a photographer for stock photography or some such bullshit,” Henry said. “Postcards, newswire, shit like that.”
“Imagine just pulling over to take a nice, little picture of the beach and then bam … a random arm,” Fink said.
“I’m really sorry about Fink. I’d fire him, but we seem to be quickly running out of people in this town. Slim pickings and all.”
“I think the levity helps,” Eve said. Fink was the only thing keeping her from vomiting. “How do you know it was his arm? I mean, are we sure?”
“The hand was wearing black fingernail polish,” Henry explained. “Something the football team does now. Hell week. It used to be some hazing thing, but now the kids just wear nail polish and volunteer at the senior center so they can have a pizza party. Woke culture or something. We don’t have a lab here, so we’re still waiting for the DNA tests to come back, but we also don’t have anyone else currently missing an arm.”
“Well, there is that,” Eve reasoned as Fink tried not to laugh out loud.
“So, we spend all week running around trying to figure out what the hell is going on with this fucking hot mess, and then Saturday hits with more murders. Which brings us to the night of the 22nd. This one is Logan Burke.” Fink pointed to a picture of a blond teenage boy in a bright pink polo with cropped hair and one eyebrow raised.
“I know his family too,” Eve added. “From church.”
“Yep, the Honey Hills people. The family spent the day finishing up the corn maze for opening night. Lawrenceville’s favorite Halloween week festivities. Barf. The uh … the dad sent him to check some problems with the lights. The dad thinks everything is fine, so he opens the gates. People get their tickets and start going through the maze. It was supposed to be a fun night out—beer, pretzels, hot cocoa, bonfire, s’mores, you get the gist—and then they see the fire. And the bodies of Logan Burke and Ivy Hawthorne.” Fink handed Eve the next photo. The remains of two charbroiled corpses on towering crosses are perched above scorched corn. Small bits of burned skin and tendons remind Eve of unprocessed beef jerky. It looked like something straight out of a horror movie. 
“These crosses weren’t part of the show, were they?” 
“No. It was supposed to be a small bonfire. They had the fire pit and permit ready, and the fire department was on standby for 9:00 p.m. The Burke family lined up everything just like normal. This was the … fifth year of the bonfire, I think the Chief said.”
“We got us some intel on the cross. At first, I thought maybe it was some kind of platform, but when you back up …” Fink handed her another picture from further away, which showed the enormity of the structures. “It’s definitely an upside-down cross. Look at this drone shot.”
“They’re huge,” Eve admitted, tilting her head and finding it hard to breathe. “It’s almost an optical illusion.”
“Forensics said there’s no way that someone could have made it, gotten it out there, set it up, and then left with no one seeing. It must have been constructed on-site. But it would have taken a team to do this,” Henry remarked.
“The dad says there’s no way the crosses or the wood were there. The family was all over the place all day. Fifteen people, plus the fire marshal, were there at 4:00 p.m. to check on the exits, lights, and all that shit. Adam Pfannenstiel is the marshal who checked it all. I think he does security or something in Westerberg too. So, he is local but not our kind of local,” Fink said.
“Suspect?” Eve asked.
“Not a chance. He’s like nine pounds soaking wet. Unless he had a crane and a crew of trained killers that we missed,” Henry said.
“So what? This was magic?” Eve searched for an explanation. 
“I don’t know. What’s the opposite of a miracle?”   
“We were hoping you could tell us,” Fink divulged. “The worst part is that it is all over the internet. Every teenager is suddenly a news broadcaster, so we keep getting calls from the media, including the Bills kid, because his uncle is a fancy congressman or some such bullshit, so now we’ve got that to deal with too. There’s even a video of the victims burning on TikTok.”
“I’m not even going to ask why someone would film that. How cruel to show this to the world. Maybe the reporters could help. What have you told the press?”   
“Nothing,” Henry said. “Because we really don’t know what to say. How do you comment on this?”
“So, no interviews? No press conference?”  
“Walker wants us to wait until we finish interviewing people,” Fink said.
“That’s probably for the best, actually. The vultures will descend soon enough.” Eve pushed a pile of paperwork to one side and sat down on Henry’s desk. “They always do.”
“The female victim had a puncture on the left side of her back,” Fink added. “We can’t tell from what. Something got her in the back. Maybe while she was running away from something.”
“So, someone shot her?” Eve asked.  
“Not shot. Not stabbed. More like someone tore a small chunk out of her. I can show you the wound,” Henry said. 
“That isn’t necessary,” Eve answered quickly. 
“Then both hands were impaled behind her with some kind of antique metal. It has traces of Osm … O-S-M-I-U-M. I’m not sure what that word is. They are thinking maybe railroad spikes. We aren’t sure how old the spikes are yet,” Fink said.
“Antique metal … is that something that was maybe part of the farm at one time? It’s really far south for the railroad, isn’t it?” Eve asked. “Honey Hills …”
“Not sure,” Fink said. “And it gets weirder. There was the number 6666 written in the victim’s blood on the dining room wall of her house … and it was written with her fingers. Charles Manson style. Her fingers were still intact so …”
“They think she did this to herself?” Eve put her hand over her mouth. She couldn’t fathom what had happened, but it was horrific. “Clearly, there’s some religious meaning with the sixes. Revelation? Mark of the Beast. Devil worshiping?”
“We don’t know,” Henry said.
“Maybe some kind of … I don’t know.” Eve searched her mind for some kind of explanation. “Was she on drugs?”
“We aren’t sure we have enough … of a sample to test. We’re waiting to hear,” Fink said. “She’s pretty charred.”
“So, we have no suspects and no idea what happened,” Eve summarized.
“That is an accurate description of the situation.” Henry’s bleak expression worried her. This was clearly weighing on him. 
“Okay then. I guess we start with the Hawthorns. Can we get something she owned? Maybe the family could help?”
“I can call them. I’m sure they’d understand.”
“We have a medal. She was wearing it.” Fink began shuffling around papers on the desk, searching for the evidence log. “They found it in the mud under the … structure. Her parents verified it was hers. They said she never took it off. A Saint Christopher medal, I think. They gave it to her for a trip she took to Europe.”
“Is it in the evidence room?” Henry asked.
“Yeah, forensics sent it back. They couldn’t find any prints or anything on it. I was going to get it back to her parents.” 
“That’s perfect,” Eve said, though her palms grew sweaty. “Can I borrow it?”
“Sure.” Henry agreed even though he knew it would lead to trouble. “Go get it, Fink. I’ll get you more coffee.”
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Cinnamon

September 23, 2022, 6:06 a.m.


“I saw the apparition of Sarah Good, which did torture me most grievously, but I did not know her name until the 27th of February, and then she told me her name was Sarah Good, and then she did prick me and pinch me most grievously, and also since, several times, urging me vehemently to write in her Devil’s Book.” 

- Elizabeth Hubbard, The Salem Witch Trials
June 28, 1692



The darkness always attacks the brightest light first. 
Cinnamon awoke in a panic. She sat up straight, the cold earth chilling her bare legs. Her left knee was scratched, and a thick mixture of mud and blood was caked on her. She couldn’t tell if it was her blood, though. She didn’t seem injured, except for the pain in her knee. Her dress was in tatters, and she had claw marks and a patch on her midriff, as if an animal had scratched her. Her mouth tasted like copper, and a stickiness coated her lips and face. She stood up and feverishly stumbled through the mud, looking for the other girls while she checked for wounds.
The air was so cold she couldn’t stop trembling. Her breath floated in the air as she folded her arms and tried to warm herself. A strange tingling sensation filled her mouth. She leaned over and spat on the ground. Lainey’s familiar ringtone—“Barbie Girl”—rang in the distance, so she half-ran in that direction. 
Lainey’s limp body lay next to the smoking remains of their campfire. Next to her was a pile of animal remains, fur, and shredded tissue. What appeared to be the leftovers of a headless raccoon dangled from a tree in the breeze. Eliza, also covered in blood, sat catatonically on a large boulder, just staring off into the distance.  
“What in the actual fuck?!” Cinnamon screamed, shaking Lainey’s shoulders. “Eliza, help me.”
Cinnamon checked for breathing and a heartbeat. Nothing. She began shaking Lainey again. Violently and hard. 
She’s dying. She’s going to die right here. 
Suddenly, Lainey’s eyes sprang open. They were bloodshot and swollen. She immediately burst into tears.
“What happened?” Lainey asked, clinging onto Cinnamon. 
Cinnamon began to cry heavily. “I don’t know.” She put her arms around her, trying to warm her. “Eliza, where is Hedda? What the fuck is wrong with you?”  
Robotically, Eliza turned to her. “I think there’s fur in my mouth.”
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Eve

October 24, 2022, 8:06 p.m.


Eve could sense Fink watching her intently. She sat in a chair at the end of the conference table with the small medal in her hand. She rubbed it lightly, her eyes closed.   
“Are you getting anything?” Fink asked. 
Eve took a deep breath, and then it began. 
“There’s a boy with blue hair on a beach. He has an accent. She wants him to kiss her, but she’s hesitating because she’s never kissed anyone before. Sorry, that was earlier. Much earlier. She’s so happy. It looks like summer … but there’s a storm coming. It smells like salt and rain. His hair is the same color as the ocean.
“She did ballet. I can hear music and the thunder of feet on the stage. Now she’s at home, cooking something. I see that she’s worried about someone … the girl who is with her. She can tell she’s sad, but she doesn’t know what to do about it because they had a fight. There’s a tension between them, but they won’t acknowledge it. I can’t tell exactly. This sadness is the other girl’s … who is very blonde and fair. Almost white-haired. Like an angel … um … this other girl wants to run away. It’s almost like she knows what is going to happen to Ivy, but she can’t stop it. There’s this look of dread on her face. The girl is opening the front door, and she is so scared of the darkness outside. I can hear her breathing become panicked.”
“Ivy?” Henry asked. 
“No, the other girl. The angel girl is trying to signal to her that something is wrong, and now she’s opening the door, and there’s more darkness outside. She doesn’t want to open the door, but she has to. Almost like she’s compelled to. To open it to the darkness outside … to an evil that is waiting. There’s a dark … entity. An evil figure. I can’t make out its face, but it wants to kill them both. Consume them.”
“It?” Fink asked, and the chairback creaked as if he were gripping it. 
“It’s pure evil. In its rawest form. Standing right out there in the yard. I can see Ivy back inside again and this figure … it gouges her in the stomach with something. I can’t see what. Just the pain and the blood. And she’s so scared. The angel girl is gone now. None of this makes any sense.”
“Go on, Eve,” Henry whispered. “Is there anything else?”
“Now Ivy is being pushed against the wall. I think her jaw is breaking. She can’t yell. She’s in immense pain, and the force grabs her hand and pushes it into the wound, and makes her draw on the wall. It’s like she’s possessed or something. The entity. The darkness … it’s like being intoxicated or electrocuted at the same time. Now Ivy’s running. I can hear this voice telling her to run. ‘Run, bitch, run.’ It’s such an evil voice, but it sounds like a child. It’s taunting her, like a schoolyard bully. She just keeps running, but she’s bleeding, and her mouth hurts, and she’s crying and running towards the light. Now there’s corn. Tall and stiff and sharp. The air smells like movie theater popcorn, and there’s a loud beating in the background. Like music or … Yes, it’s music. It’s … I can hear it. The music is getting louder and … You hear him howling around your kitchen door … You better not let him in … Now she keeps running towards the light. I see the boy from the picture. He’s here now. The darkness is behind him and he knows it. He’s truly terrified and is running towards me. I mean, he is running towards her and it’s just so dark and now she’s screaming his name. ‘Logan. Logan. Help me, please, Logan.’ 
“But she wants him to run away from her, so the darkness doesn’t get him too. There’s a noise like a slamming door and more pain in her back. She’s turning over. Her chest just keeps bleeding, and her stomach is bleeding, and there’s blood and pain and darkness everywhere, shredding her. Consuming her. And now she’s giving up. Life is draining from her. This darkness is pulling her up into the air. I can see the cross, but I don’t think it’s of this world. It is from the darkness. It’s all happening so fast. I can hear weird chanting and laughing and … music … like music from someone else’s dream. 
“The metal is going through her hands. It’s like it holds her hands together. She can feel them being pierced by this large spike from inside her body. Her hands are bound by the stake in her bones, and she can’t do anything. It’s getting hot, boiling. I can see the flames. She’s trying to pull her feet away, but something holds them down. She’s so tired. She looks up and sees Logan’s face staring back at her. His face is just melting away. The fire is consuming her. Her bare feet are burning and she’s screaming and—”
A wave of dizziness hit her, narrowing her vision like a collapsing tunnel. Everything went black. 
“Eve, are you okay?” Henry asked. She opened her eyes to find him kneeling in front of her. “Fink, open the window. Get her some air.”
“I’m fine; it just happens sometimes,” Eve said, rubbing her neck. She tried to gather her thoughts and process what had just happened. “Henry, I’ve seen nothing like that. And I’m pretty sure I’ve been to hell. But this is different. Whatever this darkness is, I think they know what they are doing, but I don’t think they understand how it works. The pentagram used to be a symbol for good. A protection from evil. The elements of Whatever did this … it has the command of earth, water, wood, fire, and metal. But they don’t know how to truly use the elements … yet.”
“How can you tell?” Henry asked as he handed her a glass of water.  
“It’s all so showy. I know I sound like some religious nut job, but I don’t think this was a human that did this.” Eve held the cool glass against her face. “It feels like something more.” 
“What does that mean?” Fink asked.
“I don’t know. It’s like a … crop circle or the pyramids or something you aren’t meant to explain in daylight. Aliens or ghosts or … like they did it on purpose as theatrics. Like a big, showy threat. But I don’t know by whom?” 
“Burning crosses is a pretty big statement,” Henry said. 
“The wood, the fire, the metal, the earth. I’m surprised they didn’t make it snow at the same time. It was an announcement. They are here. But it’s lazy work. The circle of the pentagram is the force that holds these pieces together. And they don’t have that.” 
“What do you think they want?” Henry asked. 
“More applause?” Fink suggested. “More attention?”
“I don’t know. We probably don’t want to know,” Eve said, looking up at Henry. “But if something could build this entire thing and kill these kids in fifteen minutes or so, then they could have killed us all while we slept. Don’t you think? It has to have something to do with the showiness of it. It wants us to be afraid. And it is working. If it can build that, then I can’t imagine what is next.” 
“So, the blonde girl. The angel. Can you find her if we get you pictures?” Fink asked as he opened the window as far as it would go. 
“How are you going to do that?” 
“Yearbooks. The school has pictures of everyone.” Fink said, a look of mischief on his face. “It’s only what, like 100, 150 kids? I’m sure the office or Mrs. Martin can let us borrow a few yearbooks.”
“It’s late.” Henry tilted his head down and narrowed his eyes, giving Fink a look of whatever you are plotting, please don’t. “I guess we can swing by the school in the morning.”
“We don’t have time to spare.” Fink stood and put his jacket on. “Give me twenty minutes.”
“What are you going to do?” Henry asked, wringing his hands together. 
“Nothing like that, boss. I just have an idea. Sit tight, and I’ll be back soon.” 
“Is he going to do something illegal?” Eve asked, laying her head down on the cold table.  
“Probably.” Henry watched Fink skip gleefully out the door.  
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Cinnamon

October 8, 2022, 10:26 p.m.


It had started with the pink bag. 
“It was just a backpack,” Cinnamon had told herself over and over again. Nothing to worry about. That isn’t odd at all. She is just getting better taste. 
The bag was always there now. A stark reminder of Cinnamons’ old life. ‘A witch must always carry her bag of tricks’ had become Hedda’s cloying tagline, a little too sweet, a little too loud. Hedda, in general, had become a little too sweet and a little too loud.
Cinnamon was beginning to feel hollowed out by it all, like she had disappeared completely and nobody had even noticed. She no longer posted online. Yet her followers didn’t notice. Her schoolwork lay forgotten, untouched and unmissed. Messages from friends outside their tight circle went unanswered. Her world had narrowed to a strange, dreamlike loop of sleep, school, and then the zoo. Always the zoo. 
The book. The spells. Nothing else mattered.
Every afternoon, the girls gathered beneath Hedda’s watchful eye at the monkey house. Each day brought a new challenge of tests designed to sharpen their craft. But Cinnamon failed them all. The simplest incantations fizzled in her hands, and Hedda was always pointing out what she was doing wrong. Cinnamon watched, dismayed, as Lainey and Eliza thrived, and Hedda kept promising they’d move on to something bigger.  
Cinnamon didn’t want to admit it, but it was there, biting quietly at her edges. Hedda wasn’t just changing … she was becoming her. One detail at a time. Better makeup. Skirts. Shoes that weren’t dirty. The color pink. 
Cinnamon had always been the center of everything. The others orbited around her. She was the one who made them cool. But now, the girls looked at Hedda with wide eyes and smiles, eager to do anything she asked—the kind of unwavering loyalty they used to reserve for her.
Now a spectator in her own life, Cinnamon began to feel something she was not familiar with. She had begun to feel … jealous. Something inside her told her to leave. Just get up and run as fast as she could. But where would she go? Who would she be without them? I can win them back.   
“CC, time to read me,” Lainey said happily. She had been looking forward to trying something new. 
“Can we please do something else today?” Cinnamon asked. “This is all we do. Why don’t we go to a movie? Or get some yogurt?”
“No,” Hedda said in a defiant tone.
“Why?” Cinnamon asked sheepishly. 
“CC, don’t you want to try it?” Lainey asked. 
“Yeah, CC, maybe you’ll be good at this one.” Hedda gave her an approving glance, looking up from the book.  
Cinnamon begrudgingly picked herself and lurched over to Lainey.  
“Okay, read my mind,” Lainey said.
“Give me your hands,” Cinnamon said.
Lainey took Cinnamon’s hands and closed her eyes. She concentrated as hard as she could, but it was difficult not to laugh. 
“They are so cold! I feel like I should know what to do. Um … So …” 
“What are you sensing, CC?” Hedda asked sharply. 
“That … she’s … um …” 
“She’s what?” Hedda asked with contempt. “You hate it when people say ‘um,’ and you’ve said it twice just now.”
“Stop interrupting me. I’m trying.” Cinnamon shot her a look, eyes glaring and lips pinched tightly. She wanted to just give up.
“You’re not trying hard enough,” Hedda said under her breath. 
Cinnamon took a deep breath and closed her eyes. In her mind, she saw blood. Lots of it. Splattering all over the room until she saw nothing else. Then she saw Lainey’s favorite pink peep-toe heels covered in blood. Now just one of them lay on the floor. Then just the blood again and more darkness, as if it held terrifying secrets she was not ready to see.  
“I see … blood,” Cinnamon said plainly, opening her eyes. 
“Blood?” Hedda asked. “How terribly unexciting.”
“What?” Lainey asked. “Like I’m going to bleed? Am I going to get shot?”
“I don’t think this is working,” Eliza remarked. “It probably just means you are getting your period.”
“I just see blood.”
Cinnamon couldn’t breathe. She tried taking a deep breath, but she couldn’t feel her throat. The air was being sucked out of her by some force, and she felt lightheaded. 
“CC, you’re hurting my hands!” Lainey exclaimed, looking at the others for help. 
Cinnamon choked, but she couldn’t let go of Lainey’s hands. 
“What the fuck is going on?!” Eliza yelled, running over. She tried desperately to pull them apart, but Cinnamon couldn’t loosen her grip. 
“CC, stop it, you’re really hurting her,” Hedda said, her voice devoid of concern.  
“I’m trying. I don’t know what is wrong!” Cinnamon shouted. “Make it stop, make it stop, make it stop.”
“What are you doing to her?” Eliza gasped. “You have to quit now.”
“I can’t quit. I’m not doing anything …” Cinnamon’s voice cracked, dissolving into choked sobs as she stumbled back, panic etched across her face.
Blood poured out of Lainey’s nose as her eyes rolled back in her head. A deep bellow came out of her, and she finally pried her hands away from Cinnamon. She dropped to the floor, her body seized by an unseen force. Her chest heaved, but no air seemed to fill her lungs. A rattling sound crept out of her, nostrils flaring and mouth quivering, as if something was breathing through her. Her eyes spring open, glassy and black. They were hypnotizing, like a fun house mirror. Cinnamon had collapsed onto the floor, rocking, arms locked tight around her legs.
Eliza stood paralyzed, her mouth half-open in a scream she couldn’t seem to release. Hedda stood unimpressed, as if she’d seen this movie a million times. The lights flickered. The floorboards groaned. And then it was suddenly over, like someone had hit the off button.
“What in the hell was that?!” Eliza yelled. 
“Good job,” Hedda praised Cinnamon menacingly. 
“Good job?” Eliza asked. “She almost killed her. What the fuck?”
“I can’t believe that just happened. Lainey, I’m so sorry.” Cinnamon sobbed, climbing her way over to Lainey and wiping the blood from her nose with her sleeve. 
“What …” Lainey closed her eyes and leaned her head back. “What happened?”
“I don’t know. I almost killed you,” Cinnamon said between panicked breaths. 
“Calm the fuck down, CC,” Hedda said angrily. “She’s fine. Nobody died.”
“This time,” Eliza snapped back. “This is the second time one of us has almost died. Do you see where this is headed? Do you want one of us to actually die? We need to stop. Now.”
“No, we don’t. I think we’re ready for the next step,” Hedda pressed, hoping to push Cinnamons’ buttons. 
Cinnamon wiped her tears and looked at Hedda with fury. I’m going to kill her. Right here, right now.
“And what the fuck is ‘the next step?’” Eliza demanded. 
“It’s what you wanted, remember?”  
“No, we didn’t,” Eliza shot back. “This isn’t what we asked for. Lainey wanted to be able to eat anything and not gain weight. CC wanted to be famous. I just wanted enough money to go to college without working in the fucking cafeteria.”
“The lessons don’t work that way. We are learning to hunt.” Hedda gave her an evil gaze of unflappable superiority. “Then we will move on to the others.”
“Hunt? What does that even mean?” Eliza asked.  
“You’ll see, soon enough. We need to start with someone outside the group,” Hedda answered, her tone calm. “Who do we know that is weak?”
“Weak? No. I’m done. Done. Done. Done!” Eliza screamed in Hedda’s face. 
“No, you aren’t.” Hedda’s tone sounded more like a warning as her voice intensified. “You are done when I say you are done. This isn’t kindergarten. You don’t get to just go home. We’re finally making progress and are good at something. You don’t really want to quit now, do you? Don’t be a quitter.”
Cinnamon watched something shift in Eliza. Her face grew expressionless. The spark had left. The light bulb had burned out. The elevator had broken. She wasn’t there. 
Are we possessed? Who are we hunting? Apparently, everyone. Apparently, me.
“So, who are we hunting, then?” Eliza asked. 
“Everyone.” Hedda looked directly at Cinnamon with an evil smirk. 
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Eve

October 25, 2022, 7:16 p.m.


“I’m back,” Fink announced with pride, producing the last four years of yearbooks and a bag of artery-clogging junk food from the new convenience store on Maple. “With Hostess Donettes, Doritos, and some off-brand licorice because they were out of Twizzlers.” 
“My favorite food groups,” Eve joked as Fink scattered the contents like Halloween candy. “How’d you swing the yearbooks?”
“Don’t ask,” Fink muttered, taking a bite from a stale-looking mini donut. “These have always been my favorites.”
“Curtis Shaw?” Henry scoffed, tilting his head like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
“What is that look?” 
“Our friend Fink likes to torment poor Curtis Shaw,” Henry told Eve. 
“Is he the young guy who bought the coffee shop on North Street?” Eve asked. She thought she saw something unfamiliar in Henry’s face. Was that jealousy? 
“That’s him. His little brother is a senior. I knew he’d have yearbooks,” Fink acknowledged. 
“Curtis is in love with Fink. He always brings him his coffee,” Henry said as he made googly eyes. “His very special coffee.”
“Special coffee? That sounds promising,” Eve added. Henry is definitely jealous. She began flipping through one of the yearbooks. The pages of smiling teenagers were such a stark contrast to the images of the last few days. “Nobody brings me special coffee.” 
“Both of you shut it. We’re just good friends,” Fink defended. 
“Good friends that sleep together and have special coffee.”  
“I think that is a HIPAA violation, boss. It was just the one time. And you said you wouldn’t say anything.” Fink threw a donut at Henry’s head. Henry dodged the pastry as it hit the dirty linoleum and broke into crumbs. 
“One time this week,” Henry teased. “Good job, Fink. I knew your man-whoring would come in handy someday.”
“I do what I can to serve the community,” Fink said as he looked through a bright blue leather-bound yearbook embossed with a silver leopard. Page by page, he looked for the blonde angel, showing any likely images to Eve. 
“That’s her,” Eve said, pointing directly at a picture.
“Cinnamon Carmichael. She had dinner with Ivy that night,” Henry admitted. 
“Why didn’t you say something sooner?” 
“I didn’t want to impact what you were seeing. You told me not to,” Henry admitted. 
“She’s in danger, Henry. And she knows who did this.” Eve raised her voice. “I can’t believe you didn’t say something.”
“Cinnamon was also the one that Mildred Berry attacked. Right before she …” Fink gave Eve a knowing look. 
“Henry, have you interviewed these kids? That’s not a coincidence.” 
“We interviewed them all. Sheriff Walker, Fink, and I spent two days at the school talking to kids. Not a thing.” 
Eve flipped to the index. “She’s on pages 9, 21, 33, 6,5 and 66. Who is this girl?”
“Cinnamon Carmichael,” Fink said. 
“I know that, but …” Eve turned to a page littered with cheerleading pictures. 
“Isn’t that …?” Fink said as he ran his finger along the list of accompanying names. 
“Alexandria Fox,” Henry finished. 
“You think this is connected to Alexandria Fox?” Eve asked. “That would make sense.”
“Could be,” Fink said. “I guess nothing is impossible after the month we’ve just had.”
“I’ve never heard the full story,” Eve said softly, her gaze lingering on the photograph. “What happened to her?” 
“It happened right before … your incident. Probably a month or so before, around July 2020. Um … her parents said they’d had some kind of fight. Alexandria ran out of the house and never came back. Search parties looked everywhere. We even had help from four different counties. The whole nine yards. But we never found her.”
“She just disappeared?” 
“Yep.” 
“But here she is in a photo with Cinnamon Carmichael?” 
“Yeah, from before the incident. That means nothing,” Henry said. “They were cheerleaders. They aren’t even standing next to each other.” 
“She totally killed her,” Fink blurted out. 
“Fink, you can’t say shit like that,” Henry scolded. 
“Sorry, she potentially killed her.” 
“Why would you say that?” Eve asked Fink. 
“She looks evil. Look at her.” Fink tapped the photo forcefully. 
“She looks rich, Fink. Something we know nothing about.” 
“What do we know about Cinnamon?” Eve asked.
“She was at Ivy’s house about an hour before the burning cross incident. Looks like she got really lucky. Cinnamon was supposed to spend the night at Ivy’s because her parents were out of town, but she left to pick up another girl at a party. Sounds like the other girl got sick or something. Probably alcohol poisoning. She called Cinnamon to come get her, so Cinnamon drove her home. A couple of other kids at the party said Cinnamon got there about 8:00 p.m., and her story checked out. There are pictures of her at the party.”
“Who was the girl she picked up? The sick one?” Eve asked. 
“That would be Lainey Lopez,” Henry said. 
Fink’s eyes grew wide with unease as he looked at Eve, “The other one that Mildred tried to murder. Maybe Mildred knew something we didn’t.” 
“What happened with Mildred?” 
“Fiona … Mrs. Carmichael had just gotten back from New York, I believe. So, she took Cinnamon and Lainey shopping and got them ice cream. They were leaving the ice cream shop, heading back to the car, when Mildred … attacked the girls or threatened them somehow. They claimed she was screaming obscenities. Then she shot herself right in front of them. They were pretty shaken up,” Fink said.
“Henry, did you—” 
“Check the gun. Yeah, it wasn’t a match … for your case.” Henry hesitated, then gave Eve a look of quiet disappointment. “This was a Smith & Wesson Model 10.”
“That’s …” Eve raised her eyebrows. 
Fink perked up. “Really old. It had the trigger-guard screw on a standard barrel frame, so … like, 1961-ish. Like a John Wayne cowboy movie—” 
“I promise,” Henry said, giving Fink a sideways look before turning back to Eve. “We’re still looking.”
Eve gave Henry a reassuring nod. “What did Derry Carmichael have to say?”
“Almost nothing. It was really weird. He picked them up. Couldn’t have been nicer.” Henry said. “Like he just wanted to get them home safe.”
“That’s suspicious. Then Cinnamon is having dinner with Ivy right before she gets murdered, and didn’t see anyone.” Eve narrowed her eyes, hoping to get a reaction out of Henry. 
“I can get you the file. Cinnamon just said they were friends and hadn’t seen each other in a while because they were both busy and had drifted apart. There was a lot of crying.” 
“Fake crying,” Fink interrupted. 
“Lots of crying.” Henry gave Fink a dirty look. “Derry is the one who brought her to the station to give a statement. He said this one was a freebie, but the next one would be with his attorney.”
“Now that sounds like the Derry Carmichael, I know.”
“Cinnamon was the last person seen with our dead girl. Either she did it or she knows who did. She sounds guilty to me.” 
“Let’s visit her,” Eve suggested. 
“We can’t. Derry would have our badges.”
“Maybe I can pull something off the house or … I don’t know. Steal something of Cinnamon’s,” Eve said. 
“You’re asking me to take you to Derry Carmichael’s house so you can steal something from his daughter?” Henry asked deadpan. 
“Yes,” Eve said without missing a beat. “Derry Carmichael doesn’t scare me. Once a bully, always a bully.”
“Fine,” Henry gave in. “Then let’s go visit him. You can even ring the doorbell.”
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Cinnamon

October 13, 2022, 9:26 p.m.


Cinnamon had ignored every one of Hedda’s calls, and she hadn’t opened the group chat in days. Instead, she had spent the weekend holed up in her room, eating junk food and spiraling. She even faked being sick on the 10th and 11th just to avoid school. Not that her parents noticed or cared. Then, on the morning of the 12th, Hedda showed up uninvited at seven a.m. Pumpkin spice latte in hand, all smiles and sunshine, as if nothing had happened. She launched into a full Oscar-worthy performance, apologies laced with just enough guilt to make Cinnamon feel like she was the crazy one.  
“Can’t we just go back to normal?” she had asked. “I miss you.” 
Every cell in Cinnamon’s body told her not to believe her. But she did.
“So, I tried something this week,” Hedda began quietly. The girls stood in the shadows of the crumbling monkey house, their unofficial clubhouse. A charmingly atmospheric fire pit. Three folding chairs. A fuzzy white one reserved for Lainey. Every coven needed a home. “I don’t think the book is just witchcraft. I think it has something to do with the house. Or maybe even the zoo. It feels stronger here. Like it wants to be here.”
“You literally just said no more doing magic alone. What the fuck, Hedda?” Cinnamon couldn’t believe Hedda just continued to do as she pleased. It wasn’t even her book, technically.
“Just let me explain before you freak out. The house is connected to the zoo in more ways than one. Come over here,” Hedda said, pointing to a rounded metal door in the back of the monkey house. “There’s a tunnel that starts here, but I didn’t go all the way down. I think it goes to the house. There’s also a door in the house’s basement with monkeys on it. I think it leads here. It’s how they used to get back and forth to the zoo without having to walk down the hill.”
“Jesus, you are brave,” Lainey said. “A monkey door?”
“It’s like brass or copper or something. It’s very fancy.”   
“When were you in the basement of my house?” Cinnamon asked impassively. Fucking Hedda Bunad.
“I was just bored the other night, so I thought I’d see if I could find any more books,” Hedda replied nonchalantly. “Now it’s your house? I thought you weren’t living here.”
“I’m not. The point is, I told you not to come here alone. What if my parents see you? Or the workers? Fuck, Hedda, you could really fuck us all.”
“Stop being so dramatic. Nobody saw anything.”   
“So, you didn’t go down the tunnel?” Eliza asked. 
“I can’t imagine why you didn’t want to go down the dark tunnel from the haunted house to the old, abandoned zoo with your witchcraft book. Sounds like a Scooby-Doo episode,” Lainey said. 
“I think the women lived at the house and this spot was some kind of worshiping place. Like an altar, maybe?” 
“Like in those satanic movies where they strap the virgin to a big block thing and sacrifice her?” Lainey asked. 
“Exactly,” Hedda said matter-of-factly. “I think it could fix our problem.”
“What problem?” Cinnamon asked. Run. Run now and never look back.
“I just think we need to speed things up. Especially you.”
Lainey immediately looked like she was going to burst into tears. “I’m sorry.”
“I wasn’t talking about you, Lainey.” Hedda tilted her head towards Cinnamon, which made Cinnamon want to punch her. 
“The fire spell worked,” Eliza said. “It was impressive the way the wood turned into a cross and burst into flames. I thought I was hallucinating.”
“It was very pretty. Very impressive,” Lainey said. 
“And why did the fire spell work?” Hedda asked, even though she already knew the answer. 
“Maybe we got the Latin right?” Eliza asked. 
“Because of the blood,” Hedda said. “It needs the blood.”
“What does that mean?” Eliza asked. 
“Well, I wasn’t sure why our progress was so slow, but I think I figured it out. There’s something about this book,” Hedda said. “You have to give the book something for it to give you something in return.”
Lainey looked perplexed and then asked, “Like an offering?”
“Exactly.” 
“What did you do?” Cinnamon asked. She was becoming increasingly convinced that Hedda had lost her mind. This bitch.
“And what did you give the book?” Eliza added.
“Okay, okay, before you get mad ... I … um … so I kind of killed a bird,” Hedda admitted. “Just a cheap one from the pet store.”
“You sacrificed a bird? What the fuck, Hedda?” Cinnamon exclaimed in appalled disbelief. Done. Again. Why the fuck would I come back to this? I am crazy. I’ve lost it. 
“Hedda, that’s so fucking mean,” Lainey said. “An innocent little birdie.”
“And Jared Rink’s cat,” Hedda said plainly. 
“You killed Bonkers? He loves that cat. I just saw another ‘Missing Bonkers’ poster on my way here,” Lainey complained. “I can’t believe you killed his cat.”
“This is so fucking crazy.” Cinnamon let out a nervous chuckle. This bitch. “I mean, come on.”
“This isn’t funny, CC!” Lainey yelled at her. “She’s an animal killer.”
“Oh, I’m not laughing because it is funny.” Cinnamon jerked her head sharply as her face flushed in anger. “I’m laughing because Hedda is—”
“Hedda is what? What am I, CC? Go ahead. Just remember who you are talking to.”
Cinnamon wasn’t sure what that meant. Who put Hedda in charge? What was she threatening? 
“My former best friend,” Cinnamon stated. “I’m getting the fuck out of here.”
“I’m sorry, CC. Don’t leave. I just don’t want to stop. We are just having fun.”
“Fun? You think this is fun?” Cinnamon’s voice shook. “You killed animals, Hedda. You cut yourself. I mean, we’ve all tolerated your little self-harm drama for years, but this—this—is something else. I’m done. I’m out.” 
“It’s healed. It’s just a few dead birds. And they should have put down that cat years ago. It was like twenty-four and it only had one eye.”
“Poor Bonkers,” Lainey said solemnly. 
Cinnamon made for the front door of the monkey house, but something beyond her control stopped her. Like a giant invisible hand was pulling her back. 
“CC, you can’t leave us,” Hedda commanded, her voice blank and monotone. “We need all four of us. Just come back and you can pick the spell … unless you’re scared.”
“Fuck you,” Cinnamon huffed, storming back to the circle with crossed arms. “I don’t want to pick.” 
“Then we’ll let Eliza choose. This is how we learn, CC,” Hedda said, voice firm as she handed over the book.
Cinnamon refused to speak or acknowledge Hedda’s words. This is how we learn. Fuck you. I should have kept going.
Eliza slowly flipped through the pages, her fingers trailing across the brittle paper. Beneath the smeared red ink, faint black-and-white Bible verses bled through—like scripture trying to fight its way back to the surface. She moved as if she could feel the spells pulsing under her skin. Then she stopped. Her eyes narrowed. 
“This is it. This one.” Great, now they are all against me. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “This one’s for you, CC.”
Cinnamon couldn’t tell if it was a threat or something worse, so she just glared. Every nerve in her body screamed that she should’ve run when she had the chance. 
“How sweet.” Hedda groaned and then handed Eliza the knife. “Okay, your pick, your blood. Gotta give to get.”
“I just … like, cut my hand,” Eliza asked Hedda, examining the sharp blade. “Like a little or?”
“That’s how cutting things works.” Hedda sarcastically closed her eyes with a squint. “Hand, arm, foot …”
“Okay, I get it.” Eliza slid the blade lightly across the top of her arm, parting the skin as sticky red blood formed a small stream. She tried not to look as she held her bloody hand over the heavy, open book. 
“Nix alba?” Eliza stumbled over the words as Hedda glowered. “Nix alba. Pruinga. Farthest from the east. Ice from below.”
“Read it. Call it from your guts. Make me believe it,” Hedda hissed as Lainey grabbed Cinnamon’s hand. “I want to feel it.”
“Do you hear that?” Cinnamon whispered to Lainey under her breath. 
The trees rustled and a chilly breeze blew the crisp night air through the cracked windows and iron bars.
“Nix alba commendum!” Eliza called out as the wind grew stronger. 
As Eliza shouted the words into the darkness, a single flake of snow fell through a broken patch of the stained-glass roof. Cinnamon’s eyes followed it as it landed daintily on the palm of her outstretched hand. 
“Snow.” Cinnamon watched the flake melt into her hand. 
“Snow.” Eliza turned her head upwards as a full storm fell into the building. The flakes danced in the flames, lightly swirling around the girls. 
“I can feel it on my face.” Lainey stuck her tongue out to catch the flakes. 
Relieved that it wasn’t a monster or aliens or anything more to do with death, Cinnamon put her hands out and spun in the snowstorm like a small child experiencing snow for the first time.  
Hedda crossed her arms in disdain, watching the girls happily dancing. “What a waste of blood,” she mumbled under her breath, just loud enough to catch Cinnamon’s ears.
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Eve

October 26, 2022, 9:06 a.m.


Fiona Carmichael greeted them with a smile that had clearly been rehearsed. A trained model, her face was warm, symmetrical, and utterly unreadable. Everything about her looked constructed, like someone had built her to be admired. Beautiful, yes—but too perfect. Eve couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Not just off, but wrong. Like Fiona’s entire face was a mask, and behind it, something else was looking out at her, quietly calculating behind thick rows of false lashes. Fiona was wearing shoes inside her own home. Just casual loafers with her jeans, a t-shirt, and a blazer, but it still seemed odd that she’d be so dressed up in her own home on a random Wednesday.  
“What can I do for you today?”   
“We just had a few follow-up questions for you about the whole Mildred situation,” Henry said. “We wanted to see if you’d thought of any other details …”
“Has Sister Eve joined the Sheriff’s Department?” 
“Not formally. She’s just doing some consulting.” 
“Yes, I’m just helping out with some clerical work.”
“That’s unfortunate. I thought you’d finally hired a smart woman.” Fiona ushered them into the foyer. The glass-walled entry was sterile and oddly empty, aside from a sleek modern table, a fish tank, and a few cardboard boxes stacked in the corner.
“We are always hiring,” Henry said.  
Eve wasn’t sure if it was a compliment. It sounded like one, but there was something in her tone. 
“Sorry about the mess. We’re getting everything ready for the grand opening, so our actual home has become a storage area for now.” Fiona led them to her home office, which featured white walls, white carpet, a white desk, white chairs, a long white sofa in the window, and a few stacks of books and papers. There was a curiously dark painting above the white marble fireplace. The place reeked of bleach and sage, like a crime scene that had been disinfected. 
“Grand opening?” Eve asked. 
“Yes, I’m sure you’ve heard. We bought the Lawrence Mansion. We’re turning it into an event venue. The first event is on Halloween, so …” Fiona tossed her hair over one shoulder like the question didn’t matter. 
“Any chance we can convince you to postpone?” Henry asked. 
“We’d really like to, but it isn’t just up to us. We have investors,” Fiona said sternly.
“I see,” Henry said. “Just seems with everything going on in town right now that …”
“Cinnamon already gave her statement, right?”
“She did. I just wanted to stop by and see if you had thought of anything else. About Mildred, Lainey, Cinnamon, or Ivy Hawthorne? Naomi? Anything?” 
“I really don’t. I gave my statement about Mildred assaulting us. And I’m extremely grateful that my daughter wasn’t attacked the night of the tragedy with Ivy.” 
“We are too,” Henry said. 
“Perhaps if the corn maze event had a larger security presence, this could have been avoided, but the Sheriff’s Department doesn’t offer deputies who can be hired off-duty. That remains the bigger issue, I think.”
“As I told your husband, we have a very limited staff,” Henry said, looking directly at Eve. 
“Not to worry. We have hired a private security firm from Boston for the grand opening. There won’t be any problems, I can assure you.” Fiona quipped as if she were explaining this to a child. “I promise not to be of any bother.”  
“Would you mind if I used your restroom?” Eve asked. 
“Of course, it’s right down the hall to the left. Please ignore the yellow paint. I let our decorator talk me into a bright color, and it came out a little more neon than I’d hoped. We haven’t had time to get it repainted yet. All the focus has been on getting the other house up and running, so this one is a bit neglected,” Fiona explained feverishly. Her tone was less defensive and more embarrassed. 
“I don’t mind at all. Yellow is one of my favorite colors,” Eve reassured her. 
Eve examined the strange art on the walls while slowly meandering down the never-ending hallway. She raised an eyebrow at a weird white and gold sculpture of a woman knitting. The home felt like nobody actually lived here. Intermittent coves of sheet rock held gallery walls of stark black and white family photos. Eve had remembered overhearing Jean Carlson call the Carmichael house ‘vacuously vain and bland at the same time’ at a church luncheon. And it was. Another half-finished gallery hung on the wall across from the bathroom. Four rows of pictures and pieces of blue painter’s tape marked out another two rows that were currently empty. Eve took a moment to look at the pictures as she tried to grasp any insignificant details that may help. 
A picture of Fiona and Derry on their wedding day, looking happy and young. Cinnamon and her brother as children with perfect teeth, pressed shirts, and fresh haircuts. A picture of the family in front of Epcot Center at Disney World. 
It was strange to see how manicured they looked in each picture. Impeccably styled and posed. In the bottom row of pictures, right in the middle, was a photo that didn’t quite belong. In fact, the more Eve looked at it, the more it stuck out. It was a pink-framed, blurry Polaroid of four teen girls standing behind a large cake with ‘Sweet 16’ written in gold frosting. Eve took the picture off the wall and then immediately panicked. It was attached with some sort of goo, not a nail. She accidentally let it slip as she tried to re-affix it to the wall. The picture hit the ground with a crash of broken glass and pink powder-coated metal. 
She looked back towards the office to see if anyone had heard, but the quiet emptiness of the hall must have eaten the sound. She kneeled to save the picture and collect the broken glass. As soon as she touched the picture, she could see it. The darkness surrounding them. The splattering of blood against a wall. Bones crushing. The burning crosses. Hedda laughing as her eyes turned a dark, glowing red, like embers in a campfire. Eve saw the four girls in a forest, dancing with bloody hands. A pair of teeth tearing through fur and flesh, followed by more blood, and then she suddenly felt a knife carving into her skin. She dropped the photo on the floor and backed up against the wall to catch her breath. Images continued to burst in her head as she saw Henry’s face in pain as light hit his face and more blood hit a dirty, wet tiled floor. 
Henry was next, and these girls were responsible. 
Eve composed herself and headed back to the office. 
“Fiona, I’m so sorry. I stopped to admire your photos, and I knocked this one off the wall,” Eve said. “I’m so clumsy. I’d be happy to replace it for you.”
“Oh, my lord, don’t worry about it. That was my attempt at a gallery wall, but I’m afraid I’m never going to be the kind of mom that gets those projects done,” Fiona said, taking the frame from Eve with a kind smile. “You look a fright. It’s really fine. It isn’t even a good picture. I thought the pink frame would impress CC, but she never even mentioned it. In fact, I only framed it because Hedda was so proud of it. She always has that sad Polaroid camera with her. We bought her a new camera for her birthday, but that Polaroid camera belonged to Ethan, and she was just so proud of it. This was from the girls’ big birthday party, and she insisted we take a picture to document the big day. I could have killed Helen Lawson! Look at how ugly this cake is. She makes such beautiful cakes, and then she shows up with that for the girls’ most important birthday. I just don’t even know anymore.”
“I’m sure it tasted good.” Eve tried to help, even though she wanted to pass out. 
“It actually didn’t. It was kind of sour. I’m using Darren’s from Boston for the party. They are doing the catering too. Have you been?” 
“I have not. I’m afraid I don’t get out much.” Eve looked at Henry, widening her eyes slightly. 
“You must come to the party. I’d love to have you all there.” Fiona’s eyes darted between them. “Not in a professional capacity, of course, but everyone is certainly welcome.” 
“I’m not sure Mr. Carmichael would appreciate that.” Henry gave a nervous chuckle as he stood up, hopefully having read her cues that she needed to leave. 
“Well, it is not his party. And he will be drunk and passed out by 8:00 p.m. anyway. Nobody loves Halloween as much as Derry. And nobody loves Derry as much as Derry,” Fiona said matter-of-factly. 
“I’ll check my schedule,” Henry said stoically. “Anyway, we should get going.” 
“Thank you for your time.” Eve gave a wooden expression. 
She saw the way Henry looked at her, wide-eyed, stiff, and blank, and she knew he felt it too. Something had shifted. She could almost feel the warm breath of death on her neck. Whatever had been taunting them, circling just out of reach, was now closing in on them. 
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Cinnamon 

October 14, 2022, 7:16 a.m. 


She had been standing at the counter of Sacred Grounds for five minutes with Eliza. Neither one of them had said much, which was unusual.  
“Why does it always take so fucking long to get coffee here?” Cinnamon asked angrily. “And I thought they took these down.” She stared at the slightly tattered ‘MISSING’ poster of Alexandria Fox taped to the side of the counter. Alexandria’s innocent smile looked back at her. 
“Why is it sponsored by the Amateur Trapshooting Society? That seems tacky.” Eliza made a face like she smelled shit. “Do you think she’s dead?” 
“After two years? Yes … or maybe she ran away to Eden Prairie, Minnesota, to start a new life as a potato farmer.” 
“That’s random. I thought you two were best friends in middle school, or whatever?”
Cinnamon looked down, her voice softened. “That was so long ago. Shit got weird. I always felt like she was … I don’t know. Lexi was better friends with my cousin anyway.”
“Skinny, sugar-free, caramel swirl iced coffee with two Splenda, extra ice, and … cinnamon?” The boy behind the counter looked confused as he held the drink up. “Did you really want cinnamon on this?”
“I don’t want cinnamon on it. My name is Cinnamon.”
“Why did your parents name you after an ingredient? It’s weird that I never thought to ask,” Eliza pondered. “I mean, I love it, but it is unique.”
“I’m named after a song. Derek and the Dominos. My parents are weird.”
“It’s sad that I never knew that.”   
“I never told you,” Cinnamon admitted, pouring more sugar into her drink. 
“You seem irritated today. Everything okay?” Eliza asked as they sat down in a booth by the window so they could watch and judge people on the street.  
“I’m fine … actually, I’m not fine. I feel like something is wrong with me,” Cinnamon fretted. 
“Like what?” 
“I don’t know. Something bad is happening inside of me. I think I’m going crazy.” 
“Do you feel different? When we are there, I mean,” Eliza asked. 
“Dreamland?” 
“Yeah. I feel almost like I’m not there. Do you know what I mean?” 
“I do. It’s like I’m watching, but I’m not fully there.”  
Eliza looked away for a moment. “I think it’s haunting us.” 
“So, I’m not crazy. Or we’re both crazy. I brought something I need you to look at, so I feel less like a fucking nutcase,” Cinnamon said as she opened her backpack. “I showed my mom, and she was all ‘it’s a renovation, stop trying to shit on my party … blah blah blah’. My parents are working on the website for the house, and they got these pictures from the basement and then that … Mrs. Molter lady, the angry one with the helmet hair from the historical society, dropped off another box. I was going through them with my mom and—this shit’s weird.”
“How worried should I be?” Eliza leaned in. “This coffee tastes like piss today.”
“Look at this photo of the monkey house. What do you notice?” Cinnamon asked as she handed Eliza a black-and-white photo. The doors of the building looked the same, but black soot and ash coated them, as if someone had bombed it.
“It’s completely burned out,” Eliza said, inspecting the photo. “Is this …?”
“Now look at this photo of the house.” Cinnamon handed her a second photo. “1994 is on the back and it is clearly a newer photo, right? Well, not new but … 1994.” 
“It looks destroyed,” Eliza said. “The … what is it? Limestone? It’s black and … is the roof gone? This has to be just really old or something, right?” 
“It was probably fixable, whatever. I’ve seen HGTV. You can fix anything with enough money. But nothing has been in that monkey house, or any part of the zoo, in years. We read the articles. It was all closed right after the fire. And the house has been empty since the 90s. You’d think someone would’ve looted it or broken something. We didn’t even think of that when we went in. Why are the books there? Why are the gold chandeliers still there? There were some rotten curtains and a cracked fireplace and some dirty floors, but that was all from the 1991 fire. That was … thirty years ago. That doesn’t look like thirty years of decay to me.”
“Do you think it’s like growing back … or something?”   
“That’s the word I was looking for. Can a building grow back?”   
“I guess. Or maybe they just cleaned it? Maybe it is nothing.” Eliza’s eyes darted as she tried to rationalize what they were looking at.
“These buildings are burned out, Eliza. It’s gutted.” Cinnamon handed Eliza another stack of photos. “Why would someone anonymously restore an abandoned zoo? That isn’t a thing. Plus, the murals. Look, the one with the goddess lady and the unicorn. It was burned. But now it’s not. I noticed the other night that it’s beginning to look brighter, but I just convinced myself it was the light. And why do the lights work now? They didn’t before.”
“Well, your parents had the electricity turned back on for the property, right? I guess I don’t see where this is all going. Maybe it’s a spell?”  
“Or a curse?” Cinnamon added. “Either way, it’s fucking weird. I mean, even with some traffic from kids, looters, homeless people, or whatever, this entire place should be buried in vines. Didn’t Mr. Neil say that it would only take New York City ten years without humans to be completely covered in plant life?”
“I have no idea. Maybe it’s just bad dirt? I mean, it’s fucking weird, but this is a bit of a stretch. Is this about the house or your parents?” 
“It’s about all of it. Look, this one is from … 1991. Right after the house fire. The articles all say that it was a twelve-alarm fire or whatever. Huge ordeal. You can’t miss the house; it’s fucking huge. One way in, one way out, and on a cliff. House catches fire on Christmas Eve. Sheriff dies trying to rescue kids at the party. Adults get trapped. What happens when fire trucks come?” 
“Hot men rescue you?” Eliza offered. “Or hot women. Both hopefully.”
“And?” Cinnamon asked, handing another photo of the interior of the Lawrence Mansion to Eliza. 
“They spray it with water?” Eliza pondered.
“Exactly. Lots of water. It would have flooded the house. Right? There would be water damage,” Cinnamon said. “Lots of water damage. The house is 15,000-something square feet. And multiple levels.”
“This is dated December 27, 1991. Two days after the fire. No mud, no tire tracks, no anything,” Lainey said as they examined the photo of the home. 
The Lawrence Mansion sat there, clear as day, with a burned roof, burned windows, and no sign of water or fire trucks. 
“The fire trucks never came,” Cinnamon said. “They wanted it to burn.”
“Maybe they came the back way? Like from Dreamland. From like Beekman to the beach … you know the service road?” Eliza offered.
“There is no back way. The road to Dreamland … the zoo … it’s down the stairs. It drops 200 feet. There’s no way a fire truck is getting up that on its own.”
“You think the house put itself out?”   
“Yeah, actually. That’s exactly what I think. It’s restoring itself. Why is it warm in there when it is thirty-two degrees outside? Why are there Bibles in the library from 1883? Why is the silk wallpaper in the dining room in perfect condition? I know I sound crazy, but it’s fucking unsettling.”   
“Okay, you win. It’s super fucking disturbing. Do you think it has something to do with us?”    
“I do. Do you feel guilty?” Cinnamon asked. 
“Guilty doesn’t even start to cover how I feel about this,” Eliza said. “I think I ate a fucking cat.”
“But you want to do it again?”   
“I don’t know.  I mean, I definitely don’t want to eat a cat, but I know what you mean. I get it. And Hedda …”
“She’s driving me crazy. I don’t understand what has happened to her. She’s so bossy and—”
“She’s not bossy; she is the boss. She’s completely taken over. It’s like when she tells me to do something, my body just does it. It’s terrifying,” Eliza said. She went still, like her body remembered something her mind wasn’t ready to say. Like part of her was still being controlled by Hedda. 
“I keep trying to stop. I almost didn’t go last time. I stopped myself twice, but I just feel like there’s something …” Cinnamon ran her hands through her hair, pulling it into a messy bun and then let it fall again as she leaned forward. Frustration flickered across her face, quiet but unmistakable.
“Me too.” Eliza looked relieved as her eyes welled with tears. 
“Do you think we are possessed?” 
“Possession. Obsession. Crazy? All the above. I don’t even know anymore. But something bad is going to happen. I can feel it.”
“Was the snow real?” Cinnamon asked, leaning in towards Eliza. 
“It felt real to me,” Eliza said, taking Cinnamon’s hand in hers. 
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The Beginning

August 27, 2020, 7:26 p.m.


Eve hadn’t even felt the first shot. It went directly through her shoulder. The second one hurt more, like being hit with a nail-covered bat from the inside while her mind tried to catch up with the pain. That was followed by a splintering of her core, a pounding in her ears, and the sharp feeling of the air being knocked out of her lungs. She glanced down, her vision blurring, to see warm, thick blood flowing over the dark fabric of her tunic. By the time the third shot rang out, she felt nothing as she fell to the ground.  
Sister Eve was dead.
A few minutes later, fire trucks and ambulances arrived on the grounds of the church. The sirens and flashing lights eclipsed the quiet air as a thunderstorm rolled down the coast. Sister Eve looked so small. Petite, with even smaller hands. The young paramedic arrived to find Deputy McGinty trying to breathe life back into her while Father MacArthur, covered in her blood, was holding the swelling side of her shredded head together. Blood was gushing out of her wounds. McGinty had beaten the ambulance there after hearing the call for help come over the radio. 
The paramedic had never seen that much blood. Most of his calls were just people with minor household injuries. Old people getting injured doing yard work. Heart attacks. Not this time. There was so much blood. An actual nun was dying right in front of him, and there was nothing he could do about it. Rain poured heavily as they loaded her limp body into the ambulance, the priest and the deputy refusing to leave her side.  







  
  
The Black Mass of The Resurrection 



The blood of Jesus, wielded by the faithful, serves as a weapon against the devil’s might. Yet, lo and behold, for the blood of the underworld is a weapon of dread against all things light. A contract, bound in blood, condemning all in its unholy embrace. Six maidens, born of vengeance, not of this mortal realm, brought into existence by the infernal blood of Satan. Fear and primal instincts shall choose a High Priestess, a willing servant of the Beast. The completion of the Black Mass, an unholy ritual to erase time and place from our mortal plane. The virgin’s seared flesh, a symbol of innocence lost. The priest’s severed head, an icon of God brought to his knees. The holy woman’s heart, a purity of love sacrificed. The hound’s teeth, a sign of the devil’s conquest over the beast. Only the blood of the purest heart shall cast the final shadow of darkness. From the depths of hell, the dead shall rise, led by the devil himself, unleashing an all-consuming fire, followed by pitch-black darkness. A Black Mass, heralding the end of times, the dawn of an age of darkness. The circle completed, a resurrection foretold in the crimson stain of blood. A resurrection witnessed by all, as darkness shrouds our world in its unholy pall.” 


— The Grand Grimoire. 1522. 
The original French text into modern English by the International Guild of Occult Sciences. 
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Eve

October 26, 2022, 9:46 a.m.


Henry and Eve hurried toward the car without saying a word. The image of the four girls stuck in her mind. Something unspeakable was happening.  
As soon as they stepped onto the sidewalk, Eve could breathe again. But her relief quickly turned into fury. How could I not have known? How could I not have figured this out before now? Why didn’t I see this coming?
“It’s them, Henry,” Eve whispered. 
“What do you mean?” Henry stopped on the sidewalk. 
“The girls. It’s a darkness that I’ve never seen before. You have to arrest them. Now,” Eve pleaded.  
“Eve, I can’t just arrest people,” Henry said, rubbing his forehead. “You know that.”
“Why?” Eve leaned on the car and gave Henry a scowl. 
“Because we don’t have any evidence. We can’t just—”
“They did it, Henry. I saw it in the picture. And they are going to keep doing it. This isn’t just kids or a prank … this is different,” Eve said with finality as she got into the passenger seat and stared daggers at the house. “Something is very wrong here.”
“Eve, it’s Derry Carmichael. We can’t just arrest his kid based on …” Henry paused. 
“Then why am I here? What good am I then if you can’t listen to me?” 
“I’m listening. I just can’t arrest people without a crime, a weapon, or lawful suspicion. I can’t just tell them you looked at a Polaroid picture from some old birthday party and knew that the girls were ritualistic murderers possessed by the devil. It sounds crazy.” 
“Now I’m crazy? Because I don’t want more people to die? Is that what you are saying?” 
“Eve, you know what I’m saying. It’s difficult. It’s—” Henry pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes, like the pressure might make the words come easier. But this action had always made her want to choke him.
“Then I quit, Henry. I will not help you kill yourself or others. If I can’t help, then I’m a distraction. I’m going home.” She got out of the car and slammed the door. “You should leave this town.”
“Eve, get in the car!” Henry hollered out the window at her. “I can protect you from this.”
“I can find my way home. I’m not the one who needs protection.” Eve folded her arms and walked in the opposite direction.
“Well, probably. But you can’t just quit and leave, you big baby!” Henry exclaimed. 
Eve spun around. “Why not?” 
“Because this is what you do? You always just run.”
Eve stomped towards the car. “And what exactly did you do, Henry? As soon as you were old enough, you disappeared for two years, and then you just showed back up like nothing happened. Like you didn’t just leave Bill and me behind. You stopped coming to church. You didn’t even visit … so don’t you tell me I ran because you ran first!” 
“Why did you disappear and hide at Josephine’s house like some indentured servant?” 
“I didn’t have a choice, and I knew that if I stayed, it would never be the same. I was the only thing different. I couldn’t spend another second in that place.”
“Because of Marina?” Henry asked. 
“She had taken care of me for all those years. I felt responsible for her death,” Eve said, tears streaming down her face. 
“They shot you both, you know?” Henry said, his tone apologetic. 
“And both of us died. But only I came back.” 
“They said it was a miracle. Why isn’t that enough for you?”  
“It wasn’t a miracle,” Eve lamented. She got back in the car and slammed the door shut.
“It was. I sat there. In the hospital with you. I prayed for you. And you know I don’t pray, but I knew in my heart that if I prayed enough, you’d come back. And you did. That has to mean something,” Henry whispered. 
“I’m so sorry, Henry. I didn’t know you were there. Why didn’t you say something? I woke up and saw Bill and—” She knew from the look on Henry’s face exactly what had happened.  
“Yep. He sat inside. I sat outside. As it has always been. As it should be,” Henry reassured her. “You should go see Bill.” 
Eve looked away. She didn’t want to talk about this.  
“The day that it happened … the shooting. Bill finally made me go home around midnight, and I remember looking in the mirror, and I had your blood all over me. I took three showers, and I still couldn’t get the red out from under my fingernails. I went back to the hospital the next morning and Bill was still sitting there, soaked in your blood.” 
“I’m sorry, Henry. I know it was a lot for you both.”
“It’s still a lot for Bill. Do you know how much you have to love someone to sit there all night, soaked in their blood?”
“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Eve looked longingly out the window. 
“What? That Bill and I are going to die? That we might get killed? We are all going to die, eventually.”
“I saw blood, Henry. Blood and fire and—” Eve stopped herself. 
“Eve, if this thing, this … whatever is going to kill us, then shouldn’t we try to stop it? Together?”   
“I just can’t, Henry. I don’t want to clean your blood out from under my fingernails. Call me when you’ve arrested them. I can’t keep you safe like this.” 
She couldn’t get the images of him bleeding out of her head. She needed time to figure out a way to do this without him. Another loss would kill her. 
“I don’t need you to keep me safe,” Henry said, allowing his pride to get the better of him. 
Eve refused to look at him. “Good, then we both agree for once. Take me home, Henry McGinty. Go get your evidence or your fingerprints or whatever you need. I will not watch you kill yourself.” 
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Cinnamon

October 14, 2022, 6:06 p.m.


Cinnamon got home from school a little after four p.m. and sat quietly at the kitchen island, ignoring her required reading while tracing her initials in the greasy film on the quartz countertop. Her parents were gone again.  
She was just about to take a nap when Hedda texted, insisting they all spend the evening practicing some new spell—something bigger and better than anything they’d ever tried. Cinnamon was tired of talking about spells and magic. It had become the only thing they talked about. She stared blankly at her phone, refusing to text back. 
I’m over this. 
But she always texted back. Always. 
Then the doorbell rang, and the trio was already on her porch, spell book in hand. And that was that. 
“Is this big enough?” Cinnamon asked, pulling a large cast-iron pot out of the pantry. 
“Dew of the sea,” Hedda’s hollow voice read from the book. 
“So how do you get dew off the sea? Isn’t the sea already dewy?” Lainey asked as she contemplated how the water could be wet. 
“It’s Rosemary,” Hedda said. “The herbs were coded so that if anyone found the book, they couldn’t do anything with it.”
“How do you know all this? You sure picked it up fast.” She studied Hedda, unsettled by the way she seemed to suddenly know everything—not as if she’d learned it, but as if she’d always known this stuff.
“Google,” Lainey said. 
“I’ve told you all, a witch always has her bag of tricks,” Hedda said. She caught Cinnamon’s eye for a brief second of uncomfortable tension. “Sometimes it is harder for younger … people.” 
“We’re all the same age,” Cinnamon said. “Exactly the same age, actually.”
Hedda paused and looked directly at her. “Which is why this shouldn’t be so hard for you, CC.” 
Lainey gave them both a look of disgust. “Stop bickering. What is this?”
“Little Dragon?” Eliza asked, wrinkling her nose. “That sounds like Chinese food.”
“Tarragon,” Hedda added.
“What the fuck is tarragon?”  
“It’s an herb, Lainey. Like Béarnaise sauce. But I’d like to back up for a second, bitches.” Cinnamon was ready to fight. She spoke directly to Hedda. “I don’t think you are being completely honest with us. You were never a fast learner, and now you seem to be some sort of fucking witchcraft prodigy.”
“CC.” Lainey turned to her in shock. “Why are you—”
“What? You don’t think it’s strange?” Cinnamon interjected. “Because I feel like I’ve stopped taking my bipolar medication and joined a mind control cult.” 
“It is in the sunflower family,” Eliza added. “I learned about it in botany class. 
“Exactly,” Hedda said. “Lainey loves sunflowers.”
“Did you take botany, Hedda?” Cinnamon asked. Of course, she didn’t take botany. She barely passed Intro to Geology. 
Hedda refused to answer, as she hovered over Lainey.
“Virgin’s heart,” Lainey said, reading from the book next to Hedda. 
“That one could be a little harder,” Hedda admitted. “I guess we won’t be needing the pot just yet.”
“Is that like rutabaga or something?” Lainey opened a rolling spice rack next to the stove. “CC, do you have rutabaga?”
“Why are you all pretending you can’t hear me?” Cinnamon raised her voice and leaned in front of Hedda, invading her space. “Hello! Hello! What is Virgin’s Heart, Hedda? Enlighten us.”
Hedda turned to her. “I don’t want to fight, CC. This is supposed to be fun.”
Cinnamon froze immediately. There was something about the way Hedda looked at her. Almost like she looked into her. Eyes steady, unblinking, like her gaze reached past skin and into something deeper. The words in Cinnamon’s throat halted. It felt like she was sinking in a warm bathtub. She knew this feeling. Something else started to take hold. Panic locked her knees. She tried to fight back, but she just felt so tired. 
“We need an actual virgin,” Hedda said stoically. 
“Who should we start with?” Lainey asked. “Might be hard in this town.”
“So, you are going to kill a virgin and take their heart?” Eliza asked. 
Cinnamon watched, paralyzed, hoping Eliza would save her, but it was as if she couldn’t even see her.  
“No. But you are.” Hedda gave Eliza an unsettling smile, as if her skin wasn’t used to the motion. 
“It should be pretty easy, actually. Especially here. The mistake that people make is when they try to get rid of the body. They always bury it, throw it out in the woods, or they do something stupid with it,” Hedda admitted, like she was commenting on the weather. “Especially men.” 
“What is your grand plan, then?” Eliza asked.  
“It needs to be seen,” Hedda said firmly. “And displayed for all.” 
Cinnamon felt the room come back into focus. She closed her eyes and then opened them again. What is going on? Am I drugged? 
“What? Why the fuck would we do that?” 
“Because these people are all morons, CC. You say that all the time. I’m one thousand percent sure that the sheriff would fuck it up. There’s no way they will ever be able to figure out that we did it. Girls are notoriously underestimated. We don’t fit the criminal profile. We aren’t strong enough, we aren’t smart enough, blah blah blah. You want to live? Well, this is living, CC.” 
“No, it’s not.” Cinnamon felt nauseous. Something is wrong with me. 
She pulled herself onto the kitchen countertop and sat cross-legged, leaning her head on a cabinet. The room came in and out of focus.  
“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Eliza admitted.
“Yes, you do,” Hedda said. “You don’t have a choice.”
“What the fuck does that mean?” Cinnamon snapped, her hands beginning to feel numb.   
“Face it, CC. Your terror of being abandoned is far worse than your fear of killing some dumb bitch who is just going to end up on welfare with her backstock of babies from different men,” Hedda said plainly. “You’ll do it because you don’t want to be left out; Lainey will do it because she always does what she’s told, and Eliza will do it because she has nothing left to look forward to.” 
“I have a lot to look forward to,” Eliza retorted. Cinnamon watched her spring back to normal like someone had hit the on button. “Why are you dragging me into this?”
“Not without us, you don’t. What have you got to look forward to? Going to Harvard and being miserable because you are the poorest person there, and you have to wait tables and then study all night? This is the best it’s going to get for you.”
“Thanks, Hedda.” Eliza glared at her in disappointment.
“Yeah, Hedda. You’re being a super cunt,” Lainey said, ripping the bag of chips away from her. “That was an awful thing to say.”
“Whatever. I’m just being honest, and all three of you know it. Having a secret makes you feel special. Superior. And there’s nothing the three of you like more than that,” Hedda said as she tore the bag of chips back from Lainey. “And if we just keep working, keep practicing, we can all get exactly what we want. Eliza, you can get all the money you could ever want if we just get that spell right.”
“Fuck you,” Cinnamon mumbled. She fought the urge to choke Hedda even though she could no longer tell if she was even awake. 
I hate her and I’m so tired.  
Hedda got in Cinnamon’s face, closer than necessary. “Tell me I’m wrong.” 
Cinnamon’s hand flinched. She wanted to slap her. She tried to raise her hand and swing with all her might. But there it was again. Whatever compulsion that lurked in the back of her mind was tugging at her again. It scared her, but she couldn’t stop. She couldn’t say no or run.
When Cinnamon was in fourth grade, Hedda had dared her to throw a rock through a window at the old Brook Inn. They were tearing it down, and Cinnamon’s dad was hired as the contractor. She knew she wouldn’t get in trouble, but there was something … unsafe about it. Something daring. She threw the rock and basked in the beautiful crackling noise and the danger of the falling glass that shimmered in the sun. But now, all she could think of was that feeling. The sensation of being absolutely enraptured in the chaos allowed her not to think about herself for a few minutes. 
“Tell me no, and we will stop right now and never talk about it ever again. Tell me this isn’t exactly what you’ve wanted your entire life. Something exciting and different and sexy. Tell me this doesn’t make you happy. Tell me this doesn’t make you feel alive.” Hedda stared directly at Cinnamon, transfixed.  
Cinnamon’s mind raced over and over again, repeating the words: You’re alive now. You’re alive now. She couldn’t think of a defense or anything clever to say. She just closed her eyes and thought about how much she had enjoyed the sound of that breaking glass. 
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Henry

October 27, 2022, 12:46 p.m.


Henry stood in front of Josephine Hamilton’s house, watching as Eve crouched in the garden, digging into the hardening autumn ground. He wasn’t sure what she was doing, but he knew that look in her eyes.  
“What are you doing here?” Eve asked, standing up from the flower bed. Fink waved from the front seat of the car, having been too scared to venture up the driveway. Eve smiled and waved back at him. 
“We just left the school. Fink has a big binder of info he’s dying to show you. Do you think you could come back? We need you to come back,” Henry admitted. 
“For what?” 
“You were right. I need you. We need you.”
“I’m sorry, can you say that again?” Eve tilted her head with a glow of superiority. 
“You. Were. Right.” Henry closed his eyes dramatically. “We need your help. It’s Cinnamon Carmichael.”
“Did you arrest her?”   
“Not yet, but hear me out.” 
“How’d you find out?”  
“Fink,” Henry said, the name lingering on his lips. 
“Of course, you know, you really should be nicer to him.”
“I know, I know.” Henry tried not to smile. “He’s just so—”
“Kind. Sweet. Nice. Everything you are not.” 
“Yeah, yeah.” Henry dipped his head in agreement. “I know. I’m a terrible person.”
“And not that I’m even remotely interested, because it will still probably get you killed, but what did you find out?”
“We know that Cinnamon Carmichael had dinner with Ivy. Then she got a call from Lainey saying she needed a ride from a party, right? Well, why did she stop for an hour at the Shell station to eat donuts?” Henry asked as he handed her a snapshot of Cinnamon from some security footage. 
“How’d you get that?” Eve asked, staring at the picture in amazement. “We know she didn’t kill anyone wearing that. And why is everyone here obsessed with donuts?”
“Fink had a grand plan to stop at all the gas stations between Honey Hills and 83. Night manager at the second gas station said a blonde girl in a pink dress came in crying. She bought mini donuts and a fountain drink. Then she sat in the parking lot and ate the lot.” 
“What does that prove? Maybe she wasn’t in a hurry.” Eve leaned on her shovel, smirking. “Maybe she was hungry.”
“You know exactly what it means,” Henry said, his voice low with frustration. “Does that look like a girl who eats donuts?”
“But it proves nothing? If anything, it proves she didn’t kill them because she was at the gas station,” Eve replied, her disappointment evident in every word. 
“You think she didn’t do it?”   
“Oh, I think she did it. But then why the Lainey story? I mean, why would she say she had to leave to go pick someone up if she was going to stop for an hour on the way? Unless she was waiting to see if the actual killer got caught. Then she’d have an alibi. Either way, she knows something. She knows who did it. Or what.” 
“The girls did it. We know that. I mean, I believe you. We believe you. But I don’t understand this. You think she set someone up and then waited?” 
“I think the other three did it,” Eve confirmed. “Actually, I know the other three did it. When I see her, Henry, she doesn’t look like the others. She looks so … pure. It makes me think there’s some other force at work here, which sounds insane. She looks like an angel in my thoughts; there’s so much light around her.”
“Is she a hostage then? I don’t understand.” Henry looked torn and uncertain, like he was trying to balance on the increasingly thin line between reality and witchcraft. “They have something on her?”
“I don’t think Cinnamon could do it. I think she was afraid to do it, so she waited until it was done and then she went to the party and played out the rest of her story. I think we’re dealing with someone very smart or …” 
“Or?” Henry waited in anticipation. 
“I don’t know. Manipulative. Evil. From hell. Maybe all the above.” Eve closed her eyes and tilted her head towards the sun. This entire thing was giving her a headache. “Maybe Cinnamon wants to get caught? Otherwise, why would she be sitting in her car in plain sight?”
Henry paused and peered out at the yard. The scent of the freshly mowed yard still hovered in the air. 
“Didn’t there used to be peonies all along the walkway? Josephine Hamilton’s famous, county fair-winning peonies. I remember how pissed Mrs. Molter was that she lost to someone not in the garden club. Josephine didn’t even show up to get her ribbon. She just wanted to prove she could win.”
“I ripped them out.” Eve huffed as she tossed the shovel on the ground and went to sit on the stairs of the porch, wiping the sweat from her brow with a smear of dirt.  
“Why would you do that?” 
“They were loud and tacky, and they required too much attention. They reminded me of you.” 
“Thanks.” Henry laughed loudly. 
“I didn’t really rip them out. They are just out of season … fear not, they’ll be back in May with a vengeance.” Eve looked at Henry’s face and saw the stress evident in the deep lines on his forehead. She knew she couldn’t leave him to fend for himself. 
“Does this mean we’re friends again?” 
“I’ll come back. But you have to trust me. Or I can’t keep either of us safe,” Eve reminded him.  
“Of course I trust you. But sadly, this isn’t easy. She’s a minor, and it’s just … Derry Carmichael. We have to wait until we have everything sorted out before we can just storm in there and arrest his kid.”
“Either way. She’s guilty.” 
“I know. We will figure it out. Together. Deal?” 
“Deal.” 
“Thank God,” Henry said, the tension melting from his voice and face. “Fink is quickly eroding my last remaining brain cells. I promised him we’d get tacos on the way back to the station. It’s like having a golden retriever on crack.”
“I think he’s sweet.” Eve smiled at him. “He adores you, Henry.” 
Henry smirked, watching Fink in the front seat, flailing his hands majestically to “Pictures of You” by The Cure as if conducting an invisible orchestra.
“Taco Time!” Fink yelled at them through the music, his head halfway out the window.
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Cinnamon

October 15, 2022, 8:56 p.m.


Cinnamon was sitting in the backseat of her car, trying not to vomit. Her nerves had gotten the better of her. She couldn’t even remember getting ready, but there she was in full makeup, preparing to murder someone she had once gone to a Justin Bieber concert with in sixth grade.  
Perhaps she did deserve it. 
“Make sure people see you. Make sure people see her. Post it on everything. Make sure you look happy,” Hedda spouted off, like she was reading directions to a group of children. 
“Why?” Eliza asked, nervously chewing on the straw of her milkshake.  
“Because why would you post a bunch of pictures with someone and then murder them?” Hedda replied sarcastically.  
“Good point.” Lainey tried to smile. 
“The library has cameras,” Eliza retorted, annoyed by the entire situation.  
“No, it doesn’t,” Hedda argued. 
“Oh, look, she’s leaving. So, it doesn’t even matter.” Lainey pointed at Naomi, who was dressed in a striped, orange jacket and speed walking to her next destination. 
“I told you she’d be here. She never does anything fun. She’s so boring,” Hedda remarked. 
“I actually don’t feel bad about this. She’s annoying as fuck,” Lainey added. 
“Why are you so quiet tonight, CC?” Hedda asked with an intimidating smile. 
“I’m just tired,” Cinnamon answered, putting on her best fake smile. And I want to go home.
“Well, wake the fuck up. It’s action time,” Hedda snapped, pulling up next to Naomi and hitting the button to roll down all windows at once. “Naomi, girl, we’ve got chaos to cause.” 
The girl seemed not to recognize Hedda at first, and then she looked relieved when she saw Cinnamon in the back seat. 
“What’s up, ladies?” Naomi asked, gliding up to the car. “This your car, CC?”
“It is,” Cinnamon said. “Hi, Naomi.”  
Cinnamon’s guilt nibbled away at her. Are we really doing this? Surely someone will say something. Hedda has to be kidding. Once we are all drunk, everything will be fine. Right? 
“Damn, girl. Why don’t I ever see it at school? This is dope,” Naomi said, leaning back to examine the sporty, red BMW convertible. 
“She parks it across the street,” Hedda said. “She doesn’t want anyone to know she’s rich.”
“Hedda, shut up,” Cinnamon said, her face flushed with embarrassment. “That isn’t why. I just don’t know how to park. It’s my mom’s old car, anyway.”
“Girl, this car is sick. I’d drive it everywhere if it were mine.” 
“We are headed to a party. Do you want to go?” Hedda motioned for her to get in the car. “It’s supposed to be a good party.”
“I can’t. I told my mom I’d be home early,” Naomi said in a tone that Cinnamon knew she could be talked out of.
“You never party with us. We miss you,” Eliza said from the back seat. 
“And I miss you, girl.” 
“Please,” Lainey pleaded with a dramatic pout.
“Don’t be so boring,” Eliza added.
“Fine, but I can’t be out super late.” She pulled open the back door and squished in next to Eliza, who was curled up in the middle seat like a Victorian ghost child, resting her head on Cinnamon’s shoulder. 
“Here we go. Straight to hell.”
“Maybe we should just go to a movie instead,” Cinnamon suggested, glancing past her to Naomi. “I really want to see Halloween Ends.”
“Oh my God, same!” Naomi perked up instantly. “Jamie Lee Curtis is such a badass bitch.”
“Why don’t you shut the fuck up before you end,” Hedda muttered. She took her eyes off the road just long enough to meet Cinnamon’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “It’s too late now, CC. We’ve already decided.”
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Eve

October 27, 2022, 8:16 p.m.


The large conference room of the Sheriff’s Department looked like it had been sealed in 1985 and cracked open solely for this special occasion. A feature wall of wood paneling was warped with age, a rust-colored water stain spread like a warning across the ceiling, and the ghosts of obsolete tech—overhead projectors, boxy TVs, and other analog relics—lingered in one corner like a low-budget Smithsonian exhibit.  
“Sheriff Walker said we get to use the big conference room since people keep dying. It’s like on one of those fancy crime shows where officers have photos of the crime scenes and suspects pinned up on a board,” Fink announced proudly. “Dateline: Lawrenceville.”
“And all the Diet Coke and donuts he wants.” Sheriff Walker turned to Fink. “A normal person would ask for a raise or … a promotion or …”
Eve sat on the conference table’s edge, surrounded by papers and listening to them bicker. 
“This is impressive, Fink. How did you pull all this together so fast?” Eve asked. 
Henry cupped his hand around his mouth and spoke, “He’s a compulsive nightmare who doesn’t sleep.”
“I’ll leave you kids to it,” Sheriff Walker said affectionately. “Call me if you need anything.”
“Thank you, Sheriff,” Eve mused. 
“Now this is our Wall of Suspects,” Fink proudly announced, holding his hands out in exaggeration like a TV game show host. 
“That’s very official.” 
“I know, I created it this afternoon. Everything I could find about these girls is right here. This is Eleanor Myra Lopez. Lives at 607 Montclair Drive,” Fink announced, pointing at a picture of a young woman taped to the dry-erase board.
“Not the greatest student, apparently. Kids called her ‘Lainey’. She was the runner-up for Miss Teen Massachusetts last year; she’s the current … Miss Atlantic Cod. Whatever the hell that is. Lots of pageants. She’s the one who was at the ice cream shop with Cinnamon when Mildred assaulted them.”
“What did she have to say about that attack?”
“Nothing. She just looked confused and cried a lot. It was a pretty disturbing scene.” Henry’s voice wavered a bit, like he wasn’t sure how much to divulge. 
“Little chunks of crazy Mildred everywhere,” Fink added. 
“Fink.” Henry gave him a dirty look.  
“And this one is Eliza.” Eve straightened, pointing at the picture.
“Yep,” Fink said. “Eliza Taylor. 3931 Shelter Glen Way. 5’8” and has a nasty scar on her left leg from a horse-riding accident.”
“I’ve met her a few times … I know she’s always in the paper for winning some academic thing or other,” Henry said. 
“She’s a genius,” Fink added.
“Everyone is a genius next to you,” Henry retorted.
“So, she could be the mastermind. Or maybe she’s not brave enough to admit she is smarter than the others. It’s usually one or the other with people like that,” Fink said. 
“What about Cinnamon?” Eve asked, looking at her picture. 
“Now … this is where it gets weird. So, two nights ago, we have her on camera leaving the library and then again leaving Mel Gregor’s Grocery on Fifth Street around ten p.m.,” Fink explained as he showed her still photos of the security footage. 
“What did she buy?” Eve asked as he handed her a stack of pictures. 
“I knew you would ask that,” Henry said. “And get this … a six-pack of Cherry Coke, eight candy bars, Tylenol PM, a box of nails, and canning wax.” 
“Why would she buy that?” Eve took the poorly printed copy of the receipt from Fink and examined the purchases. 
“Exactly,” Fink said, as if he had already figured it all out. 
“Candles?” Henry offered, confused. 
“It’s Gulf Wax Household Paraffin Wax,” Fink explained. “So maybe canning, bullet lube, candles, candy—anything really.”
“That isn’t terribly helpful, Henry. What does one do with wax, nails, aspirin, and soda? And who is this?” Eve pointed to a picture of an unhappy-looking young girl in a frumpy gray sweater.
“That is Hedda Bunad—white, brown hair, brown eyes. 5’4”. Parents are Arthur and Janice. She doesn’t seem to fit with the other three girls,” Fink said. 
“Because she isn’t pretty?” Eve asked, annoyed. 
“Well, yes. I know that is unkind, but it is an accurate observation. And also, because she doesn’t fit the other profiles. When we asked the principal about her, he didn’t even remember her being a student. It’s like nobody has ever heard of her,” Henry said. “Guidance counselor says she’s a lost cause.”
“Sounds like the school needs a new guidance counselor.” Eve gave him a look of disappointment. “Is she new here?”
“Um … no, parents moved to 3500 Lake Park Drive last fall,” Fink said.
“Moved to town or …?” 
“Just moved neighborhoods. Their son was Ethan Bunad,” Henry said. “From the bridge accident.”
“What happened?” Eve asked.
Fink shrugged at Eve. “Some kind of freak accident. I think part of a downspout had to be replaced after the flooding and they never secured it. It fell onto his car, killing him. The parents filed a wrongful death lawsuit against the state, so … ching ching.”
“Doesn’t make it any less terrible for them. Where did they live?”
“They used to live on Davis.”
“The old trailer park?” Eve clarified. “By the junkyard?”
“Yep, it’s a far cry from Lake Park,” Fink said. “They bought the old Fitz house with the payout. Renovated every square inch. Now it’s some awful Joanna Gaines monstrosity. Lots of bad shiplap and signs like ‘Live, laugh, love.’”
“How do you know that?” Henry asked. 
“Darren Court gave me a tour. He did the woodwork repairs.” Fink winked. “He’s fantastic with wood.”
“I’m not even going to ask,” Henry said. Even though his clenched fist indicated he probably wanted to. 
“There’s just something about her …” Eve studied the picture of Hedda again. “She looks so sad.”
“Hit the lights,” Fink said as he turned on the overhead projector as if he’d been preparing his entire life for this presentation. “Look at these.”
“What am I looking at?” Eve asked.
“Social media accounts. These girls leave quite the trail.”
“On purpose?” 
“Well, they certainly haven’t been lying low.” 
“Why are there so many pictures of them?” 
“This is what kids do now, I guess. Cinnamon has 20,000 followers on Instagram,” Henry added. 
“22,765,” Fink corrected. 
“That’s a lot?”    
“It’s a whole lot,” Fink said. 
“And people just watch her post pictures of herself, right?” Eve caught Fink staring at Henry.
“Yep,” Fink said, turning his attention back to her. “They posted videos about shoes, hair tutorials, that type of stuff. She’s on TikTok, too.”
“Why would anyone do this?” Eve asked. 
“No idea,” Henry said as he looked down at his notes. 
“You’re on Instagram, boss. Or is someone impersonating you and liking my lunch photos?” Fink asked.
“Shut up, Fink. Shut up,” Henry grumbled under his breath. Eve watched his cheeks flush, but she wasn’t sure what he was blushing about. For someone who claimed to barely tolerate Fink, Henry sure looked like a man trying very hard not to smile. 
“Do you want me to pull it up? We can get Eve set up with an account?” Fink teased. 
“That won’t be necessary.” Henry straightened his shirt, trying to regain his usual authority and steer them back to business. 
“These are all from her account. This is like a full-time job,” Fink said, scrolling through the endless photos of Cinnamon striking dramatic poses in every imaginable location, his expression somewhere between awe and exhaustion. 
“Who is that?” Eve asked as Fink stopped on a vintage image of a woman in a long, red jacket with a black bird attacking her head. 
“This one took me a minute. The caption is ‘the crows have eyes,’ but that’s Elizabeth Shepherd. It’s from one of the Omen movies from the 70s. This is the scene right as the crows attack her and rip her eyes out.”
“The Omen? Is she trying to announce herself as the killer?” Henry asked. 
“It sure sounds like it.” Eve stood closer to the screen and examined the photo. “Does the crow symbolize something?”
“Not that I can think of. It looks like maybe she just likes horror movies?” Fink justified. “Then her post just stopped on the 22nd. She was posting four or five times a day, and then nothing. Zero,” Henry added. 
“Why do you think it stopped?” Eve seemed perplexed. “Something must have happened.”
“Well … the 22nd was the—” Fink stumbled as Eve connected the dots. 
“Logan and Ivy.” 
“Yes.” 
Eve picked up the clicker and advanced to the next slide. “Is this … is this the same girl from before?” 
Eve clicked back and forth between two images of Hedda Bunad. Her bare, pale face stared blankly at the camera as Cinnamon’s bright red lips kissed her on the cheek. The girls were at a party, and Cinnamon was clearly enjoying herself. The next image was of Hedda with dark blue glitter eyeshadow and cat eyeliner. The photo was taken the evening of Hayden and Naomi’s murders. 
“What happened to her?” Eve kept going back and forth between the two images, growing increasingly confused about how they could possibly be the same girl. 
“Probably just filters. Kids can fake anything these days,” Fink said. 
“No, she looks so different.” Eve tilted her head and moved closer to the screen. “Are there more of Hedda?”
“She doesn’t have an account,” Fink answered. “At least not that I can find. The only pictures of her are in the ones on the other girls’ accounts. No Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat—no anything. It’s like she doesn’t exist.”
“I don’t have any of those either,” Eve admitted. “Does that mean I’m a ghost?”
“Well, you were a nun. I think that’s a pretty valid excuse. Trust me, if you were a sixteen-year-old girl with no social presence of any kind … it would be weirder than anything else in this room. And Hedda gets pretty weird from here on out. Tell her the good part, Henry.” 
“Stop calling me Henry. We are at work,” Henry barked at him. 
“I’m sorry, Deputy Sheriff McGinty is just so long.” 
“They all have the same birthday.” Henry pointed to a list on the wall as he looked down his nose at Fink. 
“I guess that explains the joint birthday party. I didn’t even put that together. Fiona said the girls had a big birthday party. She said ‘girls’ like they are one thing, like a group or an … entity.” 
Eve looked closer. “Wait, June 6, 2006. That’s terrifying, Henry.”
“Right?” Fink pondered. “6666. The Omen.”
“But why are you including an extra 6?” 
“Tah-dah,” Fink said as he handed Eve a picture of the girls in matching T-shirts at a pool party. Each one of them wore a hand-painted shirt with the number six on it. “The 6666 on the wall at Ivy’s house. The sixes. Get it?”
“It’s almost like she’s trying to tell us she’s the killer,” Eve said, holding up a picture of Cinnamon wearing a T-shirt with a large, blood-red star on the front. “Why would she beat us over the head with it? These are smart girls. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“I have a theory.” Fink looked at Henry as if already knowing his reaction. 
Eve leaned forward. “Tell me.” 
“Jesus, Fink. It’s the same mumbo jumbo—”
“It is not mumbo jumbo, and I’m offended by that. I feel personally attacked. I’d like to speak with my HR Representative,” Fink announced as Henry put both of his hands out as if to wring Fink’s neck. “His Royal Highness Deputy Sheriff Henry McGinty does not agree, but I think Cinnamon may be the leader. Like she’s some kind of messiah or, you know, like Manson. He never actually killed anyone. He had other people do it. It’s all in the suggestion. Young girls who are bored and depressed. She gives them this mission, makes them feel special. She’s off eating donuts on the hood of her car while they are out doing the dirty work. A few of the kids from the school interviews referred to the girls as ‘the sixes,’ so it is common knowledge. They aren’t hiding the birthday thing.”
“How could you hide anything here? Especially something so unusual,” Eve pondered. 
A very loud siren suddenly started going off in the distance. Henry hurried to the window, but the noise was coming from the front of the building. 
“What is that?” Fink asked as he followed Henry to the window just as Jones burst through the door, his skin pasty and expression confused. 
“Jones, what happened?” Henry asked, putting a hand on his shoulder. 
“Fink, call Walker,” Jones stammered. “We need everyone out front. You have to see this.”
“Stay here,” Henry said to Eve. She nodded but didn’t miss a beat as she followed the trio into the lobby for a better look.
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Cinnamon

October 15, 2022, 11:56 p.m.


“Do you think enough people saw us?” Cinnamon asked nervously. Cinnamon, Hedda, and Eliza had escaped to get the car while Lainey looked for Naomi at the party.  
“Yes, I think enough people saw you in your stripper dress,” Hedda replied in a sarcastic tone. 
“What the fuck is your deal tonight? You’ve been on me since we left the house,” Cinnamon shot back. 
“I have not. You’re just so fucking random. I guess I just don’t understand your shy-ingénue-poor-little-rich-girl act, and when you dress like a forty-year-old hooker and post 900 pictures of yourself dry humping frat boys. It’s insulting. Figure out who you fucking are, CC.”
“I’m sorry.” Cinnamon pulled the hem of her dress down and tried not to cry. “You told me to wear something people would remember.”
“Well, nobody is going to forget that. It’s like two inches of fabric.” Hedda snorted. “So classy.”  
“Sorry.” Cinnamon folded her arms and leaned back. 
“I was kidding, CC. Jesus Christ. Here,” Hedda said under her breath, handing her a tumbler. “You need to drink.”
“Is this Drano?” Cinnamon asked, only half kidding. 
“If I wanted to kill you, I’d come up with something more creative than that. Now chug it and stop being such a little bitch.” 
“Both of you shut the fuck up. Naomi had like ten drinks, and she doesn’t even look drunk. Do you think she’s on meth or something? The one time we try to kill our friend and she’s immune to it. Just my fucking luck.” Eliza stuck her tongue out at Cinnamon, trying to make her feel better. 
“She’s not on meth. And she’s not our friend, she’s an offering. She will crash, trust me. It’s fine,” Hedda reassured them. “Jesus fucking Christ.”
“Okay then. So, we take West Street to Avenue B, and then you have to go through the alley. I’ve checked it seven hundred times. No cameras, ring doorbells, or anything else that I can tell,” Eliza explained staunchly. 
“You are getting freakishly good at this.” Hedda smiled at her with approval. 
“Sadly, yes,” Eliza lamented. 
“Are we ready for the next stop?” Lainey shouted as if she were refereeing a football game. She flung the car door open for Naomi with a theatrical flourish. Naomi collapsed in the seat, laughing uncontrollably as she pulled her legs up and leaned into Cinnamon. Lainey, nearly tripping over her own feet, flopped down beside her. “That was fire!” 
Cinnamon locked eyes with Eliza for an awkward second, hoping the other girl would call it off. The lump in her throat grew. 
It’s too late. 
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Hedda said, locking the doors.
“Hell yes!” Lainey chirped. She turned up the radio, blaring ‘Crimson and Clover,’ the 60s version. “I love this song. Naomi, did you have a good time?”
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Bill

August 23, 2020, 12:26 p.m.


Father MacArthur stood outside the church, offering warm goodbyes to the children and their parents. It was just a typical Sunday morning. Completely ordinary—until it wasn’t.  
The original church, erected in the late 1600s, had been swallowed by the sea during the Great New England Hurricane of 1938. Some said the ocean had taken it back like a long-forgotten debt. In its place, Saint Joseph’s rose—a brooding Gothic Revival compound built as a summer retreat for clergy from the Archdiocese of Boston. Later, it served as a makeshift orphanage, then an education center. Now it stood mostly empty. Classes still met, but the pews grew more and more vacant by the week, as Lawrenceville faded from a parish town to a seaside playground for tourists and socialites.
“The children seemed in good spirits today,” he said as Marina joined him on the steps. “I was shocked to see twenty kids show up. I was afraid the news about the missing Fox girl would upset them. I suppose I should check in on Henry and see if we can be of any help. Do you think she ran away, like Mrs. Molter claims?”
Marina didn’t answer. She just tapped her fingers anxiously against the railing.
Bill leaned over, watching her. “You okay?”
Something was wrong. She didn’t look up. Her voice was low, measured. “May I speak with you? Privately.”
“What’s wrong?” he asked, his pulse quickening. He’d known Marina most of his life. He’d never seen her like this. The guilt hit him hard, roiling around his gut until he thought he might be sick. 
They descended the chipped stone steps without saying a word, moving toward the trail that overlooked the ocean. He couldn’t bear the silence anymore. “Marina, I can explain. It wasn’t what it looked like.”
“Most things aren’t. Wait, what are you talking about?” Her face went blank. He realized they may not be talking about the same thing. 
“Breakfast.” He tilted his head slightly, one brow up. “We were just talking, and I sometimes forget that—”
“You aren’t allowed to have feelings for anyone but God?” Marina asked coldly. He realized this wasn’t just about him being alone in the kitchen. Technically, there was no rule against that. But Marina’s expression that morning had said otherwise. I see what’s going on. And it shouldn’t be. He knew in his heart that she was right. Because this wasn’t the first time he hadn’t looked away when Eve did. And God was always watching. 
“Yes,” he said flatly, his face flaming from the embarrassment. 
“You two have been in love since you were eight years old. But this isn’t about that.” Her tone was casual, but he knew there was something more coming. 
“Marina—” he pleaded. “That’s not …”
“Bill, I … you can lie to me, and you can lie to yourself, but you can’t lie to God.”
“What are you saying? 
“I’m saying that I know how it feels to be in love with someone you can’t have. It’s like being thirsty in the middle of the ocean. Poor Mrs. Barker has been blind since 1987, and even she can see these feelings you refuse to acknowledge.”
“I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Bill tried to compose himself. “It’s a sin. I’m—”
“A human. A man,” Marina said with quiet sympathy. “You are a man before you are a priest. I’d tell you to grab Eve right this second and leave this place. Run far away from here. But I know you wouldn’t. You are both too stubborn. She would never leave, and you would never ask. You won’t admit it until it eats you alive, and it will. But I can assure you, this isn’t about that. If I were worried about you two being secretly in love, then I wouldn’t have waited all these years to bring it up. 
“Marina.” Bill’s throat tightened. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Nothing,” she said quietly. “Do you remember when you were a boy, and you came to me? You said you’d seen your grandfather’s ghost.”
“I do. I remember everything about that day. You believed me.”
“And you believe in Eve’s gifts?”
“Of course, I do. Marina, what’s going on?”
“There’s something coming,” she whispered. “Something terrible. I thought I could keep it away, but I was wrong. I thought I had more time. It usually takes decades for this kind of … but it’s here, Bill. I see it everywhere. I can smell it in the air, even as we stand here. Watching us. Listening to our every word.”
Bill reached out instinctively. “Is someone threatening you?”
“It isn’t a person.” She shook her head. “It’s this place. Lawrenceville. Something old. A spirit. A curse, maybe. I’ve researched it for years, and I’m still unsure … only that it possesses people, feeds off certain people with gifts. It killed that poor Fox girl, I’m sure of it. And it will kill again. It’s just getting started.”
He stared at her. “It?”
She stopped walking. “I know how it sounds. I felt the same way when I found out. But you know I wouldn’t lie to you.”
Bill didn’t respond. He didn’t need to. She knew he believed her.
“This thing,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, “it targets people like Eve. It feeds on them. It consumes them. It possesses them. It doesn’t need a reason. It just is. It arrives and takes over. People who refuse to see it, they … they give it power.”
“Are we talking about actual possession?” He felt a coldness spread through his body. “What does this have to do with Eve?”
Marina hesitated. “I’ve lied to all of you. I thought if I kept you all close, I could contain it. But I was wrong.”
Marina had never been one to bare her soul to the world. 
“I think we should call Henry. We can get this all sorted out.” 
“I need you to listen to me, Bill. There is nothing you can do. I know it is your nature to fix things, but this isn’t a quarrel or a broken refrigerator. There are things in this world that even God can’t control.”
“Then what am I supposed to do?” He looked at her, eyes wide with pure terror. 
“Nothing.” Her voice was firm and demanding. “Nothing. You must promise to stay out of it. I know your instinct will be to protect Eve, but she …”
“She what?” Bill’s voice cracked. 
“I know how much you love her. There is no denying the bond between the two of you. But you must distance yourself from her.”
“Marina, what are you saying?” 
“You must keep this secret until it reveals itself.”
“Marina, what secret? I don’t understand. I’m not—”
“I’m not asking, Bill.” 
He felt like he could hear her in his soul. 
“It is the glory of God to conceal a thing, but the honor of kings is to search out a matter. Be selfish, just this one. For me. I need you to live. Even if I don’t.”
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October 27, 2022, 11:16 p.m.


“What in the actual fuck is that?” Fink asked as they reached the parking lot. 
A large, dark object made of stone had crushed the lower windshield and hood of a police cruiser. Pieces of chipped stone littered the ground. Something had clearly dropped the object from the sky. 
“Is that what I think it is?” Henry asked, looking at Jones for confirmation that he hadn’t lost his mind.
“It’s a headstone.” Eve examined it with quiet strength. “It has a picture on it, and—”
“I told you to stay inside,” Henry grumbled louder than he had meant to.  
“A headstone was thrown through your windshield, Henry. Do you really think it is safer inside?” 
“Good point.” Fink stepped closer to Eve, a quiet understanding passing between them.
“How, I mean … I don’t even know how someone would have picked that up. Whose headstone is it?” 
Jones leaned closer to examine it. The granite cross headstone, broken into three pieces, had something scratched onto the top. “Are those symbols?”
“Don’t touch it!” Henry exclaimed.
“I know, I know. Evidence.” Fink leaned in with his hands behind his back. “Beloved Daughter, Sister …” Fink read, tilting his head. “2006-2021.”
“It’s Alexandria’s headstone.” Henry turned to Eve as alarm filled his eyes. 
“Why does she have a headstone if she doesn’t have a body?” Fink asked, confused.
“The family had a funeral. It’s for closure, doofus,” Jones corrected him.
“I guess you found your connection,” Eve replied, examining the headstone. “Is this another miracle, Henry? Or is someone sending us a sign?”
“Literally a sign.” Fink pointed at the scratches on the backside of the tombstone. “What do you think these markings mean?”
“I’m going to see if someone from one of the forensic departments from Boston can come check it out,” Henry said to Jones as his gaze drifted to Eve. “It will probably be tomorrow. We need to get you out of here. Fink, can you please take Eve home? Just take one of the other cars out back.”
“Sure, boss.” 
“Eve, I want you to stay inside the house,” Henry demanded in what Eve recognized as his most authoritative voice. “And Fink, you sit outside in the cruiser until I get there to relieve you.”
“That isn’t necessary, Henry. I’m fine, really. It isn’t like I’m alone at the house.”
“Yes, it is,” Henry said, taking her arm. “We don’t know what we are dealing with here.”
“You’ve met Josephine. She would love nothing more than to shoot someone for walking up the driveway.” 
Eve knew Henry was just trying to protect her. 
“This isn’t optional,” Henry retorted, giving her a small grin. He turned to Fink.  “Get her out of here. Now.”
“Aye aye, Captain.” Fink saluted with a wince as he motioned at Eve to go first. 
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Cinnamon

October 15, 2022, 11:56 p.m.


The lower entrance to Dreamland was notoriously hard to find. Perhaps intentionally so. About a quarter mile past the Beekman Heights sign, a narrow service road wound its way down the rocky beaches below the cliffside. In bad weather, it was practically impassable. But if you’d grown up in Lawrenceville, you knew it by heart. Every teenager had been down that road at least once. And if they hadn’t, they wish they had.  
Half a mile down the road, a sharp turn fed into a steep ramp climbing back up to the old zoo gates beneath the estate. From the mansion’s rear terrace, the zoo lay directly below—its rooftops and surviving gardens exposed. On the north side of the house, just beyond the pool, a second gate opened onto a trail that cut through the zoo and down to the beach. But from the bottom, the mansion was just a distant silhouette. Its shape always shifting, depending on the time of night. 
“What are we doing here?” Naomi asked as they pulled up to the gates of Dreamland. The headlights of the car illuminated the tall trees and the oxidized bronze gates. “This place is fucking atrocious.”
“Partying,” Hedda said. “It’s private.”
“There’s nobody here,” Naomi noted, looking around. “This looks like where you go to get murdered.” 
“Then I guess we are at the right place.” Eliza opened the car door and stepped out into the darkness. 
Cinnamon glanced at Naomi to see if she’d heard, but she didn’t appear to. 
Run, Naomi. Run. 
“Yeah, what more do you need to party?” Lainey asked, hopping out of the car. “Pop the trunk.”
Cinnamon looked up at the house, hoping her parents or a worker or anyone would call the police on them. Maybe if she made enough noise, someone would hear them. 
Music. Loud music. How far are the neighbors? 
She quickly flipped through the music on her phone and selected Romeo Void’s ”Never Say Never” and turned up the speakers as loud as they could go. She took Naomi’s hand as they danced in the dark. 
Someone, please help. 
Hedda gave her a dirty look as she turned the music down a few notches. 
“Make me a martini!” Cinnamon smirked at Lainey. “Extra dirty. She brought her bar cart in my trunk.”
“A martini? Who drinks martinis?” Naomi replied coldly. “You are all being super weird. It’s freezing out here.”
“We’re just happy to see you,” Lainey said, handing Naomi a red Solo cup filled with ice and a liquid Hedda had concocted earlier. “We can go down to the monkey house. It’s usually warmer there.”
Cinnamon watched Lainey, hoping she would change her mind. Hoping she would drop the cup or give Naomi some kind of signal. Some silent reassurance that everything would be okay. But it was too late. The drink was already in Naomi’s hands, and Lainey looked like she was at a regular party. Like there was nothing sinister going on. 
Cinnamon felt her stomach twist as Naomi raised the glass … her heart pounded faster and faster until she couldn’t take a second more. 
“STOP!” Cinnamon shouted, eyes locked on Naomi. 
Hedda shot her a look—sharp enough to cut. Cinnamon forced herself to breathe, dialing it back. 
You’re fine. Just take the cup.
“Don’t drink it,” she said, calmer now. “Just … give it to me. 
“CC, I told you we don’t have any ice,” Hedda reassured in her casual tone, as if nothing was wrong. 
“Just give me the cup,” Cinnamon urged.
“Leave her alone,” Hedda commanded. The other girls didn’t seem to notice. 
Is this bitch really telling me what to do now? 
Cinnamon’s hands went limp. She danced to the music as a strange smile crept across her face. She felt at peace. 
What the fuck is happening to me?
Cinnamon tried to scream, “It’s poison, don’t drink it. Call 911!” but all that came out was, “I love this song.” 
She tried again. 
“I love this song so much.” 
Naomi looked at her with a slight side eye. “Why is everyone being so weird?” She took a quick sip. “We get it. You love this song. Isn’t this really old?” 
Hedda began dancing suggestively to the music. 
“Yeah, CC, stop being so weird. You big weirdo. Weird girl,” she taunted her. 
“What the fuck is this? It smells like shit.” Naomi looked appalled. “Is this tomato juice?”
“Vegan keto skinny margarita,” Eliza said with a shrug.
“Does it need pineapple juice? We have pineapple juice,” Lainey said frantically. 
“Whatever, drink up bitch!” Hedda yelled with faux cheer, watching Naomi chug her drink. 
“Hedda,” Cinnamon said, shooting her a dirty look. Hedda didn’t respond. Didn’t even flinch. Like she was invisible. I’m talking to you, bitch.
Cinnamon turned in time to see Naomi finish the drink and let the cup drop to the ground. It hit with a soft crash, like it didn’t matter. She could almost see it taking hold of Naomi, like watching someone glitch from the inside out. “I don’t feel so good …” Naomi leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “I think I … need to lie down.”
“Do not lie in my car. My dad will kill me if I get blood on the upholstery,” Cinnamon said. Why did I say that? What’s happening? Someone call 911. 
Hedda’s quick glare sent a chill through her. Cinnamon felt light-headed. Almost euphoric. She couldn’t stop staring at Naomi’s face … so bright, so happy in the moonlight. 
“I mean barf. Don’t get barf on my upholstery. Or maybe just keep it blood because it looks like she’s already passing out,” Cinnamon rambled as Naomi fell face-first into the dirt. She tried to scream again as she watched poor Naomi lying there. Help. Help. Call 911. Anyone! “That was fast. Is she dead?”
“Jesus Christ, what the fuck did you give her?” Lainey asked. 
“Had you two come to the meeting, you would know this,” Hedda snapped. Lainey looked like a scolded child who was about to cry. 
“What meeting?” Cinnamon asked. She’s probably poisoning all of us. This is going to be a Netflix documentary about A mass suicide at the haunted zoo. “Did I miss something? What are you talking about?” 
“Xanax. And ten Tylenol PMs,” Eliza answered. 
“What the fuck?” Cinnamon clenched her teeth while examining Naomi’s head for injuries. “Who kills people with Tylenol PM? Is this a nursing home? What the fuck are we doing?”
“That definitely didn’t kill her,” Eliza said.
“You probably stopped her heart,” Lainey added. “I don’t think this is the sacrifice the book had in mind.”
“I think we should call the police,” Cinnamon said, her voice cracking as panic finally took over. She’s going to die. She’s going to die. 
“Seriously, CC?” Hedda snapped, eyes narrowing. “You wanted this. You always have.”
Her breath caught. Then slowed. Her shoulders relaxed. The spinning stopped. She looked at Naomi and felt nothing. No fear. No guilt. No hesitation. Just purpose. Hedda’s glare still burned behind her eyelids—but it didn’t hurt anymore. It lit the path.
She was bound now. And Naomi had to die.

      [image: image-placeholder]“What’s the plan?” Eliza asked as they stood over Naomi’s body. The girls had struggled to get her up the short hill to the monkey house, leaving them sweaty and out of breath.
“We need to make it look extra witchy,” Hedda said stoically. She paced in a circle around Naomi’s body, debating what to do. 
“Should we chop her up here? Or somewhere else?” Lainey asked. 
Cinnamon quietly examined the knives Hedda had brought in her ever-growing collection of oddities from her pink backpack. It was starting to resemble an overstuffed suitcase. She didn’t feel much of anything other than slightly bored. Wishing this would be over with. 
I should not have worn these shoes. My feet hurt.
“Where did you get these?” Eliza asked, holding up a knife by the sharp, metal edge. 
Lainey seemed more interested in her reflection as she picked one up and examined herself in it. “I’m getting a zit. Are these big enough to chop her up with? Do we have an ax?”
“We’re going to chop her up?” Eliza asked. “That seems harsh, doesn’t it?”
“I was thinking it might be scarier if we cut her eyes out. Or her hands off or something. Or we could carve something into her head,” Lainey leaned over Naomi with the knife and practiced places to stab. “Burying her seems boring, and I don’t want to dig.”
“Helter Skelter?” Hedda asked, amused by Lainey’s enthusiasm. 
“What’s that?” Lainey asked in confusion.
“Never mind, what if we just cut her hands off and throw them in her parents’ yard?” Hedda offered.  
“Her parents? But I like her parents,” Lainey said, turning towards Hedda with a frown.
“Don’t be a little bitch, okay? One CC is enough. We have to make this look real,” Hedda said, picking up another knife. 
“It is real,” Eliza clarified. “You’re using her blood for witchcraft. Does it get more real? Did I miss something?” 
“Well, we need to make it look like this is some satanic cult thing. Like super freaky. Then people will be scared and think it was big scary men or something,” Lainey remarked.
“Are we sure she isn’t already dead?” Eliza asked. “I can’t tell if she’s dead.” 
Hedda leaned into Naomi’s face and felt for breath. 
“What are we going to do with her, then? This is making me nervous. Can we just get this over with?” Lainey asked impatiently. “I never realized how big her head was. That’s a big fucking forehead.”
“Are you sure she’s knocked out?” Eliza asked.
“She should be. We gave her all of it,” Lainey answered.
“Wait, we have to drain some of her blood. Do you have something we can put it in?” Hedda asked. “The point was to get the offering.” 
“Umm … not really. Starbucks?” Eliza picked up a Starbucks cup from earlier in the week off the ground and poured out the remains of a caramel macchiato. “Here you go.”  
“Knock, knock, Cinnamon … are you still with us?” Hedda asked in her sing-song voice. “Cinnamon … let me in …”
Cinnamon couldn’t tell if she was still with them or not. Something nibbled in the back of her mind like she’d forgotten something important. Something she knew she had to tell them, but she couldn’t remember. It snapped into place as her eyes flickered. 
She has to die. We must kill her. If she doesn’t die, she’s going to tell. You’ll go to jail. You’ll have to wear orange. 
She hurried to a pile of boxes in the corner with four white pouches containing disposable hazmat suits. “Fuck, wait. Okay, put these on before we do anything else. You don’t want blood on you because you’ll get caught by the blue light scanner thingy or whatever they do on CSI: Miami. That’s the last fucking thing we need.” 
“Where are these from?” Eliza asked as she opened her suit. 
“I stole them from the painter guy. The hot one that’s doing the faux finishing in the sunroom,” Cinnamon said. “He had an entire box of them.”
“Your mom is faux finishing the sunroom?” Eliza asked. “That doesn’t sound like something she’d do.”
“I know. It’s horrific,” Cinnamon admitted as she stepped into the suit. “Wait until you see it. It looks like 2005 Tuscany vomited.”
“This would actually be kind of cute if you belted it,” Lainey added as she pulled her suit up around her waist. “What is Microporous Type 5 60GSM?”
“I think it’s just the brand.” 
“But I’m not a size five,” Lainey said, annoyed. 
“It’s not a size. It’s like a one-size-fits-all situation. Just fucking tie it.” Cinnamon shook her head at how stupid Lainey could be sometimes. 
“Okay, get this rope around her neck,” Hedda ordered. “Did anyone go to Girl Scouts?”
“I’ll do it,” Lainey said. She tossed the rope over the old rafter, as if she’d done it a million times. “Here, put this part around her neck.”
The girls were impressed with how quickly Lainey fashioned the rope into a noose and fit it around Naomi’s neck. She then pulled the rope taut.
“Okay then, cowboy.” Hedda picked up the end of the rope from the floor.
“My uncle taught me to rope on his ranch when I was little. I wanted it to be my talent at the Miss USA pageant, but they don’t allow it. But, somehow, batons on fire aren’t a safety hazard. Now pull,” Lainey ordered them. She put her arms above Hedda and pulled as hard as she could. 
The girls worked in unison to hoist Naomi to her feet as Lainey secured the rope to one of the monkey cages with an impressively secured knot. Naomi was now about six inches off the ground, hanging lifeless like a child’s doll.  
“Eliza, you’re up,” Hedda ordered coolly. “I want you to stab her. As hard as you can.” 
Eliza’s eyes met Cinnamon’s as she took a hunting knife from Hedda and examined it. Eliza stood in front of Naomi and burst into tears. 
“Okay, no more tears. I’ll take care of it,” Lainey said, patting Eliza on the head. “I’ll do it. It’s fine, go sit.”
“I’ve got it,” Eliza assured them. 
Cinnamon followed her gaze. Naomi looked small and sad with the rope cinched tight around her neck, her limbs hanging slack. She must go. Stab her. Stab her.
Eliza leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Goodbye, Naomi.”
And then they heard it. A rasp. Barely a sound. But just enough to freeze the air. Naomi’s lips parted, trembling.
“Cinnamon,” she gasped, the word a dry thread of breath as her hands and legs flailed. She reached up to grab the rope and then went limp, swinging through the air. 
Eliza jumped back like she’d touched fire. Cinnamon staggered, her mouth opening but no sound came out.
The edges of the room faded into shapes and darkness until only Naomi remained. Cinnamon couldn’t look away. She didn’t want to.
“Gut her,” Hedda ordered. 
Cinnamon was surprised at the noise the flesh made. She’d watched every horror movie available. She even had a vintage DVD player for the classics. But this didn’t sound like it did in the movies. It was … uneventful … like when you cut up raw meat or steak. 
Cinnamon watched Eliza stab Naomi again, the blood spilling out of her body and onto the knife, rubber gloves, and the floor. Sugary and dark in the night. Eliza pulled the knife out and then pushed it back in. This time, she twisted it back and forth and side to side, like a child digging in the dirt for worms. Then she tore open the remains of Naomi’s shirt, exposing her chest and bra. She removed the knife from her body and carved a pentagram.
“Is a pentagram five or six sides?”
Eliza turned around to see the other girls staring breathlessly at what they had just witnessed.
“Hello?” Eliza asked impatiently. 
“Five, yeah. It’s five,” Cinnamon answered quietly. “Definitely five.”
“Why are you all looking at me like that?” Eliza asked, now covered in Naomi’s blood. “And hooray for CC knowing geometry.”
“I just … I don’t think we were expecting you to get so into it,” Lainey admitted, scrunching her nose. “You liked that more than active shooter drills.”
“Well, you said to do something witchy. So here we fucking go,” Eliza muttered before being interrupted by a knock at the door.
“Was that the door?” Hedda asked in shock. 
Lainey looked at Cinnamon for direction. “Is it your parents?”
“What the fuck do we do?” Eliza asked, moving to Naomi, as if standing in front of the bloodied body would hide it. 
“Do we answer it?” Cinnamon asked. 
“We have to answer it. You can literally walk through the windows. This isn’t a secure building,” Lainey added as the large door of the monkey house creaked open. 
“Just dropping this off …” a deep voice called out as the door opened further. 
The girls stood immobile in silence.
Hayden Bills stopped dead in his tracks as he entered the room. The girls immediately recognized him from school. His varsity jacket seemed to grow three sizes as he slumped down in it. The color drained out of his sharply handsome face. He had been on a couple of dates with Cinnamon the year before. 
“What the …” 
“Hayden, how nice of you to come by,” Hedda said sarcastically. “Just in time.”
“I uh … I didn’t see anything. I’m just going to leave.”
“Did you follow us, Hayden?” Hedda asked. 
“Uh … um … I just. Lainey left her purse at the party, and I thought she might need it. I’m just going to go now.” The orange metallic purse dropped to the floor with a thud, and he stepped backward as Hedda glided over to him. 
“Do you think girls like to be followed, Hayden?” 
“No, it wasn’t like that,” he tried to explain as Hedda unzipped her suit. “It’s just her purse.” 
His eyes widened as Hedda picked up the bloody knife off the floor. 
“I figured it was expensive, and I didn’t want anyone to steal it.”
“Thank you, Hayden,” Lainey said quietly. 
“You shut the fuck up,” Hedda said to Lainey. “Just remember that this one is your fault.”
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Eve

October 27, 2022, 11:46 p.m.


There was something about how quickly it all happened. Eve could feel Fink’s nervous energy pulsing beside her as he drove her the long way to Josephine’s house in Beekman Heights. A headstone had fallen on a car. From the sky. 
Not just a headstone, but Alexandria Fox’s headstone. 
A hundred pounds? Maybe closer to three hundred? Eve tried to wrap her mind around it. Dropped? But how? Who would do that? What could do that?
“You look worried,” Fink noted, unusually quiet and still staring ahead like his brain hadn’t yet caught up with what just happened.
She turned to him. He looked tired and scared.  
“I am worried.” 
“Because a headstone just fell on Henry’s car?”
“Among other things. But yes.”
“What really happened between you and Henry?” 
“Oh, Fink. Where do I start?” Eve fidgeted with the binder in her lap. 
“At the beginning.” Fink’s eyes lit up. “This is at least a four-minute drive, but I can go slower.” 
“Well, Henry, Bill, and I grew up together. Which I’m sure you know. Lawrenceville was pretty remote back then, especially during the winter. The school at the church was much bigger, but only a handful of us actually lived at St. Joseph’s year-round. Foster care wasn’t really a thing in Lawrenceville, so we were just … the orphans. Outcasts. We loved it. Between summers, it felt like a ghost town. Just us and a lot of old buildings by the sea.” 
“Then what?”   
“And then we just grew apart. The … the shooting happened. Marina had taken care of us all those years and she was just gone. I was in the hospital for a few months, so I didn’t even get to go to the funeral.”
“I’m so sorry. I know she meant a lot to Henry,” Fink said. “And you.”
“He talks about her?” 
“No. But I can see the pain in his face when others do.”
Eve knew exactly what he meant. “So, I was in the hospital for a long time, and then I had physical therapy and just kind of shut everyone out. Like every memory became a terrible one, and I just didn’t want to deal with it. So, I didn’t. It was selfish. Really selfish now that I’m saying it out loud. But I guess it was … self-preservation. I didn’t know what to say to Henry or to Bill. And hiding seemed easier. Until it wasn’t. I mean … of course I enjoy being at Josephine’s. The garden is so quiet.”
“That’s quite the garden.” Fink’s eyes widened. “And quite the house! What do you do there? She looks mean.”
“Josephine? No, she’s the sweetest. She’s just protective. I don’t know what I would have done without her. After the shooting, I couldn’t stay at the church anymore. She needed someone to cook and clean and help her take care of the house, and I needed to … hide, I suppose.”
Fink turned to her slightly, something tender and unspoken in his expression. “We all need a place to hide once in a while. Nothing wrong with that.”
“Thank you,” Eve said. “How long have you been a deputy?” 
“Gosh, almost four years now. I had known Henry, you know, just from around town, and then when I went to the interview, I was so nervous. I figured it was a pity thing. That they wouldn’t hire me. Walker can be … intimidating, and Henry was actually nice during the interview. I know he’s a good guy, he’s just … Henry. He’s better now that you’re around. He used to have a nervous tic. I could see him getting in his head. Overthinking. Which is odd because he seems to work best when he just goes for it.” 
In his enthusiasm, Fink took his hands off the wheel, giving Eve a slight scare. 
“And I have no complaints about looking at Henry McGinty all day. Even if it’s because he’s telling me to shut the fuck up.”
Eve tried not to laugh, but it came out anyway because she couldn’t disagree. “Why didn’t you think they’d hire you?” 
“I guess being the resident homo, I wasn’t sure if they’d think I couldn’t be an authority figure or whatever. I came out early, and you know how people are. Things are better than they used to be, but still. Small town. I guess that’s an unfair statement, because people are shitty everywhere. Anyway, I found out later that nobody else applied. Well, Becker Fendley applied, but he couldn’t pass the background check on account of his being a sexual predator and all.” 
“Well, I think you are fantastic at this job. And so does Henry, I can tell.”
Fink proudly agreed. “Thank you. I’m really trying. My brain just doesn’t work how Henry’s does.” 
“It doesn’t need to. We all have our gifts.”   
“Do you still believe in God?” Fink asked frankly.  
“That’s a really big question.” She had done her best to avoid thinking about it for quite some time.  
“Sorry, just curious about you.” Fink gave her a reassuring glance. “I’ve never been friends with a former nun before.”
“I’ve never really thought of God in the traditional sense that you think of church and the Bible. He’s what holds us together, especially in times like these. People think nuns and religion and whatever are these scary, unknown things, but it is really just people trying to help. Or at least that is what I used to think. It should be people trying to help. To spread the word of God and love. Not fire and brimstone and threats.”
“And now?” 
“And now … I don’t know. I guess that’s what I’m trying to figure out. I need to find a way to be useful.” 
“How can you say that? You use your gift to help people.”
“I don’t know about that.”   
“Do you think I’m going to hell for being gay?” 
“What?” Eve asked in disbelief. 
“Seriously, you can tell me. I haven’t been offended since 2005. I’m not worried. I mean, I’ll know most of the people there. You just seem sort of unfazed by things, so I wanted to know how you felt about it. About me.”
Eve grabbed Fink’s shoulder affectionately. “I don’t think that’s how it works, Fink. I know there are a lot of scary religious people out there, but I can assure you, you are not going to hell. Not for being gay, at least. God loves you just as you are. That, I can guarantee. Finding love in any way is a rarity in this world. Who am I to judge what or who makes someone happy? Maybe I’ll become a lesbian.”
“Now, that I would not recommend.” The affection in Fink’s eyes said everything she needed to know. “Plus, Henry’s in love with you.” 
“No, he isn’t.” Eve waved off the comment. “I can assure you of that.” 
“I can tell he is by the way he looks at you. He doesn’t cut you off, and he’s always so proud when he talks about you … he used to talk about the cases you helped with. Henry is different with you.” 
“Henry and I love each other very much. It’s like we are family. Bound by something that I don’t think anyone can explain. But trust me when I tell you this, he isn’t in love with me. I’m not his type.” 
She tried to give Fink a not-so-subtle nudge, but he didn’t seem to be grasping what she was saying.
“What is his type?”
“You know, I don’t know that Henry has ever even been on a date,” Eve mused. 
“What about you? Are you going to date now that you are no longer—”
“I hadn’t thought much about it, I suppose,” Eve interjected.
Fink turned to her and gave a quick snort. “Liar. A beautiful woman like you? You are a free woman now. You should start dating.” 
Eve tried not to laugh, but it didn’t work. 
“Shit, that’s not what I meant. Not that you weren’t free before, but you were like … married … to God.”
“I know what you meant.” 
“So, you’ve never been in love?” 
She pondered for a moment before answering. She felt as though she could tell Fink anything. “I think I was in love once.”
“How are you just now telling me this?” Fink asked in dramatic shock. He slammed on the brakes and pulled the car off the road. “You must tell me who this instant.”
“Let me pull my stomach off the floor, and I’ll get back to you.”
“Who is it? Hot Father Bill?” Fink babbled excitedly. “Oh, now it all makes sense. That’s why you left.”
“I’ve said nothing, and now you are making this entire thing—”
“Hot Father Bill looks like Chris Evans and Henry Cavill had a moody baby with graying hair.”
“I haven’t said anything about Bill.”
“I can tell it’s him. You only know four men.” 
“Well, that is not why I left.”
“You should go there now and tell him. Grab him and kiss him and get him out of that place. Nobody should spend their attractive years in a church with laminate flooring. Especially not when they are that hot.” 
“You must promise me you won’t say a word.”
“I would never. This is too important,” Fink said, turning the emergency lights off and getting back on the road. “Forbidden love in the church with a backdrop of strangely religious-themed crimes creeping in the shadows of a small coastal town. I love this! Who is going to play you in the movie?”
Eve couldn’t help but laugh. “I think you are getting a bit carried away. Perhaps we should solve the crime before you sell the movie rights.”
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Cinnamon

October 16, 2022, 9:46 p.m.


Cinnamon threw herself on the white, fluffy chair in the corner of her mom’s home office. “Mom, can I ask you a question?”  
Fiona looked up from her computer. “Of course.” 
She gave her daughter a look of concern that Cinnamon wasn’t used to seeing on her mother’s face. 
“Do you ever feel like you are two people?” 
“What is this about, honey?” Fiona asked, abruptly standing up from her desk and stalking over to the chair. “Like bipolar?”
“No, nothing like that. Like, sometimes you are around someone, and you can’t control yourself. You do things you wouldn’t normally do. They feel like dreams or something. I don’t remember if it really happened or if …” Cinnamon paused, trying to figure out if she even knew anymore.  
“Sweetie, you’ve been acting strange since the Mildred incident. Are you sure you don’t want to go to therapy? Doctor Cohen could probably fit you in? Is this about a boy?” Fiona asked, kneeling next to Cinnamon.
“No. It’s nothing. I think I’m just tired.” Cinnamon took a deep breath. She decided she was going crazy and that she probably shouldn’t try to explain everything to her mother. “I didn’t mean to worry you. There’s just a lot going on.” 
“Is someone pressuring you into sex?” 
“No, Mom.” Cinnamon giggled. “Sadly, nothing like that.”
“I have to go to this meeting, but let’s have dinner on Thursday. The chef is preparing a preview of the Halloween menu. Sounds fun?” Fiona asked. “I’m thinking pâté. Maybe lobster salad?”
“Okay, Mom.” Cinnamon leaned her head against the chair and closed her eyes, longing to return to a time when she wasn’t a crazed murderer. 
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Henry 

October 28, 2022, 1:36 a.m.


Henry drove down the tiny road behind the church on Main Street and up the intimidating hill to the back entrance of the graveyard. He was afraid that if he took the quick route, past the parsonage, he would have to get out of the car and open the gate, which might wake Bill. That would cause Bill to come out, and they would have to speak, which would be awkward. It was worth the treachery of driving up the scary hill, never knowing if your car would get stuck or if you’d unexpectedly hit a fallen boulder in the middle of the road.  
Having arrived safely at the far end of the graveyard, Henry pulled himself over the half wall made of tumbled stone, just as he’d done when he was a little kid. Bill, Eve, and Henry must have run a million miles around the graveyard when they were kids, never once giving any thought to the bodies beneath their feet. It seemed different now in the dark. The air felt strangely warm and humid, like a storm was coming, but there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. 
Henry gave a quick wave when he saw Bill walking up the stone path. He looked tired and thin and not surprised to see him. Henry instantly felt bad for avoiding him for the last two years. 
So much for being quiet and avoiding a reunion.
“MacArthur,” he said.
“McGinty, what brings you out here in the middle of the night?” 
“You sure you want to know?” Henry gave him an uneasy look. 
“Given what I’ve been reading in the local papers, probably not, but tell me anyway,” Bill said. “I got nothing but time.”
“Alexandria Fox. Somehow, her headstone was relocated.” 
“Relocated? Where?” 
“Through the windshield of a squad car.” 
Bill doubled over slightly, like the wind had been knocked out of him. He started at Henry, mouth dry. “How does something like that happen?” 
“I was hoping you could tell me.” Henry looked at him for directions. “What row is she in?”
“In the corner, by the Carter bunch. I’ll take you,” Bill said, rubbing the back of his head like he’d been physically injured. “Henry, this is—”
Henry crossed his arms. “You really don’t need to do that. I can find it.”
“I insist,” Bill said, already walking ahead of him. “Come on, tough guy.”
They moved toward the newer section of the graveyard. The rows of elaborate memorials gradually gave way to simpler, more modern headstones as the centuries passed. Neither man was quite sure what to say. So, the foreboding silence grew too heavy. 
“You don’t return my calls,” Bill finally said. “Once or twice is fine, but after we passed a year, it feels like you are avoiding me.”
“I have been,” Henry admitted. 
Bill’s uncharacteristically aggressive behavior had caught him off guard, and the words just came out. Bill was always polite, forgiving … he was a priest after all. Henry wasn’t sure why he had given such a bluntly honest answer. Fuck. 
“Why?” Bill asked plainly. “What did I do?”
“I just couldn’t.” Henry looked away from him. “You and Eve … you are the only family I have left, and I disappointed you.”
“What are you talking about?” Bill stopped under a lamppost and gave Henry a look of confusion. “I’m not disappointed in you. Why would I be disappointed in you? I just miss you. I miss you both.”
“Someone tried to kill her, Bill,” Henry’s voice finally snapped. He’d been holding it all in for too long. “She died. Right in front of us. Right down the hill from here. And Marina, the woman who raised us, died. I can’t find the killer. I can’t even find the weapon. It’s like a fucking ghost did it. I failed you both.” 
Bill stepped closer to him, “You didn’t fail anyone, Henry. Whoever did this, they knew what they were doing. You don’t think I lie awake at night and question what I should have done? You think I don’t still feel guilty? I’m all alone here.”
“I didn’t know.” Henry looked at the ground. 
“Well, now you do.” Bill looked directly at him. “If I were going to be disappointed in you, it would be for something within your control. Like your lack of presence at church or the fact that you didn’t call me on my birthday.” 
“I’m a shit bag.”
“You are a shit bag. But you are my shit bag,” Bill said as he slapped him on the back. “And don’t curse on hallowed ground.”
“Fine, I’ll fucking stop.” 
“How are you? I mean really.”
“That’s a loaded question.” Henry looked at the sky as if he could find the answer above.  
“One day at a time, Henry. Is Eve safe?” 
“For now,” Henry admitted. “I’m not sure how safe any of us are. You should come by the office. She’s been helping us out with the case.”
“I heard,” Bill said quietly. “Walker came by. You're still working with that, uh … Augustus Finkelman?”
Henry gave Bill a death stare. “Yes, Bill. Fink is on the case. He’s driving us all fucking crazy.”
“I saw the two of you having lunch at Tom’s diner. He’s handsome, Henry.” Bill stood in front of Henry, who raised his eyebrows at him. “What? He is. You looked happy. Together.”
“It’s not like that, I can assure you.” Henry stepped around him and kept walking. He would not continue this conversation. 
Bill stood firmly in place. “It was just nice to see you laughing, that’s all. It was nice to see you have any emotion at all. You are allowed to be happy. You can’t just spend all your time alone.”
Henry stopped and looked back at him. “We aren’t doing this. Do you really want to talk about being happy?”
Bill lost his cool. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Why are you here, Bill? Instead of with her?” Henry knew he shouldn’t have said it. He wished he could put the words back in his mouth. Living together all those years had taught them both exactly what buttons to push. “Shit, Bill. I’m sorry. I … I just. There’s a lot going on.”
“It’s fine, Henry. I know everything is just so … I continue to pray, but things have been … I don’t even know what to say anymore.”
“I’m sorry. I’m fucking this up. Again. I really didn’t mean to, Bill—”
“I just … I want you to be happy, Henry. You deserve it. I know you don’t want people to know. And that is your business, but I need you to know that I love you. God loves you. We all love you just the same. And I should have told you that a long time ago. I should have been a better friend. I’d never want you to think that you couldn’t—”
“Bill.” Henry scolded him with a look. He took a deep breath and refused to cry. “I know, okay?”
“Okay. Just remember … you want to marry a tree, I’m there. A car, I’m there,” he teased.  “Nancy Molter … you’ll need to come to counseling first.”
“Quit while you’re ahead, Bill. Message received.”
Henry had gotten caught up in the past and forgotten about the task at hand. 
“She’s right up there,” Bill said as Henry saw what looked like some kind of pattern in the grass in the moonlight. “What the …?”
A large pentagram around six feet wide had been burned into the grass on her grave. A melted candle in each corner and three holes for internal supports were all that remained of the headstone. Aside from a charred area by the far end of the burial plot, nothing else appeared amiss. 
“Henry,” Bill gasped in horror. “I know you told me but—” 
He looked like he might vomit. 
“You okay, Bill?” 
“I think I need to sit down for a second. Can I sit here? Do you need to put up crime scene tape or something? Is it hot out here, or is it just me?”
“Breathe, Bill.” Henry pulled out his flashlight and inspected the remains of the supports. “It’s a little late for forensics.” 
“Okay.” Bill hyperventilated into his hands. 
“What do you think happened? What the hell is this?” Henry asked, petrified to know the answer. 
“Well … judging from the fact it was uprooted directly out of the ground, the lack of tire tracks, and no disruption to the surrounding graves … I’d say I have absolutely no idea. But I’m not the Sheriff.” Bill’s face had gone a ghostly white. 
“I’m not either, technically. What do you think? Vampires? Aliens? I’ve never seen anything like this.”
“Definitely aliens. Or the Lutherans.” 
Henry felt a sense of relief as the color came back into Bill’s cheeks. 
“Always the Lutherans. I’ve missed you,” Henry said. 
“I miss you, too.” 
“I don’t know how this would have been possible.” Henry crouched to examine the burned grass. “How do you burn grass in Massachusetts? We’ve had … I don’t know how many inches of rain this month?
“How did I miss this? This would take a group of people. I wasn’t watching for that. And she’s not even here. It’s so cruel. Her poor family. What was the point of doing this?”
“No body.” Henry stood up and put his hands out by his side. “No headstone. It must mean something.”
“So, is it witchcraft? Sorcery? The devil? What does one make of a pentagram and a flying headstone?” 
“Evil,” Henry replied. “There’s something happening, but I don’t quite know how to articulate it.”
“I can tell something is going on. The air is different. The people are different. It’s like the whole town is holding its breath. I could feel it before the murders even started,” Bill said quietly, like it was a secret. “Something is coming.”
“Any chance you’d like to elaborate on that for me?” Henry asked. He had learned to recognize Bill’s quiet avoidance. Bill was, after all, a priest, and some things must be buried once they’d been heard. “Is there something I should know?”
Henry examined the cold look on Bill’s face, trying to decipher what was going on behind his eyes. He seemed hesitant … he definitely knew something but hadn’t decided whether he should say it out loud. 
“Not yet, Henry. I’m afraid there are things in this world that even God can’t control.”
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Cinnamon

October 17, 2022, 2:46 p.m.


The girls tried to act as normally as possible. It was easier than they had expected. Aside from a few knowing glances at one another in the hallway, they said little about what had happened. Cinnamon tried to remember the details, but she could only see blood. Questions and holes in her memories filled her head, making it difficult for her to determine if it had all actually occurred or if she had simply imagined it.  
Was it real? Why did I let this happen? 
She could hear the music and the screaming, but she couldn’t remember what she had done during or after. 
Shortly after lunch, the sheriff arrived. No sirens, but the sight of the parked cop car and Sheriff Walker staring stoically at the building was enough of an alarm for Cinnamon. When she pulled out her phone, she already had a text from Lainey. The four girls spent the rest of the afternoon texting in code until they were alone in Cinnamon’s car.  
“Ivy told Kevin Boykin that she saw us with Naomi. After the party,” Eliza retorted.
“What?” Lainey asked. “We’re fucked. So fucked.” 
“How would he have seen us?” Hedda asked. “Nobody saw us. He’s just making it up.”
“In the car, I guess. I don’t even really remember what happened,” Cinnamon admitted, nervously tugging at her bottom lip.
“What do we do if she goes to the cops?” Eliza gasped, pacing in frantic circles like the police could arrive any second. “We could all go to jail. Orange jumpsuits.”
“We can’t let her … we won’t let her,” Hedda said matter-of-factly. “We can fix this.”
“What are we going to do? Kill her, too?” Cinnamon asked as she went through the photos from that night. “I don’t even see Ivy in any of these photos. Was she even there?” 
“Let’s one-up that.” Hedda firmly suggested. “Let’s crucify her.”
“What do you mean?” Cinnamon stopped scrolling and looked at Hedda. The sneer on her face and complete lack of remorse made the hairs on Cinnamon’s neck stand up. She leaned back in her seat and put her hands on the steering wheel. She needed something to hold on to. 
“Do you feel bad?” Eliza asked. 
“About what?” Hedda asked Eliza.
“About Naomi,” Cinnamon added quietly. 
“Why would I feel bad?” Hedda asked, expressionless. 
“I don’t know.” Eliza dropped her hands in disgust. “I guess I do.”
“I do, too,” Cinnamon added. “I—”
“Are you getting soft on us? Because if you want out, then get out. Nobody is making you do anything.”
“That’s not what I said,” Cinnamon muttered under her breath, starting the car. 
“That’s what it sounds like. You can’t let people get away with treating you this way. You always say you want to be stronger and then you don’t let me help you,” Hedda said with calm finality.
“I don’t think that’s what she is saying,” Eliza said to Hedda.
“Can everyone please just shut the fuck up for four seconds? I need to think,” Cinnamon exploded.    
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Eve

October 28, 2022, 11:45 a.m.


Eve sat down at the conference table next to Henry. “This is going to be a peculiar request, but I need you to hear me out.”  
Fink raised his left eyebrow and listened intently like a puppy with its ears perked up. 
“I already told Fink we aren’t getting French toast,” Henry said as he kept shuffling papers into piles. He was sorting more text messages and phone records from the girls. 
“That’s abuse.” Eve smirked at them both, eyes darting from one to the other. 
“Toxic workplace, I tell you.” Fink pretended to glare at Henry. 
Henry gave them both a dirty look and continued his sorting.
“The boy, the one with the hand.” Eve scrunched her face at the thought of it. His poor arm on the side of the road made her stomach sick with horror. “Hayden?”
“What about him?” Henry set his papers down and turned towards her. “You think—”
“Can you get me the hand? I want to try something.”   
“It’s actually an arm,” Fink corrected as he moved to the other side of the table so he could involve himself in the conversation. 
“Can you get me the arm then? Is that inappropriate?” 
“I guess so. What are you thinking?” Henry asked. “Isn’t that illegal, Fink?”
“I don’t think so. As long as we take it back. Or we could just go to the morgue?” Fink suggested. “It’s like borrowing it. He isn’t using it.”
“Let’s go,” Henry grumbled as he stood up from the table. “I need a break from this, anyway.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“This is beyond illegal,” Henry condemned as he pulled the box out of the morgue drawer. “I think Fink lied.”
“I did not. I wouldn’t lie about this. It’s not like you're something weird with it.”
“Fink.” Henry bared his teeth. “Stop talking.”
“Well, it’s true. We’re trying to help. Nobody is going to find out, anyway. Ed never comes in unless someone dies. This is the deadest people we’ve ever had,” Fink babbled. 
“I know. And I know you could both get in a lot of trouble for this, but … I think this is worth trying.” Eve took the box from Henry. “Can I … can I open the box?”
“You really want to touch a dead kid’s hand? What if it…” Fink wrinkled his nose at her.
“I don’t think I can get anything through the plastic. It’s not the same.” 
Henry opened the box and begrudgingly untied the plastic biohazard bag and handed the limb to Eve. “Just make sure you sanitize your hands after.”
Eve’s own hand trembled as she reached out to touch the cold, dead hand. It didn’t look as disgusting as she had pictured it in her head. The skin was dark purplish, veiny, and stone-cold.  
“I don’t know if I can watch this,” Fink whispered. 
“Shut it,” Henry growled. 
Eve closed her eyes and held the arm tighter. She tried to sort through the memories and pictures that poured into her mind. 
“This one … this is so sad. I wasn’t expecting him to be so warm. It’s like I can feel his heart even though it isn’t beating. There is a lot of football. His parents are terrible. I can hear his dad yelling at him. His mom is so inside herself, and he … he’s so sad and alone. This is different from any view I’ve had before; it’s like he’s running from something. Not a darkness like the girls, but some sort of … terror. He’s nervous all the time, and he doesn’t sleep. Maybe it’s all the exercise? Wait, there’s a woman … I think it’s his grandmother or someone older. She has gray hair, and they are in a gigantic kitchen. It’s a farmhouse and there are ceramic strawberry canisters. I can see the butcher block countertops and a big dog. I think it’s a black lab or a mutt of some kind. Now they are making sugar cookies, and he is so happy like this. I can smell the flour and the sugar in the air, and there are these perfect, old, rusty cookie cutters and those gross silver round sprinkles that chip your teeth.”
Eve stopped. Tilting her head back, she continued, “He really loves her. Good lord, more football. This poor kid. It’s all exercising, running, and football. On repeat. I can feel his heart racing and the crowd chanting. There’s like this weird chalky vanilla taste all the time, like one of those protein shakes. I always wondered what those tasted like, and now I know why I’ve never had one. Sorry, I think we are getting there … yep. He’s at a party and, goodness, this is loud. Really loud. There are so many people and lots of smoke. Not like a fire, more like fog. It’s hard to breathe. He’s taking some kind of green pills. And he’s doing shots with another kid. Is that what the small drinks are?” 
“Sure are,” Fink reassured her. 
“Well, it’s awful. It tastes like licorice or something, and it’s burning. I can see black nail polish, so it must be someone else from the football team. Boys still high-five? I didn’t know that was still a thing. Manicures and football … oh, this boy, the other black nail polish guy, he’s so warm, and now they are in a bedroom and they are kissing. I can still hear the music from the party below. The boy tastes like grape bubble gum. He’s got the most beautiful brown eyes. They’ve done this before … there’s this familiarity about the way they touch each other. It’s sweet and intimate, and now there’s more kissing. I kind of feel like I shouldn’t be watching this. Now I see her. The one with the dark hair. It’s Lainey, I think. She interrupted them. She’s saying, ‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ to him. Now she’s hugging him, and he’s crying. She doesn’t seem evil like she did before. Now I see him opening a door, but it’s too dark to see where, and it’s dark inside. Now it’s black.”
Eve stopped and opened her eyes. “It’s just black. It’s like he’s gone. Let me try again.”
“Just take your time,” Henry reassured her. Eve took a drink of her water and a deep breath as she took the hand again. 
“Okay, I’m back at the door,” she began, taking another deep breath. His icy hand was feeling warmer. “There’s some kind of metal gate. The door handles are a weird shape, but I can’t make it out. There’s music coming from inside. The door is opening and … the other girl, Naomi … I can see her and she’s … dead.” Eve tried to stop herself from gagging. The smell of the blood and fire was so strong that she felt like she was choking on it. She could see the pieces of Naomi’s flesh shredded like grated cheese. 
“She’s hanging from a noose and there’s blood everywhere. I think her … stomach is cut open … it’s all falling out. Entrails. It’s like the room is flashing. Like a strobe light or something and there’s this loud thumping music, but I can’t make out the words. There’s a figure … it’s like a hazmat suit or something, but it’s dark. It’s that darkness again, and it’s standing there. The darkness. His heart is beating faster; I can hear it. It’s so loud. The darkness is crushing his neck now. It’s pushing him against a wall and there’s this sharp pain in his chest. A stabbing pain, and it keeps going in and out. He’s choking now, and—” Eve let go of his hand, tears streaming down her face. “He’s gone.”
“I don’t know how you do this,” Fink said as he held her other trembling hand. “It’s so much pain.”
“That poor kid,” Eve said, her voice breaking as she took a tissue from Henry and dabbed at the corners of her bloodshot eyes. “It’s so weird how fast it all changes. When she interrupted the boys in the room, she was so happy for him, and it was a real hug. Then they killed him? And they are murdering this other girl right there, cutting her insides out. It just doesn’t make any sense.”
“Maybe it’s not supposed to,” Fink fretted. 
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Cinnamon

October 19, 2022, 10:46 p.m.


Cinnamon was exhausted. Her mind was unraveling, her body ached, and her nerves were stretched thin. Being awake was painful, but sleep wasn’t even a possibility anymore. Not with this thing crawling around inside her. She sat slumped on the floor of her bedroom, picking at the remains of her manicure until her nail cracked and bled. The sting felt good. Real. Proof she still existed.  
Lainey, Eliza, and Hedda had taken over the room hours ago, pacing, whispering, planning like witches around a cauldron. All of it about Ivy. What to do. How to end it. How to make sure she didn’t tell. Cinnamon nodded along, even adding ideas once or twice. But every time she tried to say what she really meant—this is wrong, we should stop—the words shriveled in her throat. Her voice didn’t belong to her anymore. Her mind didn’t either. Not fully. And the worst part was how good it felt. The power. The darkness. She was losing herself in the thrill of it all. And she wasn’t entirely sure she minded. 
“So, what now then?” Cinnamon asked even though she already knew the answer. 
“Well, next we’re going to kill that bitch Ivy and set her on fire in front of the entire town,” Hedda unflinchingly announced. 
“And exactly how are we going to do that?” Lainey asked. 
“I found this spell. But I can’t make out some of the letters.” Hedda flipped furiously through the pages of the book. “What does this look like to you?”
“Crucifixio ignis.” Lainey sounded like a child. 
“Under that,” Hedda said, pointing at the words. 
“Mal … ignis. I think that’s an ‘m,’ but I can’t tell.” 
“Close enough, what does it do?” Eliza asked. 
“It builds a cross out of the dust,” Hedda said proudly. 
“Shut up,” Cinnamon remarked. “Is this like that thing with the twigs and flames?”
“No, really. This one is from … Miriam Hunt,” Hedda added. 
“How do you know who it is from?” Cinnamon asked. 
“Oh, it’s at the bottom of the passage,” Hedda said. “She signed it. In blood.”
“I feel like you’ve spent too much time reading this,” Eliza noted, looking up from her phone.
“We should all be spending more time reading this,” Hedda retorted, annoyed. 
“That’s boring, though. Like … why do we want a cross of dust?” Lainey asked. 
“I’ll show you.” Hedda gave them her evil smile, which Cinnamon had grown so accustomed to. 
“What else do we need?” Lainey asked. 
“A brown egg … is that like a goose egg?” Hedda asked, reading the ingredients list.
“I’ll see what they have at the co-op. They have fancy eggs,” Lainey offered. 
“Fat from a head … which is like … spurge.” 
“Like cushion spurge?” Eliza asked, happy that she could use her landscape knowledge for something. 
“Sure. Like Euphorbia. Ground weed? Whatever. Find something green,” Hedda instructed. “Thirteen drops of blood. How much blood do we have left?”
“Not a lot,” Lainey said, annoyed. 
“What do you mean, not a lot?” 
“It’s drying up. We need a better storage system,” Eliza added. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Should we be doing this here?” Eliza asked, looking around at the bluffs. Cinnamon had driven them east of town and down a dirt road to a scraggly, old stretch of land near Thompson Mountain. It was the kind of place you’d set your tent up just as the cult shows up in matching robes and someone's flashlight dies for no reason. 
“Well, I didn’t want to do it at the zoo. If we burn down the house again, my parents will kill me,” Cinnamon said. “My dad has owned this forever, and nobody comes out here.”
“Good point,” Lainey said. 
“This should be fine. I mean, there’s nobody out here,” Hedda added.
“I don’t think we are going to have a lot of time to do this, so we have to do it fast. Is everyone ready?” Eliza asked in her worried mother tone. 
“Are we hurrying now at the practice round, or are we hurrying when we actually do it?” Lainey asked to clarify. 
“Both,” Hedda sneered at her. 
“Okay, CC, you won’t be here when we actually do it, so you can’t help. You can time us. Are you ready?” Eliza asked. 
“Ready,” Cinnamon said, begrudgingly hitting the timer on her phone. “Go.”
“Okay, Lainey. Brown egg,” Hedda directed, as Lainey broke the egg on the ground. “Eliza, spurge.” 
“Spurgeon …” Eliza said, tossing the small, grated pieces into the egg. 
“Crucifixo falama borigio, 
Crucifixio ignis, 
Maligna, 
Crucifixo a la felima!” Hedda invoked. 
“I don’t think anything is happening.” Cinnamon frowned. “This just looks like a really disgusting deconstructed omelet.”
“Right?” Lainey snorted.  
“Do you think it’s an ‘N’? Like Naligna or … someone should really type these out so they’re easier to read,” Lainey admitted. 
“Oh, shit, I forgot the blood.” Eliza pulled a small iodine-like bottle out of her coat pocket. “Read that shit again.”
“Jesus fucking Christ.” Hedda stomped her feet. 
“Crucifixo falama borigio, 
Crucifixio ignis, 
Maligna, 
Crucifixo a la felima.”
The girls waited patiently for something to happen. Cinnamon felt a tiny bit of relief that it hadn’t worked. Maybe none of this would have to happen after all. 
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Hedda said angrily. “Now what do we do?”
“Do you hear that?” Eliza asked, turning her head towards the trees.
“Hear what?” Lainey mouthed. 
They could all hear a faint humming, like a saw blade cutting through something. The distinct smell of sawdust mixed with earth filled the air.  
“Is that a radio?” Eliza asked. 
The noise grew louder, almost like static, as small particles of dust gathered in the middle of the field. The particles became thicker, resembling fog, and then thickened into a cloud of green smoke. 
“Well, that’s fucking alarming,” Cinnamon remarked. 
“Just a little,” Lainey added. “What is it?”
The smoke got thicker and thicker and then formed little squares of matter that splintered into slices of wood before turning into an upside-down cross, fifteen feet in height. 
“This is really useful. Maybe after this spell, we could build houses for the homeless,” Eliza said. 
“Is it supposed to be upside down?” Cinnamon asked. “It looks weird.”
“No. Fuck, I don’t know,” Hedda replied angrily. “Blood is hard to read … maybe it was Naligna or … I don’t know.”
“I think it looks nice. It’s very satanic,” Lainey admitted. “Very 90s hair band death metal. Or that old lady who used to dance with the crosses … Madonna?” 
“Isn’t it supposed to burn? Or like illuminate or whatever?” Cinnamon asked, looking at Hedda like she was stupid. 
“Well, I don’t know. Why am I always in charge of everything?” Hedda retorted. “Build your own if you don’t like it.”
“Well, you wanted to be in charge. You always insist on doing the reading …” Eliza said. 
“Oh shit, it’s actually good, it isn’t on fire,” Lainey said. “How are we supposed to nail her to it if it is on fire?”
“That is a great point. I guess I didn’t think that far ahead,” Hedda admitted. “We may need to rethink this a bit. But with some fine-tuning …”
“See,” Cinnamon said. “Aren’t you glad we practiced this?”
“But how do we crucify her if the cross is upside down?” Lainey asked logically.
“Um … we can just like nail her hands together, maybe? Or like stake her in the middle?” Eliza suggested. 
Hedda was clearly getting angry, her face growing red and flustered.
Lainey walked closer to the cross and examined it. A puzzled look overtook her face. “Is that still scary? It looks so real.”
“I think so,” Eliza said. “I mean, it is better than nothing. I know I’m scared of burning crosses. It does look real.”
“It is real, you fucking morons,” Hedda said, exasperated. “It’s wood.”
“Are we still setting her on fire?” Eliza asked. 
“I vote yes.” Lainey raised her hand.  
“Yeah. I mean, we could just get some like gas or lighter fluid. Improvise,” Eliza said. 
“I have that grill starter fluid at my house. My dad never uses it, so he won’t notice it’s missing,” Lainey offered.
“That’s perfect,” Eliza said. 
“So, what do we do with this now? We can’t just leave it here, can we? What if your dad finds it?” Lainey asked. 
“I guess we could, but that seems a little odd. He never comes out here,” Cinnamon said. 
“Can we tear it down? Or donate the wood or something?” Lainey asked. 
“Great idea. We will call Habitat for Humanity after. Stop talking, now,” Hedda said, annoyed. “For fuck’s sake.”
“Does anyone have a lighter?” Cinnamon asked. “Maybe we can speed this up.”
“I do,” Eliza said, fishing one from her purse on the ground.
“Are you smoking again?” Lainey asked. 
“Why are you everyone’s mother this week? You are driving me fucking crazy!” Eliza shook a balled-up fist at her, only half-joking. 
“I guess I’ll just let you die of lung cancer then, bitch.” 
As Eliza opened her mouth to retort, the wooden cross exploded into flames with a deafening sonic boom that split the air like a gunshot. The blast knocked all four girls off their feet, sending them crashing to the ground in a tangle of limbs and gasps. 
Cinnamon’s ears rang. What have we done? Are we dead? Her skin prickled with heat and goosebumps at the same time. She blinked up at the sky, stunned, as fire screamed in the air. Hot, violent, and impossibly fast, the cross burned like it had been soaked in gasoline. No one said a word, but they all felt it. 
This wasn’t just a spell. This was a line crossed. Now, nothing was holding them back.
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K9 Hero Found Toothless Nine Days Later



Peaches, an eleven-year-old border collie mix and beloved honorary town mascot, was found alive and safe, albeit without her teeth, after going missing on December 9th. Partnered with Fire Department Capt. Quentin Hicks, Peaches has served as a search and rescue dog for nine years, responding to multiple disasters, including the fires of 1990 and Hurricane Bob. According to Hicks, Peaches went missing from the upper banks around 4:30 p.m., prompting a search and a $1,500 reward for her safe return.
Remarkably, Peaches resurfaced at the far end of the upper cove in Mrs. Janet Livingston’s front garden, eleven miles from where she went missing. Mrs. Livingston described hearing a whimper while checking the ferns overwintering in her greenhouse and expressed joy that Peaches had found her way to a safe place.
“Thank God she found her way to me. Just seeing that lucky dog be reunited with her family is the only reward I need,” Mrs. Livingston added.
Although in good health, Peaches is now missing all but one of her teeth, leading Hicks to suspect that someone intentionally removed them. While the circumstances surrounding Peaches’ disappearance and tooth loss remain unclear, Hicks expressed gratitude to the people who assisted in the search efforts.
“Teeth or not, we are glad to have her back,” Hicks said.  Peaches is expected to make a full recovery.
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Cinnamon

October 22, 2022, 7:30 p.m.


Cinnamon could feel the sweat pooling in her armpits, cold and sticky. She was afraid they would ruin her dress. She didn’t want to be here, not like this anyway. Not in Ivy’s kitchen. Not surrounded by cornfields and the creeping silence of empty pumpkin vines.  
Ivy’s house was out past Honey Hills, in the stretch of winding gravel roads and horse fencing they used to call the ‘country kid district.’ The kids used the bus to get to Lawrenceville High every morning, always smelling faintly of hay, diesel, or lavender, depending on the season.
Cinnamon and Ivy were ballet friends as kids. They had the occasional sleepover where they painted each other’s toenails and made up stories about ghosts in the woods. But that was before things got weird. Before the Sixes had really taken off. Before middle school, and before boys, jealousy, and the parties Ivy had no longer been invited to. Before Ivy changed. Or maybe before Cinnamon did. Either way, they hadn’t spoken in over a year. Not really. Just a couple of likes on Instagram, a nod in the hallway, and a few unanswered text messages.
Until this morning. 
Cinnamon had texted her out of nowhere. 
Can we talk? It’s important. I can come to you.
Because now Ivy was a problem and the girls wanted her gone.
“I was surprised you finally wrote back,” Ivy said as they finished dinner. “I texted you a few times after …”
“Alexandria,” Cinnamon finished. She wasn’t sure what was left to say about her. “Lexie. Foxy.”
“I was going to say Mildred Berry. But yeah, her too. I even tried calling—”
“I’m sorry,” Cinnamon said. “I should’ve written back. I just … didn’t want to talk about it.”
“What do you think happened to her?” 
“Alexandria Fox? I don’t know. People don’t believe me when I say it, but we really weren’t that close. She’d gotten so …”
“She came to me a few days before,” Ivy said, her voice cautious. Cinnamon could tell she was unsure whether to keep going.
“What happened?” Cinnamon asked, pulse rising. Holy shit.
“She asked me these weird questions about my birthday. I told her, ‘I’m adopted, you know this.’ Then she said she thought she was hearing things. Like, she’d try to talk and … something else would come out.”
Cinnamon went pale. She fought the food rising in her stomach and the tears just behind her eyes. 
“She thought she was possessed. That she might hurt someone.”
“What did you tell her?”
“That I thought she had a drug problem. That she needed help. I had a date that night, and I just …” Ivy looked down, shame written all over her face. “That’s why I tried calling you. After I heard about what happened—with you and Lainey. The attack. Did you know Alexandria’s dad used to work for Mildred?”
“What?” Cinnamon’s voice cracked. What in the actual fuck?
“Yeah. She owned most of the fishing boats he worked on. Through her husband or something. He told the Boston police during the investigation that Mildred had a weird obsession with Lexie. But she was creepy, eccentric, or whatever … so I think they wrote it off. Like some old woman couldn’t possibly have anything to do with a teenage girl’s disappearance.”
“What did he say? He thought Mildred killed her?”
Before Ivy could answer, a sound cracked through the quiet. A loud, rhythmic thudding, like someone slamming a bat into the ground, again and again.
Cinnamon’s heart dropped. For a moment, she forgot what was coming. She didn’t need to fake her surprise. It was already here. The girls moved to the window.
“I think there’s someone outside,” Ivy said, pressing her face to the glass, unable to see through her own reflection.
Cinnamon saw them first—shadows in the yard. Her breath caught in her throat.
“What? Oh my god, is it Jamie?” Ivy asked. “This better not be a harvest dance prom-posal knockoff. I hate those.”
“Call the police,” Cinnamon said quickly, yanking the curtains shut and rushing to the entry table for her purse. 
I have to stop this. Fuck.
“CC, why are you freaking out?” Ivy asked, wide-eyed. 
Cinnamon dumped her purse out. Her phone fell to the floor and slid on the old wood. She’d turned it off earlier—Eliza’s idea, so they couldn’t be tracked. Fuck. What now?
“Where’s your phone?” she asked, voice rising.
“What’s going on?” Ivy demanded.
“Do you have a landline?” Cinnamon snapped.
Then the knocking began. Soft at first. Then louder. Then fists pounding on the door.
“What the fuck,” Ivy whispered.
“Call the police,” Cinnamon repeated, voice shaking as she scanned the room. “Where is your goddamned phone?”
Then, a voice came through the door. Muffled but clear. “Cinnamon … let me in.”
Ivy looked at her, disgusted. “Are these your stupid friends? Ugh …”
“Don’t let them in,” Cinnamon whispered, grabbing Ivy’s wrist. “Get your fucking phone.”
“Knock knock, Cinnamon,” Hedda sang through the door, slow and unsettling. “Cinnamon, let me in.”
Ivy yanked her hand away. The betrayal on her face was sharp. “I should’ve known you didn’t actually want to hang out with me. You brought your creepy little cult out here to scare me? God, you are consistently a terrible friend.”
The words hit like a bitch slap. Cinnamon flinched. She was a terrible friend. The worst.
Ivy threw open the front door, ready to let them have it. 
The three girls stood on the porch, dressed in white hazmat suits and Halloween masks—Frankenstein, a witch, and … something vaguely clownish.
“Trick or treat, Ivy,” Hedda whispered. “Probably a trick. Maybe a treat.”
Ivy stepped back, her voice shaky. “What the fuck are you wearing? What do you want, Hedda?”
“Nothing. Just came to say goodbye.” Hedda winked behind the plastic mask.
“Goodbye?” Ivy looked at Cinnamon, confused. But Cinnamon couldn’t look at her.
Hedda stepped into the house, her Frankenstein face inches from Ivy’s. She inhaled through the cheap plastic with a slow, dramatic breath and whispered, “You’re already dead.”
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Eve

October 29, 2023, 8:06 a.m.


“Any news on the headstone?” Eve asked as she met Fink and Henry at the front gate of Josephine’s house.  
Jones had spent the night in his car waiting for something to happen. Eve was starting to feel like she was under house arrest. Unnecessarily so. Nobody had even driven by until six a.m. The only excitement had been a couple of cats in the bushes that were either fighting or performing a strange mating ritual. 
“Nothing so far. Sorry, we’re late,” Henry said as he greeted her.  
“Not at all,” Eve said, opening the side gate. “Deputy Jones was kind enough to have some breakfast with me, and he even let me pet his dog.” Eve waved at Jones, who was backing out of the driveway. 
“Nacho? He doesn’t let anyone pet that dog,” Fink said as he glared at them through the window. “What the hell, Jones?”
“He doesn’t let you pet it because you fed it McDonald’s,” Henry argued. 
“Once. I fed it McDonald’s once. Because it looked sad. It was only one cheeseburger. What’s the point of having such a precious baby puppy if you will never let it have a cheat day?”
Henry shot a darting gaze of disapproval as Eve gave Fink a hug. 
“What’s in the folder?” Eve asked, looking at the pile of papers Henry had shoved into a green folder with the words ‘FOR EVE’ scrawled across them. 
“He’s got a present for you.” 
“I see that.” 
“We sure do.” Henry rolled his eyes. “So, there was something off with Mildred Berry.” 
“Everything was off with Mildred Berry,” Fink added. “Aside from her making taco meat out of her face in front of the girls …” 
“The newspaper said it was an accident?” Eve didn’t bother hiding the sarcasm in her voice.  
“Paper says whatever Derry Carmichael tells the paper to say,” Fink remarked. “Sky is pink. Grass is gold. Buy more cars and—” 
“Fink researched Mildred just to see if there were any leads because, you know, there weren’t a lot of murders here, then suddenly all this weird shit happened all at once …” 
“I looked for anything about her past. Psychiatric evaluations. Anything odd,” Fink finished. 
“And?”  
“And she was arrested in 2006 for kidnapping Lainey from the hospital,” Fink announced proudly. 
“Kidnapping her? For what?” Eve asked, staring harshly at Mildred’s mugshot. “She looks so young here.” 
“It says she was planning on sacrificing her. Some kind of satanic ritual. Lainey was only four days old.” 
“Did she go to jail?” Eve asked. 
“No. Her parents dropped the charges.” Henry pointed to the cease and desist letter that forbade Mildred from coming within a hundred yards of Lainey or the Lopez family. 
“So, someone kidnaps their kid, tries to sacrifice them, and they just drop the charges?” Eve asked, thumbing through the rest of the documents. 
“Pretty weird, huh?” Fink agreed. “I told you they are in on it. I bet it has something to do with the missing baby.”
“There’s a missing baby?” Eve’s eyes darted up from the paper.  
“Yes. From Beverly. A boy,” Henry added. 
“Did you ask them about it? The Lopezes?”
“No. I figured I’d save it in case we need it,” Henry said. 
“Good idea. Did the Carmichaels say anything about it when you interviewed them after the Mildred thing? I mean, they had to know, right?”  
“Nothing,” Fink said. “Acted like they had no idea.”
“They’ve been friends forever. Their kids were all born on the same day. One of them was kidnapped and that same kidnapper commits suicide in front of her years later. How would you forget something like that?” Henry asked. 
“You don’t. Unless you are hiding something. But what are they hiding?” Eve asked in confusion. Josephine was standing on the porch, spying on them. Henry and Fink waved at her, but she just stood there looking grouchy. “Josephine said we all need to talk.”
“Uh oh.” Henry gave a pressed-lip smile and closed his eyes. “I guess it is too late for me to run?”
“Do I get to go? Or do you want me to stand watch?” Fink asked as he tried to back up a little towards the street. 
“You are officially family now, Fink. Come on in,” Eve said, walking towards the house while reading through the rest of the file. “I saved you some grape juice and I think we still have some of those sprinkle cookies.”
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Cinnamon

October 24, 2022, 10:06 a.m.


Eliza collapsed under the massive window of Cinnamon’s sprawling bedroom, spreading her arms out like a snow angel.  
“We’re fucked,” she groaned, refusing to move as if she were waiting for someone to outline her body in chalk. 
“What did they ask you?” Hedda demanded. She fixed her stare on Cinnamon as if she had sold her to the enemy for nylons and chocolate bars. 
“I don’t even know. All this weird shit about where I was. How well I knew her. They know,” Cinnamon said, her voice trembling. I’m going to prison. We are all going to prison.
“What do you mean, they know?” Hedda asked.
“The sheriff, everyone … I can just tell,” Cinnamon said, panic flashing through her eyes. 
“CC, did they talk to your parents?” Lainey asked.   
“My parents were with me. They told me to answer the questions. They acted like nothing happened. They didn’t even seem the least bit concerned.”
“Is that weird?” 
“They are always weird. It’s like they … I don’t know. They don’t seem to care either way. I could be all, ‘Mom, I’m a serial killer,’ and she’d be all, ‘Okay, honey,’ and just go on looking at wallpaper samples. They are off for the next two weeks, trying to get shit finished for the grand opening. The sheriff asked them to postpone it.” 
“Are they going to?” Hedda asked. 
“I don’t know. I didn’t ask. I mean, it is a Halloween party or whatever. I don’t know how you reschedule Halloween. What do we do?” Cinnamon asked, even though she already knew the answer. She wanted to run away. To scream for help.  
“Fuck, okay. Give me a minute,” Eliza said, her left eye twitching. “Do you have any more Xanax?”
“In my purse.” 
“Okay, we can figure this out,” Hedda said in a bossy tone. “There’s a way out.”
“What the fuck do you mean?” Cinnamon raised her trembling voice. “We’re fucked. They know.”
“They don’t know shit, or they would have arrested you. Picture this: A small New England town with a history of witchcraft is rocked by a series of cult-like murders. He attacks us and we just kill him. Like Slumber Party Massacre or something. You watch all those movies, get creative.”
“Creative? We fucking killed people, Hedda. We’re going to jail.” Eliza sat up, uncharacteristically raising her voice. 
“We aren’t going anywhere, we just need a killer … we can fake being assaulted, lightly tortured, blah blah, one of us breaks through her ropes, we kill the psychopath, escape, write books, TV movies, appearances, Ted Talks, and we are all rich and famous for doing very little. Other than keeping our mouths shut,” Hedda said.
“So, you’re going to hire a serial killer?” Lainey asked. “From Craigslist?”
“This is a terrible idea. Nobody will ever believe this. And where do you even find the killer?” Eliza asked. 
“This is why you are the smart one.” Hedda quipped at Eliza. “We find a stupid boy. Get him to come here. We all have boobs. How hard can it be?”
“This is absolutely insane,” Cinnamon argued. I should go to the police. I need someone to help me make this stop. “Someone, say something.”
“I like it,” Lainey contributed, examining her manicure.  
“Why are we even talking about this?” Cinnamon began to feel nauseous. Make it stop. “We aren’t smart enough to figure this out.”
“Do you know what happens to girls like us in jail, CC? You’ll be someone’s bitch. Face tattoos. You think they are going to let you take your fucking YSL bag to prison? That’s not how it works,” Hedda said. 
“She has a point, CC,” Lainey acknowledged. “We are fucked either way.”
Cinnamon locked eyes with Hedda for a brief second. Her eyes looked dark and hollow. She looks fucking evil. And green eyeshadow isn’t for daytime wear, you avocado abomination.
“I know. But this will bankrupt my parents. You know they will stop the party and probably close the house and the entire town if anyone else dies,” Cinnamon argued. She knew it was overdramatic, but she had to pull out all the stops. Should I cry?  
“Or … we could time it correctly. What if we solve the murders?” Eliza asked 
“The best PR your parents could ever hope for,” Hedda offered with calm resolve. Her sudden tone change fascinated Cinnamon. Viscous then kind. It was like watching a TV change channels on its own. 
“She’s right, CC. Imagine if they found the killer’s body the night before the party. You can’t pay for that kind of press,” Lainey said. 
“Especially if we did it publicly,” Hedda coaxed.  
“Yeah, like what if there’s like a chase or something?” Eliza suggested. 
“Oooh, I like that. Or we could kill him on the front lawn. Like he chases Cinnamon up the hill, and then we tackle him and wrestle away the knife or something. Then we stab him, and there’s like blood all over the front stairs,” Lainey added. “Final girls style!”
“This will never work,” Cinnamon said. Now I’m going to get murdered.
“What do you want to do then? Tell the police we murdered all those people and just hope for the best? Like ‘sorry, officer, we didn’t mean to kill them and use their blood for ancient spells. Oopsie,’” Hedda mocked her. 
“Yeah, CC. Don’t be boring. Plus, I thought you wanted to keep going?” Lainey asked.  
Hedda moved closer and began stroking her hair like she was a small child. “It’s your house. They’ll blame you. Do you know how much DNA there is all over the monkey house? All over your car? On your clothes. This is how we save your ass and our own. So, stop freaking out and help us come up with a plan. Unless maybe you are the killer. Or your dad.”
Cinnamon could feel the threat in Hedda’s voice. I want to rip her fucking head off. 
“Leave my family out of this.” Cinnamon could feel the anger boiling inside her soul. She had never wanted to choke anyone more than she wanted to throttle Hedda at that very moment. 
Hedda’s two faces switched back to friend mode. “I will as long as you cooperate. I’m doing this for you. We are all doing this for you. We’re not good enough or fast enough yet. But if we can pull this off, get some more practice … we will be unstoppable.”
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Eve

October 29, 2022, 8:26 a.m.


Eve, Fink, and Henry sat stiffly on Josephine’s pristine, crescent-shaped sofa. It was the kind of furniture you weren’t supposed to sit on. The parlor around them was a museum of her legacy: family portraits in antique frames, porcelain figurines arranged just so, a baby grand piano resting quietly in the turreted corner. 
“I bet nobody has ever had Kool-Aid in this room,” Fink said, dragging his fingers across the cream velvet and leaving a ghostly trail. 
“And nobody ever will,” Josephine snapped, tilting her head with enough force to silence him. “It’s mohair.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Fink said quickly, folding his hands in his lap. “Like … mole hair?”
“Fink,” Henry muttered, mimicking an exaggerated zip-across-the-mouth gesture.
Josephine stood. “Now. Down to business. Henry. Eve. This isn’t your fault. I’m afraid I’m an old woman who failed you both.”
Eve rubbed her palms on her jeans. “Josephine, you’re scaring me.”
Josephine turned to her. “You never opened the box Marina left you?”
Eve shook her head. “I couldn’t. I figured I’d go back one day. It’s still at St. Joseph’s.”
Josephine’s voice dropped. “Your mother.”
“Her mother is in the box?” Fink asked.
“No, dipshit,” Henry interjected.
“What about my mother?” Eve asked, moving the conversation swiftly along.
“What do you remember?”
Eve hesitated. “A house with a pool … a fire. Marina pulled me out of it. I asked her once to take me back, but she said it was gone. She never wanted to talk about it again. I just figured she was protecting me.”
She couldn’t even see her mother’s face anymore. It had faded over the years, and now it was as if she had never existed.
Josephine sat and took Eve’s hand, her grip cold.
“Marina and I … we had a complicated relationship. Something bad happened to us. In Lawrenceville. A long time ago.”
“What happened?” 
“Your mother happened.” Josephine exhaled, the words like acid on her tongue. “There was a darkness in her.”
Eve stiffened. “Is that what I keep seeing?”
Josephine leaned forward. “What do you mean?”
“There’s something—a shadow. An evil. It doesn’t have a face. I see it around the girls. I think it’s connected to the murders. I … I probably shouldn’t be telling you this.”
“It’s fine,” Henry cut in. “She might be the only one who can help.”
“I think the murders are being committed by teenage girls. Or something inside them. A possession …”
“It’s not just inside them. It is them. It’s your mother.”
Eve froze. “I don’t understand.”
“The darkness returns to Lawrenceville every eighteen years. Girls are born with gifts—telepathy, telekinesis, visions. Some stronger than others. Your mother was one of them. So are you. They find each other. And when the time is right, the deaths begin. Then the ritual …”
“What ritual?” Henry asked.
“The Black Mass. It brings about the end of the world. Or a new world, depending on who you ask.”
Fink leaned back. “Like actual hell-on-earth end of the world?”
“I’m afraid it is no joke. It has been happening for years. Or trying to happen anyway. It’s a series of signs, I suppose you could say. The girls must offer blood to the devil. The desecration of the Holy Cross of a church. Then they must obtain more blood. The purer of heart, the stronger the spells become. Then they need more offerings. Until it is all-consuming. Like an addiction. Then it devours them … quite literally. Until there is but one girl left. Then the Black Mass occurs. An end of the world ritual, if you will.”  
“And my mother did this?” Eve whispered.
Josephine’s face darkened. “She killed five girls. Children. Including my daughter.”
The air went out of the room. Eve couldn’t breathe.
“She skinned her,” Josephine continued, eyes glassy. “Drained her blood. Said it would make her strong. And then she tried to sacrifice you.”
Fink looked nauseous, and Henry stared at the floor.
“Marina stopped her. So did Henry’s father. He died saving you, Eve. You were just a child.”
“My dad?” Henry asked. “They told me he died in the house fire, saving people. I mean … I was four when he died.”
“He did, Henry. That part wasn’t a lie. He died fighting to save Marina and you, Eve. The entire town went crazy when the girls went missing. There was a young woman named Sandra Garner. Your mother murdered her little girl and tried to murder her too, but Sandra escaped and told everyone what had happened. The sheriff needed time to get everything in order before they could formally go after your mother, but that wasn’t good enough. They needed vengeance, so a group of people went to your home … the Lawrence Mansion, Dreamland, and they set it on fire with you and your mother inside. Marina went in to save you while Henry’s father fought off your mother.”
Henry’s face paled as he searched his throat for words, “Nobody told me …. He …” 
“He was a hero, Henry,” Josephine said. 
“Thank you,” Henry said. “I couldn’t remember what happened. I sometimes worry I don’t remember him at all. I can’t remember his voice.”
“That isn’t you. Lawrenceville has a way of making us forget.”
“Is that why I don’t remember living in the Lawrence Mansion?” Eve asked. 
“Your mother was married to Walter Livingston. He was a millionaire from Boston. He and his daughter from his first marriage died in a car accident shortly after he married your mother. Then your mother moved the two of you back here, where she was originally from. Nobody remembered her. I’m not sure how they didn’t. I guess people were happy to see her go the first time, or she had found some spell to erase her existence. Either way, Lawrenceville has a way of forgetting. Your mother bought the house with Walter’s money and then everything went to hell.” 
“Literally,” Fink muttered to himself. 
“Did she murder Walter and his daughter then, too?” Henry asked. 
“If I had to guess, probably,” Josephine surmised.
“And now you think this entity, my mother, is back?”   
“Yes. I always knew she would come back. It’s never really over. Not here. The strongest of the girls, the last survivor, I suppose you could say. Well, that one has some sort of … direct feed … to a larger power in the underworld. The queen of the dead. Marina stopped the Black Mass once, but not without casualties. It requires a series of sacrifices. They will need the seared flesh of a virgin, the freshly pulled teeth of a dog, the blood of the pure of heart.” Josephine paused, deciding if she should go on.
“That’s all?” Fink asked. 
“No. They will also need the head of a priest. And the heart of a holy woman.” Josephine met Eve’s eyes. “One offering for each spell. One offering for each point of the star. A pentagram.”
“And then?” Henry asked. 
“It will kill us all. It will bring hell to Earth and end the world as we know it,” Josephine said. “Marina said the evil would slowly get stronger. Cities would fall. The devil will take his time and squeeze every last drop of humanity out of the world.”
“That’s all very dramatic,” Fink admitted. 
“It is terrifying. She skinned my daughter, Mr. Fink. She stripped pieces of her flesh off and drained her blood. Do you know what it’s like to know that your child died a slow, painful death?” Josephine asked, her voice rising as her fingers dug sharply into the upholstery, her knuckles white. “Well, we will all find out if we don’t figure out a way to stop her.”
“What do we do?” Fink asked softly, his tone apologetic. 
“We must find her and kill her. Actually, I think you have to kill her.” Josephine looked directly at Eve.
“How does she do that?” Henry asked as Eve struggled to reply. 
“Figure out which of the girls she’s taken over. Or if she’s taken over all of them, then … I’m afraid they all need to be …” 
“You want me to kill a teenage girl?” Eve finally managed to ask.
“Yes. These aren’t innocent girls anymore. If they are infected, then I’m afraid … if there are four dead kids, then there will be more bloodshed. As far as Marina could tell, you are the only child born to someone from an original circle. That makes you more powerful than your mother. It explains … well, it explains you. Your nature and what you can do. The spirit that radiates from you. You are a light in this … this darkness. So, make sure you strike wisely. If you don’t figure out which one of these girls is your mother, then … you’ll have to kill them all.” 
“Or what?” 
“We’re all dead,” Fink finished. 
“I’m afraid he’s right.” 
“It’s Cinnamon. She’s definitely the queen of the dead,” Fink said. 
“Worse. She’s your mother,” Josephine said to Eve. 
“Marina never said anything,” Eve admitted. 
“She assured me right before she died that she would. She had figured out the pattern, and she thought she knew who the next set of girls was. But she never told me who they were. I think she thought I’d kill them.”   
“Would you have?” Fink asked. 
“Yes,” Josephine said without missing a beat. She stood up and walked towards the large window, peering out toward the cliffs and the ocean. “I don’t use this room because I don’t like to look at it. I could always see it from here. The house. Sitting up there, just waiting for all of this to play out again. The night of … the night of the fire, I was sitting here with Wilson. We hadn’t celebrated Christmas that year. Because of Georgina and all. So, it was just the two of us, inconsolable. I saw the mansion all lit up and I—”
“You what?”   
“I put on my shoes, and I went over to kill your mother. With an ax,” Josephine disclosed with deep sadness in her voice. It was the first time she had ever said it aloud. 
“With an ax?”   
“It’s still in the garden shed. The closer I got to the house, the louder the ruckus grew. There was a loud bang, and then everything was on fire. There were bodies all over, and a car was on fire in the driveway. I knew Marina would not let you die, and I knew she was in the house, so I ran in despite the flames. I should have helped Marina try to stop it … I should have been there to help. And your mother … she was like nothing I’d ever seen before. The kind of evil that is indescribable, and she flew down the hallway after you and Marina, and I just ran right at her and hit her as hard as I could. You have to understand; she had murdered my child. My entire world was gone and I … I’d never seen such horror.”
“Josephine, I know you aren’t apologizing for killing the monster that took your child?” 
“But she was your mother. And I know she loved you. Somewhere inside … she was still your mother. I know my fate is sealed.” Josephine began to cry and tremble. 
“What are you talking about?” Eve asked. 
“I’m an old woman, Eve. I’ve seen this all before. I’m too old to fight. I guess that isn’t true … I don’t want to fight anymore. I’ll leave that up to you young people.” 
Silence fell on the room as Eve looked out the window at Dreamland in the distance.  
“Why didn’t you tell me any of this?” Eve asked. “Maybe I could have done something.” 
“Even though I was there, I guess part of me didn’t want to believe it.” Josephine’s face looked as if it would melt into her neck with sadness. “I had convinced myself that it had never happened. Knowing your mother was dead was the only way I could go on living, and killing her gave me some sort of closure. But it never really goes away, does it? I promised Marina that I’d protect you from it, but I can’t anymore. I didn’t want to think about it. When I heard about the murders … I just knew your mother was closing in on us again. Coming back for me. Coming back for you. The murders were gruesome before, but these new ones are … I think she’s getting stronger. You must find those girls. And you must kill them all. Or this time, it won’t stop at Lawrenceville.”
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Eve

October 30, 2023, 10:56 a.m.


Eve snuck in through the side door of the church. Sunday Mass was almost at an end. She had debated waiting until it was over to enter, but she just couldn’t resist watching Bill. She could hear the echo of his voice outside the door, and she went in without a second thought. She was careful to sit in the back row where nobody would see her in her dark sweater and black jeans.  
She watched Bill in awe—the way she always did when he was giving a sermon. Bill was a quiet man. Polite and introverted. Even in the smallest of conversations, you had to lean in to hear him, which nobody minded. There was a quiet power in his simple words. He didn’t need to yell to be heard. But today, he was louder than normal. Bolder. Something was different. Something was wrong.  
It was the emptiest Eve had ever seen the church, with so many people choosing to stay at home out of fear. Death in Lawrenceville was public. When everyone knows you and your family or where you live and work, then nothing is yours. Especially not your death. 
“We need to talk about something important before we depart. It would be easy for us to ignore what is happening. The empty seats speak volumes. It would be easy to pretend that death isn’t all around us. That something isn’t wrong. But it is. And the truth is … I don’t know what to do. Why do men have such a hard time admitting that? Is it pride? Or is it fear? The fear that we are mortals and not an all-knowing God. Pride and fear. I don’t have either of those luxuries anymore. I’m as scared as you are. I know only what you know. For I am just a man standing before you, speaking with my heart. I can only ask you to do the same with each other.” 
The sound of defeat in his voice shook Eve to her core. She wasn’t sure what she believed anymore. But she had an unwavering belief in Bill. 
“Daniel 12:4. ‘But thou, O Daniel, shut up the words, and seal the book, even to the time of the end: many shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall be increased.’ Meanwhile, many people will waste their efforts trying to understand what is happening. I don’t know what is happening, nor can I pretend to understand it. The deaths of children … children we all knew … in such a manner … well, they just don’t teach us how to fathom that.” Bill’s voice cracked as he tried not to break down. The voice of a man teetering on the edge. 
“Sheriff Walker has asked that I remind you all that it is best for you to stay home until these criminals or whatever evil is apprehended. I’m supposed to tell you it will all be okay if you just bury your heads in the sand, go home, and lock your doors. I will not do that today. I want you to go out and celebrate. I want you to celebrate your love of God and your love of each other. Be visible and present and sing and dance. Whatever this is, don’t let it win. Turn off your phones. Turn off the television. Be present for whatever this is. 
“As this wickedness increases, so must our love for each other. The battle between God’s Holy Spirit and the nature of humans seems to be at a crossroads in Lawrenceville. And that is why it is so important that you leave here today with this: God loves you. He loves each and every one of you, and I must apologize, for it is a sin, my sin, if I’ve ever made any of you feel anything less. I am not a perfect man. 
“As you leave here today, please remember that I love you. That God loves you. Love each other. Listen to each other. Watch out for each other. As God is alive, so is his word. And his word is love.” 
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Cinnamon

October 30, 2022, 3:56 p.m.


Cinnamon stood outside the imposing brick façade of the Historical Society building. She paced back and forth between its columns, carefully mapping out what she would say. 
“Miss Carmichael, are you lost?” the penetrating voice of Nancy Molter asked from behind her. It wasn’t really a question so much as an accusation. Cinnamon turned slowly and was greeted by Mrs. Molter scowling at her as if her presence was some sort of imposition on the world. “Or are your parents looking for more historical properties to steal and exploit?”
Cinnamon swallowed. “I was looking for you, actually.” Her voice came out thinner than she wanted. “I … need your help.”
“With?” Mrs. Molter asked.
“History.”
“A history lesson? Too late for that, young lady.” She walked past Cinnamon and started up the stairs. “The damage is done.”
“Listen.” Cinnamon hurried after her. “I need your help. I need to know what happened in that house. Please help me.”
“What makes you think I know anything? I’m just a stupid old woman.” 
“It’s just a house, Mrs. Molter,” Cinnamon said. “Stone and wood and plaster and a bunch of ugly antiques. Some shitty abandoned zoo. And you offered to pay three times what that house is worth. And they refused your offer. Why?” 
“Okay then.” Something flickered across Mrs. Molter’s face. Not kindness, more like morbid curiosity at a car crash. “I suppose this can be my good deed for the decade. Come in, if you must.”
Inside, the Historical Society smelled like a burned vacuum cleaner coated with old lady perfume. The small foyer was crowded with display cases of relics and dusty tokens of Lawrenceville’s dark past.
“I know you talked to Hedda about it,” Cinnamon said, quickly following her down the narrow hallway. “You know something about the house, about what’s happening here. I need you to tell me what it is.”
Mrs. Molter didn’t answer until they reached her office. The office, like Mrs. Molter, was uptight and rigid, with built-in bookshelves lining the walls, and perfectly spaced, framed photos of Lawrenceville’s history. She sat behind her desk and looked at Cinnamon as if she were cataloging one more unfortunate specimen destined for the basement archives.
“It’s never just a house. What’s happening here,” Mrs. Molter said, “is an interesting question coming from you. Do you truly not know what you’ve done?”
The room tilted. Cinnamon’s lungs forgot their job. She felt as if something had sucked the wind out of her. As if Mrs. Molter had looked right into her soul and seen her for exactly what she was. A murderer. 
“I …” Her mouth went dry as suffocation set in. “What does that mean?”
“It means,” Mrs. Molter said, “you are not a witch, if that’s what you’ve come to ask. Much to my disappointment, you are merely in the way. A convenient vessel. Something tells me you are used to that role in the world.”
The words stung because they were true. Cinnamon tried not to sweat as she felt her face get warmer. Pacing in the small space as if it would keep her armpits dry and her face from turning red.
“How do you know?” she whispered.
“Because this isn’t the first time.” Mrs. Molter leaned forward. “You feel it, don’t you? The guilt. The certainty that you did something you never thought you were capable of. You don’t remember all of it, but you remember enough. I tried to prevent this. No one listens. Your parents didn’t listen. No one ever listens to crazy Nancy Molter.”
“It happened to you, didn’t it?”
Mrs. Molter dodged the question and continued. “I tried to warn you. Tried to warn your family. I tried to save you from that house.”
“What is it about the house?” she asked. “Is that why—”
“You see, Miss Carmichael, it isn’t the house I was trying to warn you about. It isn’t the structure that infuses me with such terror,” Mrs. Molter snapped. “It’s the ground it sits on and what the house stands for. I have a history with that house … with what is inside of it. And, for the record, I offered five times what it is worth, but I wouldn’t promise not to demolish it. You’ll never understand.”
“I’m not an idiot,” Cinnamon said, anger scraping up through the fear. “I know you think I’m some stupid, spoiled bitch. Which I have been. And I know you think that my parents are awful, and I don’t disagree with that narrative. But I am trying here … trying to change that. I do have a brain, and I know something is wrong. I want to fix it. Can it be fixed?”
Mrs. Molter studied her, eyes sharp and unsentimental. Then she sat back. “Fine. Sit down. You’re pacing like a caged rat, and it’s making me nervous.” 
Cinnamon sank into the chair opposite the desk, clutching her purse in her lap like it might anchor her to the floor.
“You’ve heard the rumors over the years,” Mrs. Molter said. “Witches on the hill?”
“Of course. I always thought it was just—”
“Gossip.” She smiled without warmth. “Like the gossip about your mother’s various affairs. Your father, diddling anyone with a pulse. Your poor brother …”
“I know what people say about us,” Cinnamon said.
“Oh, I’m sure you do. What they don’t say out loud is always more interesting.” Mrs. Molter’s gaze sharpened. “You didn’t believe it until you were the one standing there guilty. I know you killed those kids. The fire. The carving. Did you like it? Do you like being the … the gossip?”
The words hit Cinnamon like a slap to the head. Her throat closed. Images of what they had done surged up through her stomach and into her eyes. Hedda’s voice, whispering the spells in her head. She knew Mrs. Molter could see right through her. 
“I …” She could only stare blankly, tears stinging her eyes.
“The blood on your hands,” Mrs. Molter went on calmly. “The night air in your lungs. That little rush of freedom your followers can’t give you. And still, you are not a witch. You’re just as you said before … another pretty girl with too much time, too much privilege, and absolutely no idea what she’s playing with. Too trusting. Too … blonde.”
Cinnamon forced herself to breathe. “If I’m not a witch, then what am I? What’s happening to me?”
“You are a follower,” Mrs. Molter said. “Apparently, a pretty good one and an effective delivery mechanism. I heard your little bonfire at Honey Hills didn’t even leave enough scraps for a funeral.” She pushed back her chair and crossed to a shelf behind the desk. Her fingers moved decisively along the spines until she pulled out a large green leather-bound book. It looked older than the building, its cover worn smooth.
“I assume you are familiar with the Salem Witch Trials, Miss Carmichael?”
“Yes,” Cinnamon said. 
“Good. I wasn’t sure if they were still teaching kids about history or if we had moved on completely to alternative facts. What happened in Lawrenceville makes what happened in Salem look like a church picnic Easter egg hunt. Salem gets all the applause because Lawrenceville’s witch problem was … well, it was less of a trial and more of a … a mass execution.”
Mrs. Molter set it down with reverence and flipped through the thick pages until she stopped on a yellowed portrait.
“Meet the original,” she said. “Elizabeth Hubbard. Born May 8, 1674.”
Cinnamon leaned forward despite herself. A young woman in a bonnet, with a calm, radiant smile, looked back at her from the painting. The ocean and bluffs behind her were unmistakable. “She’s beautiful.”
“She’s standing on your lawn,” Mrs. Molter said. 
“Dreamland.” Cinnamon nodded, throat increasingly tight. “Did they kill her?”
“Unfortunately, quite the opposite. She was the chief accuser in the Salem Witch Trials,” Mrs. Molter went on. “Elizabeth, somewhat arguably, was responsible for the deaths of at least fifteen innocent people who were hanged. Lord knows how many more.”
Her fingers rested on the edge of the photograph as if she might smudge the girl’s smile away.
“You’ve probably read about her at some point. The Crucible. She claimed to have seen Sarah Good write in the Devil’s book. After the trials ended, Elizabeth, finding herself quite unwelcome in Salem, moved here to Lawrenceville. She worked as a house servant for Captain John Bennet and his wife, Mary. Poor Mary died shortly after giving birth to the couple’s only child, Martha. Elizabeth saw her chance at a new life. With Mary dead and buried, Elizabeth confessed her love to Edward. Edward, not wanting his only child to grow up motherless, agreed to marry Elizabeth. Over the next few years, they had four more children. Girls, of course: Thomasin, Marjorie, Isabel, and Agnes. Everything was fine and dandy for a few years. The new start and fresh air agreed with her. But Elizabeth began to crave the attention she had adored during the trials. Headstones are topped, strange noises in the night, people go missing—sounds familiar, yes?”
“Yes,” Cinnamon said. She knew exactly what Mrs. Molter was implying. 
“Well, the people turn up,” Mrs. Molter continued matter-of-factly. “What’s left of them, anyway. Dismembered. Skinned. Some of them were drained completely of blood and displayed around town. Poor Agnes disappears first. Then they find Isabel skewered to the top of the church spire. And Elizabeth—ever the accuser—announces that Martha, Captain Bennet’s daughter from his first marriage, is responsible for everything. She has discovered another witch.”
The office felt smaller. Cinnamon pressed her chipped nails into her palms.
“She drags Martha to church,” Mrs. Molter said. “Elizabeth rants about the book she caught the girl writing in. Not just any book—a Bible, cloaked in the red blood of the devil himself, every verse overwritten with blasphemies and spells. The Devil’s book makes its triumphant return. In front of the entire congregation, Elizabeth falls into a seizure, claiming Martha is trying to possess her.”
Cinnamon’s stomach twisted.
“The town believes her,” Mrs. Molter said. “They always believe the loudest voice. They drag Martha through the streets, naked. Her live, screaming body is nailed to a cross and set ‌ on fire as everyone watches and cheers. A spectacle.”
Cinnamon’s hands shook. “The actual witch burning the accused witch,” she said. 
“Peak American irony,” Mrs. Molter said dryly. “But it didn’t end there. The next day, a local farmer finally cracks. He confesses he saw Elizabeth carry Agnes into the woods. He saw her cut the girl's head off with an ax under the harvest moon, then rub the blood all over her body. Drinking it. He says she offered him sex or a wish from the Devil himself in exchange for his silence. Told him to sign his name in blood in her Devil’s Book.”
Mrs. Molter snapped the book shut, as if the memory itself were going to lunge out at them.
“The farmer tells everyone, as men do. Elizabeth wanted to bring about the beast through a Black Mass. The Resurrection. This time, the town turns on her. They drag her to the town square to burn her at the stake. The only problem is—” Mrs. Molter’s eyes glittered fondly. “She doesn’t burn.”
Cinnamon couldn’t look away.
“She breaks the ropes,” Mrs. Molter said softly. “Curses them all. Then she rises straight up, through the smoke—levitates over the crowd and vanishes into the night.”
A silence settled between them.
“She flew …” Cinnamon managed to say.
“Levitation. Mind control. Clairvoyance. Telekinesis. Psychometry. Pyrokinesis,” Mrs. Molter listed, like vocabulary words. “Are these real scientific methods? Fantasy? Or things you can learn from a book? Used well, they are gifts. Used poorly, they’re what you did in that corn field.”
Cinnamon gripped the arms of the chair. She could feel the weight of Mrs. Molter’s eyes on her.
“Over the next weeks,” Mrs. Molter continued, “most of the town is wiped out. Houses burned to the ground. Children with no flesh hang from trees as food for wolves. Heads staked along the road like mile markers. Carnage everywhere.”
“What happened to her?” Cinnamon whispered. The queasiness fills her guts. 
“Elizabeth realized she wasn’t strong enough to complete the Black Mass by herself. She needed help to pull it off, and she wouldn’t rest until her task was completed. She was smart like you. She sought out patterns. Behaviors. Girls with certain gifts are born during the lunar standstill—the way the moon pauses in its path every eighteen years. Different girls, different gifts. She found them and enslaved them. When that wasn’t enough, she asked the Devil for help. To absorb them.”
“Absorb?” Cinnamon’s voice cracked. “You mean …”
“She killed them in the name of Satan,” Mrs. Molter said. “Consuming them, taking their powers as her own.”
Cinnamon wasn’t sure what to say. She wanted to scream and cry. “What happened to Elizabeth?” 
“She’s still here. She always returns. One way or another. Yet still, they blame it on the witches on the hill. A way to rationalize what had happened. Poor Captain Edward couldn’t live with himself. He eventually committed suicide where the zoo now sits. Time goes by, but it always happens again. Same story, new cast. Oliver Lawrence moves to town, builds the house and the zoo. Lawrenceville becomes a shining beacon of light for a few years until Ann London shows up. Dead people everywhere. Animals too, that time. More of the same. There was always a connection. The fire. Janet Livingston arrives in the early 90s. Murders half the town on Christmas Eve.”
Cinnamon thought about that night with the newspaper clippings. The dates. “Elizabeth keeps coming back. Like reincarnated? And this time she is … Hedda Bunad?”
“This is her revenge on all of us,” Mrs. Molter said. “The power comes in sixes. Six girls must become one. Every six thousand, six hundred and sixty-six days … the pattern repeats. They sacrifice the four weakest first. Their blood clears the path. The fifth is the tattletale, the weak link, the one who might confess or try to stop it. She dies next. Only the resurrectionist survives. Once the first five are dead, the sixth and final girl becomes the High Priestess. An equal match for the Devil. She alone can perform the final spell of the Black Mass.”
“Has anyone finished it?” she asked, already regretting the possibility of an answer.
“Of course not.” Mrs. Molter gave a small huff. “The completed Black Mass will turn the sun black for five days. The High Priestess will spread a plague of darkness, driving the dead back up from the earth. On the sixth day, after the world is crawling with the resurrected, Satan returns to begin his little reign of terror with his chosen queen, turning the planet into one big bonfire.”
“How do you know all of this?” Cinnamon whispered. “You believe this will happen?”
“You don’t?” Mrs. Molter’s eyes cut into her. “Then how do you explain your behavior?”
“I can’t.” The words rushed out. “If you knew what we did. What I did … then why haven’t you called the police? Why not … stop us. Why not just kill us?”
“Oh, I’ve tried that before.” Mrs. Molter’s mouth twisted. “Besides, I’m old. I prefer to watch. I’ll spectate this time. Watch how this round plays out. The town always forgets, but a select few of us remember. We keep records. We clean up after the mess.”
“Are you on the list?” Cinnamon asked, her voice shrinking.
Mrs. Molter leaned in. “How did you get a list?”
“Hedda found it at the library. A box or something. She stole it. They are all on it … Ann London, Janet Livingston, Betty something. I don’t remember. It goes back to the 1700s, but some names are missing.” Cinnamon fumbled to find the rest of the names in her brain, but the information was all too much.
“The women who signed the Devil’s book. How careless. They might as well post it in the church bulletin. Did you see my name?” Mrs. Molter smirked.
“No, but I wasn’t looking—” Cinnamon’s chest tightened. “My best friend is possessed and now she is trying to kill me and end the world. With Satan.”
“Satan is not some man with horns,” Mrs. Molter said impatiently. “It’s an energy. A rot. Elizabeth Hubbard wasn’t even the first; she was just the first in Lawrenceville. That thing moves where it’s invited. I can assure you, it’s as real as you and me. And it’s already here. I can see it in your face. It chose you for a reason.”
Cinnamon thought of Hedda’s smile, wide and kind. Back when they were friends. 
“What reason?” she asked.
“Tell me something, Miss Carmichael.” Mrs. Molter’s voice went soft. “Do you know, beyond any doubt, that Derry Carmichael is your father?”
Cinnamon blinked. “Of course I do. Why would you—”
“Do you know who your father is?” Mrs. Molter repeated.
“Yes.” Cinnamon’s cheeks burned. “Look at this chin.” She tilted her head, profile sharp. “Everyone says I look exactly like him.”
“Then you should start running,” Mrs. Molter said calmly. “Because if Derry Carmichael is your father, then Fiona isn’t your mother. Or June sixth isn’t your birthday. Either way. You aren’t prepared for this fight.”
Cinnamon’s stomach dropped. “What are you talking about?”
“It has been said, by some, that the Mabon Sabbath of 2005 was an orgy with the devil himself. An intentional creation of the six girls. The six girls to be born on the Devil’s Day: June 6, 2006. The girls, who would end it all.”
The birthday party. All the birthday parties. The four of them, always together, flashed through her mind as she tried to maintain her composure. 
“So, what does that make us?” she asked hoarsely. “The kid from The Omen? The Exorcist?”
“No.” Mrs. Molter said. “It makes them very dangerous. For you, I’m afraid, you are correct. It means your dear friend is probably planning on hanging you. Or removing your skin. Or …”
“Okay, I get it.” Cinnamon swallowed hard. 
“Has Miss Bunad been searching for anything odd? Teeth? The head of a priest?”
“I wouldn’t know. We aren’t friends anymore,” Cinnamon said, though the word anymore slid like ice down her spine. “The head of a priest?”
The office door cracked open. “Mrs. Molter? The meeting started two minutes ago. Are you joining us?”
Mrs. Molter’s expression smoothed into something pleasant. “Oh yes, my dear. I’ve lost track of time. I’ll be right in.”
The door closed again, allowing Mrs. Molter's mask of polite decency to disappear.
“I’m afraid we’ll have to cut our visit short,” she said briskly. “I have a meeting, and then I’m off to the kennel club.”
“Wait, why haven’t you left?” Cinnamon blurted. “If you know all this, why stay here?”
“And go where?” Mrs. Molter arched a Botoxed brow. “I’m an old woman. My place is in my community. I leave? I’m already dead, I can assure you. The curse is real, Miss Carmichael. Whether it’s Martha’s revenge or Elizabeth refusing to leave, something is still here. Something comes back … maybe they’re in on it together. Like you and Miss Bunad.”
“We’re not in on anything together,” Cinnamon said quickly.
“I can tell,” Mrs. Molter said. “She has you bound.”
Cinnamon stiffened. “Bound?”
“Mind control. You are clearly able to carry out whatever evil you are instructed to under the right circumstances. Does she have access to your personal effects?” Mrs. Molter’s tone turned clinical. “Clothes. Hairbrushes. Jewelry. Your endless supply of tasteless pink outfits. I assume she’s been inside your home.”
“All of the above,” Cinnamon said. Shame prickled her skin. “I’ve been giving her clothes since we were kids. How am I supposed to know what she took? How do I remove it? The binding?”
“Google it. Isn’t that what you kids do now?”
Cinnamon stared blankly back at her. 
“Maybe look it up in the Devil’s book. Where is it?”
“I don’t have it,” Cinnamon said.
“Of course you don’t.” Mrs. Molter’s voice dripped with disbelief. “Where is the book now?”
Cinnamon hesitated. Hedda’s hands on the red leather cover flashed through her mind. “I don’t know who to trust,” she said.
“That’s the smartest thing you’ve said all afternoon.” Mrs. Molter stood. “What I know is this: you need to find whatever Miss Bunad took of yours and get it back. Then you need to get as far away from Lawrenceville as you can.”
“I can’t just leave,” Cinnamon protested. “My parents … the house … the book. What am I supposed to do about Hedda and the book?”
“Your little friend has the Devil’s Book now.” Mrs. Molter glared at her. “Am I correct?”
“Yes. She’s been … practicing.”
“Say no more. The book has found its next victim,” Mrs. Molter said. “If you look, you’ll see the names from your list written inside. Each woman signs before she makes her attempt at the Mass. You must get the book back from her and destroy it before one of the other girls does. And you must destroy that house. I can see it in your eyes. You’re not like them, but that won’t save you.”
Cinnamon stood, legs unsteady. “I need you to help me.”
“You see, I’ve been trying to help. This was never about you and your family. I was trying to keep this from happening, but the truth is, I can’t stop it. This isn’t about you or me. Tomorrow is Halloween. All Hallows Eve. Your big night. I think you see where this is headed.”
“I do.”
“There are … a few resources I may assist with.”
“Resources?”
“Others who didn’t go … quietly,” Mrs. Molter teased. “There may be someone else on that list, perhaps, who can stop it.”
“Who?” Cinnamon asked. “Someone in Lawrenceville?”
“People forget, my dear. But not all people.” Mrs. Molter opened the door. “Meet me here tomorrow at eight a.m. sharp. Leave your parents’ attorney at home. You’re running out of time, Miss Carmichael.”
Cinnamon clutched her bag strap so hard her fingers ached. “Thank you,” she said.
Mrs. Molter gave a small, humorless smile. “Still think it’s just a house?” she asked, and with a little wink that wasn’t kind at all, she stepped into the hallway and walked away.
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Eve had finally gathered enough courage to go into the church office to speak with Bill. The room seemed bigger and brighter than she remembered, though the overstuffed bookshelves still bowed in the middle. Bill sat at his desk with his back to the door.  
“Hi, Bill.” 
He spun around, his face lighting up. “Eve.” 
“How are you?” Eve asked. She debated hugging him but thought better of it. 
“I’m okay, given the circumstances,” Bill admitted as he adjusted his collar. “How are you?” 
“I enjoyed today’s—” 
“You were here?” he asked, his eyes growing wider. 
“I was. I sat in the back pews with the rest of the sinners. That didn’t sound like you today, Bill. Should I be worried?”
“Then what did it sound like?” Bill asked, rubbing his neck. “I didn’t mean to sound worrisome.”
Eve sat in the chair next to his desk. “It sounded like goodbye.”
Bill leaned back in his chair, unsure how to respond. 
Eve studied him for a moment and then spoke softly, “Something tells me you know why I’m here.” 
The corners of Bill’s mouth drooped. He knew what was coming.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” 
“Tell you what? That Marina spent her life protecting you from finding out the truth?” Bill asked. 
“Yes.” Eve closed her eyes for a moment, as if that might erase everything. 
“How do you tell someone that? I mean, really.”
“I don’t know. I don’t seem to know much of anything anymore. I just … I feel like I could have done something. Those kids that died, their blood is on my hands.” 
“These things are not your doing. I don’t think you can give yourself that much power. It is the glory of God to conceal a thing, but the honor of kings is to search out a matter.” 
“One of my favorites. But if I had known … I just wish I could have changed something.”
“But you didn’t know. Nor could I tell you. And it would not have made any difference. Unless you were going to go door to door and kill every teenage girl, which you would never have done,” Bill explained in his annoyingly logical way. 
“That’s not fair, Bill.” 
“Marina assured me that this would all unfold exactly as it should. God makes no mistakes,” Bill reassured. “Remember?”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better? You do know these girls intend to take your head and my heart to complete this?”
“Marina mentioned something about that. But I try not to worry about such things.” 
“Why?” 
“What good would that do? I don’t know that there’s much I can do to make myself feel better with witches and a pending apocalypse. I’m afraid I don’t have a snappy Bible quote for that one,” he tried to joke. “What can I do to help?”
“I believe I have a box here,” Eve said. “I think that is where we start.”
“You do. It is still in Marina’s room.” 
“Will you go with me?” 
“Always.” 
Marina’s quaint room was at the far end of the east hall, overlooking the perennial garden. The room was painted pale yellow with plain furnishings that smelled of her favorite lavender oil. The space felt warm, like Marina had been. 
“Marina knew this day would come. She researched it, compulsively so. She was trying to protect you,” Bill said, dragging a large banker’s box out of Marina’s closet. “She was trying to protect all of us.”
“Trying to protect me from myself, like she always did.” 
Eve opened the box. She had missed Marina’s handwriting; it was beautiful, cursive, and delicate. 
“Even if these girls don’t succeed, someone else will. There will always be the next round. A new batch of girls.”
“I don’t believe that at all, Eve,” Bill said. “There’s no reason to think that. Religiously, supernaturally, or otherwise. I know enough about people and secrets to know that you can create whatever kind of life you want. It has nothing to do with what created you, or peculiar, or even a curse. Six girls every eighteen years? Look at how many we’ve never heard of that went on to live perfectly normal lives.”
“Perfectly normal, like me being shot in the head and coming back from the dead?” 
“Maybe it wasn’t an accident?” Bill added. “You technically died.”
Eve bristled. She hated it when Bill tried to make her feel better. Especially about this. 
“I’m serious. Maybe it wasn’t. You broke the record. Stopped the cycle or whatever you want to call it. Maybe they intended to take your heart that day, but they couldn’t. You would have known none of this if we hadn’t told you. But I think you can stop it. It’s all up to you,” Bill said.
“I don’t know. This is just … it’s like nothing I’ve seen. It’s so dark. So violent. It’s an intoxicating power,” Eve admitted. “I’m scared of myself when it invades my thoughts.”
“That’s because violence isn’t about killing. It is about power. And you are already the most powerful person I know. You don’t have a bit of evil in you. The things you’ve been through and seen, you should be angry. You should hate this sinful world and all the people in it. But you don’t. You get up every morning and choose to keep going. You choose to love.” 
“And what if I can’t stop this?” Eve asked, her hands trembling. She wondered if Bill could hear her heart pounding.
“You will. I have faith in you. Marina knew the darkness was coming back, and she had faith in you.” 
“It’s already here.” Eve paused. “The darkness. The terror.”
“The terror came before. The terror will come again. It all depends on what you do with this power. She saved you.” Bill’s expression was full of quiet reassurance. “You will save us.”  
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“Mom!” Cinnamon shouted down the main hall of the Lawrence mansion. A thick layer of cardboard protected the refinished hardwood floors, while tables and chairs were being brought in by a crew of middle-aged men with beer bellies. “Where are you?” 
“We’re in the kitchen, honey!” her mom shouted back. 
Cinnamon heard a strange explosion of laughter as she rushed through the swinging door of the catering kitchen. She stopped dead in her tracks. Hedda sat at the small corner table with Cinnamon’s parents. 
“What are you doing here?” Cinnamon demanded blankly. 
“That’s not a very warm welcome, honey,” Fiona said, confused by Cinnamon’s unusual abruptness. “Hedda was just telling us how excited she is for the party. I’m glad someone is. Mrs. Molter sent another letter.”
“Can I talk to you? Outside, please. Now.”
“I’d love to.” Hedda gave Cinnamon a smirk that was forced with sweetness. They both knew what she meant by it. She stood up from the table and pulled down her tacky orange and pink plaid skirt. “Thanks for the cookies, Mrs. C. Lovely to see you both!”
Cinnamon slammed the front door behind them and made her way to the driveway before saying anything. Hedda mockingly sashayed behind her, stopping briefly to wink at one of the workmen who was staring at the pair of young girls.  
“How does your dad get his pants so tight?” Hedda asked in a baby voice that made Cinnamon even angrier. “That’s quite the ass.”
“Stay the fuck away from me and my parents, Hedda. I want you out of my driveway and out of my life.”
“How was Mrs. Molter?” Hedda asked. Cinnamon didn’t even try to lie because Hedda was clearly a few steps ahead of her.   
“How did you know I was with Mrs. Molter?” Cinnamon asked, debating how she could turn this around.
“I have my ways. What did that old bitch tell you?” Hedda asked, biting at a hangnail. “I’m going to have to repaint my nails before the party.”
“Nothing I didn’t already know.” 
“And let me guess. You’re planning on trying to stop me?” Hedda asked, folding her hands and widening her eyes. 
“You’ll never get away with it,” Cinnamon shot back, even though she hadn’t convinced herself yet. 
“Yes, I will,” Hedda calmly stated. 
“Not that I believe any of this bullshit.” Cinnamon scoffed. 
“What bullshit?” Hedda asked with false innocence. 
“I know about the Black Mass. But I think it will be hard for you to finish your stupid spell if you are in the nuthouse where you belong,” Cinnamon said bitterly. 
“Good luck with that. Nobody will believe you. And I’m not ending the world; I’m just taking it over. Making it a better place for … for folks like me. You should really make yourself useful and help me. Maybe I’ll be kind to you and your family. Especially your daddy.” 
“They’ll believe me. Who will believe you? Nobody even knows who the fuck you are. I made you relevant. You are nobody,” Cinnamon reminded her. “And that skirt is an abomination.” 
“That’s it exactly, CC. People will believe me because I’m not you. Nobody wants to root for the pretty rich girl.”  
“Aren’t you rich now, too, Hedda? Or are we still pretending you didn’t kill your brother to get rich?”  
“Do not talk about my brother, ever!” Hedda screamed as she grasped Cinnamon by the throat with one hand. 
When a nearby worker turned to see what the commotion was about, she swiftly released Cinnamon from her death grip and smiled at the man, as if nothing were wrong. 
“I’m going to the police,” Cinnamon managed to choke out, stumbling as she tried to catch her breath.  
“And tell them what? That you were in love with Hayden Bills, but he was gay and didn’t love you back? You did date him …”
“One date, last year. Lainey is the one who liked him—”
“That’s even more fucked up, CC. Did you tell them you just randomly texted Ivy for dinner right before she died? To rekindle what … a friendship that you hadn’t even thought about since second grade? Or that your fingerprints are on her murder weapon?” Hedda grimaced in glory. “I think I still have those text messages where you said she was a slut.”
“You are fucking batshit crazy.” 
Cinnamon leaned on the catering van, rubbing her throat and mentally walking herself off the ledge of a full-on, hair-pulling homicide in front of all these poor workmen. 
“I’ll tell them about what happened to my face,” Hedda continued. “How you hit me when I tried to stop you.”
“What are you talking about?” She squinted hard and gritted her teeth. This fucking bitch. “You are crazy!”
“You hit me all the time.” Hedda faked a sad face. “Ask anyone. People ask me about the bruises.”
“You hit yourself. Everyone knows you self-harm.”
“Prove it. Nobody will ever believe you.”
“Fuck you!” Cinnamon shouted, awash with the realization that Hedda was not her friend. Hedda knew every secret and every detail of Cinnamon’s life. She’d been taking notes for the last sixteen years. Every bad thing she’d ever done was right there on Hedda’s smirking face. 
“No, fuck you.” Hedda unflinchingly stared her down.  
“How many people have you killed, Hedda? How long have you been planning this?” 
“Centuries,” Hedda purred as she chewed on a piece of her hair. 
“What do I care, then? If we don’t stop you, then you’ll kill us all, anyway,” Cinnamon conceded.
“You stupid fuck. If I recall correctly, you’re the one who started all of this. Or are we not going to talk about that? Couldn’t even do your own investigation,” Hedda babbled on as she made her way further down the driveway. “I’ll see you at the party, CC.” 
“Great!” Cinnamon fired back. “I’ll bring the fireworks.” 
“You’ll what?” Hedda asked in confusion as she looked back at her. “Why would we have fireworks? More rich people bullshit.”
Cinnamon’s face paled as she realized what she had already known in her heart: Hedda was gone. 
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“Someone, please say something. It’s far too quiet, and these are depressing,” Eve said as she laid the last article on the table.  
They’d been going through Marina’s box for hours. It was a rabbit hole of clippings, pictures, and years of meticulous notes. Marina’s obsession showed no actual answers, just an endless pile of missing girls, murders, and one tragedy after another. 
“It’s like a puzzle from hell.”
“Is it weird that your mom killed Henry’s dad?” Fink asked.
“Fink,” Henry growled, wanting to choke him. 
“You said to say something,” Fink deflected. 
Eve wrung her hands, staring at them like they might help her know how to ease his pain. “It is truly awful, Henry. I don’t know what to say …”
“I don’t believe anything needs to be said. It certainly wasn’t your fault. Dwelling on it won’t do us any good now.”
“Do you miss being a nun?” Fink asked instead.
“Fink, you can’t ask that,” Henry scolded him again. “What’s wrong with you?”
“I–I’m sorry,” Fink stammered. “You didn’t want to talk about your dad. I was just trying to make conversation. You talk about something then.”
“No, it’s fine,” Eve said. “It is sort of hard to explain. It’s kind of like an old friend that you don’t talk to anymore. I was very comfortable in that life … until I wasn’t. I think people think sisters just sit around praying all day, like in The Sound of Music, which is a wonderful movie. But being a traditional, cloistered nun and a religious sister isn’t the same thing. Sisters are allowed in the community. The Lord did not hold me hostage. I was there because I loved serving people, and I wanted to help and educate the world like Marina had done for me. I stayed to teach and then when the school closed, I sort of just … never left. Being shot in the head just woke me up, I think. I don’t know if I ever belonged there. The church, I mean. I’ve never belonged anywhere. Does that make sense?” 
“More than I can even begin to explain. Did you at least like wearing the outfit?” Fink asked with an impish look.
“I did not like the clothing, but I appreciate its symbolism and necessity.” 
“You know, you aren’t the first saint to be resurrected,” Fink remarked. 
“Well, I am hardly a saint.” 
“I actually found an article about it on the internet,” Fink proudly announced. 
“It must be true, then. Back to work, Fink,” Henry scolded him jokingly. “I think you’ve had enough of a break.”
Fink stuck his tongue out at Henry and continued his rant. “It’s true, Henry. It goes back to the beginning. Christina the Astonishing was born in 1150 in Belgium. She died of a seizure at twenty-one. During her funeral, she jumped out of her coffin and flew to the ceiling because the smell of the nasty people disgusted her.”
“Fink, this is not appropriate.” Henry breathed out dramatically, turning his eyes to Eve. “I’m so sorry.”
“But Henry, she lived on for many years,” Fink continued to babble. “She could handle fire, she could fly, and she even had psychic abilities. The town tried to kill her by drowning, but she survived.”
“Are you trying to tell me that the town is out to get me?” Eve asked. “I think I already knew that.”
“Fink, you are so full of shit,” Henry added as he patted Fink on the back. 
“Both of us, probably. If they are drowning the saints, I’m sure that the gays aren’t far behind,” Fink added. “Then there’s Beth of Walker. Her mother pushed her off the tallest cliff in the land for kissing a married man. Her lover found her at the bottom of the cliff and kissed her crushed hands with his full heart. Then he watched as her body resurrected itself. Her blood poured back inside her body, and she came back to him. Then they ran away together.”
“Well, it’s always good to have a backup plan. When the town comes after both of us with stakes, we can just run away.” Eve tilted her head. 
“Count me in. Can I see your scar?” 
“What the fuck is wrong with you, Fink?” Henry grunted under his breath. “Boundaries, man. Boundaries.”
“What?” Fink asked. “I feel like we are well past the usual getting-to-know-you bullshit.”
“I agree.” Eve pulled Fink up from his chair. “I’d rather people ask questions than stare at me like I’m Frankenstein’s monster. Give me your hand.”
Eve pulled her hair up and to the side as she took Fink’s hand and held it against the side of her head. 
“Do you feel it?” she asked as she gently pushed his hand towards the side of her skull. 
“That’s … cool. It’s amazing how well your hair grew back. You do have beautiful hair,” Fink beamed as he gently touched the rigid scar.
“Thanks. So do you.”
“I know,” Fink admitted without hesitation. “So, the bullet went in and straight back out?”
“Kind of. But there’s a trail of bullet fragments above my ear and in my ear canal. Loud music sounds like it is flickering … almost like it’s coming from a broken speaker or inside a car. But it has not bothered me much. They had to wire my mouth shut for a few weeks. It was pretty gross,” Eve confessed. “I had a lot of milkshakes, though.”
“I think it’s cool.” Fink grinned with approval. “It is a miracle.”
“That’s not how I’d put it,” Eve said as she unbuttoned her shirt.
“Now this scar I’m keeping,” she said as she pulled her bra to the side, showing Fink an X-shaped, light red incision by her collarbone that ran down towards her shoulder. “They took the bullet out, but it does hurt when it gets cold. I feel like I read somewhere that people with traumatic injuries can feel bad weather coming. I used to roll my eyes at it, but it’s true.”
“It’s beautiful,” Fink said as he tenderly touched the scar. The raised skin was soft and warm. 
“And now you know what everyone else was afraid to—” Her eyes locked with Fink’s as she held his other hand. A wave hit her. Grief so deep it nearly swallowed her whole, followed by the purest love she’d ever witnessed. Flashes of his life overwhelmed her. It was beautiful and heartbreaking.
“Did you just read me?” 
“I’m so sorry,” Eve said as she let go of his hand. She was ashamed and not sure what to say. “It just happens sometimes.”
“Don’t be. Here,” he said as he unbuttoned the snaps on his shirt, exposing his bare chest. He took her hand and put it over his heart. She’d never touched a man’s chest before, but she didn’t even flinch. 
“Jesus, Fink. Put your man boobies away. This is so awkward and inappropriate.” 
Henry looked visibly uncomfortable, and Eve couldn’t tell if he was turning bright red from the situation … or from the sight of Fink’s exposed chest.
“What if Walker comes in and you’ve got your pecs hanging out?”
“Shut it, McGinty,” Eve said, closing her eyes. 
“Walker has already seen my pecs.” Fink laughed as he closed his eyes. “They’re nice pectoral muscles. Do you know how many push-ups this kind of definition takes?”
The room fell away, and Eve saw Fink as a young boy, dancing in the rain with his hands in the air. Then, as a thin and gawky teenager who grew into a handsome young man. He learned to beat people to the joke as a way of coping with the never-ending gossip about his sexuality. She saw the day that he’d had a fight with a beautiful man he was madly in love with. She could hear Fink saying, “I don’t care, Aaron. It’s over,” as his heart broke into splinters on the floor. Then the news of Aaron’s suicide crushed Fink to his core. She could see him sitting alone in his car, crying and listening to “River” by Joni Mitchell on repeat. He sat alone in the back of the church for the funeral as tears streamed down his face, destroying the green, silk tie Aaron had bought him for Christmas the year prior—Fink’s first tie.
“It wasn’t your fault. You know that, right?” 
“What wasn’t your fault?” Henry asked Fink. 
“Maybe we should do this later,” Eve suggested. 
“Because of McGinty? It doesn’t matter. He already knows. Everyone knows. I’ve got nothing to hide. What’s left to say at this point?” Fink put his hand over Eve’s hand and pushed harder into his chest.  
Eve could see the kindness in Fink. How he was always unapologetically himself. She could also see the day that he fell in love with Henry McGinty. They were at a bar in Boston after a Celtics game and some drunk asshole called them faggots. Henry seemed ready to beat up the man, but instead he kissed Fink on the cheek and said, ‘Come on, babe, let’s get out of this shit hole,’ and they left the bar and laughed about it all the way home. 
“Love is what’s left to say. There’s nothing here but love, Fink. Every beat of you. Aaron knew you loved him. There was nothing you could do,” Eve said as tears rolled down Fink’s face. 
She stopped breathing as she suddenly pulled away. She’d seen something right at the end that terrified her. Fink’s outstretched hand with a spike going through it and blood spilling out. She caught herself and tried to breathe. 
“He had … so much else going on that he couldn’t speak aloud. There was just noise all the time inside him.”
“See,” Fink whispered. “I loved someone I couldn’t save, too.”
“He loved you,” Eve said as she tried to muster a smile for Fink. The sight of his bloodied hand was fixed in her mind.  
“Do you feel guilty?” Fink asked. 
“I feel nothing else,” Eve responded. 
“Well, maybe it wasn’t your fault either.” 
“Maybe not,” Eve admitted as she wrapped her arms around Fink. “I wish I could have been braver.” 
“And now you are,” Fink said. 
“What the hell is wrong with you two? Can we get back to work?” Henry huffed as Fink and Eve watched him wipe the tears from his eyes, trying to smear them so they couldn’t see. 
“Is it dusty in here, boss?” Fink smirked. 
“Allergies. Shut your ass.” 
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Cinnamon

October 30, 2022, 9:56 p.m.


Cinnamon approached the priest. He was sitting alone in the front pew of the church, just staring at the altar. He turned around when he heard the squeak of her shoes coming down the nave. She had seen him around town a few times, but had never noticed how attractive he was, like a more compact John Krasinski.  
“Oh, hi, sir!” she shouted, her voice abrupt and unusually loud, as her face flushed. “I have no idea why I said that so loudly. I’m sorry.”
“Not to worry. This isn’t a library. How are you?” Bill asked as he stood and put his hand out toward her. 
“I’m okay, I guess … I didn’t realize how late it was. Do I need like an appointment?” Cinnamon asked as she stiffly shook his hand. His hand was oddly warm, and she noticed his eyes looked tired. Like a man who slept little and thought a lot. 
“An appointment?” Bill asked in confusion. 
“Like, is the church open?” Cinnamon clarified as she stood at the altar, realizing that she did, in fact, say ‘like’ a lot when she was nervous, as Mr. Carter had pointed out during speech class. 
“We’re always open. What can I do for you?” Father MacArthur smiled kindly at her. 
“I was hoping I could talk to you. If you have time?” 
“I certainly do,” he said as she leaned on the back of the pew. “Sorry, I should have introduced myself. I’m Father Bill MacArthur.”
“I know.” Cinnamon fumbled as her eyes darted around the room. She could feel the various religious figures staring at her. Sinner.  
“What can I help you with?” he asked, noticing her looking around. “Don’t be scared. I promise the saints are much friendlier than they look.”
“Thanks.” She took a deep breath. “I don’t know why I’m here.”
“We will start easy, then. What’s your name?” 
“I guess that would be helpful. Sorry, I’m Cinnamon Carmichael.” 
“Oh yes, I knew your grandmother well. I should have known who you were. You look just like her.” 
“Thank you. Can we sit? Or do we have to go into that box room thing with the patio screens?” she asked as she sat down on the pew behind him. 
“The confessional? No, we can just sit here if you are okay with it.” He sat back down on his left leg and turned his body toward her. “Unless you had something to confess?”
“I’m not religious,” she clarified as she looked around the building like a scared animal. “Not Catholic or whatever anyway. I mean, not like this.”
“Are you okay?” Bill asked. “You seem …” 
“I don’t know,” she mumbled as she twisted the ends of her long, blonde hair. “I think I may be going crazy. I didn’t know where else to go. This seems like the least likely place for me to go, so … I thought maybe you could help me. Now I just sound … I can’t believe I’m saying this out loud.”
“That’s what I’m here for. You can just talk, and I’ll listen. No judgment. Just go for it.”
Cinnamon took a deep breath and looked at the ground. “Do you think it is possible for someone to make you do things you wouldn’t normally do, like a possession?”
He sat back slightly, eyebrows raised. “You’re superb at this. That’s a big first question.”
“I’m sorry.” She put her face in her hands and leaned towards her lap. 
“No, don’t be,” he said gently. “Anything is possible, I suppose. I’ve heard of cases, you know. Not here, in Lawrenceville, but in other parts of the world. Honestly, I’ve never looked into it. But given recent events …” 
“Do you believe in the devil?” Cinnamon asked. “Jesus. I mean … agh … of course, you believe in the devil. I mean, you wouldn’t be a priest or whatever if you didn’t. I guess what I mean is, do you think that someone can be evil? Like truly evil.” 
“I know people can do things that are evil, but I’m not sure I believe people are inherently evil. Is that what you mean?” 
“Is this confidential? You know, like when you talk to a therapist or an attorney or whatever.” 
“I promise I will not say a word. It’s pretty empty here these days.”
“I think that something is wrong with me. I keep doing things I know are wrong in my head, but I’ve no control over my body. It’s like I’m compelled or poisoned or something. Toxic. It is happening to my friends, too.”
He knitted his fingers together. “So, what are you going to do about it?” 
“What would you do about it?” 
“I’d stop it if I could. Can you stop it?” 
“What if stopping it meant that you’d have to hurt people you loved?” 
“It might be easier if you just told me what is going on and maybe we can work out a solution together.” 
“I don’t think I can tell you without putting you in danger,” she said, almost in a whisper.
“Don’t worry about me,” he reassured her. “Have you told your parents?”
“My parents wouldn’t understand. They aren’t very … involved. They’d just have me committed.”
“I bet they would understand if you needed them to.”
“What do your parents think? About you being a priest, I mean,” she asked, quickly changing the subject.
“Oh … um …” He searched for the words. 
“I’m so sorry. I probably can’t ask that.” She looked down at her feet. 
“No, it’s fine. I don’t know. I never met them. They passed away not long after I was born. Car wreck outside of Bar Harbor. I went to live with my grandmother. And when she passed away, I moved to the church. There used to be an orphanage here. Then I kind of made my family here.” 
“You were never adopted?” 
“I was not,” he admitted. His voice held no bitterness, just fact. She could see he held no regrets. “Father Karras took me under his wing and … well, after he passed, it just seemed like the natural progression for me to come back and take over for him.” 
“You left? Where did you go?” 
“All the way to Weston. For seminary.” 
“Did it help? To leave here, I mean?” 
“It did. But somehow, I always knew I’d be back.” 
“Do you think about leaving again?” 
“Lawrenceville? Or the church?” 
“Both?”
“More than I should probably admit.” He sighed. “Do you have any friends who could help you work through this?”
“One maybe. Do you have friends? Is that like a thing for you?” 
“I used to.” He nodded sadly. “A long time ago.”
“I’m sorry, I keep talking to you like you aren’t a person. I should probably just go.” Cinnamon made to stand.
“No, stay. I feel like there’s something you want to talk about, but you’re avoiding it. I promise I’m not scary … I can take this off,” he said as he tugged at his robe. “Not in a creepy way, though. Just give me a second … here.” 
It shocked Cinnamon that he was wearing black jeans and a plain black dress shirt underneath. Now he just looked like a cute waiter. 
“Now I’m just plain old Bill. Is this better?”
“Yeah. Makes me less nervous,” Cinnamon said flatly. “Thanks. So, um … the problem is my best friend Hedda … Ex-friend … I don’t even know anymore. I think she’s the devil. I can’t believe I just said that out loud.”
Bill gave no immediate response. He just studied her for what felt like an eternity. “What makes you think this?” 
“We’re responsible. For what is going on,” 
“What do you mean?” 
“You know what I mean.” Cinnamon looked Bill in the eye as tears poured out of hers. 
“I do,” he said, his voice gentle. 
“I know how this sounds, but she’s a witch. Or possessed by a demon or something. And she’s been … I don’t even know how to explain it. I sound like a crazy person. She’s not my friend anymore.” Cinnamon slouched backward. “She’s gone.”
“It isn’t crazy. Do you believe this is happening to you?”   
“Yes,” she said as she wiped her nose on the sleeve of her sweater. 
“Then I believe you. What can I do to help?” he asked, handing her a box of tissues from behind the pew. 
“Thanks.” She balled the tissue up in her hands. “I don’t know what I should do.”
“I’m afraid there’s nothing in my sermons for that one. Do you think she is possessed? Or that she possesses you?” 
“I don’t know completely.” 
“Would it help if I talked to her? I could—” 
“I think I have to kill her,” Cinnamon interjected matter-of-factly. 
Bill looked at her in shock. “I don’t know what to say to that. You are really just knocking this confession thing out of the park today. People rarely tell the truth in church.”
“I thought that was the point. But will I go to hell if I kill a demon?” 
“I mean … theoretically? No. I don’t think so, but I don’t know of a precedent,” he said. 
“Theoretically?” she asked, confused.
“I mean, I don’t know that I should be encouraging you to kill. Theology aside, it’s illegal.”
“I have to kill her. Do you have to tell the police or something now?” 
“Would it stop you?” 
She shook her head.
“Then I guess we have our answer.” 
“She wants to cut your head off,” Cinnamon said, her voice unsteady. 
“The Black Mass.”  
“How did you know?” Cinnamon asked, brows furrowing. 
“I’ve been in Lawrenceville a long time. It’s not the first time someone’s been after my head,” he added, catching a shift in Cinnamon’s expression. “You were supposed to laugh.”
“This entire place is just insanity.” Cinnamon feigned a slight smile. “So, you know what is happening and it doesn’t scare you? Why is everyone so calm about this? About what is happening?”
“Comes with the territory, I suppose. It will all end just as it should. One way or another. God will keep us free.”
The two of them sat in silence for a minute, and then Cinnamon stood and straightened her sweater, struggling to pull herself together. 
“That makes me feel better,” she said. “I’m not sure why.”
“Then my job here is done.”
“This is super weird, but … can you pray for me? Or maybe just like … put in a good word with God?” 
“It would be an honor.” He stood up and shook her hand again. 
“Thank you. For letting me talk,” she said as she put her arms around him and hugged him with all her might. 
“This is the most anyone has talked to me in years. It was nice.” 
“Well now, we both have a friend. Shit. One last thing, Father. Do you think you could bless something for me? I can like pay or make a donation or whatever.”
“That will not be necessary. I’d be happy to. What is it?” 
Cinnamon was impressed with the calmness he exhibited so far, so she decided to go for it. “Okay, this is a weird fucking—I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to curse. It’s a weird request, but …” Cinnamon pulled a box of nails and a box of thumbtacks out of her purse and proudly handed them to Bill.
He stared down at them without commenting. 
“I told you it was odd.” She cringed at his reaction. 
“I’m not even going to ask. I’ll just pray that it is for a school project.” 
“I like that idea.” 
“Take this,” he said as he lifted a chain with a small, gold cross from out of his shirt. “Mother Marina gave it to me on my thirteenth birthday. It’s always brought me luck. I don’t think I’ll be needing it much longer.” 
“I can’t take this.” Cinnamon shook her head in disbelief as she covered his hand with hers. 
“You’re taking it. Added protection. You can never have enough luck on your side. Especially in Lawrenceville. Maybe it will come in handy.”
Cinnamon put on the necklace, tucking it safely under her sweater and t-shirt where it could be close to her heart. She crumbled, face streaked with mascara and snot, the kind of crying that left no dignity behind. Through her tears, she mumbled, “Thank you. I’ll make sure she doesn’t cut your head off. Or try to anyway.”
“I appreciate that.” He gave the boxes a celebratory lift in the air as he trekked away. “I’ll be right back with these.”
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Eve

October 31, 2022. 7:26 a.m.


“Are you headed out?” Josephine asked as she sat down at the kitchen table across from Eve. Josephine seemed unexpectedly chipper this morning, even with the palpable sense of doom in the air. She had a lightness about her that Eve was unfamiliar with.  
“You look so happy.” Eve smiled at Josephine. 
“I am happy,” Josephine admitted. “Is Henry on his way?”
“So eager to get rid of me! I’m going with Henry and Fink to see if we can … I don’t even know anymore,” Eve said as she shuffled a stack of papers on the table. “They’re filling Walker in right now.”
“Anything I can help with?” 
“Maybe. This was in the box from Marina.” Eve’s face clenched as she handed Josephine an old photo. “It says it’s from 1967.”
“Why, yes. That’s Nancy Molter, Mildred Berry, Linda Perkins, and the great Marina Bellamy at the Witches’ Ball. I think it was at Dreamland on Halloween.” Josephine said as she pointed at each of the women. 
“This is why she didn’t tell me?” 
“It is. It wasn’t my story to tell, but here we are again. I think it embarrassed her. Or scared her. Both probably. There were six of them to start with. They murdered Sharon Archer together. She was weak. Then Anne Wells. Then Linda … I think shortly after this picture was taken. Something happened to Marina the night that Linda died. She never told me what, but after that night, they made a pact that they would end it. And they did. Nancy, Marina, and Mildred never spoke of it again. Marina said they burned the book, but the next day, it was back on her nightstand. She took a bus to Boston and threw the book into the harbor. It was on her nightstand again when she got home. So, she finally put the book back in the library at the Lawrence mansion. Marina became a nun as a form of penance. Mildred went crazy, as we all saw. And Nancy Molter became … well, Nancy Molter,” Josephine said, the words bitter on her tongue. 
“I just can’t believe Marina would kill someone.”  
“She changed. They all did. Well, maybe not Nancy Molter so much. She has always been a cunt,” Josephine stated matter-of-factly. 
“Josephine!” Eve giggled. She had never heard Josephine use such a word. 
“Well, it’s true. She’s a horrendous human being. And these girls are dangerous, Eve. I know I’ve beaten this to death, but …” Tears welled up in her eyes. 
“Josephine, what is it?” Eve asked as she took her hand. 
“The devil isn’t coming up from below, Eve. He never left. He’s always been here. Always present, always watching. Inside all of us. Just waiting for the perfect chance to take it all back. And this is his chance. Make sure he doesn’t get it,” Josephine warned. 
“We are trying. I’m just worried that I’m going to turn into my mother at any moment and start murdering people.” 
“You are nothing like her. There’s only good in you. We can all see that. Plain as day.”
“How do you know?” 
“Because I know you,” Josephine said. 
“Why didn’t anyone else say anything? Especially here. This entire town is like one giant sewing circle. All these murders. My mother. Henry’s dad. Not a word. All these years.”
“I think it’s part of the circle. It all disappeared as quickly as it arrived. People move on to the next terrifying, shiny thing. I used to think this town hated me because I was rich. But now I think maybe I did it to myself. I just sort of disappeared with Wilson. It is odd to decide to go to your house and hide from the world. My world just got so small, you know? And then my world ended after Wilson’s death. Until you came back.” 
“Josephine.” Eve leaned over and hugged her. “What’s all this about?”
Her eyes filled with tears as she continued. “I just … I’ve been wrong about so many things, you know? I think Marina was, too. Just know that we both always did what we thought was best.” Josephine’s voice cracked. “That’s what people do when they love each other. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know …”
“What do you mean?” Eve asked as she hugged Josephine tightly. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”
“Yes, I do. And I need you to promise me you will end this. Whatever it takes, end it. Do you understand what I’m asking of you?” Josephine pleaded. 
“I do. And I promise,” Eve said as she held onto Josephine for what she hoped wasn’t the last time. 
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Cinnamon

October 31, 2022, 8:26 a.m.


Cinnamon arrived at the Historical Society bright and early. She had intended to skip school but was pleasantly surprised when she received the 7:00 a.m. text message that they canceled school because of the curfew, which she took as school jargon for ‘everyone is being murdered, so please don’t come to school and make us liable. Please get murdered at home.’ She stopped at the faux-French bakery on the corner and picked up some donuts and a fancy scone for Mrs. Molter as a peace offering. She figured Mrs. Molter would like scones because she was snotty and wore a lot of old lady silk scarves.  
“Sorry to bother you. I’m here to see Mrs. Molter. Is she around?” Cinnamon asked the young woman at the front desk.
“She’s actually not here yet. Which is odd. She’s never late.” The woman paused briefly to look at the clock on the wall. “Maybe I should call her.”
“What time does she usually get here?” Cinnamon asked. “It said 8:00 a.m. on the website.”
“7:30 a.m. Let me try her,” the woman said as she picked up the phone. “It went straight to the machine. Maybe she’s on her way?” 
Dread immediately hit Cinnamon, and she burst into tears. “Call the sheriff.”
“Are you okay? What’s going on?” the woman asked, her face pale as she came around to comfort her. “She’s not even an hour late, my dear—”
“It’s too late … she’s dead,” Cinnamon snapped. Her voice cracked as tears streamed down her face. “She’s already dead.” 
“That’s a terrible thing to say. Why would you say that?” the woman asked, taking a step back. 
Cinnamon said as tears rolled down her face. “She murdered her.” 
“Who murdered her? What are you talking about?” The woman backed away from the counter, one hand hovering near the phone. “She could just be late … maybe she had an appointment. Something could have come up. You’re getting upset over nothing.”
I did this. It’s all my fault. Again. 
Cinnamon’s body shook. She clutched the edge of the counter like it was the only thing keeping her upright. Cinnamon let out a sound that was somewhere between a sob and a scream. 
“I’m so sorry for yelling,” Cinnamon said between sobs. “Please, just keep calling her. Or call the sheriff. Call him and just have him check on her, okay? Or call 911. I’m so sorry. It’s just been—it’s shit. I’m so sorry.” 
Cinnamon hurried out of the building. She sat on the steps out front and texted Eliza. She took a napkin out of the bag from the bakery, blew her nose, and tried to clean her face up.
“It’s a good day to burn a witch,” Cinnamon said as she took a bite of Mrs. Molter’s scone. It was delicious.
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Eve

October 31, 2022, 8:46 a.m.


“Where are we headed?” Fink asked eagerly, undoubtedly wanting donuts. He and Henry had just picked up Eve from Mrs. Hamilton’s and there was a growing sense of dread in the air. 
“I want to run by the school. See if we can find anything in the Carmichael file,” Henry said as he grabbed a pile of folders from between the seat and the console. He handed one to Fink and one to Eve, who was in the backseat. 
“This says nothing. Nothing at all.” Eve looked at Henry in disappointment. “It is the same information we already had.”
“Same shit, new folder.” Henry shrugged. 
“More reports from forensics. Blood samples. Boring,” Fink said as he flipped through the folder. “I thought school was canceled.” 
“For kids, but staff should still be there,” Henry replied.
“If not …” Eve paused.
“If not, what?” Henry asked. 
“If not, can we get donuts?” Fink turned around and looked at Eve for support. 
“Drive-thru donuts. Don’t push your luck. I swear you two are worse than having kids,” Henry griped.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mrs. Bing had been the school's admin assistant since the school opened. She had one of those comfortably wrinkled faces that reminded Eve of grandparents. Her hands looked small and papery as they fluttered over the keyboard, dwarfed by the glow of several blazing monitors. The school office was a mess of open files, scattered printouts, and half-labeled folders—paper chaos competing with digital overload. She was wearing her trademark overdose of Imari Eau de Toilette perfume and an ill-fitting sack dress. 
“So just a report by birth date?” She looked over her glasses at one of the screens. “I can do that.”
“Just June 6th, actually,” Henry said. “That should do it.”
“When is your birthday?” Fink asked Mrs. Bing. 
“February 2nd. BCE of course.”
Fink gasped, “I knew you were an Aquarius. Water sign. My birthday is on Christmas. My mom says I’m a gift.” 
“Well, Augustus, your mother always was your biggest fan,” Mrs. Bing teased as she hit the print key. “And perhaps your only fan. Here we go!”
Mrs. Bing handed the printout to Henry, and he read the names aloud. 
June 6, 2006 - Bunad, Hedda Suzette 
June 6, 2006 - Carmichael, Cinnamon Christine 
June 6, 2006 - Lopez, Eleanor Myra 
June 6, 2006 - Taylor, Eliza J. 
“Is there a way to check if anyone left the school … or was transferred maybe? With the same date? Just in case.” Henry smiled at Mrs. Bing. She appeared to blush a little. Eve figured it had been a long time since she had two handsome visitors. 
“Of course, Deputy Sheriff,” she agreed as she put her reading glasses back on and began furiously typing.
“Oh dear,” she hissed. “Um—” 
“What is it?” Henry asked. 
“Well, I’m afraid one did come up. It was … well … Alexandria Fox.” She looked at Henry.
“She had the same birthday as the sixes?” Fink asked. “We should have known that.”
“She was quite close with Cinnamon, I believe,” Mrs. Bing said. 
“How in the hell did we miss that?” Henry asked Fink. “My apologies, Mrs. Bing. It’s just—”
“No need to apologize, my dear. That’s the least offensive thing about this week. I used to know these dates like the back of my hand and now … perhaps now it is time for me to retire.”
“What? You can’t do that?” Fink gave her a mock look of terror. “Who would keep the school running?”
“Computers probably. Just like they do now. But thank you for the sentiment, Fink.” She gave a loud and dramatic sigh. “Do you think they did it?” 
“Did what?” Fink coaxed as he sat inappropriately on Mrs. Bing’s desk, eyeing her candy dish with interest. Without a word, Mrs. Bing lifted the cut crystal lid and handed him the entire dish. Much to his enjoyment. 
“I may be old, but I’m not stupid. The kids are all saying the girls are part of a cult … I believe they may actually fear them … the Sixes. The parents don’t seem as affected. But the kids always know what is going on. That’s why I see it, because I’m here with them young kids.” 
“We don’t know anything yet,” Henry lied, and Mrs. Bing raised a skeptical brow. “We are just trying to get as much—”
“Been a lot of troubled young girls here during my time but … I don’t know. It has to be something else,” she tried to rationalize. “Or at least I hope it is. That’s how I sleep at night.”
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Josephine

October 31, 2022, 9:06 a.m. 


Josephine Hamilton watered her plants. Even the ones that didn’t need it. She took a long shower and put on her favorite apple-scented lotion. She had loved the smell ever since she was a small child, when her grandma would make apple crisp for dessert after Sunday dinner. There was a box in the attic that she hadn’t thought about in far too long, so she hiked up the steep, creaky stairs to the forgotten room of boxes, trunks, and old furniture covered in years of memories and cobwebs. Way in the back, hidden behind the remnants of a broken grandfather clock and Christmas decorations, she spotted what she was looking for. She grabbed the long, turquoise box and dusted it off, scattering particles of old memories in the sunlight. Its worn label was still legible after all these years.  
She took the box to her bedroom and cut it open with her cuticle remover. The dress was still there, waiting for her after all this time. It was packed in a neon pink garment bag with the words ‘Schiaparelli’ written in bold black cursive. She unzipped the bag and carefully removed the dress, evening gloves, and matching dyed high heel shoes. The bright yellow silk was wrinkled, but it smelled just like that night all those years ago when an awkward young girl with big teeth and bad hair fell in love with a beautiful man. And he loved her back. 
Josephine put on the dress and was shocked that it still fit perfectly. She touched the light stain on the bodice where Wilson had spilled his drink. Joy passed over her face at the memory of that night, when anything seemed possible. She combed and curled her hair, and then sat at her small, mirrored vanity in the corner of her bedroom. She hadn’t done her makeup in years, and it felt good to cover up her age spots and imperfections as she rubbed the translucent powder into her skin like war paint. She sprayed on a small bit of her signature Chanel N°5, and then she went downstairs to get started. 
She opened the doors to the parlor and put on ‘Moondance’ by Van Morrison, her favorite record and one that she and Wilson had often danced to on those nights so long ago in the parlor. Then she went to the kitchen and made herself an entire pound of bacon. Extra crispy. Josephine rarely made bacon because of the fat and greasy, but today it didn’t matter. She shook herself an ice-cold vodka martini in her favorite cut-crystal glass and set out one place setting of her delicate bone china with pink flowers and gold scrolls. It was a wedding gift from her mother, and Josephine had used those dishes for every special occasion in her life, and sometimes when she just needed to feel fancy. Today, she needed to feel extra fancy. She folded her monogrammed, floral-embroidered ‘H’ linen napkin and remembered all the beautiful birthday dinners and her last meal with Wilson, which had all taken place in this dining room. She sat down and enjoyed her breakfast. The crunch of the bacon and the brisk cold of the martini reminded her of being a small child and how exciting it was to wake up on Saturday morning to the smell of that bacon cutting through the crisp winter air. Her favorite smell in the entire world. She heard the back door open with a slight creak, and she knew it was finally her time. 
“Hello, old friend.” Josephine beamed as she took the last sip of her martini. 
Josephine closed her eyes and thought about all the things she had loved about being alive. How lucky her insignificant life had been, even with so much tragedy. How nice it had felt when her mom had hugged her as a child, how she’d felt safe and warm in a world that didn’t understand bossy little girls. The smell of lilacs and fresh grass as she ran through the yard with Prudence and Doctor Saperstein, her two Yorkshire terriers, which were a Christmas gift from her favorite uncle as a child. The way the first snow of the year always made everything smell and look new … a white blanket of gentle frost that killed the garden but allowed the soil to rest. The way her prized peonies reliably came back to greet her at the end of each spring with a flurry of busy ants eating the nectar, and then the bright flush of pink blooms that grew stronger and more beautiful with each passing year. 
She savored the remains of the taste of bacon in her mouth and remembered her other favorites: white chocolate cheesecake with extra raspberry sauce. The supreme crunch of extra crispy French fries with cold ketchup, and a delicious double bacon cheeseburger with extra pickles she had once had at a sketchy diner in Detroit on a vacation with Wilson. She could still hear the voice of her beautiful baby girl, Georgina, and those short, wonderful years they spent together, laughing, learning, and creating enough memories to get her through the days. Most of all, she missed Wilson and the way he held her hand and made her feel like she was the most beautiful creature in the world. She had missed that feeling most of all. She couldn’t wait to see him again. 
Josephine tilted her head towards the sparkling light pouring in through the window from the golden autumn sun. She could feel its warmth on her face, like God welcoming her back to him. She never even flinched as the ax sliced right through her neck. The sound of the blade crushing through splinters of bone, muscle, and tissue echoed over the last few notes of ‘Into the Mystic’ as her head rolled across the beautiful parquet floor of the peony pink dining room with a satisfying thud. A thick flow of glittering red sticky blood covered the satin of her gown and consumed the stain from Wilson’s spilled drink in a dark red saturation. Her body went limp and slumped over.
Josephine was back where she belonged. She was home.  
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Henry

October 31, 2022, 9:16 a.m.


A stocky young man with a trimmed beard and round tortoiseshell glasses hurried down the hallway just as Eve, Henry, and Fink were headed toward the door. He carried a brown satchel bag made of cheap faux leather that was cracking along the edges from wear. He wore a green corduroy jacket that was two sizes too small with suede elbow patches. Mr. Neil paused briefly, his brown dress shoes squeaking on the freshly mopped linoleum as he stopped in front of them.  
“Deputy McGinty, can I talk to you for a minute?” Mr. Neil said as he adjusted his glasses.  
“Eve, this is Mr. Neil. He teaches English,” Henry said as he shook Mr. Neil’s cold and clammy hand. 
“So nice to meet you,” Mr. Neil remarked.
“Oh, and this adult law enforcement officer enjoying a unicorn sucker is Deputy Fink,” Henry added, patting Fink on the back. 
“Fink, good to see nothing has changed.” Mr. Neil scoffed as if he had known and disliked Fink for quite some time.
“Hi, Mr. Neil,” Fink said as he slurped on his sucker. “Good to see you again.”
“Sorry for interrupting. Mrs. Craig said she saw you were, um … at the office. And Sheriff Walker said if I thought of anything else, to let you guys know …” Mr. Neil hesitated.
“And?” Henry raised one eyebrow. He was in a hurry, and he wasn’t sure where this conversation was going. 
“This is probably nothing but … kids talk and they’ve been saying that they think the sixes may have something to do with the murder,” Mr. Neil said just above a whisper. 
“Them again?” Henry glanced at Eve. 
“Hedda, CC, Lainey, and Eliza. The kids are saying they started a cult at the zoo. I told them to stop spreading rumors, but they just kept talking about it. Braxton Scraggs, he’s on the football team, came by this morning after practice—because they do not cancel football practice in Lawrenceville ever—and he showed me a video of … the night of the crosses. Um … Logan and Ivy. Honey Hills. Anyway, he said he thought he saw Eliza and Lainey there right before it happened, but when he asked Lainey about it, she lied. But you can see her in the video’s background.”
“Braxton …”   
“Scruggs. S-C-R-U-G-G-S.” 
“What are they doing in the video?” Fink asked. “You are one hundred percent sure it is them?” 
“It looks like they are fighting. Lainey is crying and eating … she’s eating a pretzel, I think. I can’t tell,” Mr. Neil offered. “She leaves, and then Eliza is standing there staring at something in the distance before she disappears from the frame.”
“And you are sure it is them?” Henry asked. 
“I’ve never been surer of anything. Braxton can be difficult in class. I guess that is an understatement. He’s an asshole. But this was different. He seemed so convinced that the girls had something to do with it. He was scared, Deputy Sheriff. He’s not a kid who gets scared, if you know what I mean.” 
“I know what you mean. Thank you, Mr. Neil. Anything else?” 
“Actually, yes.” Mr. Neil clumsily pulled a stack of papers stapled together out of his bag. “I know I sound crazy, but both of these papers belong to Hedda Bunad. This is her in-class essay on Frankenstein from freshman year. This one is from two weeks ago. Very lengthy thoughts on Animal Farm, including enough facts about the Russian Revolution of 1917 to write a master’s thesis. Do you notice anything different?”
“She went from a D to an A?” Henry couldn’t tell what he was getting at.
“And?” Mr. Neil asked as he raised one eyebrow as if to coax the answer. 
“The handwriting,” Fink replied as he pulled the sucker out of his mouth and scrutinized the paper. “Does the school offer calligraphy now, because I could have used that?”
“Bingo,” Mr. Neil said as he pointed to the writing on both pages. 
“I’ve had her in two other classes. She always tries to sit in the back with Cinnamon Carmichael, so I assigned seating to keep her from getting lost in the shuffle. I compared all her tests. Last year she couldn’t write a paragraph to save her life, and this year she’s citing literature I haven’t even read.” 
“Do you think someone else wrote them?” Eve asked. “Another student, possibly?”
“At first, I thought maybe she had cheated, or that Cinnamon was helping her, but we do the reading at night and then the essays are completed in class based on the study questions. I don’t put the questions on the board until they get to class. She couldn’t have cheated. I mean … anything is possible, I suppose, but it is highly unlikely that she cheated.” 
“Then what?” Henry asked. 
“I don’t know. I mean … maybe it’s something. Maybe it isn’t. I just thought it was weird. Especially with everything else going on. Cinnamon’s papers are always excellent, but Hedda … I mean. I don’t know what I mean,” Mr. Neil muttered. 
“Why didn’t you notice that she’d gotten better?” Fink asked.
“Actually, Fink, I’ve been thinking about that a lot recently. Not that this is a defense, but I’m lucky if I have time to read one paper, much less all of them. I’m currently a department of one, and if the school keeps shrinking, I don’t see that changing. I glance at them and look for major errors. Theory. Composition. I guess I thought Cinnamon was helping her, or she got a tutor. Or maybe that’s what I told myself. I guess, in hindsight, I wasn’t thinking at all. These kids are … a lot. Standardized tests are getting tougher, and kids hate reading; they just want to stare at their phones like goddamned zombies. They don’t give a shit about William Golding or J. D. Salinger. They’re all chugging Red Bulls and getting high. And … I honestly hadn’t even thought about Hedda until Braxton brought her up. And he’s right. She is … well, she makes me uncomfortable.”
“I understand,” Eve said, trying to decide what it all meant.
“So, what you are saying is … either she took a penmanship class, or she stole this paper,” Henry fumbled. “Or …”
“Or Hedda isn’t Hedda anymore,” Fink said with a shrug as he minced out the double metal doors into the parking lot, leaving the rest behind.   
“I feel like Fink may actually be a genius,” Eve said to Henry as they followed Fink back to the car.
“It’s so fucking annoying.” Henry gave a dramatic sigh. “Every single time I want to suffocate him, he does something brilliant.” 
When they reached the car, Fink was leaning against it, finishing the last few bites of his sucker. The morning sun lit his face in warm pinks and golds, casting a soft glow over his messy hair. His tight uniform clung to his muscles like a children’s action figure. Eve noticed Henry pause for just a second. His expression shifted, maybe even softened a little as he tried not to watch Fink. Then he realized she’d caught him staring.
“Idiot,” he muttered as he passed Fink, but there was no heat in it. 
Eve gave him that look. 
“What?” Henry asked her, pretending nothing had happened.
“Not a single thing, Henry McGinty,” she said, smiling to herself. And for the first time all week, she felt a small quiet spark of happiness. 
“Uh-huh,” Henry muttered under his breath.
“How did we miss Alexandria’s birthday?” Eve wondered. “What else are we missing that is right in front of us?” 
“Because this is all completely fucking bonkers,” Fink said, defeated. 
“Fink, do me a favor and call Jones. Send him over to the Scruggs kid’s house. See what he can find out about that video,” Henry ordered.
“What about the other two? What was the Draper girl’s birthday?” Eve asked.
“July 4,” Henry said. “I just remember thinking it was very specific.” 
“And Ivy Hawthorne?”   
“I’m not sure,” Henry said. “It was June … not the sixth but … you think it’s—”
“They’re lying, Henry. Or at least one of them is. Maybe to protect her? Maybe the parents knew about the chain? Do you have Mrs. Hawthorne’s number?”
“Jones has it on the file.” Fink nodded. “I’ll call him.”
“So now we think it’s Hedda? Or do we still think it’s Cinnamon?”  
“Fifty-Fifty,” Eve remarked, unsure which option was worse.
“Shoot them both.” Fink gave a quick shrug. “Fuck it.”
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Cinnamon 

October 31, 2022, 9:46 a.m.


“That’s a lot,” Eliza said as she fidgeted with a ketchup packet in a quiet booth. The comfortable smell of grease and cleaner calmed her nerves, even if it was only for a few minutes. “And, you’re sure? I mean, what if this is just that … just gossip? Wasn’t that the entire point of the Salem Witch Trials? That people gossip and destroy each other and … I mean, even now. High school is basically just the Salem Witch Trials with better outfits and updated technology.”  
“Eliza, we killed people.” Cinnamon didn’t even bother lowering her voice. 
“I know. It didn’t feel real, but here we are. And now this? I mean, I thought something was wrong when you wanted to go to McDonald’s, but … the end of the world? So dramatic.”
“I know.” 
“I knew you were done when you didn’t show up last night,” Eliza added. She pushed her wrapper—piled high with ketchup even though her breakfast was long gone—to one side and plopped her purse down with a thud. “I was hoping you went to the police.”
“I thought about that, but I don’t think they’d believe me. I just can’t …” She paused and stared directly into Eliza’s eyes. “I can’t keep doing this.”
“I was just happy you texted me back. I was worried about you.”
“I was just crafting,” Cinnamon said. 
“For the party?” Eliza asked, pulling out something from her bottomless purse. A delicately wrapped item appeared on the table. 
“No, I made a Hexon doll of Hedda. I’m just not sure when or how we use it.”
“You finally got to make your voodoo doll. It’s your Michelle Pfeiffer Witches of Eastwick moment! You’ve been manifesting this since we watched it in fourth grade! I wondered why you didn’t straighten your hair today.”
“Oh, I was just tired. I Googled, but I don’t think I had the right kind of wax. There are a surprising number of tutorials on voodoo dolls on YouTube.”
“I don’t think the brand matters; wax is wax, right? I want to see it. Where is it?” 
“It’s in the car.” 
“What if it melts?”   
“Good, maybe it will kill her. I can always resculpt it,” Cinnamon explained casually, her attention turning back to the wrapped item sitting between them. “What is that? My Christmas present?”
“More like a Halloween present. I told you I had a surprise. Looks like you’re not the only one who’s been on Pinterest. I’m guessing this is part of the spell. This isn’t the head of a saint, but …”
Eliza held up what looked like a craft project from Satan’s school for demonic children: a five-pointed star made of thin, wooden sticks, each about the length of a finger. Every stick was tightly wrapped in human hair … some blonde, some dark, and one a brittle, bright red. The sticks were bound at the center with blackened twine, forming the star. Nestled in the middle, tied into the knot, sat a hollowed-out bird skull, its tiny beak sealed with a smear of thick red wax.
“What the fuck,” Cinnamon said. 
“I know. We went to Hedda’s since you were boycotting us, and this was in her medicine cabinet.”
“Why were you in her medicine cabinet?” 
“Xanax.” Eliza shrugged. 
“Thank God you’re a druggie. Mrs. Molter said I was bound to Hedda. That must be what this fucking thing is.”
“I’m not a druggie; I was just stressed out. She kept screaming and chanting. She even made Lainey cry. Hedda really lost her shit when you didn’t respond. Wait, what the hell does bound mean?”
“She has me bound with a spell. You too, probably. It doesn’t get much more literally bound than this.” Cinnamon poked at the strange decoration. “Who has red hair?”
“No fucking clue. It looks like something from the 1800s. What do we do with this thing?”   
“Break it?” Cinnamon offered. “Here, let me see it.”
Eliza watched in stunned silence as Cinnamon butchered the starry totem with the same flimsy plastic knife she’d just used to eat her biscuit and strawberry jelly. She sawed at the grotesque, hair-wrapped sticks like she was filleting a demo. When the knife snapped in half, she used her bare hands, tearing through the bindings, snapping the bones, and yanking the entire thing apart with a kind of furious grace. Then came the bird skull. Cinnamon raised her fist and smashed it flat on the table, bone fragments scattering across the sticky tiled floor like cursed birthday party confetti. She grabbed a used ketchup packet and used it to shovel the clumps of hair and fragments into a puddle of ketchup on Eliza’s crumpled wrapper. “Proper burial.” 
“You might want to wash your hands.” Eliza shook her head and then looked out the window. Cinnamon opened one more packet of ketchup and poured it on top of the burial. “It’s weird that Lainey never showed up.” 
“Hedda has her brainwashed.” Cinnamon, pleased with her destruction, sat back in the booth with a thud. “They are probably plotting our murders as we speak.”
“Why did we do this?”   
“Honestly? I think I was afraid to say no. I didn’t want to disappoint you,” Cinnamon admitted. 
“Me? You could never disappoint me.”  
“I remember the blood so vividly. I keep seeing it,” Cinnamon said, staring at the table. She folded the crime scene wrapper over on itself and moved it to a plastic tray with the rest of their trash.  
“I can still smell the blood. It’s like it happened to someone else,” Eliza added.  
“But we still did this. We are just as guilty as she is. We deserve this.” 
“What can we do?” 
“Kill her?” Cinnamon suggested.  
“Would that even stop her? If she really is this … thing. This reincarnation. I’m guessing she killed Alexandria. And I’m pretty sure that we ate the missing baby from Beverly.” 
Eliza stared straight ahead like she’d made peace with it. Something Cinnamon was never going to be able to do. 
“What missing baby? We ate a fucking baby?” Cinnamon froze and paled. 
“A baby was stolen from the hospital on September 22. Witches use babies for flying ointment,” Eliza said pointedly. 
“Oh shit. That ointment. Now we’re fucking cannibals, too? Add it to my crime spree.” 
“She said she ordered it off the internet.” Eliza ate the last of her greasy hash brown patty with a heavy sigh. 
“She said a lot of things. Fucking bitch.” She turned back to Eliza. “You should get out of here. Just go home and tell them you don’t know anything. I’ll take the blame. It’s my fault, anyway. I have money. You can take my savings account and—”
Eliza grabbed her hand, tight and securely. “Not a chance in hell or Lawrenceville. You’re not going alone. We started this together. Let’s end it together,” Eliza said with finality.  
“You sure?” 
“Yep, I think it’s just us now.” 
The two girls sat for a moment in silence. 
“I want to thank you.”
“For what?” Cinnamon asked as she looked into Eliza’s sad eyes. 
“You always made me feel beautiful.” Eliza beamed as she slid out of the booth to her feet. 
“Well, you always made me feel smart.” Cinnamon smiled back at her.  
The girls stood in the middle of McDonald’s holding onto each other as if the world were ending any minute. And it was. 
“We’re going to die, aren’t we?” Eliza asked as she buried her face in Cinnamon’s jacket. 
“Oh, probably.”
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Henry

October 31, 2022, 10:06 a.m.


Henry’s phone rang just as he pulled his cruiser into the driveway. 
“Jones, what’s up?”  
Jones cleared his throat, which Henry knew wasn’t a good sign. “McGinty, Seaport called back. Alexandria Fox was born June 6 at West General. The Hawthornes aren’t home. Not that I blame them, so I haven’t been able to get in touch with them. But all of Ivy’s records have her birthday as June 1. And the Drapers aren’t sure of the exact date because Naomi was adopted.”
“She was adopted?” 
“Yes, so June 7 was on her birth certificate, but I guess she was born somewhere in Bulgaria. They’ve always celebrated on July 1. But when she arrived here, she was about a month old so … close enough.”
“Indeed. So, it could be either of them. Or both of them …”
“And …” Jones hesitated. 
Henry could tell from the crack in his voice that something else was wrong. 
“Mrs. Lopez just called. Lainey is missing.”
“Jesus Christ. Like missing-missing or like she’s—” Henry’s hands trembled as he realized what was happening. 
“She went to bed around 10:00 p.m. to work on homework, just like normal. By morning, she was gone. Her bed is made. Both cars are still there. Lainey’s phone is plugged into the charger. That kind of missing.”  
“A teenage girl doesn’t leave the house without a phone.” Henry leaned his head against the steering wheel of the cruiser and wanted to die. 
“Exactly,” Jones said, defeated. 
“Where’s Walker?”   
“He’s headed over to talk to Arthur and then to see Eliza’s mom, Sara Taylor. He asked if you could talk to the Carmichaels. Maybe she slept over, or they went camping or something.” 
“Camping?” Henry asked. “So that’s where we’re at.”
“I know it’s a long shot, but …” Jones paused.
“You sure you are okay?”
“What do you want me to do here, Henry? Run for the hills? Because that’s what I feel like doing. I know she’s dead, but I’m not going to tell her parents that until we have a body,” Jones retorted.  
“You’re doing the right thing. Has anyone called the Carmichaels yet?”   
“Nah, Sheriff said to go in person. And not to talk to any of the girls without their parents present. He’s headed to the Bunads now. Do you want me to go to the Charmichaels?”
“No, you stay there. Fink is with me. We’ll do a tour. I’ll see the Carmichaels and then circle back with Walker. Maybe they know something. I’ll keep you posted,” Henry huffed.
“Good luck,” Jones said as he swallowed the lump in his throat. “We’re going to need it.”
“Jones.” Henry caught him right before he hung up.
“Yeah, boss?” Jones asked. 
“Lock all the doors. All of them,” Henry emphasized. “And keep your gun within reach.” 
“Already done.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“She’s dead,” Eve said, defeated.  
“Yeah, Henry. She’s totally dead,” Fink added. 
“I know. But until we have a body, we have to try.”
“So, this is actually happening then.” Fink looked from Eve to Henry. “Alexandria is dead, Ivy is dead, Lainey is likely dead, Naomi is dead. That’s only four, and we still have Cinnamon, Hedda, and Eliza—all born on the same day. Allegedly. Something doesn’t add up. That’s seven, not six.”
“Maybe it’s because they weren’t local?” Eve suggested. “Or maybe it skipped one of them? We still aren’t sure how it works.”
“I don’t know,” Henry pondered. “We will chat with the parents.”
“That’s probably a good place to start. Can you drop me off at the church first? I’ll catch up with you later,” Eve said. “I can walk back.”
“I’ll come get you. Just call when you’re done.” Fink asked, raising his eyebrows theatrically. “Tell hot Father Bill I said hello. And that I’m still single.”
Henry turned in his seat with a grin. “Fink … stop. What do you need to go to the church for anyways?”
Eve refused to smile at either of them. “I’ve got some unfinished business.”
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Walker

October 31, 2022, 10:36 a.m. 


Sheriff Walker arrived at the Bunad residence. Stark white and freshly painted, the house stuck out among the weathered New England homes surrounding it. Three small pumpkins sat neatly on the porch, and a ‘Happy Halloween’ sign dangled from a length of gold wire around the porch light. Everything seemed normal. 
He pressed the doorbell and waved awkwardly as Arthur Bunad stuck his balding head out of the door.
“Hi, Arthur. How’s Lake Park treating you?”
“It’s been about a year, so I think we are getting used to it.” Arthur’s eyes drifted past Walker, sweeping up and down the street behind him like he was waiting for someone or something to follow. 
Walker stepped to one side, blocking Arthur’s view of the street. “Do you mind if we talk inside?”
“The house isn’t exactly suitable for company.” 
“Who’s here?!” a husky voice shouted from inside. 
“Sheriff Walker is here!” Arthur hollered back. 
“Is that Janice?” Walker asked, smiling. 
“It’s my sister, Joan,” Arthur replied, almost apologetically. 
“Is Janice home as well? I’d like to talk to both of you.”  
“Sheriff.” Joan appeared at the door and nudged Arthur out of the way. She grabbed Walker’s arm like he was an old boyfriend and pulled him into the house. “Get in here and give a girl a reason to have a good day!”
Walker followed, hoping Joan wouldn’t actually suffocate him.
“The house looks great, Arthur. I love the woodwork,” Walker said, admiring the ornate trim.
“Thanks. Darrin Court did all the work. He’s built quite the restoration business.” 
“We just paid for it,” Joan added, patting the large leather chair before settling into the matching one beside it. “What can we do for you?”
“Do you know where Hedda is? Lainey is missing.”
“Oh, I saw her mom was calling. I guess I should have answered it,” Arthur said blankly. 
“I see.” 
“How long has she been missing?” Joan asked as she opened a beer. “Can I get you one, Sheriff? We’ve got Busch Light.”
“Uh … no thanks. She hasn’t been missing long. She’s not even technically missing yet. We are just being extra … careful. Given the last few weeks, we want to make sure all the girls are accounted for. Is Hedda home?”   
“No. Is she in trouble?” Arthur asked.
“Not at all. I just have a few questions,” Walker reassured him, trying to play it cool. “How well do you know Cinnamon Carmichael? 
“She’s the blonde one, right?” Joan asked. “The rich one?”
“Hedda adores her,” Arthur noted. “That’s all she ever talks about. Cinnamon this, Cinnamon that. Um … she gives Hedda a lot of clothes. I don’t know.”
“What do you know about her parents?” 
“Probably about as much as anyone. Rich. They paid for the girls’ birthday party.” Arthur nodded. 
“Birthday party?” 
“Yeah, they had a joint birthday party. We were supposed to split it four ways, but Derry insisted on paying for everything,” Arthur added. 
“Good thing they did. How much was that cake?” Joan asked. “I wasn’t even invited. I had to see it on Facebook like some kind of second-class citizen.”
“What about Hedda? Does she seem off to you lately? Been gone a lot more than usual?” Walker watched Arthur try to think. He wasn’t sure that Arthur could even remember what his child looked like, much less what she had been doing. 
“Not really. I mean, the usual weird teenager stuff, but she’s a good kid. Had a rough year with uh … you know,” Arthur tried to explain. “It’s a lot.”
“She’s been acting really weird,” Joan announced.  
“No, she ain’t,” Arthur argued. “It’s just hard for her to have her mother being the way she is.”
“She sure got the crazy gene from her mother.” Joan dramatically flailed her hands above her head as if they were exploding. “I have heard her yelling in some weird language late at night. All kinds of weird chanting. I can hear it through the walls.”
“What kind of weird language?”   
“It is just music,” Arthur defended. “She’s got eclectic taste.” 
“Well, this ain’t no happy Buddhist Kama Sutra shit. This is some freaky Louisiana voodoo shit. I think she’s on drugs,” Joan huffed.  
“Do you know what the music is?” Walker tried to get a word in amongst the constant bickering. 
“Jo, she’s not on drugs.” Arthur glared at her. “You are going to get her in trouble.”
“Well, she’s lost a lot of weight. Dressing like a whore,” Joan continued. “Got them titties out all the time, wearing high heels and strutting around like this is the Playboy Mansion. She’s probably selling crack to school kids.”
“Shut up, Jo. She’s just being a teenager. You got to let them go out or they will go crazy when they get to college.”  
“Well, at least she’s getting it out of her system. But she’s out until all hours of the night doing God knows what. Chaylene, my hair stylist, told me that the Carmichael girl bought drugs from that Taylor boy at Big Jim’s Pawn Shop. Chaylene is dating his daddy and said he sells drugs to all the local kids. Quite the operation, it sounds like. You should talk to him.”
“The son is Skip Taylor?” Walker asked.
“Yes. The stupidest name,” Joan said as she took another swig of her beer. 
“I’ll check on that then. Thank you. This Chaylene, did she say what kind of drugs?” Walker pressed. 
“Probably some ecstasy or whatever the kids do these days. Weed maybe. I don’t think Hedda would do anything too heavy. At least, I’d hope not. She’ll end up just like her whore of a mother.” Joan sent a withering look at Arthur. 
“Has she said anything about the murders?” 
Joan immediately quit speaking. Not a word. Which, given the rest of the conversation, said more than anything else. 
Arthur glanced at her, brow raised, a flicker of unease breaking through his polite facade. “Not that I can remember.”  
“Anything else you can think of?” Walker asked as she stood up from the couch and checked his cell phone. No updates. 
“I don’t think so,” Arthur said. 
“Well, let us know if you think of anything. Thank you for your time,” Walker said as he headed towards the door.
“Sheriff, can I have a word with you real quick?” Joan asked as she hurried out onto the porch behind him. “You know how daddies are about their girls. Um … I just didn’t want you thinking she’s some innocent thing when she isn’t.”
“What do you mean?”   
Joan hesitated as she looked back at the house and leaned forward, invading his personal space. 
“You know about Claudia Daigle?” 
Walker knew the name, but he couldn’t remember from where. 
“The pier,” Joan explained, just as Walker remembered. “Sweet little red-haired girl. Looked like a Wendy’s cup.” 
“In 2011, right? The girl disappeared from the pier and drowned while at a birthday party. I was still over in Hampden County.” 
“2012, actually. The day before it happened, Hedda had come home from school crying. Claudia had stolen her elephant eraser or a unicorn sticker or some such nonsense. Then the next day, Claudia is dead. Hedda was there that day. I mean, I wasn’t there with her, but Arthur was working and Janice was drunk, so I picked up Hedda and … she wasn’t even sad. She had just had this trauma where her little friend was found dead and something had eaten her neck, and she didn’t cry. The official thought a coyote or something had attacked her in the woods and then she ran into the water to get away and she drowned, but I call B.S. 
“The kids all saw them pull her out. Police were everywhere. Everyone was crying. Hedda didn’t give a single shit. I asked her if she’d seen anything and she said that ‘a pretty lady did it in the woods,’ and then she just looked at me like I was stupid. I called the Deputy back, but he just said she probably had PTSD. Then she wanted to know if we could go get ice cream since the party ended before she got cake. It just didn’t sit well with me, you know? She gave me this look in the rearview mirror, and I’ll never forget it. It … it is hard to even say this. She’s pure fucking evil, right to her core. I promise I’m not a bad person. There’s just a lot of things, Sheriff, over the years that don’t add up now that you’ve asked if I remember anything off. Well, I remember a lot of things being off.”
“What are you saying?”  
“Be careful. That’s all I’m saying,” Joan warned him. 






  
  61
Hedda’s House

October 31, 2022, 11:46 a.m. 


“This house is fucking hideous,” Cinnamon grumbled. The girls sat in Cinnamon’s car, debating their next move as they spied on Hedda’s house and hid from passing cars.  
“My granny always said you can take the girl out of the trailer park, but …” Eliza said.
“I don’t think she’s here. Nobody’s moved since the sheriff left,” Cinnamon said as she stared at the front door of Hedda’s house. “Why are there so many welcome signs? Isn’t one enough?”
“But that one has a sunflower on it. They want you to feel welcome. Should we just go in? Drag her out?” 
“Maybe. We should have brought the gun,” Cinnamon admitted. 
“Would a gun even stop her?” Eliza asked. 
“I don’t even know at this stage. But how are we going to stop her?” 
“It says we have to burn her, drown her, or use an enchanted weapon. What the fuck is an enchanted weapon?” Eliza asked as she looked through her page of Google results. 
“I have a hammer,” Cinnamon offered. “I think there’s a jack in the car. Maybe a tire iron?”
“That sounds enchanting.” 
“Speak of the devil.” Cinnamon’s phone dinged as a message from Hedda popped up. Cinnamon handed her phone to Eliza in disgust. “You can open it.” 
Eliza dramatically gritted her teeth as she clicked on the text message. 
“Great, it’s a video,” Eliza griped as the video tried to download. “She’s certainly more creative now that she’s possessed. Why does this entire town have no fucking service?” 
The video zoomed in on a familiar pair of pink peep-toe shoes. Lainey was teetering on a stool in the monkey house with a noose around her neck. She was being forced to stand on the very tips of her toes to avoid falling off and strangling herself. The deafening sound of Paul Oakenfold’s ‘Faster Kill Pussycat’ was drowning out Lainey’s screams for help. 
A single line of text from Hedda followed: You better hurry.
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“Jones, what have you got?” Henry asked as he fumbled to answer his cell phone. There was a long pause and then silence … just breathing. “You still with me, Jones?” 
“Henry.” Jones went quiet again and took a deep breath. “Walker called. He wants me to run some girl from ten years ago. Claudia Daigle.”
“Who the hell is Claudia Daigle?”   
“Some kid Hedda may have murdered back in grade school. The Scruggs kid is dead, Henry. I’m headed there now. His parents just found him. And—”
Henry could hear Jones trying to breathe. “Are you okay?” 
“Josephine Hamilton,” Jones said as he took a deep breath.
“Where is she?” Henry asked as his gut formed one big lump. “What happened?”
“She’s dead, Henry. Someone decapitated her with an ax. I went over to do my rounds, and she didn’t answer the front door, so I went around to the back. She was in the dining room.” 
Henry couldn’t find the words. 
“Henry?”
“I’m here, Jones,” Henry whispered as he closed his eyes.  
“Her head is missing.” Jones’ voice trembled through the phone. “It’s just gone.”
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Walker

October 31, 2022, 11:56 a.m.


It surprised Walker that the gates of the Lawrenceville Mansion were open, given the current situation. He pulled his car to the far edge of the lower paved parking so that he wouldn’t be in the way of the oversized catering truck that was trying, rather unsuccessfully, to back out of the driveway. Walker waved at the driver as he motioned for them to pass. He shuffled up the long path to the front porch, took a deep breath, and pushed the doorbell.   
“Hi, Fiona,” Walker said as Fiona Carmichael stuck her head out of the door. “Can I come in?”
“Of course, Sheriff. Derry said he had a visit from Henry this morning. When does this become harassment? Shouldn’t you be out catching the murderers?”
“Looks like the party is still on,” he remarked, ignoring her question. 
“Well … we had already paid for the catering. We aren’t expecting as much of a turnout, thanks to this circus. What can I help you with?”
“Any chance I can talk you into canceling?” Walker asked as he examined a large prop coffin that was standing up in the hallway. “This is—”
“As my husband told Henry this morning, we can’t afford to cancel. We’ve had more people RSVP since the last murder,” Fiona said, then flushed as if realizing it was not the kindest thing to say. 
Walker looked unimpressed. “Did Derry talk to you about Lainey?” 
“Yes, it’s just a tragedy.” Fiona tilted her head down. 
“Tragedy?”   
“Well, another girl is missing,” Fiona corrected herself.  
“We think she’s in danger. And we think Cinnamon might be in danger too,” Walker said, debating what to say and when to say it. Fiona clearly knew more than she was letting on. He could tell from the look on her face and the tone of her voice that she was hoping he would just leave. 
“Danger? Why?” Fiona’s jaw trembled in fear, making it hard for her to speak. Her voice cracked on the last syllable as her face seemed to lose its color. “Why would CC be in danger?”
“We think that someone is targeting the girls.” 
“Why?” Fiona’s face strained. 
“It’s … complicated. Is she home?”
“No,” she replied quietly. 
“Can you call her? We need to find her now.” 
“Sheriff, what is this about?” Fiona asked as she pulled out her cell phone. 
“It looks like someone may be after them because of their birthdays. It’s a—” 
“Their … birthdays? What does … what does that have to do with anything?” She stumbled over her words. 
“It may be nothing,” he assured her. “We don’t have all the details yet, but we’ve found out that one victim was also born on June 6. We just think it may be related, especially with Lainey missing now.”
“June 6?” 
“Yes.”
“That’s impossible, Sheriff.” Fiona scoffed. 
“What do you mean, it’s impossible?” Walker wasn’t sure what to think at this point. Fiona Carmichael was visibly having some kind of episode. 
“Well, because CC’s birthday technically isn’t on the sixth. She was born on the fifth. Sage was also born on June 5, two years prior in 2004, so we just had them move CC’s a few hours into the next day. Then they could each have their own special day. You know, kids are all at each other’s throats sharing the same birth month, much less the same day.” 
“It said in the paper that it was the sixth … you can’t just move a birth date.” Walker gave her a look of pure disbelief. 
“It’s Lawrenceville, Sheriff. Nobody cares. The girls love having the same birthday. I already went over all of this with the detective from Boston when Lexi Fox went missing,” Fiona reminded him. 
“Oh yes, Alexandria Fox also had that birthday. If I recall, she was pretty good friends with your daughter.”
“Well …” Fiona paused. “Not really. Lexie was on the trap shooting team with our nephew. He probably knew her better. She and CC were friends, but—”
“Trap shooting?” Walker repeated, his voice cutting through the air. He leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “Are you telling me she could shoot?” 
The air seemed to thicken around him, his usual calm replaced by something alert. Almost hunted. 
“Yes, Lexi was … well, she won the championship title or whatever in women's double trap shooting at thirteen. She was on the front page of the paper for shooting the first white-tailed deer of the season. Derry was giving away a free car that year for the winner, but she was too young. What does this have to do with anything? I mean, I agree the birthday thing is odd, but … wasn’t she declared dead?”
Walker could tell from the look on her face that they both knew exactly what was happening. “I should go.”
Walker half-stepped down from the porch to head back to his car as Fiona lingered in the doorway. 
“Sheriff?” she called after him. “What can we do? Should I be worried?” 
“Call Cinnamon and keep calling her. If you hear anything from her, call the office. And stay inside.”  Sheriff Walker hurried out the door and down the stairs as Fiona followed him with her phone in her hand. “And cancel this goddamned party.”
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October 31, 2022, 12:06 p.m.


Walker was starting to understand why everyone kept asking when he planned to retire. Yesterday would’ve been the ideal time. He shuffled through a stack of papers on the passenger seat, clicking frantically back and forth on the radio.  
“Henry? Fink?” Walker’s voice crackled through the radio. There was nothing back but static. “Where the fuck are you two?”
Walker then dialed the Sheriff’s Department, but it went to voicemail. “Fuck.” 
He tried Henry and Fink’s cell phones, but both went to voicemail. He called Henry back and left a message: “Henry, we were wrong. It’s not Cinnamon. Alexandria Fox was a goddamned trap shooter. I need you to run her parents through CJIS and see what guns they own. Look for a Remington 700 … maybe a Savage 110. I don’t know where you are, but call me as soon as you get this.”    
A loud knock on his window startled him as he turned to see Hedda Bunad standing next to his car. She was shaking and crying hysterically. 
“Hedda, what happened?”
“I’m so sorry, Sheriff,” Hedda cried. “I killed him.”
“Killed who? Hayden?” Walker’s voice cracked as the confession hit him like bricks falling onto his chest. 
“No …” Hedda paused as her eyes zeroed in on him. She tilted her head to one side and smiled in the evilest way Walker had ever seen. A slow, wicked grin that made the blood in his veins ice over. 
“You.” She lunged at Walker, one hand closing around his throat as she slammed him backward into the car. 
As his initial shock wore off, he realized this was real. He was in trouble. He clawed at her arm, gouging her and gasping as panic crashed through his system. He fumbled for his gun, fingers slipping on the buckled holster. It was too late. With her free hand, Hedda seized his head and twisted it sideways with a satisfying crack. 
She let go, watching his body slump and his head tilt uselessly to one side. 
“One down.” 
. 






  
  65
Eve

October 31, 2022, 12:06 p.m.


“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been … a very long time since my last confession,” Eve said as she sat in the confessional.  
The familiar scent of Bill’s lemon and tea tree aftershave was oddly comforting, even though the small wooden box had always made her quite claustrophobic.
“Eve?” Bill asked through the divider. 
“Yes, Father?” 
“I wasn’t expecting this.” 
“I wasn’t either,” Eve admitted. 
“You have something to confess?” 
She fiddled with her skirt hem. “I have many things to confess.” 
“Start wherever you are comfortable,” he instructed.
“I left here the other day, and I couldn’t stop thinking about what happened. Are we ever going to talk about what happened here?” 
“What part of it do you want to talk about? Many things happened here.” 
“Don’t do that. We’ve known each other far too long.” 
“Did you leave because Marina died?” 
“I don’t know how appropriate this is for confessional.”
“Anything is appropriate for confessional. It is a confession.” 
“Then this is my confession. I left because I didn’t believe anymore. I couldn’t tell people to devote their lives to a God that I was no longer sure existed. I couldn’t tell people that the miraculous Sister Eve did not have a miracle for them. Not anymore.” Her voice cracked.
“How is it possible that a woman of God, who can speak to the dead, see the dead, and come back from the dead, no longer believes in God? You are a miracle.” 
“The people knew I was a witch before I did. Isn’t that what my banishment has meant?” 
Bill took an audibly deep breath. “You were never banished.” 
“I was dead, Bill,” she reminded him. “I was dead for a long time. And I saw nothing. I didn’t see lights or saints or pearly gates. I didn’t see anything close to what I had spent all these years believing in. I’m an abomination, and I didn’t even see it. You knew what I was. What I am. And you said nothing. Did nothing. The people saw it, but I did not. I am this darkness that is coming for us.”
“What did you see then?”   
“Nothing,” Eve whispered.
“Well, how do you know then? This cycle impairs you. Perhaps it empowers you. Who are we to say that these gifts you’ve been given are only one thing? Maybe death isn’t what we thought it was. Your gifts are not those of a false prophet. Your gifts are those of our Lord. You help people. God speaks to you through your gifts. You coming back from the dead is the biggest gift. A resurrection.” 
“You sound like a priest.” Eve gave a slight chuckle.  
“I am a priest.”  
“Well, I can most certainly say death isn’t what we think it is.” 
“Then what is it?” 
“For years, we’ve told people that they will be saved. The immortality of the soul. That your actions on this earth will determine if you are sent to heaven or to hell. I’ve seen so many things of late that impel me to believe that this world is just sheer terror, lurking in the shadows. And now I’m entirely sure that you die and you are just left to wander around the world without a body. Alone. No heaven. No hell. Energy never dies; it just changes form. Your body decays, then your soul eventually decays as well. Over time, people forget about you and you run out of dark corners to haunt. Then you disappear back into the darkness that you came from. ‘By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.’ Unless I cut your head off and offer it to Satan.”
“Either of those options is a sad existence,” Bill said. “Why is it so hard for you to be alive?”
Her shoulders sagged as if the words took something out of her. She stared down at her hands, remembering the blood. “I died, Bill.” 
“So, you were shot, you died, and you saw nothing, and now you don’t believe?” he clarified. 
“After I was shot, I remember lying there. I saw little pieces of my life. Flashes of memories …” She paused, uncomfortable. “I saw your face, and then I remember nothing after that.”
“You saw my face as you died? That’s not nothing then. You left that part out until now. Why?” His voice grew louder as he scooted closer to the partition. She could see him looking directly at her through the screen. 
“Perhaps I thought it easier to pray about things that shouldn’t be said aloud,” she admitted. “They said you were holding my head together?”
“I was,” he replied, his voice hoarse.  
“I need to know what happened that day.” 
Bill leaned towards the divider and spoke just above a whisper. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
“Yes. I need you to tell me.” 
Bill took a deep breath, and then he began, “It was the most beautiful Thursday. Perfect and sunny, with the smell of the ocean drifting in the salty air. The sun had just set, and I was watching the last bit of light coming through the stained-glass windows in the apse. I remember standing in this room, watching the colors change, and just kind of feeling like something was ending. At the time, I thought it was the summer that was ending, but it was something else entirely. Then I heard the shots, so I ran. I don’t even know why. I just … somehow, I knew it was you. But by the time I got to you, it was too late. And Marina’s head, it was … gone. There was just too much blood, and I remember the fabric. How the wet cloth felt. I just remember it was so matted. Saturated with all that blood and … and then I saw you. Lying there. And I didn’t know what to do, so I just held on to you, counting the beats your heart skipped. It was so quiet. No wind, no birds, no voices. Just us and the quiet.” 
Bill studied her through the screen for a moment. He drew in a slow breath before continuing. 
“Then Henry showed up and I … I wanted him to save us. Like that time when we were small and young. We were stuck in the tree after we climbed too high and it started to storm. I had a splinter in my heel, and our great Henry came to the rescue. But this time was different. Henry … he tried to help you, but the blood … he didn’t know what to do either, and he gave me that look. It shook me to my core. I can still see his expression. It terrified me to see him like that. His face was just so pale, and I knew it was bad and there was nothing we could do. And then the ambulance came, and we were off. Henry kept talking to me. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t cry. He held my hand, which seems odd in hindsight because you know how Henry is. And he prayed. I couldn’t pray or say anything. I couldn’t even speak. So, I just held onto his hand while he cried.”
“And then?” 
“And then … there were more quiet hours. I waited for what felt like forever. Henry kept reminding me to breathe. I stared at the floor tiles and the fluorescent lights and then the doctor said you had survived surgery. A miracle. I just sat there. The doctor talked to Henry for a long time in the hallway, but I couldn’t hear them. All I could hear were the gunshots and the silence where your heartbeat should have been. That’s when I knew.”
“I should leave,” Eve said as she stood up and wiped her tears on her sleeve.
“You should not leave. I’m part of your resurrection, and I’m proud to be. Whatever did that to you, of this world or not, it didn’t win. If you saw my face, then maybe that is because you chose to see love. Not death. Let me say this, once and for all. For me, my entire purpose on this earth is to make people understand the power of God. That God must be the focus of everything. And that simply hasn’t been true for me for a long time. God isn’t the center of my life anymore. He isn’t the center of my heart. This existence that we have, perhaps it is not just to rot and die and have our sad souls haunt the Earth. Our bodies are our cages, and when we leave them, we are free. Maybe our dust makes us free.” 
“Bill. Stop,” Eve sobbed out. 
“I know what God wants, and I know what my heart wants. And those two things are no longer the same,” Bill announced.  
“What are you saying?”   
“I’m saying,” his voice trembled. “I’m saying that this is my confession to myself. I can’t be a priest anymore.” 
At once, they both pushed open the doors of the confessional and met in the middle. Eve grabbed Bill’s face and kissed him, fiercely and desperately, with her entire being. A lifetime of longing ruptured through the surface. For one shining moment, the darkness disappeared, and she felt nothing but light. 
Overwhelmed with passion, they didn’t even notice Henry standing in the church’s entryway. 
“Well, it’s about time,” Henry muttered, turning around to give them privacy. He kept his eyes down, hoping they would eventually come up for air.  
“Henry, I—” Eve tried speaking. She could tell from the look on his face that something was terribly wrong. “We, I mean …”
“I didn’t see a thing,” Henry said gently. The faint smile on his lips didn’t match his eyes, which were brimming with tears. 
“What is it, Henry?” Bill asked, stepping toward him and placing a hand on his shoulder.
“Josephine …” Henry choked, unable to say the words. He tried once again. “She’s dead.”
Eve staggered backward like she’d been struck. “I just saw her.” 
The words barely escaped her lips before the room tilted, her knees buckled, and she fumbled to a pew for balance. 
“What happened?” Eve’s voice cracked into a guttural and raw scream as she crumbled to the floor. 
Bill and Henry dropped to their knees beside her. Henry wrapped his arms around them both like they were children again. 
“You know what happened,” he said quietly.
The silence hung in the air like a gallows’ platform waiting to drop. Something was coming. Something was changing. Everything seemed to stop as Eve closed her eyes and reminded herself to breathe. She focused on the smell of incense and beeswax in the air. Eve looked at Bill and Henry, and then she looked at the walls of the space that had taken up so much of her life. She could hear her heart beating in her chest and the blood pumping in her veins like little rivers to her brain, where a bullet used to be. 
The men that she loved stood with her in this place that she loved. These were the walls and the people who had built her. The people who had saved her. It didn’t matter if it was a church or God, or science, or a Flying Spaghetti Monster. Whatever it was that had kept her from screaming out in absolute horror all these years had just disappeared. 
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Eliza looked longingly at Cinnamon one last time before they entered the Ann London Monkey House. “Ready?” 
Cinnamon rolled her eyes and exhaled dramatically. “Let’s kill this bitch.”
The building was eerily quiet. There was a small fire going in the pit in one corner, and Hedda stood there next to her stupid pink backpack, eating what looked like beef jerky. 
“Hi, friends,” Hedda said. “Glad you could make it. Wish the circumstances were happier.” 
As they got closer to the fire pit, Cinnamon’s gaze was drawn upward. Lainey’s lifeless body hung from one of the metal ceiling rafters. Her head dangled to one side of her broken neck. She wore a single shoe, and blood coated her favorite pink blouse. A river of blood ran from her chest and down her leg, pooling beneath her.  
“Fuck you,” Cinnamon directed at Hedda as she looked at Lainey. “How could you do this?” 
“That tire iron doesn’t really go with your outfit,” Hedda said as she looked Cinnamon up and down.  
“You killed her. You fucking killed her!” Eliza cried as she got in Hedda’s face and aggressively spat at her. 
“Killed who? What are you talking about?” Hedda wiped the spit off her face with her sleeve. 
“Lainey. You fucking bitch!” Cinnamon fumed.
“I told you to hurry. She was there, teetering and screaming, and she was ruining the music, so I stabbed her just to shut her up a bit. But I just kept stabbing her. She had a lot of blood in her for such a skinny little thing. Then she fell off and hung herself. So, I don’t think I technically did it. But whatever.” 
“What do you want, Hedda?” Cinnamon asked, tapping the tire iron against the floor.
“I want you to give me the tire iron, CC,” Hedda said, her tone quiet, attitude escalating. “Now.”
“I don’t have to do shit,” Cinnamon snapped. “I know all about your tragic little craft project. You clearly get your design skills from your drunk of a mother. Our bind is officially broken, bitch. And I cannot believe you stole my fucking hair.”
“I think you mean bond,” Hedda corrected with a grin, her eyes drifting toward Eliza. Then she began to sing, slow and syrupy. “Oh, Eliza, Eliza, Eliza … my sweet, little, stupid, fucking … bitch. What did you do?” Hedda spun in place, faux tap-dancing in the blood pooling at her feet.
“What am I going to do with you?” she crooned. “Traitor.”
Eliza didn’t respond. She stared straight ahead—past Hedda, past Cinnamon—eyes fixed on Lainey. Hedda stopped quickly, giving Lainey’s body a brutal shove. It swung sharply through the air and twisted, exposing her back, which was burned and charred with a pentagram carved into it. “She was supposed to kill you, CC. Did she tell you that part? Eliza … Eliza…” 
“Yes,” Cinnamon lied without missing a beat. Her biscuit and jelly rose in her throat, but she refused to acknowledge the gruesome scene in front of her. She glanced at Eliza’s stunned face and gave her a small nod. A silent ‘we’ve got this.’ 
“You think the numbers matter now?” Hedda walked towards them, slow and sinister. “I have all the power, and I think I just found the last item on my list.” 
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Eliza asked. 
“The final spell, Eliza. You know, for being so smart, you sure as fuck are stupid.” 
“Your little Black Mass …” Cinnamon grimaced. “You’ll never pull it off.”
Hedda gave another quick little two-step in their direction, “Oh, I think I will. I’ve got a priest and a nun headed over like a DoorDash delivery. Get it? Headed?”
Cinnamon crossed her arms and looked at Eliza.  
“Bad news, though,” Hedda whispered with a sinister glare. “It looks like … Lainey was not a virgin. Her parents will be so disappointed. Her body wasn’t pure. Are you still a virgin, Eliza?” 
Hedda held up a piece of Lainey’s seared flesh and took a bite of it, then extended her bloody fingers toward the girls. “She tastes like chicken. People always say that in the movies, but she really does. Want some?”
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“Jones, please tell me you have good news this time,” Henry answered the phone once more, exhausted and winded.  
“No such luck.” 
“Where are you?”   
“At the Scruggs house in Belmont. Forensics are here.”   
“How bad is it?” Henry asked, even though he already knew.  
“It’s bad, Henry. He’s kind of torn apart on one side. A … um … slab of his back is missing. His teeth are missing. I don’t even know what to say.”
“Fuck, Jones,” Henry uttered. “His teeth?” 
“I know. I don’t think I’m prepared for this,” Jones admitted quietly. 
“Do you want us to come over there?” Henry asked, putting his left hand over his face. 
“For what? They are getting some help from Eastport, allegedly,” Jones said. “Is Eve okay?”
“Yeah.” Henry cleared his throat. “For now.”
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Cinnamon and Eliza were bloodied and beaten. Eliza had taken the brunt of it. Hedda had kicked her knee sideways with a sickening snap. Cinnamon had done her best, charging Hedda with the tire iron. Eliza even managed to rip out a full chunk of Hedda’s scalp—hair, skin, and all—which she promptly handed to Cinnamon like a hunting trophy. What they hadn’t anticipated was the dust. Hedda, calm as ever, had pulled a tiny velvet pouch from her coat. She blew the ash-gray powder into their faces before either could react.  
“Sweet dreams, bitches,” she had called as everything went black. 
Each of them woke with one wrist cuffed to the monkey cage—one inside, one out. Their free hands could still move, could almost touch, but the bars held them just far enough apart to be useless to each other. When every attempt to break free failed, all that remained was each other.  
“We didn’t walk in here,” Eliza whispered.
Cinnamon stared at the blood on her hands. “No … she walked us. Like puppets.”
“I remember her voice. I remember—” Eliza winced. “—her dragging me by my hair.”
Cinnamon gave a cracked smile. “Because you ripped hers out. She’s half bald now.”
Their smashed cell phones lay in pieces on the ground, taunting them.
“You hit her. With a tire iron. In the head,” Eliza said, almost proudly. “It was actually kind of beautiful.”
“Well, she still won. Why didn’t she just kill us? Why would she leave us here?” 
Eliza mumbled, yanking at the cuff on her wrist, “I don’t know … I think we’re bait. I just haven’t figured out for what.”
Cinnamon shifted uncomfortably. The reek of old straw, rusted iron, and rot filled her nose. Overhead, something relentlessly dripped, slow and steady. Like a countdown to Hedda’s return. 
“Why didn’t she just cuff us to each other? Does the distance mean something? This is stupid. Also, I have to pee. And I’m starving.”
“Perhaps if we wait long enough, one of us will lose enough weight to slip the handcuff over our wrist,” Eliza said.
“Do you think she left us here to die?” Cinnamon said as she picked at the lock with her broken hair barrette. “What if nobody comes for us?”
“We’d never get that lucky. She’ll be back,” Eliza said, her breath hitching. “You know I’d never have killed you, right?”
Cinnamon nodded. She didn’t know how she knew, but she was sure. “I know. I wasn’t worried.” 
She glanced at Eliza’s knee, twisted at an unnatural angle, then back at the bars. “I really thought we could take her. But she’s … I don’t know. Like some Hermione Granger from hell now.”
“This is pointless.” Eliza yanked at the cuffs again. “These fucking handcuffs look like they’re a thousand years old. If she doesn’t kill us, tetanus will.”
Cinnamon twisted her wrist, sliding two fingers beneath the rusted metal. “I can almost fit them in, but I’m not strong enough to pry them open.” 
“Because it’s metal. You aren’t supposed to get it open. We need a plan. I think my leg is broken.” Eliza squinted her eyes in pain. Her leg was swelling around the knee joint. 
“This is all my fault,” Cinnamon said. “I’m so sorry.”
“How is it your fault?” Eliza asked.  
“I knew that this would end badly and I just … I didn’t know how to stop it.” Cinnamon shook her head. 
“Me neither,” Eliza admitted. “At least we tried, right?”
“We have to stop this. She’s going to kill all those people if we don’t,” Cinnamon said, fury rising in her chest. 
“How?” Eliza asked, her voice flat as she leaned her head against the cold, rusted bars. “We’re useless like this.” 
“Well, for starters, we must find a way out of here. I need my purse. It’s over there on the floor, getting filthy,” Cinnamon griped. “How did we spend so much time in here? It’s disgusting.”
“She didn’t take it?” Eliza realized, looking at the purse. “Dumbass bitch. Do you have a magic spell in there to break these stupid handcuffs?”
“No, but we’ve got the doll. Hedda Hexon,” Cinnamon snickered. 
“You named her?” 
“Yep. Better than stupid Hedda Bunad. Do you think it will work?” 
“Probably not, but it’s worth a shot. It’s that, or we die here. Can you reach that?” Eliza motioned for Cinnamon to reach for a large red brick on the ground behind her. 
“Yes, but these chains won’t even dent,” Cinnamon growled, yanking with a sharp clatter of metal.
“Just give it to me,” Eliza snapped. “That jar of bloody teeth she left behind is starting to freak me out.”
She eyed the glass jar on the ground; crimson smears clouded the bottom.
“Who do you think they belonged to?” 
“Her mother?” Cinnamon picked up the brick from the ground and stretched her free hand as far as she could, just barely reaching Eliza. “The spell said she needed teeth from a beast.”
Eliza examined the heavy brick as her stomach grew sick. “Okay, I’m going to do it.” 
“Do what?” Cinnamon asked as she squinted her eyes at Eliza.
“I need to break my hand with the brick so I can get it out of this fucking handcuff,” Eliza said, motioning to her thumb and index finger.
“You can’t do that. Don’t do that. Please … can we not do that.” 
“We don’t have a choice. I’ll get your bag. When she comes back here, I’m going to hide behind that door and take her out with everything I’ve got. If I can get the key, I’ll toss it to you. If I can’t then …” 
“Then what?” 
“I’ll get the key, okay?” Eliza reassured her. “I need you to count to three, and then I’m going to do it. Do you understand?”
“I understand,” Cinnamon said as she took a deep breath. She could tell from the look in Eliza’s eyes that it was not going to be okay. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. Just fucking count. I need the distraction.”
“Okay, on three, you are going to close your eyes and swing, just like Rose in Titanic. One. Two. Three,” Cinnamon said as she clenched her eyes shut tightly. 
The crack of bone echoed through the cage, sharp and final. Eliza screamed in pain as her wrist twisted unnaturally beneath the weight. “Fuck!”
“Holy shit. That’s just horrifying,” Cinnamon agonized as tears poured from her. “You really went for it.”
“I think I might pass out,” Eliza said as she leaned her head against the cage, her face pale as 2% milk. “I can’t look. How bad is it?”
“Well, it’s not great. I mean, it’s really not that bad. It’s swelling, and you kind of have a Shrek hand now, but whatever. Yeah, it’s bleeding. Take deep breaths.”
Eliza used her good hand to scoot the handcuff up to the mangled part, but she needed a break before she passed out. “Fuck, that hurt a lot more than I thought it would.” 
“Yeah, I’m going to barf,” Cinnamon admitted as she turned away from Eliza’s disfigured hand and began panting heavily. “Glad I never got that Cartier love bracelet I asked for.”
“You are buying me one when we get out of here.” Eliza seemed disturbingly calm. “I’m just going to pull it.”
“Deep breaths,” Cinnamon coached as she inhaled and exhaled dramatically. “Deep breaths.”
“Okay. Fuck!” Eliza seethed as she forced her bloody hand through the cuff. A raw, primal scream tore from her throat. Half agony, half disbelief as the bone scraped metal and she crumpled forward. She limped to Cinnamon’s purse and dragged it back with her, shaking.
“What do I do with it?” Eliza seethed, fishing the doll out of Cinnamon’s bag.
“Take the doll out. And the nails,” Cinnamon instructed. “There should be thumbtacks for the smaller pieces.”
“Got it. It’s so …  heavy. I like it. Why is it so lumpy?” Eliza asked, turning it over. 
Cinnamon squinted. “I think I was supposed to use thinner wax, so I added bacon grease. Don’t crack it yet.”
“Who knew all your hours watching shitty old horror movies would finally pay off?”
“I know. I feel just like Michelle Pfeiffer. Now we just read the directions and then stab it—easy.”
The doll didn’t look like Hedda. Not exactly. More like an alien fetus half-melted in a microwave. The wax was patchy, soft in some spots, brittle in others, and its lumpy body studded with grime. A hot pink Post-it note with directions from the internet was taped to the back. 
“It really smells like bacon …” Eliza commented, pressing her thumb into its belly. It gave way like old candle wax. “And—oh my God. Is that what I think it is?”
She leaned closer. Embedded in the wax was a streak of dried dog poop, something unidentifiable and sharp, and a tangled bit of pink and green embroidery floss.
“Hedda’s friendship bracelet,” Cinnamon said proudly.
“I still have mine too. I was always pissed she made you a cute one. Mine’s taupe.” With a grimace, Eliza handed the Post-it to Cinnamon. “If we survive this, you should sell these on Etsy.”
Cinnamon looked at Eliza’s mangled hand. “Okay, ready? Second-level transmutation. Think about the person and what pain you want them to feel. So … death?” 
“Perfect.” Eliza cackled. 
“I use this pin to channel Eliza’s hurt into this Hedda Hexon. I guide thee with my heart and energy, for this is what shall be done,” Cinnamon called into the darkness of the monkey house. 
“Now what?” 
“Nail,” Cinnamon said as she tried to open the box with one hand. “I guess they are kind of big. Maybe we should try the tacks. Where do we stab her?”
“Bitch is going down. We are using the nails. The eye? Chest? Vag? Heart? I don’t give a fuck. Stab the damn thing until it breaks into tiny pieces and then smash those into the fucking ground.” 
“Okay, here goes,” Cinnamon said as she began pushing the first nail into the wax figure. 
A piercing scream came from outside the building, followed by the sound of someone falling to the ground.
“Hedda?” Cinnamon’s eyes darted towards the door. 
“I can’t believe it worked. Fuck yeah, stab it some more.”
Cinnamon stabbed the doll again, this time in the chest. Eliza nursed her hand that was now bleeding heavily from the large gash. 
The left door opened slowly as Hedda began crawling into the building, dragging a bloodied ax behind her, which made a scraping noise. Her eyes narrowed and stared right at them as she tried to pull herself up with the door handle. She stabbed the doll one more time in the neck, then the face, and then she began stabbing it all over as little chunks of wax flew through the air. Hedda fell back to the ground, dropping the ax. She let out a loud groan, holding her head in misery. 
“It’s working. Get the keys,” Cinnamon barked, sweat clinging to her brows. 
Eliza didn’t hesitate. She shoved the melted wax doll and a trembling handful of rusted nails into Cinnamon’s hands, the metal biting into her palm like ice picks. Hedda was still twitching on the ground, her mouth open in a silent scream, chest convulsing with every imagined stab. 
“Where are the keys?” Eliza demanded as she stood over Hedda. “Stick her again.”
Cinnamon stabbed the doll in the neck, breaking its head off. Hedda screamed and writhed as she grabbed her neck. 
“Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you!” Hedda screamed as she rolled on the floor. 
Eliza inhaled to gather her strength and booted Hedda in the stomach as hard as she could. 
“Where are the keys?!” 
“I’ll never tell,” Hedda declared as she spat blood onto the floor. 
“Okay then,” Eliza replied as she kicked Hedda in the face. 
There was a satisfying crunch when Hedda’s head hit the ground. Eliza stuck her good hand in Hedda’s front pocket and then rolled her body over and checked her jeans. She found a cracked cell phone and a straight-backed Bowie knife sticking out of her pocket. 
“That’s a big fucking knife. This bitch was going to stab us!” 
“Maybe she hid them?” Cinnamon said as she continued to pull on the chain of the handcuff. “Keep kicking her. Make sure she’s dead. Bring the knife.”
Eliza reached around Hedda’s neck and yanked off an unfamiliar beaded chain. The handcuff key landed on the floor with a ping. “Got it, heifer.”
Eliza, her good hand trembling, hobbled towards Cinnamon. She quickly unlocked the handcuffs and immediately hugged Cinnamon, sobbing. 
“We have to get out of here,” Cinnamon cried, tearing the bottom of her soiled shirt and using it to tie up Eliza’s busted hand.  
“Go get help,” Eliza directed her with a quick head tilt. 
“I’m not leaving you,” Cinnamon said as she looked back at Hedda. “She’s not dead. They’re never dead.”
“Go now. I’ll watch her. If she comes back, I’ll just stab her. We don’t have a choice.” Eliza hugged Cinnamon and pushed her towards the door. 
“Keep stabbing her until she looks like a fucking Cobb salad. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Cinnamon wept. “I love you.”
“I love you too,” Eliza called out after her from the shadows of the monkey house.
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“What the fuck?” Cinnamon exploded. “I cannot believe they are still having this party.”
Cinnamon pushed the front door open and hurried into the main hall. She could hear the catering staff all abuzz as a tall woman fussed on the staircase with a garland made of bats and ghosts.
“Can I help you?” a very official-looking man in a black suit asked. “The party doesn’t start for another hour, so we are asking guests to wait in the cocktail tent.”
Cinnamon had forgotten she had blood and dirt all over her.
“The cocktail tent?” Cinnamon asked as she pulled her hair back and began wiping the smeared dirt off her face with her sleeve. “Are you serious?”
“Outside on the left. Are you even old enough to drink?” he asked in a judgmental tone.
“I’m sorry, who the fuck are you?” 
“Excuse me?” the man asked, head rearing back slightly.
“CC?” a voice called from the stairwell. “It’s okay, Mark, I’ll handle this.”
Fiona hurried down the stairs, past the fussing garland woman, who was now staring at them. A DJ began testing audio in the ballroom as the house boomed with Halloween music.
“Mom,” Cinnamon said as she ran towards her. “I need your phone. Call the police.”
Feeling safe for the first time in days, Cinnamon couldn’t help herself from crying. 
“We need to get you out of here before anyone sees you,” Fiona whispered as she pushed Cinnamon up the stairs. 
“Mom!” Cinnamon shouted as they hit the third step. Her voice cracked. “You have to stop—listen to me! We need to call the police right now. Hedda’s lost it. Like full-on murderous, Mom. I’m serious. She’s coming here, and if you don’t get everyone out of this house, she’s going to kill them!” 
“Upstairs, now,” Fiona said as she pulled Cinnamon like a naughty child. “And lower your voice.”
Cinnamon knew that tone all too well. 
As they reached the top of the stairs, Fiona pushed Cinnamon into a small bedroom on the left side of the hall. It smelled of fresh paint and there was a ladder in the middle of the room, where someone had been unsuccessfully trying to hang a new light fixture that was now lying on the floor.
“Get everyone out of here right now, Mom. These people are all going to die. I can’t believe you are even having this party!” 
CC, you’ve lost your mind. Let me make you some tea and you can have a Valium, and we will get this all sorted out after the party. Okay?”
“No, Mom! Why aren’t you listening to me?” Cinnamon’s voice rose, raw and shaking.
“Cinnamon.” Fiona pressed her fingers to her temples. “I need you to listen to me. We have cameras, CC. Are you really this stupid?”
“What do you mean?” Cinnamon’s heart sank deep in her chest.
“We know about everything.” Fiona gave her a look of disgust. 
“The lights work in the monkey house,” were the only words Cinnamon could utter.
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Fink and Eve sat at the conference table at the Sheriff’s Department. Henry paced back and forth in front of the ever-growing wall of evidence, scouring for anything they may have missed the first seven thousand times.  
“Do you want some water? Vodka? A machine gun?” Fink asked. 
“All the above.” Eve gave him a faint smile. Her tear-stained face was swollen, but she appreciated his sentiment. 
“She really loved you,” Fink said as he pushed another box of tissues over to her. 
“I know. I loved her too.”
“Hey McGinty, you heard anything from Walker?” Jones asked as he stuck his head in the doorway. He gave a quick nod at Eve as if to offer his condolences on Josephine. “We probably want everyone here for this.” 
“No. Is he at the morgue?” Henry asked. 
“I guess I didn’t think of that. He was supposed to call me back after he stopped at the lab, but I have not heard anything. He’s not answering the radio. That was hours ago,” Jones grumbled. “Fink?”  
“Nothing.” 
“Should we be worried?” Eve asked, concern lacing her voice.
“After this week? Probably.” Fink stood to add the latest crime scene photo to the wall. “I can see if the radio is working.” 
“I have a message.” Henry frowned, scrolling through his phone. He brought it to his ear. “Fuck me, it’s Walker.” 
The brief flicker of relief on his face vanished, replaced by raw panic. “Oh shit.”
“What is it?” Fink asked.
“Alexandria Fox,” Henry muttered as he hung up and set the phone on the table. His face had gone pale. “She was a trap shooter.”
“What?” Jones blinked.
“Walker said … she was a trap shooter.”
“What does that mean?” Eve asked, dread filled her voice.
Jones fell silent. Fink shot Henry a glance, then stepped in.
“It means … it’s likely she owned a—”
“Remington 700,” Henry finished, his voice low and grim. “She may have been the one who shot you.”
The words dropped like a death sentence.
“That wasn’t my news to share, but … Alexandria—” Jones' voice caught. A patch of sweat spread across his forehead.
“Jones, what happened?” 
Jones hesitated, glancing toward Eve, clearly debating whether to continue.
“Boston forensics confirmed that the teeth on the necklace that Mildred Berry was wearing when she died were real teeth.”
Eve didn’t move. “Why am I just now hearing this?” she asked, her voice brittle. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, as if bracing herself. “Whose teeth were they?”
Jones went pale. “Doctor Pierce checked the records and … they belong to Alexandria Fox.”
The room went quiet. 
“Holy shit,” Henry said under his breath.
“Most of them, anyway,” Jones added. “Two of the canines belonged to a wolf or a dog.”
Eve sat perfectly still, her face unreadable. “So … she tried to kill me, and then Mildred killed her.”
Jones lowered his eyes. Henry glanced at Fink, but no one could bring themselves to confirm it out loud.
“Jones, maybe you should get some air,” Henry finally said.
“Yeah. I’ll start running Alexandria’s family, see if there’s any tie to that gun,” Jones offered.
“No need,” Eve said softly. “It was her.”
She didn’t look up. She just stared at the floor, her voice calm, detached.
Henry turned toward Jones, an alarm rising in his voice. “Actually, can you head to the Lawrence Mansion? Shut the party down. Get everyone out of there. See if the other counties can send backup. We’re going to need it.”
“Will do,” Jones replied without even a hint of his usual sarcasm. “Let me know if you hear anything else.” He paused at the door. “Eve … I’m really sorry.”
“Thank you,” she said, without looking at him.
Henry wasn’t sure what to say. “Jones, make sure you keep your radio on. And your phone.”
“I’m on it.” Jones nodded and turned to leave.
“Jones,” Eve called after him. “Please be careful.”
“You too,” he said, then slipped out the door.
After a moment, Fink asked, “What time was the message from?”
Henry didn’t answer.
“Henry,” Fink pressed. “You know why I’m asking.”
Henry exhaled and dropped his head into his hands. “Noon.”
“So that means—”
“It doesn’t mean anything,” Henry snapped. “It doesn’t mean anything, Fink. He could be anywhere.” 
Fink muttered out a quiet, “Okay, Henry.” 
Fink turned around and started putting pins in the locations of the murders and suspects on a giant map of Lawrenceville that he’d hung on the wall. It was currently covered in scribbles. 
“So, what do we do now, then?” Henry asked.
“How did we miss this?” Fink asked as he pointed to a pink pushpin stuck through the map.
“Miss what?” Henry asked in confusion. “It just looks like plain, old Lawrenceville.”
“It’s in the stars,” Fink said, pointing to a smaller map on the wall. “So, this one, I don’t know what the date is. I guess the early 1700s. These are the original plots of land, the first settlements.” 
Fink had meticulously placed blue dots over five different plots of land in the settlement.
“See how it’s a star?” 
“Well, we figured it had something to do with the house,” Eve affirmed as she examined the points of the star. “The Lawrence Mansion.”
“It wasn’t always a house, though. Look at the map. It was a farm. Elizabeth Hubbard, who was burned at the stake in the town square. She owned it,” Fink said as he pointed at the Lawrence Mansion on the map. “Or at least her husband did.”
Fink took a red Sharpie and a ruler and drew a line between each location on the larger map of Lawrenceville.
“We found Naomi’s body right here on the yard, guts out, right? Then the Bills kid … we are thinking he was collateral damage, but he was found here, or at least his arm was found here. Then Ivy and Logan at Honey Hills right here,” he said, putting another dot on the map. “So, bing, bing, bing, bing, and … Claudia Daigle at the pier. Then … bingo,” Fink finished his sentence as he drew the last line, forming a perfect star between the five murder scenes.
“It’s a star. A pentagram. That’s not the house, though. That’s too close to the water, right?” Eve asked as she pointed to the final dot. It wasn’t exactly on the Lawrence Mansion. It was slightly behind it. Closer to the ocean side on the cliffs. 
“The zoo,” Henry said. “Dreamland. She’s been fucking with us the whole time.”
And with that, the events had all slid perfectly into place, like the cylinder of an old lock. 
“It really is just repeating itself,” Fink said. “It was always mapped out. Since the first killings all those years ago. Before any of us were even considered. I bet if we look at the other dead girls, the locations are the same each time.” 
“The same girls. The same murders. Over and over. It happens again and again and again and again,” Henry said. “Alexandria’s body must be somewhere at the zoo.” 
“She’s leading us right to her.” 
“She’s leading me home,” Eve said as she touched the Dreamland dot on the map. 
The phone at the front desk began ringing loudly, creating a startling echo throughout the empty building. 
“I’ll get it,” Fink said as he dashed out of the room. “It’s probably Satan.”
“What do we do now?” Henry asked Eve. 
“We go to Dreamland, and end this.” She looked at Henry, expecting him to protest.  
“She must have heard us,” Fink lamented as he returned a few seconds later. “That was Joyce from the flower shop. She saw Cinnamon Carmichael down at Dreamland. She was headed into the monkey house. With an ax.” He paused. “Is Joyce British?”
“She’s just old.” Henry rubbed his eyes in frustration. “You always think old people are British.”
“So, what do we do if Cinnamon has already killed your mother?” 
“We thank her. And then we kill her too,” Eve said without hesitation. 
“Are you sure?” Henry asked.
“Absolutely. We have to kill them both. Let’s go.” 
Henry lashed out at her, “You aren’t going anywhere. We don’t know how dangerous this is!” 
“Well, I’m not staying here,” Eve argued, grabbing her coat. “The two of you can’t do this on your own. She killed Josephine.”
“Yes, you are. I will call you as soon as we know anything. Stay here and lock the doors. Don’t let anyone in. Do not open that door for anyone unless it is one of us,” Henry said with authority. 
“Fink, talk some sense into him,” Eve said as she grabbed his arm and looked into his eyes. She had a brief flashing vision of his hand, crushed and covered in blood. “This is a death sentence.”
“It will be fine.” Fink kissed her on the forehead and followed Henry out the door. 
“It won’t be fine, Fink!” Eve called after them as the anger in her heart began to grow. 
“We have to keep you alive. She doesn’t want us. She’s after you.” 
“She’s after all of us. She will kill you to get to me!” Eve cried out, her voice cracking.
“I’m not worried. You won’t let her,” Fink replied, too calm for her comfort.   
“Lock the door!” Henry roared as Eve watched them both leave from the vestibule. 
The sinking feeling of dread and doom festered deep into her bones as she sat cross-legged on the reception desk, debating what to do. She could feel the darkness closing in on them with each passing second.  
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Eve sat for a few minutes. She couldn’t take it anymore. She picked up her phone and selected the one person she knew would help.  
“Hello?” 
“Bill, I need you to pick me up at Henry’s office? I need a ride to the Carmichaels,” Eve said, trying to keep the panic from her voice. 
“The Carmichaels?” 
“Joyce Hendricks just called and said she saw Cinnamon at Dreamland. Henry and Fink just left to go there.” 
“Joyce from the Bloom Room?” 
“Yes, Bill, I need you to hurry.” Eve huffed impatiently.
“Eve, that’s impossible. I just saw Joyce Hendricks this morning on my rounds at the hospital. She’s recovering from knee surgery. And not very well, I might add. She can’t walk yet. She’s still bedridden in her ward.” 
Eve almost dropped the phone. Henry. Fink.  
“Bill, I need you to listen to me very carefully, okay?” she said as she looked at the map of Lawrenceville. 
Bill’s voice cracked. “What’s wrong?”
“I need you to lock all the doors and all the windows and stay inside,” she said as her heart raced.  
“No, I’m coming over.”
“Bill, do not come here. I need you to stay inside the church. Go back to the office and lock the door. Do not leave until Henry comes to get you. Promise me?” she begged. 
“I promise.” 
Eve couldn’t bring herself to say what her heart wanted to, so she quickly ended the call. She ran to the lockbox by the front desk, where the keys for the fleet of county vehicles were housed. She took all the keys and headed out the back door. 
“My first felony,” Eve said as she tried key after key until one finally fit the old, beat-up sheriff’s cruiser. 
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“Henry, don’t you think we should call for backup?” Fink whispered as he followed Henry through the old iron gate of the Lawrenceville Zoo and into the darkness.  
Henry turned to Fink, annoyed. “Middlesex is trying to send people, but it could be hours. Essex laughed, and fucking Bristol didn’t even answer. What else do you want me to do? It’s fucking Halloween.” 
“No, I mean real backup. As in, maybe someone from the city?” Fink retorted as he followed closely behind him. “Do you think Walker is dead? What about Jones and Nacho?” 
“Fink stop.” Henry grabbed his shoulder. Fink had a strange look in his eyes, and a calmness fell over him. “No, Walker is not dead. Jones is calling Boston. And Gloucester. And everywhere else. He’s putting the town on lockdown. I’m sure Nacho is with him. Everyone is fine. We are going to be fine.”
“But something must have happened. Walker never called back,” Fink continued. “It’s not like him to not call back or … why would he leave that message and then disappear? Why is nobody answering their phone?” 
“Do you ever shut up?” 
“Why don’t you make me?” Fink teased like a daring child and then launched into a terrible, deep drawl. “I don’t need no backup. I’m big, bad Deputy Sheriff Henry McGinty. I’m six-foot-four. I’ve got a badge and muscles and a perfect side-part. You better run. We’re just out here hunting witches and zombies, but nooo—we don’t need help. Don’t worry about us! Everything’s fine, everything is totally fucking fine …”
Henry stepped in front of Fink, surprising him. Fink took a step back like he expected to be punched any second. Henry saw Fink’s eyes flinch a bit as he grabbed Fink’s face with his massive hands and pulled him close in one swift motion, pressing his mouth to Fink’s. The kiss was fierce and unapologetic. Now there was nothing left unsaid. 
Henry pulled back, breathless. “Now will you please shut the fuck up?” 
He kissed Fink again on the forehead and walked toward the monkey house. Fink stood frozen for a second. Then his lips curled into a huge grin. 
“Probably not.” His eyes sparkled as he followed. 
“Now pipe down and get over here,” Henry said as he motioned to Fink to open the door while he held out his gun. 
“Sheriff’s department. Come out, arms up!” Henry roared into the darkness as he stumbled into the building. “Fink, flashlight.”
Fink’s hands trembled as he swept the flashlight across the cavernous space. The beam halted on what was left of Lainey’s body, which lay on the ground like a mangled chew toy. Part of her face was missing. It was torn away, not cut. Ragged gashes clawed across her neck and torso like something had been feeding on her. 
“My God, Fink,” Henry said as they examined the scene. “What’s that?” 
“It’s an ear,” Fink confirmed as he hovered the flashlight over the bloodied ear on the stained floor. “It’s like she put them in a blender.”
Henry walked from cage to cage, making sure each was clear. Fink followed with the flashlight, his heavy breathing making Henry more nervous than he cared to admit. 
“Henry, the blood keeps going,” Fink said as his flashlight illuminated a trail of blood that led to the back door. A rusty door hung half open. Rushing to it, Henry held his gun out, expecting an attack in the darkness. Fink gently opened the door and held up his gun and flashlight.  
Henry peered in, then looked at Fink. “Is that a tunnel?” 
“Looks like it. Do you think it goes all the way to the house?”
“That’s a lot of blood. Jesus Christ.” Henry gasped as Fink shone his flashlight on what appeared to be a river of blood oozing down the tunnel. 
A crisp crackle snapped through the dark, followed by a blinding flash of light.
Lightning? No. A Polaroid? The thought barely formed in Henry’s head before fire ripped through his stomach. His eyes dropped … wet heat poured down his shirt. Then came another stab. And another. Flesh-tearing. Hot blood gushing. He tried to cry out, but the air had been punched from his lungs. Pain burst behind his eyes as he searched for Fink. A fourth blow slammed into his side, the blade twisting this time.
He collapsed to the floor, clutching his stomach as blood slicked his hands. It was everywhere. Too much. Too fast. 
“Fink!”
“Henry!” Fink darted towards Henry to cover his wounds. His hand reached out, but a figure, Hedda, unleashed a burst of energy in his direction. Fink was thrown backward and slammed his face on the concrete floor. He lay still, though Henry couldn’t tell if he was unconscious or dead. The rough, cold concrete floor grated against Henry’s hands as he was dragged into a cage. A scream caught in his throat when the darkness closed in, swallowing him. The blood flowed thicker now, and he felt the life draining out of his stomach.  
“Bad news, Sheriff,” Hedda said softly, almost bored. She tilted her head, eyes flat and empty. “I don’t think you’re gonna make it. Tell your daddy I said hi.”
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“Henry? Fink?” Eve’s voice echoed as she stepped into the ruined monkey house. A thin mist crept in through the shattered ceiling, mixing with the last bit of smoke curling from a charred fire in the corner. Then she saw him. Henry was crumpled inside the far cage, slumped against the bars. His shirt was soaked through, and a thick pool of dark blood spread beneath him. His eyes were shut. His skin was grayish, and his lips were tinged with blue. Deep gashes in his abdomen pulsed weakly, trying and failing to clot. The floor was sticky with it.  
So much blood.
“Henry!” she gasped, rushing forward, slipping slightly in the mess. “Oh my God—”
He didn’t respond. His fingers twitched once; a small, broken movement. He was still alive. Barely. 
“Henry, wake up. Wake up.”
Eve cried as she took off her sweater and tried to compress the bloody wounds on his stomach. He finally came to in a stupor.  
“Henry.” She sobbed, hugging him. “What happened?”
“Hedda.” Henry strained as he faded in and out of consciousness. “Fink.” 
“I don’t know. That’s a lot of blood.” Eve’s heart sank as she clutched Henry’s cold hand. “We need to get you help. Do you have a phone?”
“She took it.” Henry looked around frantically for Fink. “That’s his blood. We have to help him, Fink.” 
“I will,” Eve said as she held down her blood-soaked sweater over his wounds.   
“Eve?” Bill’s familiar voice called from the doorway of the monkey house. He had not obeyed her advice and stood at the threshold with a lone butcher’s knife. It was likely the only weapon he could find at the rectory. 
“Bill, thank God. Do you have your phone?” Eve sprang to her feet. She met Bill at the edge of the cage, and he hurried to attend to Henry. 
“What happened?” Bill asked. He took his coat off to cover Henry. “You’re so cold, Henry.” 
“Call 911. We need an ambulance. Tell them to send anyone they can to the party too. We need all the help we can get,” Eve demanded.
Bill fumbled his phone out of his pocket. 
“What are these?” Bill asked as he picked up a blood-dotted Polaroid picture off the floor. 
Eve took the photo from Bill. It was a picture of a badly bloodied Fink. She followed the blood-spattered floor and the trail of images of Fink’s savaged face. She soon reached a large metal door where one last picture of Fink was wedged above the handle. She picked up the flashlight from the floor and turned it on.   
“What is it?” Bill’s voice was sharp, louder than she was used to. “Is it Fink?”
“No,” Eve said as she made her way back to the cage. “I need these.” 
Eve pulled Henry’s handcuffs out of the holster on the side of his hip and took his keys from his pocket. Looking once more at his wound, she ordered, “Keep pressure on that.”
“For what? She took my gun. I have to get to Fink,” Henry grumbled as he vanished back out of consciousness.  
“It’s this key,” Eve instructed Bill like a small child. “The gold one. Do you see what I’m showing you?”
“Yes, why? What are you doing?” Bill asked as he peered up at her. She could hear the operator answer in the background, and she knew she had to make sure they stayed safe. 
“I’m going to get Fink,” Eve declared as she slammed the door shut on the cage and threaded the handcuffs through the bars, cinching one around the other, making the door impossible to open without removing them. She hid the keys safely under a broken rock out of reach of the cage. “The keys are right here when the police arrive.” 
“You can’t go up there alone,” Bill protested as he rattled the door, trying unsuccessfully to get through. “You can’t leave us here. Let me out of here.”
“Keep pressure on that wound. Don’t let him die, Bill. Tell them where you are,” she said as she looked into Bill’s eyes one last time. The operator continued to ask for a location in the background. “Tell them now.”
“I need help. Deputy Sheriff McGinty has been …” Bill rushed his words into the phone. 
“I love you both. Take care of each other,” Eve said as she grasped Bill’s outstretched hand through the gate before she ran back towards the metal door. She followed the blood until she was back home once more. 
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The trail of blood stopped in a reddened smear as Eve reached the end of the tunnel. She cautiously pried open a metal door and was blinded by the lights of the wine cellar in the mansion’s newly finished basement. Its fresh white paint and shiny marble floor were a stark contrast to the dirty tunnel she had just muddled her way through. There wasn’t a speck of blood or dust to be found among the fancy bottles and crates of alcohol that were stacked for the party. 
“Cinnamon! Cinnamon!” Eve bellowed as she scaled the creaky wooden service stairs toward the heavenly smell of fresh-baked breads and cakes. But the kitchen was completely empty. Fancy hors d’oeuvres and strangely shaped fruit desserts littered the counter and a makeshift island. 
The main dining room offered no signs of life either. 
“Fiona!” Eve called into the silent hallway. “Derry?”
“The famous psychic nun.” Cinnamon poked her head over the railing from the darkness of the upper landing. 
“Cinnamon?” Eve called back, startled, as Cinnamon hurried down the stairs. She appeared taller and gentler than Eve had anticipated. “Thank god, I know I sound crazy, but Hedda …” 
“You aren’t crazy. We did it,” Cinnamon divulged, her face pained with shame and panic. “We planned all of it.” 
“I know. That doesn’t matter now.” 
The sad look in the girl’s eyes told her all she needed to know.
“You have to get out of here. She’s after you … she said that she needed … the blood of a holy woman. She’s going to sacrifice you. Wait, you’re bleeding,” Cinnamon said as she examined Eve. “I think there’s a first aid kit in the kitchen.”
“It’s not my blood. Where is everyone?” Eve asked frantically. 
“Gone. My parents are up the hill fighting with Officer Jones. They tried to bribe him, but he blocked the entrance to the cove and made everyone go home. The party is canceled.”
The sound of a window breaking or a shelf crashing came from down the hallway, followed by a commotion from the ballroom. Cinnamon gave Eve a knowing glance that something was indeed wrong. 
“What’s happening?” 
“Nothing good,” Eve admitted. “Stay here.” 
“No!” Cinnamon fumed at her. Eve knew better than to fight with someone just like herself. 
The pair rushed down the hall, turning sharply into the ballroom. Eliza’s bloody body had been pushed through the stained-glass ceiling and was now dangling from a rope, swinging back and forth in the middle of the room. She had been split from her chest to her groin. It appeared that some of her organs were missing. The shattered spikes of colored glass from the ceiling littered the dance floor like chunks of massive rock candy. The unmistakable symbol of a pentagram had been carved into her scarred forehead. 
“No …” Cinnamon fell to her knees in terror as she let out a deafening scream. 
Unable to speak or think as the blood rushed from her head, Eve bent down to comfort her, scanning the room for Hedda. 
“You need to get out of here,” Eve said, blocking the view of Eliza as she pulled Cinnamon into her arms. 
“I’m not leaving you here with that bitch,” Cinnamon refused through tears. 
“Alright.” Eve looked back at Eliza’s swinging corpse. “I think it’s time we …” 
“We’re going to kill Hedda, aren’t we?” 
“Yes,” Eve said somberly as she watched Eliza’s blood drip onto the floor. “And I have to do it.”
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Eve cautiously hovered in the ballroom doorway. Each noise the old house produced set alarm bells off for them. 
“She must be waiting for something,” Eve said. 
“Shouldn’t the police be here by now?” Cinnamon asked, avoiding Eliza’s swaying body. 
“I’m sure they are on their way. Jones is—”
A deafening thud on the roof of the ballroom made them jump. The sound grew louder and reverberated through the ceiling as more pieces of glass fell, shaking the foundation of the house. Eve grabbed Cinnamon’s hand and pulled her under the table. More pieces of the roof crashed down from above. Suddenly, an icy breeze began blowing through the empty room, like the beginning of a storm. It started out subtle, and then it felt colder and colder until the hairs on Cinnamon’s arm stood up in dread. 
“What’s happening?” Cinnamon asked, closing her grip tighter around Eve’s hand. 
She could feel it coming. 
Descending through the growing hole in the ceiling, a dark figure seemed to appear out of nowhere, as if it had blown in with the wind. Its features came to evil fruition in the form of Hedda levitating above them. 
“Hello, my girls.” Hedda looked down at them, her black hair wildly frizzy, like she’d been struck by lightning. Her dark eyes gleamed with feral delight, like a raccoon trapped in the headlights and thrilled about it. She wore a black shroud and matte black combat boots. She looked ready for war. She held a bloodied axe. 
Eve’s stomach turned inside out. Josephine.
Hedda ignored Eve for now, fixating on Cinnamon with a stoic theatrical seriousness. “I knew you were cutting down your friends list, CC, but this is ridiculous. Guess this solves Eliza’s anxiety issues.”
“Fuck you,” Cinnamon spat, stepping forward like she was ready to charge. 
Before she could move again, the ballroom doors slammed shut with a deafening metallic clank. The sound was thick and final—like a vault sealing shut. 
Eve’s breath hitched, and her head swam. The visions—blood, red, and endless—came rushing back. She clutched the edge of the table, knuckles white. Her heart thundered in her chest. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong. 
“Did you see your boyfriends?” Hedda asked Eve directly. “They look comfy.”
“What are you talking about?” Eve asked in confusion. 
“Don’t worry, my dear,” Hedda reassured her as she tilted her head toward the large arched double doors leading to the patio and pool. “The little one isn’t dead; he just looks that way. I need them both alive … for now.”
Eve turned towards the doors and then froze in place when she spotted them. Outside, the eerie glow of the swimming pool illuminated Bill and Fink, both strapped to patio chairs like props in a twisted play. Purple Christmas lights twinkled overhead, casting a surreal glow across the terrace, too cheerful for the horror it illuminated. Bill’s mouth was sealed with silver duct tape. He jerked his head, trying to warn her, his eyes wide with helpless panic.
But it was the sight of poor Fink that made Eve’s heart drop. His head lolled to the side, blood matting his hair and soaking through his shirt. His face was bruised, and one eye was nearly swollen shut. His arms hung limp at his sides, his whole body slumped as if it had melted into the chair. 
“Fink!” Eve lunged for the doors. She grabbed the handles and twisted hard, banging on the glass, but nothing would budge. Locked. Sealed. 
She slammed her hands against the glass, her voice cracking as she shouted his name again. “Fink! Fink, wake up!” 
The only movement outside was from Bill’s bobbing head and the slow drip of blood from Fink’s fingers, which pooled on the deck. 
Cinnamon ran up beside her, hefting a heavy barstool. Without hesitation, she hurled it at the glass. Eve flinched, but the glass didn’t even budge.
Hedda let out a loud giggling noise and then disappeared into the darkness. 
Unfazed, Eve said, “Try it again!” 
“Maybe something bigger; the bar cart is metal,” Cinnamon suggested, already turning. “I’ll see if I can get it to roll.”
Eve picked up the barstool again and took a single breath, her eyes locked on the glass like it might shatter if she stared hard enough. Her knuckles were white. She was ready to charge. To break something.
But before she could take a step, a sudden gust of air swept through the room. Hedda dropped from the darkness above like a corpse, landing silently in front of the doors. Her black shroud flared around her like wings, and her eyes gleamed with something ancient and evil. Something familiar. 
“I wouldn’t if I were you,” she whispered, her voice curling like the night fog.
Eve didn’t flinch. “Well, good thing you’re not me,” she said, tightening her grip on the barstool like a weapon.
“Don’t worry, you’ll get to see him die. But you and Blondie are going to help me with a few spells first.” Hedda grinned, holding up a bloodstained book. “Brought our trusty little spell book. Just need a teensy-weensy bit of your blood.”
“We’re not helping you with shit!” Cinnamon snapped.
Eve braced to strike, but before she could make her first move, Hedda had already grabbed her arm. Her hand was clammy and wet. Eve wanted to rip every hair out of her frizzy head. 
“He’s still waking up,” Hedda said with mock sweetness. “He’s just bleeding a bit from that empty little head. Tough thing, though. Plenty of blood left for later …” She leaned in, eyes gleaming with satisfaction. “… the really pure kind. Extra sweet. Extra sticky.” 
“I’m going to …” Eve began and then stopped deliberately. She took a deep breath, her chest tight and full of rage. She could hear her own heartbeat pounding in her ears. An unnerving feeling of warmth shot through her entire body, drying out her mouth. Her hands trembled as something greater took over. 
“You’re going to what?” Hedda growled, stepping just an inch or so from Eve’s face. “Cry? Pray? Deputy dumbass got your tongue?”
“Burn you.” Eve glared. 
In a sudden whoosh, Hedda’s polyester outfit erupted in a flash of flames, an acrid smell filling the air. Hedda staggered back into the glass doors, screaming as the fire engulfed her and the velvet curtains on the doors. 
“How’d you do that? What the fuck,” Cinnamon whispered.
Eve stood frozen, watching the fire spread along the table of fancy catered food with both horror and awe.  
“I have no idea.” Eve’s voice grew quiet and numb. A sinking disappointment fell over her. “I guess I’m my mother’s daughter after all.”
Her veins ran ice-cold. That terrible warmth was gone—replaced with dread. She had power. She had become something else. Something dangerous.
A high-pitched shriek tore through the room as Hedda flailed, engulfed in fire.
Eve and Cinnamon couldn’t look away. Hedda’s skin burned away like charred meat, and the melting, cheap fabric adhered to her skin like molten plastic. 
“Holy hell—” Cinnamon mumbled. “I guess you found your seared virgin flesh after all, bitch.”
The fire spread furiously through the swanky furnishings, rising towards the newly restored crystal chandeliers and cracked remains of the ceiling. 
“Get the book!” Eve yelled over the sound of Hedda’s cries.
Cinnamon grabbed her friend’s pink backpack off the floor just before the fire reached it. “Got it!”
“She’ll follow us.” Eve grabbed Cinnamon’s hand as Hedda’s charred remains lunged towards them, hitting the floor. “We have to keep her away from them.” 
“Then we go up.” 
Cinnamon directed Eve through the smoke-filled maze of rooms. They raced up the marble stairs to the third floor of old servants’ quarters, where housekeepers, butlers, and gardeners once lived. But it now seemed like an endless corridor of doors and unused furniture with just one window at the far end. Eve stared blankly at the window while they caught their breath. She knew this window. Flanked by rich velvet curtains, its chipped paint and broken lock looked back at her like an old friend. The dream she’d had so many times wasn’t a dream at all. She’d been here before. 
“It’s back,” Cinnamon whispered as the distant sound of a laborious dragging leg and screeching could be heard making its way up the stairs. 
With a sharp rip, Eve tore down the heavy curtains and pulled the window open, letting in a rush of cold, smoky air. The fire intensified the brightness of the pool below, while the ballroom was rapidly reduced to skeletal remains. She looked down at Bill and Fink, still strapped to the chairs. This was where it had begun all those years ago, and now this is where it would end. 
“Jump,” Eve said as she put her hand out to help Cinnamon through the window. “You have to help them. And you must destroy that book. Promise me?”
“Yes, but I’m not leaving you here,” Cinnamon argued feverishly. “She’s coming to kill you.”
“Go!” Eve yelled. “I need to do this myself.”
“I’m not going anywhere.” 
The screeching noise grew louder. Eve could feel Hedda getting stronger and closer with each passing second. 
“I’m not asking you,” Eve whispered, pushing Cinnamon as hard as she could out the window. 
Cinnamon reached for the window frame but missed. Her fingers slipped off the slick edge. She slid backward down the flat roof. Hedda’s backpack thudded against her spine as she tumbled over the gutter. With a scream and a splash, she hit the pool. Sputtering but safe, she swam to the edge and dragged herself up the chrome ladder, soaked and gasping.  
Eve watched with a flicker of hope as Bill and Cinnamon leaned over Fink, still alive. Her chest eased—just for a moment. Then the air shifted. 
A low rumble split the sky, followed by a jagged burst of lightning that lit the hallway. And there she was. Hedda Bunad. Or what was left of her. Charred. Smoldering. Her blackened skin peeled in ribbons, barely clinging to the bones beneath. She stepped into the light, dragging her ax like an extension of her rage. Behind her, fire licked up the walls, hissing and crackling, coming for Eve down the corridor.
Eve didn’t budge. She just stood there as Josephine had once stood for her. 
“Come and get me.”
Hedda hurtled forward just as a bolt of lightning split the sky, her charred body silhouetted in the flash. Her eyes blazed molten red—hollow, hungry. The ax rose above her head like an executioner’s blade. Eve dropped to the floor an instant before it came down. The blade slammed into the windowsill with a splintering crack.
Hedda snarled. “You were always mine.” Her voice was wet and husky, like something speaking through a torn throat. She straddled Eve, jaw wide, and bit deep into her neck. Flesh tore like paper. Blood sprayed hot across Eve’s face as Hedda chewed.
Eve screamed, thrashing wildly beneath her. She grabbed a handful of Hedda’s blackened scalp and ripped. A patch peeled free with a slick tear, exposing raw bone. Hedda didn’t even flinch.
Eve shoved her thumbs into Hedda’s eye sockets and pushed. With a sickening crunch, thick fluid burst down Hedda’s face. She reared back, shrieking. Blinded and howling, Hedda grabbed Eve and hurled her through the window. Glass exploded like crystal shrapnel.
Eve’s body skidded across the lower roof before tumbling into the pool with a splash. The ax followed, spinning once before sinking with a final muffled clang to the pool’s dark bottom. 
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Cinnamon watched Bill leap into the pool after Eve, but he didn’t come up. Mid-stroke, his body seized. He thrashed against an invisible weight dragging him down. Water surged over his face as he slipped further beneath the surface, choking, helpless. She hurried to the edge and looked into the murky water that was now filling with Eve’s blood. Cinnamon tried to jump in to help, but her body froze. It was like the binding was back, but worse this time. Petrified, she watched as Eve’s body sank deeper, her pale limbs drifting like a drowned ghost.  
Cinnamon heard a soft thud, and something landed on the pool deck. Hedda. She had descended silently from the broken window above, her charred body slowly repairing itself. Her eyes, raw and oozing moments ago, had begun to grow back; one was still singed shut, but the other was wet and glistening in her scorched face. Her hair hung in clumps of melted ash. She didn’t speak. She just stared at Cinnamon. 
“Not so fast, Father. Nobody is going to save my little girl this time.” With a flip of her wrist, Bill was launched out of the pool and through the air before landing on the terrace below. 
“Now that those dipshits are out of the way, are you enjoying the pool party, CC?” Hedda sneered, gliding towards her. 
Cinnamon slowly felt her body gain its traction again. She could feel her toes, and then her legs and her hands, and she was suddenly back. 
“I was until you got here.” Cinnamon hurried to Hedda’s backpack next to Fink and tried to unzip it to no avail. She searched the patio for anything she could use as a weapon. Hedda’s crisped hand reached out towards her. Cinnamon pushed a patio chair between them, causing her to drop the backpack to the ground. “I think you got a little carried away at the tanning bed, bitch. Didn’t anyone tell you about sunscreen?”
“It’ll grow back. What are you going to do now? Hit me with a pool chair, CC?”
“I don’t know that I need to do anything. You look like flame-broiled Burger King leftovers and … can you even see me? What happened to your eye?” Cinnamon rattled, grabbing the backpack again. “That’s a really smoky eye. Even for you, cunt.”
“I can see you just fine, whore,” Hedda rebutted, spitting thick mucus towards her. “Give me the book!”
“Come and get it, you burned turd bitch,” Cinnamon said, swinging the backpack and hurling it far off the terrace and into the darkness. 
“Now we’re going to find out if you actually taste like cinnamon.” Hedda snarled. 
She lunged hard and fast. Cinnamon rolled, scraping her arms bloody on the rough pool deck. Hedda came crashing down on top of her. The impact knocked the breath from her lungs. But she kept moving—rolling them both—until she was on top. With a guttural scream, she sank her broken neon fingernails into Hedda’s charred cheek and ripped. Skin tore like wet paper, peeling off in sticky clumps to reveal glistening bone underneath.
Hedda retaliated, yanking Cinnamon’s face toward hers and violently smashing into her like a bloody kiss. A crack echoed through Cinnamon’s skull as her front teeth shattered. Blood flooded her mouth, warm and coppery. She nearly gagged, but she would never stop.
Cinnamon reached for her neck, ripping off the cross Bill had given her. She balled it in her fist along with a tangled clump of Hedda’s greasy hair and jammed her fingers into Hedda’s open mouth as hard as she could. 
“Choke on it,” Cinnamon hissed. She shoved her hand deeper, forcing the cross down Hedda’s throat as she gagged and thrashed beneath her. “I brought the fireworks this time, you bitch.”
Hedda’s eyes bulged as she gasped and clawed at her. Cinnamon pressed harder, her hand trembling with effort. Gagging, Hedda desperately clawed at the mess, finally wrapping her fingers around the clotted knot. With a furious grunt, she yanked it from her mouth and swung at Cinnamon. Her nose shattered as she was knocked backward, collapsing onto the blood-slick deck.
Hedda rolled to her side, coughing and spitting, her face streaked with blood and bile.
“I’ve got your book!” Bill yelled from the darkness, holding it above his head. His battered face was almost unrecognizable. “You want it back? Come and get your Bible, demon.”
Hedda looked at Bill and then back at Cinnamon, who staggered to get up. She leaned over and grabbed Cinnamon by the back of her blonde hair and kissed her hard on the lips, smearing charred blood and goo on her. “I ate your dad’s tongue before I killed him. Tell your parents I said hello when you get to hell!”
Hedda heaved Cinnamon through the air like a bag of trash. She crashed into a stack of pool chairs, the metal clattering beneath her as her head struck the concrete with a sickening crack. Her vision blurred, fading into darkness.
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Hedda turned towards Bill, saliva pouring out of her disgusting mouth. “I locked it. How the hell are you holding it?” Hedda grimaced at Bill, her charred arms outstretched. “Give it to me.” 
“Maybe your powers are fading. Or maybe good triumphs evil,” Bill quipped, waving the book at her. 
Fink, in bad shape but now conscious, tried sneaking behind her to save Eve from the pool. Hedda followed Bill’s gaze, noticing Fink.
“Not so fast, Deputy Dipshit.” She tilted her head sharply, which sent him veering back to the chair and temporarily paralyzing him. “I’m afraid I’ll be needing the flying nun for the ceremony. Just her heart, I mean.” 
“I don’t think your ceremony is going to happen,” Bill interjected somberly. 
Hedda sharply tilted her head at Bill, sending him backward into the deck chair beside Fink. The book floated through the air towards Hedda. 
“It’s too late. Don’t you see that? It’s already started. He’s almost here. I’ve got everything ready. The seared flesh of a virgin? I guess CC will have to do. The head of a priest? Conveniently, you are here. And the heart of a holy woman. But I also needed the blood of the pure-hearted. What’s purer than the village idiot?” Hedda asked, tilting her head at Fink. 
A light rain began falling from the storm clouds above as the house continued to blaze, casting an eerie glow on the pool and patio. 
“Oh, I almost forgot about the teeth of a hound. Where oh where … oh here they are.” Hedda snickered, sauntering toward the pool house. The door groaned open with a dragging bang, revealing Nacho and Deputy Jones crumpled on the floor. 
“Dylan!” Bill roared, trying to wake Deputy Jones. 
“He didn’t even put up a fight. The big ones never do.” Hedda dragged Jones’s limp body with her gruesome hand. His broken right arm dragged behind him, and part of his humerus protruded through his uniform. It made Bill want to vomit. “The dog did, though. I think I’ve got some pliers in my bag … hmm…” 
“Is he alive?” Bill asked. He could feel her getting weaker as her grip on him slipped. He could rise about halfway out of his seat now.  
“For now. I wanted you to watch me do it.” 
Hedda dropped Jones to the ground. Bill felt his legs lock at the knee as Hedda began laughing violently. She picked up her dirty pink backpack off the wet ground next to Fink and emptied the contents onto the deck with a thud. 
“What are you doing? I can’t move!” Bill bellowed at her. 
“I know you can’t. That’s the fun part.” 
Hedda kneeled at Bill’s feet and placed a metal spike right above his shoe. She pushed his legs down, forcing him back into the chair. 
“This might hurt for just a minute. Just think about Jesus and how he died for your sins and blah, blah, blah. Now you get to do the same for Eve. Did she tell you everything, Father? All her sins? She’s just as guilty as I am. We are cut from the same cloth. But it’s you who keeps her from turning. You’ve felt her eyes grazing your body. Craving you. Every time I thought I had her, there you were, stealing her back. Now I’m going to steal your head.”
“Let him go!” Fink howled. 
“You’re next, sleeping beauty,” Hedda said in her sing-song voice. “I’m just getting warmed up.”
She held the hammer up and smiled at Bill. She brought it down forcefully, pushing the stake through his flesh with a meaty pop, crushing his cuneiform bone. A warm burst of blood flooded his shoe as the nail went through his foot and into the deck. He screamed in agony, but still couldn’t move his arms. He tried to hold his breath to avoid passing out from the pain. 
“I’ll give you a break, Father Hot Pants. But don’t lose your head just yet,” Hedda teased, licking the side of Bill’s face and putting her hand forcefully in his crotch, groping him. “We’re just getting started.”
Bill tried to ignore her, looking back towards the pool, praying for some sort of miracle.
“Where is Henry?” Fink yelled. “Is he safe?”
“He’s safe, Fink. The ambulance took him. He is going to be just fine. They are sending more people. They are sending everyone they can find.”
“Guess I should hurry then, pretty boy. Let’s see those insides.” Hedda snarled. She gestured to Fink’s chair, which slid over to her. She pulled him up by his neck, then slammed him roughly into the wood shake shingles that sided the pool house.
“I’m not scared of you,” Fink gurgled. He struggled to breathe but still managed to foster a look of contempt for her. 
“No?” Hedda asked, licking the blood off her fingers and loosening her grip just enough to let him talk. “Why is that?”
“Because Eve is coming back for me. Any second now. And she’s going to kill you when she does. She’ll send your dumpy barbecued ass back to hell.” Fink looked over at Bill as the rain fell more heavily. 
Hedda rolled her good eye. “You really are a fucking moron. I admire your lack of intelligence.” 
“It’s faith.”
“She’s already dead. Again. For good this time,” Hedda said, tightening her grip on his throat. “Having some trouble breathing? Maybe if your clothes weren’t so fucking tight …”
“Fuck you.” Fink spat gooey chunks of blood in her face. “It’s called tailoring.”
“Oh, I’m about to fuck you. Loosen you up for your big, stupid boyfriend who couldn’t even protect you.” 
“At least he has both of his eyes. Did you lose a tooth? I can’t even see through all that shit coming out of your mouth.”
Hedda let go of Fink, but he stayed stuck to the wall, suspended, though Bill could see he was able to move his arms and legs slightly. She danced over to her pile of supplies and returned with two more stakes and the hammer. 
“This is definitely going to hurt. Father Bill didn’t seem to mind too much, and I don’t have any lube, so raw it is.” Hedda beamed while hammering the stake, smiling at the noise the tearing skin and muscle made as it pushed through his palm and into the wall. “Feels good going in, doesn’t it?” 
“You …” Fink groaned in pain. “Fucking discount dumpster off-brand Elphaba!”
“Fink, just keep breathing. Henry said to tell you he loves you too,” Bill said. 
“He did?” Fink asked. His eyes widened, and his unmistakable light came back into his face. 
“He should have told you earlier. I knew he loved you the first time I saw you together. You made him laugh. You were at Tom’s diner, and you had some giant waffle ice cream dessert.” Bill meant every word as he tried to distract Fink from the pain. “It looked delicious, Fink.”
“I do love him,” Fink said proudly. “It was a choco taco grande ice cream sundae with gummy bears and Oreos. Hold the sprinkles.”
“No sprinkles. Isn’t this just the sweetest? I’ll make sure your bodies are burned together in hell. Love is love, even if you are a sinning homo. Now, are you ready to die for your sins like my little Evie?” Hedda snarled.
“Stop it, leave him alone!” Bill tried to wake his body up. He tried to shake his leg, but nothing was happening. “It won’t work, anyway. You are too late. I quit.” 
“You quit what?” Hedda turned around in exasperation.  
“The church. I’m no longer a priest. I quit.”
Hedda’s mouth hung open for a long moment. A bolt of lightning struck directly into the waves of the swimming pool, illuminating the deck and gardens in a flash of heavenly light. 
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The years before had culminated in that one well-timed storm. Every action and reaction came down to those few seconds of light. Eve’s body hit the bottom of the pool with a jolt. Pins and needles shot through her as a warm sensation settled over her. The water had receded from her lungs … her gravity stolen … as she floated out of the darkness towards the glowing light. 
Flashes of her life filled her brain.
She was a little girl again. This time, she was running through the fields of wildflowers behind the church on a summer day as a thunderstorm rolled in. She held hands and skipped with Henry and Bill, laughing and splashing through the puddles. Then it was the day of her ceremony of commitment to God. The air smelled so clean, and the stained glass lit up in front of the sunset while she pledged her obedience. Then Bill’s face, smiling at her. She leaned in to kiss him once more but was met with a mouth full of water instead. 
Eve gasped so hard, it felt like her throat might tear through her mouth. Her eyes flew open, but all she saw was a blur of bloody water. The pool pressed down on her, silent and endless. Somewhere above, light shimmered in the distance, flickering … like fire. She locked onto it and kicked, her limbs sluggish, her chest heavy. Then, below her … a shape. A familiar shadow. Something solid. Her fingers reached before her mind caught up. The ax.
She grabbed it, the cold metal biting into her palm. With one last burst, she kicked off the floor and clawed her way up toward the lightning. She broke the surface. The torrential downpour pelted the world around her, muffling the violent coughs that racked her chest.
“It doesn’t matter!” Hedda screamed at Bill through the rain. “You’re still a priest.”
Cinnamon exploded out of the shadows, wielding a limestone Saint Francis garden statue, as if she’d escaped from hell. She raised it high and slammed it down on Hedda’s back with a bone-snapping crunch.
“You don’t even like pink!”
Hedda didn’t flinch as the statue splintered into pieces. Without a word, she spun around and drove her boot into Cinnamon’s stomach, launching her across the deck. She skidded along the slick concrete until she stopped at the edge of the water with a sickening thud. She lay next to the pool, stunned, blood spilling from her mouth, another broken tooth resting on her tongue. Gasping and gutted but still alive. 
“Sorry about that,” Hedda purred at Fink. “Blondie should know by now that I don’t like to share.” 
Fink was pinned to the pool house, crucified in rust and splinters. He howled as Hedda drove a second stake through his other hand, the hammer’s echo cracking above the storm. She dropped it with a thud, leaned in close, and dragged her tongue slowly along his blood-slicked fingers, savoring it like a delicacy.  
“Now that’s just gross.” Fink tried pulling away from her, but was stopped by the iron stakes. “Plus, I think I have a boyfriend now, you fucking freakshow!”  
“You taste sweet like summer. Now, why don’t you clap for me?”
“I’ll clap for you.” 
Eve swung the ax high in the air and into Hedda’s neck. A distinct crack rang out as the blade cut through the tendons and bone, coming out the other side. Little chunks of flesh splattered on the ground, followed by her head, which thudded gloriously on the ground next to the book. Eve’s chest heaved in relief as she stared knowingly at Fink. 
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It had started out as the most beautiful August day. Crisp and warm, with a perfect, endless blue sky. Now, a small drift of dark clouds rolled in as the sun returned to the ocean in the distance. They had been inside all day, and the bright light hurt Eve’s eyes. She and Marina walked out the doors and past the playground towards the rocky end of the church grounds. The spot with the prettiest views of the ocean.  
“There’s something I need to tell you,” Marina said. She took Eve’s hand and held it reassuringly. “I’ve never been able to escape this place, no matter how often I think of leaving. I thought it was my curse to prepare for the evil that lives here, but I see now that it’s you who needs to prepare. Remember, no matter what happens, God will keep us free.”
Eve watched the fear build in Marina’s deep blue eyes. A sharp noise in the distance grew louder, and a sharp pain quickly numbed before she could gasp. Then there was the rush of warm blood and darkness. So much darkness. Then there he was again. The face she had seen often in her dreams, and then pretended not to acknowledge at breakfast the next morning. He had caught her staring so many times. She had even caught him staring at her. The accidental brushing of his shoulder. His crooked smile as he flirtatiously kicked her foot under the dinner table. The lingering touch of his hand as he passed her the orange juice. Their occasional walks and the way he would nod at her in the hall. The memories of holding his warm hand when they were just children. The time before loving him was a sin. As everything else began to fade, she could only see the beautiful face of Father William MacArthur staring back at her from the darkness.  
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