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CHAPTER 1

 


As with anything else out of
the ordinary, Rhys had been the first to notice. He wasn’t
initially sure whether the scissors and neckties that went missing
before turning up in improbable places were anything to be
concerned about, so he attributed the strangeness to forgetfulness.
He even managed to brush off the night he woke up feeling positive
that something was in the bedroom with them, lingering just out of
sight. In his line of work, you had to have a strong stomach for
the uncanny. He did not consider himself a superstitious
man.

However, when he opened the
door to his study to find every single book removed from the
shelves and arranged into tottering stacks on the floor, Rhys took
the matter up with his wife.

“You can’t be
serious” Moira said with a laugh. She had been tending a pot of
chamomile and calendula simmering on the stove, and the billowing
steam gave her skin a fresh-from-the-sauna glow. Little baggies of
spices and bundles of dried herbs were spread across the counter in
an explosion of color. The kitchen was the warmest room in their
Hyde Park townhouse and so made an excellent makeshift greenhouse
for Moira’s potted yarrow, five fingers grass, and high john. When
Rhys had stepped through the kitchen door, their leaves had given a
little shiver as though they were happy to see him.

He reached out to touch an
adolescent oregano plant with leaves pressed against the
windowpane, seeking the sun. “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed
weird things happening around the house lately.”

“I read fortunes
for money and you’re a hobby occultist; I think we’re well beyond
weird at this point.”

“Out of the
ordinary, then.”

“Well, maybe.
But…You don’t think I invited something in?”

Rhys shook his head while he
cut himself a slice of Moira’s freshly-baked peach pie. She was
often too busy with her private clients and erratic hours at the
vintage clothing store to cook. But when she had the time, she
filled the house with the scent of Georgia, and of
summer.

“I don’t imagine
it was intended.”

Moira huffed, sorting
through the various items stuck into her up-do in search of a pen.
She plucked some sprigs of freesia out of her kinky black hair
before Rhys reached out to retrieve the ballpoint pen that was
securing the hair at the nape of her neck.

“You’ve been
doing a lot of dreamwork lately,” he continued gently. “And
out-of-body meditation.”

“Yes, by going
deeper into my own unconscious mind. It’s not like I just wander
around in limbo saying hello to every spirit that wanders by. I’m a
responsible astral traveler.”

“I’m not saying
you’re irresponsible. I’m saying things hitchhike.”

“And
I’m saying it’s probably
just some negative energy passing through. Or an old resident of
the house pitching a fit about our renovations to the guest
bedroom.”

“The house isn’t
haunted. We had it tested, remember?”

Moira clicked her pen and
marked something down in the margins of her recipe book. At least
Rhys thought it was a recipe book. Moira had a tendency to throw
her recipes, astrological calculations, financial records, and
notes on herbal medicine into the same dingy composition notebook.
Rhys kept all of his esoteric research in labelled, encrypted files
on his laptop, and never understood how his wife ever found what
she was looking for.

For a moment it seemed like
she was willing to consider what Rhys had to say. But then she
scrunched up her nose and shook her head.

“I’m sure it will
sort itself out,” she said. “Find me the honey, baby.”

Rhys rummaged around in the
cupboard above the sink for the ceramic jar of local sourwood
honey. Moira’s ingredients, at least, were a little better
organized, with allocated shelves for dry herbs, essential oils,
prepared tinctures, and so on.

Rhys sidled up beside his
wife and kissed her shoulder as she took the jar from
him.

“What are you
brewing up over there on the stove? A hex to keep the neighbor’s
cat from leaving dead moles in our driveway?”

Moira chuckled. “You should
be flattered. Cats like magical people. That pot on the stove is
just a facial toner. But this…” She spooned the honey over a
collection of herbs layered atop each other in a small mason jar.
“Is for Ms. Rivkin, the librarian. Her future father-in-law is
being awful mean to her and I figure this ought to sweeten his
disposition up before the wedding.”

“So how does this
sort of operation…Operate? You just give it to her? Or to
him?”

“My spells come
in all shapes and sizes but they all work the same way: I bring
together the proper energies and symbols, I infuse them with my
intent, and then I give them to the client with instructions about
how to bring their conscious and subconscious mind into alignment
with that intent.”

Rhys watched his wife layer
more cut flowers and honey into the jar and nodded along, even
though he still wasn’t quite sure about the particularities of the
whole thing. He was used to magical operations that required
expensive international orders of rare resins and incenses, and he
wasn’t sure he could whip up a spell from household items if
someone held a gun to his head and told him his life depended on
it. That wasn’t even taking into consideration the painstakingly
correct pronunciation of transliterated words necessary for Rhys’
operations to deliver on what the spellbooks promised. ‘Intent’
didn’t count for a lot.

“I’m sure you
know what you’re doing.”

Moira’s shoulder’s sagged as
put her final touches on the concoction, and Rhs wasn’t sure if
something he had said upset her. He considered asking after her
mood, but opted instead to take her by the wrist and kiss the tips
of her fingers, suckling off sweetness where he found
it.

“Did you ask for
payment, miss witch?”

He gave her the wry smile of
someone who already had his answer, and Moira made an irritated
sound in the back of her throat.

“It’s just a
little spell. It hardly takes any time at all.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

She dropped a lock of hair
tied with blue thread into the jar, then screwed the lid shut
tightly.

“I just hate
imposing.”

“When are you
going to let me make you an Instagram?”

“When I’m
dead.”

“Oh come on!
Imagine it: snaps of you busy at work in the kitchen, aesthetic
pictures of butterflies in the herb garden or candles next to your
full moon baths. People eat that stuff up! We could advertise a
range of services and voila! Spiritual entrepreneurship.
It’s very on-trend right now.”

Moira brushed her cheek
against Rhys’ and then nipped him lightly on the nose.

“I prefer to find
my clients the old-fashioned way. Word of mouth and elbow
grease.”

“Suit yourself,”
he said, returning to his untouched slice of pie. When he took a
bite, the color drained from his face. The plate clattered against
the countertop as Rhys set it down and pushed it away.

“Moira, how old
is this? It’s gone bad; the peaches taste rotten.”

“That’s
impossible; I got those at the farmer’s market yesterday. They were
perfect.”

She plucked up Rhys’ fork
and took a bite, then promptly spit it out in the trash
can.

Displeasure knotted up her
mouth she worked the last of the rancid taste out from between her
teeth.

“Okay…that’s very
weird.”

Rhys’ dark eyes shone smug
and self-satisfied.

“Call that
negative energy?”

Moira sniffed, then turned
to slap a canning label on the completed spell jar.

“It’s just bad
vibrations or something. Open a window and let some air in. It’ll
pass.”

 


***

 


The intruder went
largely uncommented-on for the next few days, despite the otherwise
secure paintings that crashed to the ground and the nighttime
knockings that stirred Moira from sleep. It wasn’t uncommon for the
doorbell to ring in the wee hours with someone on the other side
sobbing for a tarot reading, a charm bag, advice,
anything. Moira always
let them in, much to Rhys’ sleep-deprived chagrin. Lately however,
she would pull on her robe and hurry downstairs, straightening her
spine and summoning the most soothing expression she could at two
in the morning....only to find that no one was outside.

The knockings and
clatterings were not regarded fondly by the couple, but they did
become familar, and by the end of the week Rhys and Moira had
almost gotten used to it. Then, on Saturday night, Moira marched
into Rhy’s study wrapped in a towel.

Rhys looked up from the
research he was doing, one hand tousled in his chestnut hair that
always wanted for trimming. When he saw Moira’s state of undress he
pushed his charts of planetary hours away.

“Is this a sexual
overture of some kind?”

“I’ve come to
pick a bone,” Moira said. She was dripping all over the elaborate
pentagram Rhys had drawn onto the hardwood with some chalk and the
straight edge of a Latin primer. The apples of her dark-skinned
shoulders reflected the low light from the wall fixtures in hues of
honey-gold.

“So
no?”

She was pacing around now,
trailing water and her bad mood across the study.

“So I’m in my
bath. I’m unwinding with a mugwort cigarette, I’ve got incense
burning, I’m listening to Drake.”

Rhys leaned back in his
leather chair, the one he had lifted from the dean’s office at the
university when the old man retired.

“I’m
following.”

“And all of a
sudden I hear this really awful, and I mean terrible voice come right out of the
faucet, speaking God knows what kind of language. And just when I’m
feeling scared shitless every pipe in the damn wall starts to
rattle and I am out of that bath in a flash. And then I think to
myself: how could this have happened? How could something so
nasty have gotten into
my house? And then I remember.” She turned on him, black eyes hard
as flint. “My husband thinks it’s fun to call up demons for late
night chit-chats.”

Rhys kneaded his temples
with the tips of his fingers. “We’ve been over this, Moira, they
aren’t demons.”

“How many times
have I told you summoning circles are dangerous?”

“A summoning
circle, when well-cast and properly closed, is perfectly
safe.”

At that moment, the portrait
on the wall behind him began to weep blood. Moira, frozen by
horror, stood stock still. Then her fear melted into anger and she
gave her husband a withering glance.

“What part of
coercing these things into telling you what you want to know is
safe?”

Rhys turned to daub at the
possessed portrait with a tissue. The blood was dribbling down onto
the rug and congealing into a tacky stain, and if he had not been
in the middle of a disagreement with his wife, he might have been
impressed with the quality of the manifestation.

“The methods I
use have been painstakingly recorded in the Goetia. By observing
proper procedure when I call and bind them, I can question any
spirit I want without putting myself at risk. I told you when I met
you; this is what my magical practice looks like. You said you were
fine with it.”

Moira gnawed at her lips,
which had gone ashen in the wake of the bloody painting. She
watched the delicate red rivulets trickle down the old poet’s face,
reproduced from an original done in oils. Very little of Rhys’
study was authentically vintage— they couldn’t afford that quite
yet— but he took pains to make it appear as though it
was.

“I wish you could
just do your research on Wikipedia like the rest of us,” soira
said.

Rhys, a research librarian
by trade an in temperament, was a little affronted by the
suggestion that Wikipedia was a valid academic source. He gave up
on his attempt to salvage the painting and tossed the tissue down
on his desk.

“These spirits
have been around since before recorded history. They know more
about the universe than Wikipedia
does.”

A sickly chill swept through
the room, causing Moira to draw her towel tighter around
herself

“Listen, I don’t
care what you do with your friends at your boys’ club meetings, but
I’ve made it clear I don’t like you bringing that stuff home with
you.”

Rhys, feeling rather badly
represented in the whole situation, scrambled to advocate for
himself.

“I’m telling you
I didn’t do this!”

“Then do whatever
ceremonial shit it takes to fix this, Rhys. I’m
serious.”

“When I call
something up, I send it away when I’m done; it doesn’t stick around
and bang my cupboards at all hours of the night. Besides, most of
the spirits I summon are perfectly civil. It’s a mutually
beneficial arrangement.”

Moira was already padding
towards the door.

“Whatever
arrangement you have with this thing,” she called over her
shoulder, “End it.”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


They had met because they
had the same suppliers. The nearest metaphysical shop was an hour
away, and Moira wasn’t really the pentacles and crushed velvet type
anyway, so she spent her Saturdays visiting the local gem store,
gardening center, and stationery shop in order to meet her varied
needs. Running a spiritual consultancy business out of her dorm
room wasn’t easy, but she was getting good at shopping for spell
ingredients on a budget, and had learned to hide her open flame
candles whenever the RA dropped by.

Moira had begun to notice
the same man while running her errands: sharply dressed and
inevitably reading long and precise lists of necessities off his
phone to the shopkeeper. She sometimes stole a glance at him while
she was buying her selenite or packets of yarrow seeds, just long
enough to catch him holding a crystal sphere up to the light or
signing a request order for sheaf parchment. Moira had always found
something about his focused air charming. That is, until she got
stuck behind him in line at the candlemaker’s with three heavy
beeswax candles balanced in her arms.

“I’m sorry, but
they all have to be exactly the same size,” he told the cashier.
“Twelve inches.”

She peered around the man’s
shoulder to find him comparing two white taper candles by holding
them upright next to each other. Ten more lay on the
counter.

“I can trim the
longer ones, but shorter ones won’t do,” he fretted. “Listen I’m
awfully sorry but do you have a tape measure?”

The shopkeeper muttered
something and began rummaging around behind the counter. Moira set
her candles on the ground with a clatter. She had a feeling she was
going to be in line for a long time.

Moira watched quietly as the
man measured each candle before allowing the cashier to bag it. He
had beautiful, long fingered hands.

She breathed in,
second-guessing herself until the last possible moment. Then she
said,

“I doubt a stray
centimeter is going to ruin any ceremony worth its
salt.”

The man turned to scan her
face with eyes so brown they were almost black. His gaze was
unscrupulous, but Moira stood her ground in her platform sandals
and stared right back. He had that look; arresting and incisive
with something velvet-soft just under the surface. Magician’s eye,
her mother always called it.

Finally Rhys turned away
from her and said,

“Details matter.
God and the devil and all that.”

“Well, here’s
hoping one of them shows up.”

A smile touched his mouth
briefly before darting away.

“That’s the
idea.” He nodded down towards the candles at her feet.
“Litha?”

She smirked, pleased with
their little guessing game. Litha was a witches’ sabbat, one of six
seasonal holidays celebrated by Wiccans in particular and
earth-minded spiritualists widely. In her family they just called
the holiday the summer solstice, but she would give him partial
credit for his guess.

“I’m brewing
mead, too. Are you Wiccan?”

Rhys noticed that the
cashier was watching them, and he deftly swiped his credit card,
plucked up his bags, and turned to leave.

“Ah, no. I’m more
of a traditionalist.”

“Oh.” She tugged
at the hook on her overalls for a minute, not sure how to proceed.
“Well. Nice to meet you.”

Rhys smiled cordially and
slipped by, but he touched her lightly on the wrist as he passed
and said,

“Enjoy the
solstice.”

Moira smelled rosemary and
watery men’s aftershave, and suddenly her face felt hot. Before she
could say anything he was gone, the bell on the door dinging behind
him. She watched through the shop windows as he unlocked the
driver’s side door to a gunmetal Lincoln parked on the street. A
Williams College sticker was displayed proudly in the back window,
and a rosary hung from the rearview mirror.

The cashier cleared his
throat.

Moira tore her eyes away
from the car and gave a weak little smile.

“Receipt,
please,” she said.

 


***

 


The weeping
paintings and malfunctioning plumbing continued as the days
progressed. When Rhys went off to work, Moira was often overcome by
a creeping sensation that she wasn’t alone in the house. Her
anxiety was only worsened by the onset of autumn, which meant that
her hours at the vintage store would dwindle and Rhys’ schedule in
special collections would be full to bursting. While her husband
had his hands full with freshman seminars on proper research
technique and back-to-back viewing sessions for faculty who
just had to
examine their Cuneiform cylinders or illuminated manuscripts before
week’s end, she was followed around the house by her growing sense
of unease. Sometimes this sensation came with scuffling footsteps
that vanished as soon as she whirled to face them.

Moira started making long
lunch dates with her friends to keep herself out of the house, and
encouraged her clients to meet her at Starbucks for tarot readings
instead of at her kitchen table. She would let herself in through
the back door in the evenings (the front door had recently
developed a penchant for locking her out), tired and aching for the
comfort of Rhys’ arms, only to find that he had disappeared into
his books. It wasn’t uncommon for her husband to devote hours a day
to his private study of ceremonial magic, the antiquated kind that
required proficiency in Hebrew and a high tolerance for
philosophers fond of self-aggrandizement. But his single-minded
fixation on the occult had only increased in the wake of their
uninvited house guest, and sometimes she wouldn’t see him until
they met up to go to bed.

One evening about two weeks
after the trouble started, Rhys tossed down his pencil in his study
and squeezed the bridge of his nose. He flipped through the book of
summoning seals on his desk, skimming over the elaborate designs
used to conjure and bind spirits amiable, nasty, or otherwise. He
had tried a number of involved rituals over the last fortnight. He
had fasted and abstained from sex in preparation, then consecrated
his tools with hyssop, drawn chalk seals on the ground with
obsessive detail, pronounced the Latin perfectly….and nothing. No
meddling spirit manifested for him to bind, and the hauntings
continued. He had dredged all the spellbooks on his shelves for the
answer, and it felt like he had exhausted every magical tradition
the Western world had to offer. He had even said a novena to Saint
Michael as a last-ditch effort.

Nothing.

Rhys pressed the heels of
his hands to his burning eyes and let out a low groan. Far away,
the grandfather clock ticked faithfully, reminding him of the late
hour.

And then, very close, too
close to be imagined, Rhys heard a huff of laughter.

He shot out of his chair and
made a beeline for the door. He was halfway up the stairs before
his heart stopped pounding. The back of his neck, Rhys realized,
was still burning with cold.

He had felt its icy breath
when it laughed at him. It had been that close.

A small door at the end of
the hall called softly to him as he paused at the top of the
stairs, debating whether he ought to just go to bed and sleep off
his unease. In the end, he swung left, following the glow of light
under the door to the tiny room. He paused before knocking and
listened, in case Moira was meditating and didn’t want to be
disturbed. Mediation struck Rhys as a very honorable and healthy
habit he wasn’t disciplined enough to pick up, much like praying
the rosary. Both practices required him to sit still and surrender
to the idea that life was not entirely in his control, and these
were two things he avoided at all costs.

At first he could hear
nothing, but then her crisp, witch-about-town tones drifted towards
him through the door.

“I do twenty and
forty-five minute energy alignment sessions, with hour-long
sessions available for those in need of deeper healing. We can
start with twenty minutes if you like, to see if reiki might help
you manage your grief.”

Rhys quietly let himself
into the room. Moira was seated on a crocheted pouf, her phone
wedged between her ear and shoulder as she painted her toenails a
salacious shade of violet.

“Mediumship? Oh
no sugar, I don’t do that…I can’t recommend it in good faith but if
you’re looking to get in touch with a family member who’s passed on
I can give you the name of a psychic who knows what he’s doing…Oh
yes there are boy psychics, believe it or not.”

Moira’s meditation room
would be impractically small for any other purpose. Just a sliver
of space that jutted out from the house and came to a point with
large windows on either side. It was barely big enough for a couple
of cushions on the ground and a low table covered with chunks of
raw amethyst, rose quartz, and candles set into crystal dishes. The
meditation room was one of Moira’s greatest feats of manifestation:
she had imagined it over and over again down to the dimensions and
refused to settle on a house until she found one featuring the
exact room. Rhys had always been impressed with his wife’s ability
to call her desires into reality, with hardly a chant or cauldron
needed.

“You ready?”
Moira asked her client. She flipped through a nearby address book.
“His name is David, and his number is…Oh, last name?”

Moira quizzed her husband
with her eyes.

“Aristarkhov,” he
said, leaning his hip against the doorframe.

“Aristarkhov,”
Moira repeated, with slightly less practiced pronunciation. “Of
course, pleasure’s mine. You let me know how it goes and feel free
to reach out if you ever run into any trouble. You too, sugar. Have
a blessed day.”

Moira tossed her cellphone
onto a nearby pillow and popped a berry into her mouth from the
bowl on the ground beside her. She had gathered her hair into a
silk wrap tied with a big bow and was wearing a microfiber blanket
around her shoulders to ward off the draft.

“Hey,” she said.
Sandalwood incense plumed docilly on the windowsill next to a
potted ficus, and the scent mingled with the smell of her perfume:
rose and oriental spices.

Rhys thought about telling
Moira about his scare in the study, then swallowed it.

Instead, he lowered himself
down onto a cushion.

“How’s
tricks?”

“Alright I guess.
Slow week for business.”

“Oh? I figured
you were slammed with house calls. I haven’t seen you much in the
last couple of days.”

Moira shook her head as she
screwed the cap back onto her nail polish. “I did that house
blessing last week and that was it. Clients keep slipping through
my fingers. So many folks looking for mediums this time of
year.”

“The holidays are
coming up. It’s a hard season for anyone who’s lost a loved
one.”

“I just don’t
like it. You know this.”

“I
do.”

“I feel like it
never comes to anything good, dragging people back into the past
like that. I think God knows better than us to separate the living
from the dead. Not to mention all those charlatan psychics looking
to make a buck off the grieving.”

Rhys shrugged. He was
worrying at his thumbnail with his teeth. “Some of them do a lot of
good. I don’t have a strong opinion on it.”

“Mm,” Moira said,
unconvinced. Then, “You’re wrecking your nails.
Anxious?”

Again, the thought of
letting Moira know how afraid he had been, how helpless he was
starting to feel, crossed Rhys’ mind. Again, he watched it drift
out of his reach.

“Frustrated. I’m
not getting anywhere with our pest problem.”

“Baby I’ve saged
this house from top to bottom, burned candles, done a floor wash
with Florida water…Do you think we’re out of our
wheelhouse?”

Her husband said nothing,
just continued to gnaw at his damaged cuticles.

“You should let
me bring in the prayer team from church,” she said. “You never
know.”

“Maybe,” Rhys
said, but he sounded doubtful.

Moira had taken Rhys to
church with her once, back when they had first started dating. Rhys
had been raised in a staunchly Catholic neighborhood in Boston and
had never been to a Baptist church before, certainly not one where
the congregation clapped and prayed over each other in the isles
while the pastor preached extemporaneously. Everyone had been
welcoming to him, but Rhys couldn’t relax in the high-energy
atmosphere. It didn’t help that the congregation was largely black
and Rhys, who was not used to being in the minority, felt as though
he stood out. He wasn’t about to tell Moira that, though, so when
Moira had invited him to go back he had politely made up an excuse
about really wanting to get back into Catholic life. That had been
two years ago. He had gone to mass a grand total of six times
since.

“There’s always
Father Mulligan,” Rhys said. “He’s been leading my parent’s parish
for thirty years; he’s seen it all. He might have some tricks up
his sleeve.”

“Mmm...Maybe.”

Moira had gone to Rhys’ home
church one thanksgiving visit, and she had found the smoky
solemnity of the mass off-putting. It was beautiful, of course, but
beautiful in the way sixteenth century paintings were beautiful;
ostentatiously and in a way that clearly communicated they were not
to be touched. Even though the priest had smiled at her when she
followed Rhys up through the communion line, she was angry that she
wasn’t allowed to take the eucharist with him, and it didn’t help
that she didn’t see many others who looked like her in the small
congregation. Not that she would admit that to Rhys.

“There’s always
The Society,” he said.

“Come on Rhys,
you know I don’t get along with them.”

“That’s not true;
Nathan invited us out on his boat just last month and you had a
fine time, didn’t you? And Cameron gave us that artisanal gin for
Christmas last year.”

“I didn’t say
they were bad guys,” she said wearily. “It’s just...The Society is
your thing, and I respect that. But it isn’t mine.”

Moira slid a strawberry into
her mouth, then moved over to kneel where Rhys was sitting and took
his hand away from his teeth.

“Come here,
worrywart. I’ll do your nails.”

She began to deftly smooth
his nails with a metal file, her heavy lashes shading her cheeks as
she worked. Rhys’ eyes followed the arc of his wife’s face, and the
slope of her throat down to the curve of her breasts. Then he
frowned.

“Where’s your
necklace, love?”

Moira’s hand jumped to her
throat. The golden trinity knot on a delicate chain was the first
really expensive gift he had gotten her, evidence of his success in
tutoring, consultancy, library work, and all of the other little
ways he was always finding to make money. She hardly ever took it
off.

“I must have put
it down somewhere,” she said casually. “I’m sure it will turn
up.”

“You didn’t lose
it did you?”

“Hmm? No, of
course not.”

Rhys tensed up a bit as she
switched to his left hand. She had always been a bad
liar.

“If you didn’t
like it you could have just told me. I wouldn’t have been
offended.”

“I like it,” she
insisted, filing a bit more vigorously. “I just don’t want to wear
it every day is all. Sometimes it doesn’t go with my
outfit.”

Rhys sensed she wasn’t
telling him everything, but he kept quiet as she finished her work.
She tossed her file aside and smoothed her palms up his thighs,
resting her chin on his knee. He recognized the coquettish look in
her eyes and tried to cut her off at the pass.

“I have to finish
an article on material culture in pre-Christian Scandinavia.
Publish or perish, you know.”

Moira’s shoulders sagged.
“You don’t have a free hour? A half hour, even?”

Rhys kissed her tenderly,
but without any heat.

“After we get
this infestation figured out. Then yes, I promise.” He smoothed her
hair back as he stood. “Will I see you for dinner? We could order
in.”

“I’ve got a baby
shower to get to. Maybe tomorrow.”

Rhys smiled in a way that
didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Alright,
love.”

Moira turned back to her
address book as Rhys exited, and looked for clients she hadn’t
already followed up with. She heard the creak of floorboards near
her door and glanced back up, her mood brightening.

“Rhys?”

But there was no one
standing in her doorway.

Moira rolled her eyes and
went back to her work.

The door slammed so hard the
rafters trembled. Moira jumped a foot in the air and let out a
terrified squak.

“Moira?” Rhys
called. His voice echoed to her distantly, as though from
underwater, and she felt a little nauseous as she realized he was
at the other end of the house.

“I’m fine!
Just…spooked.”

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Two weeks after meeting
Moira for the first time, Rhys was spending every waking moment
checking and double-checking his preparations for the planetary
alignment. When the day finally came, he drove out beyond the town
limits and parked his car in a nondescript location in farm
country. Then he trekked a half mile into the woods until he came
to two footpaths which crossed one another in the middle of a
clearing, buzzing with crickets and open to the early evening
sky.

Rhys worked quickly and
deftly to prepare, measuring out a perfect circle nine feet in
diameter in the center of the crossroads. He carved its
circumference into the earth with the blade of a dagger. The line
protected him by keeping anything ill-meaning or unexpected out of
the circle, and he was nothing if not cautious.

He dropped his
backpack into the middle of the circle and pulled out a dog-eared
paperback of hermetic rituals, thick as a phone book and bought at
a library sale when he was sixteen. He had asked the cashier to
wrap it in newspaper and had smuggled it up the stairs to his
bedroom without his mother asking too many questions. His fingers
had trembled when he reverently pulled the cover open, and he had
savored every word of the preface as though it were his last meal.
When his father had rapped on the bedroom door to tell him dinner
was ready, Rhys had shoved the book into a shoebox under his bed
where he kept a pack of menthol Camels and a copy of
Brokeback Mountain.
Dinner had been tasteless, and he kept losing track of conversation
as his mind drifted to the contraband waiting for him in his room.
He was twice as excited to unravel its secrets as he had been when,
at six, he had begged the parish priest to teach him how to turn
wine into blood. He was also sure he would be in twice in the
trouble if his parents found out about the book.

In the crossroads, Rhys
quickly located the page he had bookmarked for the evening and
began to transfer the planetary symbols and Hebrew letters into his
own circle, carving them with a steady hand into their proper
locations.

He became so engrossed in
this task he didn’t notice the truck trundling up the dirt road
behind him until he could hear the rock music blasting from the
radio.

Rhys set his dagger down and
rocked back onto his knees, as baffled as he was
irritated.

A pickup truck barreled
towards him down the road, then veered suddenly off the path and
parked at an off-kilter angle a few dozen yards away. A woman with
a magnificent arrangement of black curls kicked open the door and
stared at Rhys. When she plucked off her tortoiseshell sunglasses
and narrowed her eyes to make out his features, Rhys recognized
her. The witch from the candle shop.

“Yo!” she yelled,
cupping her hands around her mouth. “This is my
crossroads!”

Rhys stared, the insect song
whirring in his ears as he blinked the sun from his eyes. “This is
public property,” he said, clambering to his feet.

“So’s the rest of
the woods. I’ve been doing my work here two years running now; you
can find another spot.”

She was still shouting. The
volume of the electric guitar and Caribbean drumming pumping out of
the truck’s speakers demanded it.

Rhys sighed, pressing his
hands to his hips.

“Listen, do you
think you could turn that off?”

He asked because he detested
shouting, but also because she had a touch of a Southern accent he
hadn’t noticed before that he wanted to hear more of.

Moira turned
her Santana album
down but not off. A cloud of dust rose around her ankles as she
hopped out of her truck. She walked purposefully across the
clearing and came to a stop just outside of his circle, then let
out a low whistle and said, not unkindly,

“Wow, you really
are into some ceremonial stuff, aren’t you? This is like. Some
Golden Dawn level shit.”

She peered into the book
still opened in his hand and raised her eyebrows in
appreciation.

“You’re using the
source material, even. Is that Latin? I prefer working in the
vernacular, myself, but that’s impressive.”

Rhys was taken aback by the
straightforwardness of this young woman in boxy high-waisted shorts
and dirty white keds. His painstakingly polite nature was nudging
him to extend his hand for a proper introduction, but he smothered
the instinct down. There wasn’t any time for
pleasantries.

“Listen, miss…If
it's all the same to you I’ve got—” He glanced at his wristwatch.
“Eight minutes to finish setting up for this ritual before Jupiter
aligns with Saturn.”

Moira’s eyebrows shot up.
“Eight minutes?”

“That’s what I
said.”

She quirked a little smile,
equal parts pity and mirth.

“Oh,
honey.”

Rhys looked on, bewildered,
as she circled back around to her truck and let down the tailgate
with a clang. The bed was laden with cardboard boxes that looked
like they had served two terms in Korea. Moira pulled
candlewax-stained linen and a corked bottle of golden liquid out of
one of the boxes before she produced a grimy composition notebook.
She flipped it open and tilted her face up to survey the sky. Then,
as though coming to a conclusion that satisfied her, she turned the
open composition book to Rhys.

“Your numbers are
off.”

Rhys stood there in the
overgrown crossroads, mosquitoes nipping at his neck, and found he
could hardly scrape words together.

“What?”

“Alignment isn’t
for another hour and a half.”

The back of his neck was
burning, either from the late June heat or the embarrassment of
being taken off guard in a wrinkled Oxford shirt and chinos stained
from kneeling in the dirt. He sucked in a purposeful breath and
began stalking across the grass to Moira.

She handed him the notebook
and his eyes darted across her calculations. She had painstakingly
handwritten the dates and times of that year’s major planetary
movements one after another in blue ballpoint pen, on the same page
as a scribbled guacamole recipe and doodles of stars.

“You calculated
this by yourself?” Rhys asked.

Moira’s eyes hardened
“Believe it or not you don’t need a liberal arts degree to be an
astrologer.”

His chest
tightened.

“No, no, I didn’t
mean—! I’m just impressed!” He passed the notebook back to her with
both hands as though it was something precious. “I pay someone to
do mine. I could never learn how.”

“Well,” Moira
said, her features softening as she pressed her notebook to her
chest. “You should fire your astrologer.”

“Obviously.”

They looked at each other
for a moment, a nervous smile playing at Moira’s mouth, a pink hue
rising in the tips of Rhys’ ears, and then the young man gave a
laugh.

“Well now I feel
like an idiot for telling you to clear out. I’m sorry.”

“A real idiot
wouldn’t have said he’s sorry.”

Rhys was a bit emboldened by
this, and tried on a smile he hoped was charming.

“I’ll take it.”
He turned back towards his abandoned circle and ran his hand
through his hair. “I guess that gives me an hour and a half to find
another crossroads.”

“Don’t bother,”
Moira said, plucking up the glass bottle from the back of her
truck, wrapping her shirttail around the cork. It gave way with a
hermetically-sealed hiss. “I’ve got a better way to kill an hour
and a half.”

Moira poured a splash of her
brew onto the ground, and the summer-dry earth greedily drank in
the libation. Rhys watched, transfixed, as she brought the bottle
to her mouth, had a swig, and then extended it out to
him.

He plucked it from her hands
with a boldness that surprised him and took a swallow, swiping his
tongue along the rim of the bottle to make sure he didn’t miss a
drop. Sunlight and clover bloomed in his mouth, sharp and
honey-sweet. Mead.

Moira’s plum-painted lips
stretched into a succulent smile. Rhys pretended not to notice,
just as he pretended not to notice the dusky rose scent that clung
to her clothes as he moved to stand beside her.

He nodded at unmarked boxed
tossed into the bed of the pickup.

“So what all do
you have in the back of this truck?”

 


***

 


Steam enveloped Moira as she
stepped into the waterfall shower. Rhys had insisted on outfitting
the bathroom and kitchen with the latest appliances when they moved
in to the townhouse together, a gesture that, to Moira, felt a
little besides-the-point in a historic home. Wasn’t it good enough
to be able to afford a split-level rental in the suburbs so close
to Boston proper? But her husband loved keeping up with the Jonses,
and Moira loved to pamper herself with long showers, so she didn’t
complain.

The shower door swung open
and a chill crept over her wet skin, but then Rhys slipped in
behind her and she felt warmer than she had in ages. His hands
settled on her hips and Moira made a deep contented sound, arching
her back like a cat.

“Hi, little
goddess,” he said, and kissed the nape of her neck. Moira tilted
her head back so Rhys could kiss her forehead, and she chuckled as
he pressed his body against hers and held her tightly.

“Been a while
since I heard that one.”

“It’s always
apt,” Rhys said, running his hands up her waist to cup her breasts.
Delight spread through Moira from the crown of her head to the tip
of her toes, and she put her hands over his and gave a little
squeeze.

“I thought you
were abstaining from the pleasures of the flesh in order to elevate
your soul’s vibration, or something.”

“I missed you.
And I don’t know what I’m doing, I don’t even know where to
start.”

“You’ve been at
it for weeks. The downstairs hall reeks from all the frankincense
you’ve been burning.”

“Well I haven’t
gotten it right yet and probably won’t at this rate. So. There’s no
point torturing myself if there’s no spell to prepare
for.”

Moira turned to face him
with a grin, hooking her arms around his neck. The water beat down
over both of them, and Moira felt the tightness in his shoulders
melt away under her hands.

“You don’t mind
do you?” He asked, kissing the corner of her mouth with a gentle
urgency.

“Not at all,”
Moira replied, and practically purred when Rhys ran his hand up her
thigh and slipped his fingers between her legs.

She felt him smile against
her mouth as she kissed him deeply.

Suddenly, there was the
awful sound of shattering glass, and Rhys was gone, out of the
shower in a flash.

Moira stood dripping and
stunned, her frame shivering from the sudden cold. Rhys was
standing over their bathroom mirror, which had somehow dislodged
itself from the wall mount and shattered into a thousand pieces
over the sink. As the steam in the room cleared, Moira saw that a
large strip of the bathroom wallpaper had been torn from the
sheetrock in the process and now hung limply.

“Fuck,” Rhys
said, looking completely at a loss as surveyed the destruction. “I
can’t believe…Fuck.”

Moira cut off the shower and
grabbed her towel.

“Baby, be
careful, please. Here—”

She took a step out of the
shower but Rhys held her back.

“Don’t, it’s a
goddamn mess, I don’t want you to get cut. I just…Let me just get
the broom, please. Don’t move.”

He tied a towel around his
waist and did his best to navigate the crucible of broken shards,
then hissed when a small piece punctured his heel. Moira watched
helpless as he pulled the glass from his foot and tossed the bloody
object into the sink. As he slipped out of the room to find
band-aids and a broom, she sank down to the floor of the shower and
tried to soothe herself with a breathing exercise. No matter how
deep she pulled the air into her lungs, the sting in her eyes
wouldn’t go away.

 


—



The tarot card
hit the truckbed with a crisp snick, and Moira sucked her
teeth.

“Seven of swords.
You’re awfully good at playing a part to get what you want, aren’t
you?”

They were sitting in the
back of her pickup with a muggy twilight darkening around them.
Rhys’ hands were slick with sweat and the condensation from the
bottle of mead, and there was a pleasant buzz in his
veins.

“I don’t consider
myself dishonest.”

“Oh?”

“Just...Image-conscious I guess. I like to make the right
impressions.”

Moira snagged the bottle
from him and took a swig. They were sitting cross-legged on a
blanket she had produced from under the passenger seat, with
Moira’s black velvet bag of tarot cards tossed between them. Rhys
had slid his own deck out of the peeling, taped-up cardboard box it
had been sold in years ago, and was passing the cards between his
hands. He never travelled without them.

“So, what is it
you’re afraid people might find out that would give them the wrong
one?” Moira asked

“Everyone’s got
those sort of things.”

Moira grinned at him, her
teeth catching the moonlight with a wicked glint.

“I’ve never met a
secret in my life.”

Rhys broke the deck into
pieces and spun the cards between his fingers with the deftness of
a stage illusionist.

“Well maybe
someday I’ll introduce you to mine.”

“Where did you
learn to shuffle like that?”

“An
ex.”

“Well she knew
her way around a deck of cards, I’ll give her that much.” Moira
took a swallow of the mead like a true Southern lady: a double pour
put away delicately as you please. “Be mysterious if you like, but
you best be mindful, that’ll catch up with you in time. Eventually
we’ve all got to take off the mask.”

Rhys tossed the cards from
one hand to another, then flipped over the Two of Swords without
breaking eye contact with her. He was grandstanding a bit, he would
admit it.

“I might
self-censor in certain company, but you can’t make up your mind.
So, what is it? Two job offers on the table? Couple of handsome
strangers fighting for your hand?”

He threw that last bit out
as bait, just to test the waters, but Moira refused to bite.
Instead, she rolled her shoulders and leaned back onto her hands,
tipping her throat up towards the sky. She bathed in the moon for a
moment, then said,

“I guess...I
don’t really know what’s next for me. If I should move back home or
not.”

“Where’s
home?”

A dreamy look came over her
face. “Georgia. A little hobby farm. Just my parents, six chickens,
some wild cats, and a couple of goats. Momma keeps talking about
getting one of those miniature ponies though, the ones with sour
temperaments. I think it’d be a laugh.”

She was radiating a kind of
warmth that made Rhys sure he had been cold his entire life up
until now. He swallowed to loosen his dry throat as he set his deck
down beside her own.

“You love that
place, huh?”

“So much. The
summer thunderstorms, the fall colors, the honey harvest...My
parents have always let me know I could come back home after
graduation. I just don’t know if I ought. We all lived here in
Massachusetts for a bit, right when I started school, but they
hated it so they went right back to South and I stayed with my
scholarships and in-state tuition.”

“What’s your
major?”

“Oh jeez does it
matter? What about you?”

“I graduated.
Double major in classics and anthropology. Working on my masters
now. And what do you mean ‘does it matter’? In this economy you
won’t get so much as a job interview without a BA.”

“I don’t need a
degree for the job I’ve got.”

“And what’s
that?”

Moira thought about this for
a moment, and Rhys loved watching the way her brow furrowed as she
did so.

“Helping people,”
she said finally. “Healing the body. Easing the mind. Giving folks
good counsel and a safe place to rest while they figure out what it
is they ought to do about their problems.”

“You’re a fortune
teller, then? Or an herbalist?”

“I’m a
lightworker, baby. A layer cake of conjure, reiki, organic
medicine, bhakti yoga, and rootwork, garnished with a twist of
positive psychology. A little bit of something for every one of my
clients.”

“What about
money?”

“Oh, money seems
to find me when I need it. I like taking odd jobs anyway. Doesn't
tie me down.”

Rhys ran his fingers along
the edge of Moira’s deck, feeling the slight bow in the cards that
came from her shuffling them the same direction for so many years.
A fifteenth birthday present, she had told him, from her mother.
They had spent every Sunday night until she left for college at the
kitchen table, sipping brown sugar bourbon Old Fashioneds and
slinging cards for houseguests, paying customers, and each
other.

“So if school
isn’t your thing what’s keeping you up here?”

A bead of liquor ran down
Moira’s wrist and she lapped it up with a swipe of her tongue. He
continued to finger her deck, slipping his thumbnail underneath a
card that just felt right.

“There’s a lot to
love here, too,” she said.

“In my
experience, places are never the way you remember them. Even if you
find it the way you left it. You’re the thing that
changes.”

Moira made a little humming
sound in the back of her throat.

“Oh, you’re a
sharp one, huh? For that I’ll give you another free reading. One
card only, an exclusive deal.”

“So generous,”
Rhys snorted, but he pulled the Chariot all the same.

Moira’s deck was different
from Rhys’; where his illustrations were muted and pulled directly
from classical Western metaphysics, hers were vibrant, with whorls
of color swirling together to produce impressionistic scenes that
he had trouble reading. The familiar symbols he had taught himself
to interpret – the scales and chalices and crowns – were entirely
absent. In Moira’s deck, the Chariot was a long luxurious car
barreling through a rainy night with headlights blazing and a white
dove fluttering overhead.

“Oh, you’re one
of those types.”

“Enlighten
me.”

“Chariot folks
are driven as hell, natural born leaders, determined to succeed and
look good doing it. They hate being broke and they hate feeling
busted. Most of all they want. Chariot people are made up of
desires, and they've got the power of will to bring those desires
into fruition.”

“Hey, you’re
pretty good at that!”

Moira scraped her hair into
a knot, exposing the delicate, damp curls at the nape of her
neck.

“Momma’s a
psychic; she trained me right. So what’s a man want so bad he’s
willing to spend his solstice summoning spirits in the middle of a
field? That’s what those squiggles carved into the ground are for,
right?”

Rhys beamed reckless and
golden.

“The world, to
start.”

Moira snorted and shook her
head.

“You mean to tell
me,” Rhys persisted. “That if you could somehow get in contact with
ancient, powerful beings with unlimited knowledge about psychics,
astrology, the passage of time, the measure of a man’s soul...You
wouldn't take advantage of that? You wouldn't want to
know?”

Moira couldn’t keep the
fondness out of her smile.

“You’ve got a bit
of a poetic streak in there too, don’t you?” Her face fell a bit.
“Nothing’s worth your soul, Rhys. Or didn’t you ever hear that song
about the devil and a fiddle?”

“This isn’t the
devil. At least not in the way you’re imagining. These things,
these spirits, they’re all over the spectrum. Some are
benevelovent, or tricksters, or just plain confused. And yes, some
may be malicious, some may be looking to get more than they’re
willing to give, but they’re easy enough to identify. It’s like
that bit in Corinthians about the discernment of spirits; it’s a
skill to be honed, if you have it.”

Rhys was getting carried
away, exulting in alcohol and his passions, and he realized a
little too late that this train of talk might be making his
conversation partner uncomfortable. A lapsed Catholic with all the
requisite philosophy electives, mass-skipping guilt, and bitterness
towards the papacy, he generally steered conversations away from
religion. But there was something about Moira’s openness that made
him feel more willing to throw around concepts he generally
relegated to forced Easter attendance with his parents. Or maybe it
was just the mead.

Rhys pressed a hand to his
face, trying to steady his spinning world.

“Sorry...Are you
Catholic?”

“I’m
Southern.”

“What’s that
mean?”

“Where I’m from,
even the Catholics are Baptist.”

“Alright, well I
don’t really consider myself super religious or anything
but...We’re talking about the forces that laid the foundation of
the earth. The energies that keep the whole thing going. Beings
with direct access to God, Source, The Universe, whatever it ends
up being in the end.”

She was watching him with
intent, lids slightly narrowed around eyes that glowed strangely.
Rhys felt like he was being turned inside out and examined as
though Moira couldn’t decide whether or not she wanted to pay full
price for him.

“Magic is a
technology,” he continued, voice a little softer but no less
intent, “It’s neither good nor bad; just a neutral skill to be used
by a competent practitioner. Who you glorify with that skill, who
you hurt or help, is up to you. The way I see it God didn’t ban
learning how to read or how to make bricks, so why
this?”

Moira gently moved the mead
bottle out of the way, leaned forward to take his face in her
hands, and stopped centimeters short of a kiss.

“You don’t mind,
do you?” She asked, so kind that Rhys felt a pain in his
chest.

“I’ve been
waiting for you to kiss me since I got into this truck.”

So she did, and Rhys drank
in her in like top-shelf liquor he couldn't afford.

She lingered close after she
pulled away, her breath ghosting across his lips as he reached up
to brush his knuckle under her chin. When he spoke, his voice was
quiet.

“Do you really
want to know what I wanted so badly that I starting teaching myself
magic?”

“Yes.”

“I wanted to go
to Williams.”

Moira let loose a peal of
laughter, but Rhys’ smile was tight.

“I’m serious. I
wanted it so bad I couldn’t think of anything else. I had a B
average and middle-class parents and no professional connections. I
was willing to do anything.”

Moira had settled and was
looking at him with eyes bright as polished tourmaline. Black
tourmaline kept evil away, Rhys remembered absently, and he
wondered if that had anything to do with how safe he felt around
her.

“At the end of
the day it’s just a school though, isn’t it?

“It didn’t feel
that way then. It felt like my only ticket out of obscurity; the
fast track to status and influence and people who mattered. I was
dumb.”

“So your spells
didn’t work?”

“Oh they worked
alright. And I got the worst thing possible. Exactly what I wanted,
with nowhere to go and everything to prove. I spent four years
feeling like I had no right to be there, like I cheated. The way I
see it, real magic always asks a sacrifice of us, and that was what
I gave up to get in to Williams; my joy.”

She ran her hand up his arm,
coming to rest with her palm pressed against his heart.

“I’m sure it
wasn’t all bad though. Ya’ll have prettier buildings than we do at
the state school.”

Rhys chuckled, and leaned
into Moira’s touch. A little mirth returned to his eyes.

“Yes, we do. And
I did join a secret society while I was there so that’s worth the
debt, I guess.”

“Not very secret
when you go around telling people about it.”

Rhys pressed a courteous
kiss to the corner of her mouth to see if her lips would part for
him, and smirked when they did.

“Well, we do
secret things. Like rituals and summoning circles and stuff.” Rhys
suddenly straightened. “Oh shit.”

“What?”

“The alignment;
what time is it?”

Moira glanced at her
watch.

“Oh honey, you
don’t want to know.”

Rhys thought he should have
felt more crestfallen, but he mostly felt sorry for wasting her
time. He stood and stepped quickly back from her cards, careful not
to knock them over. He suddenly felt very self-conscious, as though
he was intruding on something he was never meant to see.

“I’m so sorry, I
didn’t mean to keep you from your ritual—”

“Ritual?” Moira
asked, arching an eyebrow. “I didn’t come out to do any kind of
ritual, I just came out here to harvest some dirt. Crossroad dirt’s
good for all sorts of things.”

Rhys blinked dumbly as she
rose to press her palms against her lower back and stretch. Her
belly almost touched his as she surveyed the stars.

“Seriously?
That’s it? You were going to kick me out of a crossroads for some
dirt?”

“There’s a
certain procedure to the whole thing I don’t like to be disturbed.
And magic doesn’t have to be complicated to be strong. Give me a
little crossroads dirt, some red thread, and a couple of nails and
I can make your life quite unpleasant.”

He was drifting towards her
again, one hand floating up to rest on her waist. Moira cocked her
head at him, a bird that would deign to be pet but would burst into
flight at the first sign of a cage.

“It’s too bad you
didn’t get to do your ritual, though. Sorry about that
one.”

“Oh,” Rhys said,
looking down at his abandoned carvings in the dirt. “It’s alright.
It wasn’t life or death.”

“What were you
going to ask for once you got the spirit into the
circle?”

His eyes went wide. A sound
that was supposed to be laughter died strangled in his
throat.

“Nothing
interesting.”

“On come on. Let
me guess: fabulous wealth? No, the destruction of your
enemies!”

Rhys cleared his
throat.

“Um. I was just
going to ask for a name.”

“Oh come on! Not
going to tell me, hmm?” Moira lowered her voice to a conspiratorial
whisper. “Was it the name of a girl? Your true love,
maybe?”

Rhys looked away from her
and swallowed hard. Moira threw her head back and laughed, and for
one gut-wrenching moment he thought he had blown it, that she was
mocking him and no longer wanted anything to do with him. But then
she tilted her hips against his, and he realized that she was
absolutely delighted.

“Still,” Rhys
said quickly. “I’m sorry, uh. About your dirt.”

“I’ll let you
make it up to me.”

“Oh?”

“I’ll let you
take me out.” Moira kissed his jaw, feather-light and coy. In the
space of a breath her warmth against him was gone, and she was
crouched down in the truck bed sliding her tarot cards back into
their embroidered bag. “One time only exclusive offer.”

Rhys got the impression that
this was his cue to leave. He hopped out of the truck and watched
her pack up with his hands stuffed into his back pockets. As she
passed parcels and bottles back into their boxes, he could see that
she was nursing a little dazed smile, half hidden by her quick
movements in the dark.

“Is that right?
Do you like Thai, Miss One Time Only?”

“I prefer
sushi.”

“Well hopefully I
can make it worth your time.”

Moira looked up grinned at
him, and Rhys had no trouble believing her earlier boasting about
the power of simple spells.

“I expect nothing
less than a magical evening.”




CHAPTER 4

 


“I cannot believe
you are letting your whole coven traipse through our house,” Moira
muttered. She was watering a bouquet of spray roses and
chrysanthemums displayed in a mason jar on the kitchen counter.
Rhys struck a match and set the kettle to boiling.

“It’s not a
coven, Moira.”

“Everyone’s
always gossiping about each other and arguing about whether or not
to buy new robes. I know a coven when I see one.”

“My membership in
The Society is important to me,” Rhys said, with the weary mildness
of someone who was well-accustomed to walking the same lines of
argument over and over again. “Half of what I know, I learned from
them. I trust their expertise.”

Moira’s brows knitted
together as she touched the rotting stems of her flowers. Her
husband had a pet passion for flower arranging, and often surprised
her with bundles of in-season blossoms tied with creamy ribbons.
These gifts usually lasted the better part of a week, but this
bouquet had taken on an ashen pallor mere hours after being brought
into the house.

“That doesn’t
mean I want them setting up shop in my living room.”

Rhys sighed heavily as he
poured steaming water over the coffee grounds in the French
press.

“I don’t know
what else you want me to do, Moira. We need help. And it isn’t the
whole Society; it’s just David and some of the younger
guys.”

Moira swept a few dead
leaves off the counter and into the trash can. Then she noticed
what her husband was doing and paused.

“You’re not
making a pour-over?”

“I wanted French
press. Would you light the candles, please?”

Rhys passed her the box of
matchsticks, and she began to fill their kitchen with the aroma of
wick-smoke and lemon verbena wax. He had been fussing around the
house all morning, sweeping out the front hall and stuffing stray
shoes into the closet. Moira knew he was somewhere between being
humiliated about having to ask for help from The Society and being
thrilled that they had so quickly offered to assist in any way they
could.

The doorbell chimed just as
Rhys was in the process of pushing down the French presses’
plunger.

“Love, I’ve got
my hands full—”

“I’ll get
it.”

Gold anklets jangled on her
feet as Moira padded down the main hall. She took a breath and
tried on a civil expression as she opened the door.

Four members of The Society
stood patiently on her front porch, scrolling through emails on
their iphones or straightening their cuffs in the doorpane glass.
Moira knew most of them passingly, either from Rhys’ stories or
from meet-the-missus dinners she had been invited to when she and
Rhys had first gotten engaged. She still tended to lose track of
which one was which; they all had jobs in finance or higher
education and hobbies like sailing and golf. Many of the members of
The Society were older and had children and mortgages, but these
men were closer to Rhys’ age and a spent a lot of their time at
three-mimosa brunches discussing the efficacy of “young
professionals” Facebook groups.

One of them, a man in his
early thirties with deliberately tousled bronze hair, smiled at her
like he was trying to sell her something. He was the only one among
them she knew passing well, much to her displeasure.

“Mrs. McGowan,”
He said. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

“McGowan is my
husband’s name. I’m a Delacroix. But yes David, nice to see you
too.”

She realized she was
blocking the entrance and stepped away, letting the small
procession of men into her home. Their chatter soon filled her
front hall and kitchen, and as she watched them file past in their
tweed and crisp linen, she wondered if she had underdressed in
jeans, a floral blouse, and bamboo hoop earrings rescued from her
mother’s jewelry box.

Rhys appeared in the kitchen
doorway, wiping his hands on a dishtowel, and the men greeted him
with arm squeezes and sympathetic nods. David put a hand on Rhys’
shoulder and kissed the air next to his cheek with a light,
European air.

“You look like
you haven’t slept in a week.”

“It’s been hell
around here. Coffee?”

“Always.”

Moira drifted into the
kitchen as the men congregated around her stove. David leaned
against the marble-topped kitchen island and prattled away while
the coffee was poured. He was impeccably dressed, in a pinstripe
shirt of lightest blue and chinos that fit so well they had to be
tailored. He wore his hair faded at the sides in a cut that always
managed to look fresh.

“I was up until
two last night trying to get hold of this woman’s dead husband,” He
said. “We must have sat at my kitchen table for an hour with her
squeezing my hands hard enough to crush bone. Then, when he finally
showed up she spent another hour nagging him about the state he
left their finances in. With a wife like that no wonder his heart
gave out at forty nine.”

Chuckles rippled through the
kitchen and David laughed at his own joke, white teeth flashing in
his blitheness. Moira pushed herself up onto the counter and sat as
far out of the way as possible.

The men swapped smalltalk,
banging open cupboards in search of Stevia and spoons, and Moira
was reminded of a collection of fish jostling past each other in
too small a bowl. Rhys guffawed with them, slipping easily into a
skin that looked like the Rhys Moira slept next to each night, but
wasn’t quite the same. Gone were the dark tides that swirled behind
his eyes when he grew pensive or particularly in love, gone was the
boyish looseness in his shoulders. This Rhys radiated light and
casuality: a study in effortless, masculine charm. This Rhys was
expansive and in charge, and there wasn’t a stitch of him out of
place.

“You’re still
seeing clients, then?” he asked David. “I figured you wouldn’t have
time after making partner.”

“These days I’m
at the firm fifty hours a week but I try to make the time. There’s
always money in mediumship.” He arched his neck to look over Rhys’
shoulder at Moira. “I appreciate your referrals, by the way. Your
clients speak very highly of you. Apparently you’re a miracle
worker.”

Moira shifted a bit under
the sudden weight of many eyes.

“I do what I can.
Most of the time I end up helping my clients heal themselves. It’s
a privilege.”

“Oh, sure. You
should get into spiritwork, though. Summoning, channeling, that
sort of thing. It can really take your magical practice to the next
level, and those are the skills in the highest demand.”

“Thanks, David,”
Moira said flatly.

“Are you a
psychic too?” Nathan, one of the other members of The Society,
asked. He had replaced Rhys as the youngest member of the group
eight months ago, and Moira still didn’t know much about him other
than his having gotten $250,000 in venture capital funding for his
startup with the help of seven lesser spirits.

“Not in so many
words. I consider myself more of a healer, or a spiritual director.
I offer personalized services tailored to the clients’
needs.”

“Moira’s practice
is incredibly multifaceted,” Rhys offered, casting a quick glance
her way. “She reads tarot, she calculates natal charts, she even
writes her own spells.”

“Oh that’s very
modern,” David said.

“You run your own
business out of the house?” Nathan continued. His dark monolid eyes
sparkled when he smiled at her, and she realized that what she had
initially taken for obligatory courtesy may very well be genuine
interest.

“That’s
right.”

“That’s great! It
sounds like you’ve got a little fan following going already. We’d
better watch out, we might have a burgeoning cult leader on our
hands.”

His teasing was soft-edged,
and it made Moira smile. Something that had been tightly wound up
in her chest unfurled, and she felt bold enough to make a reference
to one of the better-known occultists of the last century, just to
show off how much reading she had done into Rhys’ occult
hobbies.

“So long as I
don’t end up a penniless loon like Aleister Crowley I think I’ll be
fine.”

Nathan snickered, and this
gave Moira permission to laugh too.

“You should be so
lucky,” David said smoothly. “Crowley was a visionary.”

The blossom in Moira’s
ribcage folded back in on itself, and she stifled her
giggles.

“Well,” Rhys
ventured. “He did do an awful lot of heroin. And he was never
exactly cleared of all those abuse charges.”

“Separate the man
from the art, that’s what I always say.”

Cameron, an adjunct
professor at a nearby prestigious divinity school, put down his
coffee cup with a clink. Moira hadn’t spoken much to Cameron
directly, but she noticed he had an uncanny talent for gently
re-directing conversation when the room was getting too
tightly-wound with tension. She supposed it must be a skill that
came conferred with seminary degrees,

“Bring us up to
speed, Rhys. What exactly has been going on here? How can we
help?”

Rhys took a deep breath as
he continued to prepare coffee orders from memory.

“To put it
lightly, Moira and I are being harassed. We haven’t had any luck
identifying what type of entity it might be or what it might want.
David, I hoped you could help with that.”

“Could it be a
haunting?”

“No. That we
could handle.”

“Demons?” David
suggested, his eyebrows shooting up as though he would enjoy such a
dramatic turn.

“There’s been
some malevolent activity but nothing textbook.”

“Very unusual,”
Cameron said, adjusting his glasses.

Rhys passed David a mug of
lightly sweetened coffee swirling with cream.

“French press,”
the psychic purred. “My favorite.”

Their fingers touched as
Rhys withdrew his hand, and a familiar jealousy filled Moira’s
chest.

“It started up
about a month ago—” Rhys began, but before he could finish his
statement the cabinets above his head began rattling
vigorously.

David stood at attention,
every inch of him alive.

The rattling stopped as
suddenly as it had started, and Nathan let out an
impressed,

“Shit.”

David shushed him with a few
fingers held up in his direction. The psychic was listening
intently to the silence with his head cocked.

The rattling started up
again, this time in a cabinet on the opposite side of the room, and
Rhys jolted at the sudden sound. David breezed past him and pressed
his fingertips to the wall nearest the possessed cabinet. A shudder
rippled through his shoulders.

“David?” Rhys
asked.

David closed his eyes and
pressed his palm flush against the wall. The wooden door banged
furiously, hinges creaking with the strain, and then all was silent
once again.

David’s eyes snapped
open.

“Show me the rest
of the house.”

With a new urgency, the men
drifted out of Moira’s kitchen with David in the lead. He dawdled
in the front hall, examining wall hangings while tapping the
labradorite ring on his left hand against his coffee cup. Moira
knew that labradorite imparted strength and boosted psychic ability
in the wearer, and she had seen him wearing the ring every time
they had met. Unlike other members of The Society, who enforced a
sharp delineation between their magical practices and personal
presentation, David liked to drop little hints for those who knew
what they were looking for. It was probably why Rhys has been drawn
to David in the first place. He had always liked the new age
types.

“There’s a
definite heaviness to the house,” David narrated. “A sense of
presence.” He ran a hand along the antique wallpaper and then the
staircase banister. “But the energy is…I don’t know, diffuse. Hard
to characterize.”

His fingers settled around
the ornamental bulb at the end of the bannister and brushed a thin
chain draped haphazardly around it.

“Does this belong
to anyone?” He asked.

He was holding Moira’s
infinity knot necklace.

Rhys took it from
him, a bit too quickly to hide his embarrassment, and pressed the
gold into Moira’s hand. While David continued monologuing about the
house’s energetic matrix, Rhys said to his
wife in a low voice,

“I asked you to
take better care of this.”

“I have been
taking care of it!” She shot back in a stage whisper. “I left it in
my jewelry box one night and it was gone the next morning, I don’t
know how—”

“Please,
just...Try not to be so forgetful.” He turned away from her
protestations to watch David start up to the second floor at a
jog.

“Anything
electromagnetic?” The psychic called.

Rhys pulled himself up the
stairs after David, once again close as a binary star, and supplied
answers to the other man’s rapid-fire questions.

“Flickering
lights. Static on the doorknobs.”

“Voices from
other rooms?”

“Occasionally.
Always indistinct.”

David paused on the landing
to crane his neck down the hallway.

“Whose room is
that?”

“Moira’s.”

David shot Rhys a question
with his eyes, and Moira intercepted it.

“My meditation
room,” she said. “We share the master bedroom,
obviously.”

“Obviously,”
David assured her, but it felt like placation. “Do you mind if I
have a look inside?”

Moira bristled, but he was
already strolling towards her inner sanctum. The door swung open
when he touched the handle, and David staggered back as though he
had been hit by a wave of overpowering perfume. He turned his face
away from the room and blinked a few times.

“What’s wrong?”
Rhys asked.

David started to chuckle as
he shook his head.

“Nothing’s wrong!
It’s just…Don’t you feel that?” He rotated his hands in a fluid
motion around his face, as though clearing the air of smoke. “The
atmosphere in here is so cloying! Like baked goods fresh out of the
oven. No wonder; look at this.”

The third man David had
brought with him, an aggressively freckled fellow who didn’t have a
job as far as Moira knew outside of trying to get people to donate
absurd amounts of money to whatever nonprofit currently interested
him, took a peek inside the room. He gave her crystals and candles
a cursory glance and then had an oh-of-course chuckle with
David.

“What’s the
matter with my room?” Moira demanded.

“It’s not so much
something being the matter,” David said, good natured and flippant.
“It’s just that you’ve stuffed that room with rose quartz…I’ve
never seen so much in one place before! How do you work in there?
It must make the space so drowsy! Rose quartz in a babies’ nursery,
sure, but a room for magical workings? I would have chosen a
different stone.”

“Rose quartz
isn’t just for babies. It draws unconditional love, heals trauma,
mends relationships…It’s just as powerful as that labradorite on
your hand, but more stable.”

“True. But rose
quartz energy is too…” He wobbled his hand back and forth.
“Feminine for me. Gives me a headache.” David smiled at her as he
slipped into the bedroom she shared with her husband. “To each
their own is all I’m saying.”

The master bedroom was a
haphazard collection of curtains and pillows in moody teals and sea
foam greens. A well-worn sage armchair by the windowsill still had
one of Rhys’ hermetic texts sitting open on it, and the room
smelled faintly of the palo santo water Moira spritzed herself with
before bed to ensure good dreams. There was a wistful glass of red
wine sitting forgotten on the chest of drawers.

David moved through the room
briskly, uninterested in what he found, until his eye caught a
small photo in a silver frame on the bedside table. He grinned and
picked it up fondly.

“Oh,
God.”

“What is it?”
This was Rhys, who was busying himself straightening pillows and
kicking a discarded pair of jeans under the bed.

“We’re so young
in this!”

Rhys turned
ashen.

“We?”

David’s eyes gleamed with
mischief.

“It’s us at
Bailey’s, back in college. You remember; they had those four dollar
well drinks on Thursday nights? I didn’t think any photos
existed.”

Rhys pressed through the
other men to snag the picture out of David’s hand.

“No, that’s not
right, this is a picture of Moira and I on our honeymoon…” His
voice trailed to a murmur as his eyes digested an over-exposed
snapshot of he and David in a crowded nightclub, David’s arm around
his neck, Rhys’ eyes squeezed shut with tipsy glee. “…in
Prague.”

“Jeez, look at
what I’m wearing. Shutter shades. This has got to be what,
2009?”

Moira took the photo from
Rhys. He was freshly nineteen in the photo, sweaty-faced and
vodka-flushed in a neon tank top. The picture had been taken years
before she had met him, but that didn’t numb the strange sickness
swirling around her stomach.

“You said you
hated going dancing.”

“It do hate it,”
Rhys said. “Nightclubs give me anxiety.”

Moira tossed he photograph
down on the bed. “Polaroid’s a liar, then.”

David noticed that he may
have disrupted some of Rhys’ matrimonial bliss, and to his credit,
he looked a bit embarrassed about it.

“I was big into
the club scene at the time; he only went to make me happy. It was
like pulling teeth every time, let me tell you.”

The thought of her husband
putting himself so far out of his comfort zone to make David happy
didn’t make Moira feel any better.

Rhys looked like someone had
gotten hold of his heart and stuck a few pins in it.

“Love, I don’t
know how that picture got there, I swear. It should be in an old
box of keepsakes in storage.”

Something about this
protestation revived David’s interest in the photo, and he took it
up from the bed and began to turn it over in his hands.

“David?” Rhys
questioned. It was more command than query, and there was little
softness in it.

David hardly looked up from
his examination. “It’s your house, Rhys. I didn’t put this
here.”

“Let’s keep
going,” Moira said, voice hoarse. “I want to get this over
with.”

“Moira—” Rhys
attempted, but David was already speaking, in command of the room
once again.

“Have either of
you been having any strange dreams recently? Dreams of a violent or
sexual nature, that sort of thing?”

“No, neither of
us,” Rhys said.

David’s eyes were pinned to
Moira. “Ms. Delacroix?”

“Everyone gets
bad dreams. I’ve been stressed.”

“Well which is it
then?” Rhys asked. “Violent or sexual?”

Moira’s blood rushed in her
ears at the humiliation of having her subconscious cross-examined
by a bunch of spoiled home invaders. She considered crying, but
nothing in the world could be more awful than breaking down in
front of them. So, she pushed away her shame and sublimated it into
something stronger: pettiness.

“I keep having
dreams about hooking up with strangers. The grocer, my doctor,
traveling salesman. In cars, or elevators. Sometimes here, in my
bedroom.”

Rhys let out a strangled
laugh.

“In
our bedroom.”

“Well you
certainly haven’t been using it much lately,” Moira shot back, and
the way her stomach flipped upside down told her she had gone too
far. Rhys turned pale, like he was going to become sick, and then
his eyes hardened.

“Fine,” he said
quietly.

David took a half-step
towards Rhys, but stopped and lingered well away from the warring
couple. Nathan shifted from foot to foot next next to the freelance
financier, who was scrolling through his emails in an attempt to
avoid the tension in the air. Cameron had somehow known better than
to come into the room and was leaning against the bannister
outside, watching the domestic dispute with an air of
concern.

When David spoke, he sounded
more like a social worker than a psychic.

“Ms. Delacroix,
are dreams like this normal for you?”

“No.”

“When did they
start?”

“About a week
ago.”

Rhys shook his head and
began to move around the room in an agitated circle, but David
pressed on.

“Do they frighten
you?”

“Sometimes,
yes.”

“Why, do you
think?”

“I don’t feel
like myself. I feel out of control. And then I feel
ashamed.”

David nodded
once.

“Let’s continue
through the house.”

Moira turned into the
hallway without looking Rhys in the eye, and stalked down the long
Persian carpet with her house guests trailing behind her. Someone
may have tried to reach out to touch her arm, or it may have been
the tickle of a spiderweb. Either way, she brushed it off and
started down the stairs.

Behind her, she heard
David’s voice filling the eaves with his self-aggrandizing
drone.

“Has the
phenomenon been centralized in any room of the house?”

“The study has
been pretty inhospitable.”

Moira took a turn at the
bottom of the stairs and slipped down the main hall. She caught
another exchange as she turned the corner, with David’s voice so
soft it almost didn’t reach her as he lingered on the stairs with
Rhys. She paused as the other men brushed past her with polite
noises of apology, and strained to hear.

“Have you done
any high-risk conjurations lately? Listen, we’ve all called up
things we can’t put down, if you need help—”

“No, whatever
this is, I didn’t summon it. I’m sure.”

“What about
her?”

“This isn’t
Moira’s fault either.”

“Are you sure
about that? I know you two have been on the rocks lately, and that
you love her—”

“If it’s all the
same to you, you’re the last person I want relationship advice
from.”

“—But love can
blind, Rhys. I’m just asking you to open yourself up to the
possibility.”

“We’re not doing
this; Moira isn’t at fault. For God’s sake be civil.”

David and Rhys turned the
corner to find Moira posted at the heavy double doors to the study.
Mahogany pomegranates and grapes hung from the two pillars carved
into either side of the stately entrance, and the witch lingered
beneath them with a hard expression. She subjected her husband to
the scrutiny of her gaze for a few moments, and then addressed the
assembly at large.

“We locked it up
days ago. I can’t make promises about the state of things
inside.”

“You just…closed
the doors and forgot about the room?” The financier asked. He had
actually put away his phone for the time being and was regarding
the study cautiously.

“We’d just gotten
so tired of dealing with it,” Rhys sighed.

David moved past Rhys with a
light touch on his elbow and came to stand beside Moira. He looked
down at her and arched an eyebrow.

“If you please,
Ms. Delacroix.”

Moira braced her hands on
the doors and shoved them open.

“Sweet Jesus,”
she muttered.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Pages torn from books — some
commonplace, some priceless — littered the ground like flower
petals at a wedding. A glass showcase had been thrown open despite
the packing tape Rhys had slapped onto the doors, and the curios
within sat atop each other at impossible angles. Paintings hung
askew, vases lay toppled, and watery dark spots bloomed across the
wallpaper. Most disconcertingly, the Edwardian crystal chandelier,
an estate-sale find that Rhys was painfully proud of, pulsed
irregularly with eerie light. This could have perhaps been
attributed to faulty wiring, except for the fact that the
chandelier was pre-electrical in design and had never been hooked
up to any wiring.

David stepped into the
center of the room, unclasped his cufflinks, and rolled up his
sleeves. The tattoo inside his right forearm of the Monas
Hieroglyphica caught the light as he raised his arms and spread his
fingers towards the chaos.

“I want everyone
in a circle,” he said, and it was done.

Moira chose to position
herself between Nathan and Cameron instead of next to Rhys. He
found himself standing beside David, scowling at his wife across
the circle.

“I need everyone
to be quiet and focus,” David said. “Close your eyes if that’s your
thing; I don’t really care, but I want everyone psychically
present. I will ask you to hold hands and it is imperative that you
do not break that connection for the duration of the ceremony; if
we don’t have a circle to draw the spirit into, I can’t safely
question, bind, or banish it.”

“What is this, a
seance?” Moira said. Cameron had reached out for her hand, but she
batted it away. “I don’t want any kind of seance happening in this
house. Go do that somewhere else.”

“A seance is
generally used to communicate with the dead,” David said mildly,
letting his eyes slide shut. “And if it’s trafficking with the dead
you're worried about, don’t be. Whatever this thing is, it’s very
much alive. I’m going to reach out to it.”

“What, are you
going to try and read its mind?”

David cracked open an
eye.

“Mind reading is
a parlor trick. Channeling is an art. Are you going to cooperate or
not?”

The temperature in the room
slid downwards, and Moira felt goosebumps prickle on her
arms.

“I just don’t
feel good about this.”

“Nathan, get the
drapes,” David said, and as the venture capitalist made the rounds
tugging every curtain in the room closed, he continued, “I’ve been
doing this for fifteen years; I think I can read the room a little
better than you can.”

Moira’s eyes
flashed.

“Okay indigo
child. Show us those hundred-dollar-an-hour skills.”

“I’m sorry, do
you have a problem with the way I do consultancy?”

“You can hardly
call it consultancy if it isn’t accessible to the average
person.”

“I was raised in
metaphysical shops—”

“So was I. It’s a
lot less glamorous when you’re wrapping bundles of sage for minimum
wage.”

David dropped his hands to
his sides.

“Rhys, get her
out of here.”

“This is my
house,” Moira snapped. “You don’t get to order me
around.”

The chandelier had grown
more erratic, and it cast an eerie glow on her face in the darkened
room.

“You lose your
rights when you put other people in danger; you aren’t taking this
seriously enough.”

“First of all how
dare you—”

Rhys stepped in.

“Moira, switch
places with David.”

The witch and the psychic
opened their mouths to protest, but Rhys didn’t give them room to
speak.

“Do it or I call
this whole thing off.”

David and Moira crossed the
circle past each other, the vehemence between them enough to make
the air crackle with static electricity. Rhys snagged his wife’s
hand and held it too tightly, refusing to look her in the
face.

Once David was repositioned,
he held out his hands, closed his eyes, and said,

“Let’s
begin.”

All Moira could hear was the
sound of her furious heartbeat and the slowing breath of the men
around her. She shut her eyes shut tighter, ignoring the squeeze of
Rhys’ fingers.

For a long moment, there was
nothing.

Then, just as Moira was
starting to itch from standing still so long, she felt a draft
across her skin. Baby hairs that had come loose from her messy bun
stirred around her face, and she felt a shiver travel up Rhys’s
arm.

“We’ve come
seeking contact with the spirit or spirits of this house,” David
began, in a smooth, authoritative baritone that Moira suspected he
also used in the courtroom. “If you are with us, give us a
sign.”

Another few minutes of
sickly quiet crawled by. Moira felt certain the room was getting
colder, but she didn’t know how that was possible, as the early
October weather had been temperate thus far.

“Give us a sign,”
David repeated. “Any sign. We’ll wait.”

They did wait, for another
minute or more, before a soft rattling from the curio cabinet sent
a chill up Moira’s spine.

“Don’t be coy,”
David said, a smile in his voice, and the rattling jumped from the
curio cabinet to the chandelier.

Thousands of pieces of cut
glass began to swirl and clink against each other, until the entire
study was filled with a dull crystalline roar. Moira trembled as
the sound swelled up around her, but she held fast to the men at
her side.

“Mmm, you
are powerful. Speak with
us, spirit. Do you love this house? Knock once for no and twice for
yes.”

Moira started as
a pair of books fell off the shelf behind her, hitting the ground
with two heavy, distinct thuds.

“Did you die
here?”

Another
thud, a little further
away.

“Did you kill
here?”

There was a pause this time,
and the suspense finally became too much for Moira to bear in
darkness. Her eyes shot open just in time to see a sizeable botany
textbook shimmy off a shelf and hit the hardwood. A month ago, she
wouldn't have believed her eyes. Now, she only feared what might
come next.

David breathed in through
his nose and exhaled slowly, settling in. She got the impression
that everything up until this point had been a warm-up.

“Were you
summoned into this home by one of its occupants?”

Rhys caught his wife’s gaze
for a fraction of a second before closing his eyes again. This
time, a dish of spare change on the desk was knocked over, and
coins went bouncing and rolling across the floor.

Nathan was looking a bit
pale.

“Does that count
as one or two?” He asked.

David’s eyes were roaming
around the room, seemingly at random, but then they latched onto
something. Moira realized, with a creeping sense of dread, that he
was tracking something.

“David,” she
said.

He ignored her, and kept his
eyes fixed on whatever was moving slowly past Nathan and nearer to
Moira.When David’s eyes passed over her head, Moira felt something
papery-soft brush across the back of her arms.

“Oh my God
something touched me! Rhys something—”

“Speak plainly,”
David interrupted, his eyes moving from Moira to the air behind
Rhys’ head. “Or I will make you.”

Moira felt her husband
stiffen beside her.

“David—”

“Rhys, keep it
together.”

“I can feel it
breathing,” Rhys said, teeth gritted. “On the back of my
neck.”

“I’m working on
it.”

Rhys shuddered and tilted
his face to the ceiling, squeezing his eyes shut.

“God—It’s—”

“Touching your
shoulder, I know.” David’s voice took on an even more authoritarian
edge. “Why are you hiding behind them, hmm? Come out here and let
me look at you. That’s what you want, isn’t it, to be seen?
Noticed? Come into the circle.”

Moira’s heart missed a beat
as a thick miasma of sadness lurched through her body, and Rhys
swayed beside her as though he were going to lose consciousness.
She was left with pins and needles in her fingers and the awful
sensation that she had been passed through as easily as any
door.

David pulled the hands of
the two men he was standing between together, joined them, and so
slipped into the circle without breaking it. The ring of bodies
tightened, bringing them all closer into the heart of the
circle.

“The high priest
told you not to do that,” Nathan said hoarsely.

“The high priest
isn’t here. Steer the course.”

Despite the dim light, Moira
could make out a shadow where one ought not to be, hovering just a
few feet away from David.

The psychic approached
whatever awaited him in the center of the circle with slow,
deliberate steps. The chandelier above his head hummed dangerously,
pulsing with a phantom glow.

“Do you see
that?” Moira whispered, eyes fixed on the darkness coalescing in
their summoning circle.

Her husband shook his
head.

The thing was gaining
opacity and growing in size at an alarming rate. She tried to pull
away from Rhys, but he held her fast.

“It’s too late,”
he said. “The circle is the only thing stabilizing the
manifestation.”

It was then she realized
Rhys was absolutely livid, but not at her. He was burning a hole
into David’s head with his eyes.

“This is
reckless,” Rhys said, mouth set into an unforgiving line. David was
captivated by the black mass hovering a few feet away. It was
difficult to tell in the low lighting, but Moira thought that,
somehow, it was taking on a humanoid shape.

“Come on,” David
urged, “You don’t need to be shy. Let me see you.”

“We need to take
the right precautions.”

“I need you to
stay focused right now, Rhys.”

He was reaching out with
splayed fingers towards whatever was shifting further and further
into perceptibility with a smokey quality.

“Come here. Speak
through me; let me advocate for you. Tell us what you
want.”

Moira’s scalp was tingling,
the hair on her arms standing upright.

“People have died
from going into a circle unprepared.”

David was inches away from
it now, every muscle in his body coiled tight with anticipation.
David, who Moira had so often seen looking bored by the world and
its offerings, David, who had been working as a psychic consultant
since he was fifteen years old and had seen everything in the book.
His face was riveted. He had no intention of stopping.

Rhys gave him one last
chance.

“This Society has
rules for a reason. You have to follow them.”

Something about this pricked
at David, and he broke his attention away from the spirit just long
enough to shoot Rhys a dirty look.

“With all due
respect Rhys, this is exactly why we broke up.”

Moira’s heart fell into her
stomach at the same moment the black mass shuddered forward to wrap
a terribly dark, terribly real tendril of a hand around David’s
wrist.

“Fuck you,” her
husband said, almost too quiet for Moira to hear, and tore his
hands free from the circle.

A cold wind burst through
the windows and ripped through Moira’s hair. The shadow figure
fluctuated wildly, fizzling and swelling as at rushed up David’s
arm to claw at his face. He staggered back a few paces and gasped
for help, but by the time Cameron rushed into the circle to help
him, the psychic had been almost entirely consumed by the
shadows.

“The lights!”
Moira yelled, and Nathan rushed to tear open the curtains as she
felt blindly along the wall for the lightswitch.

Moira slammed on the lights
and spun around to find David sprawled on the study floor. His
forearms were scraped as though he had skinned himself after taking
a bad fall, and a thin trickle of blood ran from his nicked jaw. He
brought a hand up to his neck and pulled it away to examine the
tacky smear of red on his fingers, then shot a black look at
Rhys.

“I had everything
under control.”

Rhys banged open his desk
drawer, and stiffly tossed a box of Band-Aids at David’s feet. His
voice was tight.

“I specifically
asked you to just. Look around.”

“You asked for my
help, and now you’re mad I gave it to you. Shit Rhys, is this how
you thank someone for spending their Saturday doing charity work?”
David rifled through the box and slapped a bandaid on his neck,
then rolled down his sleeves to cover up the lesions. He pulled
himself to his feet, straightened his collar with a huff, and then
was himself again. “I’ll remember that in the future.”

“Don’t be a
martyr. You haven’t helped us at all.”

“Haven’t
I?”

David snagged the battered
tarot box from Rhys’ desk and slid the gold-foiled cards into his
hands. He shuffled them with a modified sybil cut, a favorite of
performance artists and one of Rhys’ standbys when he was trying to
make new friends at parties. Rhys was so taken aback by the casual
gesture that he lost some of his steam to lecture.

“What are you
doing?”

“I’m confirming a
suspicion.”

David fanned the cards
through his hands, presenting an even sliver of each cardback, and
proffered them to Moira.

“Ms.
Delacroix?”

She was still trying to
catch her breath over by the lightswitch.

“Me?”

“Yes,
you.”

“You don’t have
to listen to him,” Rhys said. He was trying to catch David’s eye,
but the other man wouldn’t look at him.

“And you don’t
have to ever find out what’s attacking you either. It’s a free
country.”

Moira’s head was still
swimming from what she had just witnessed. As a healer, she had
seen people break down in front of her, bursting into tears or
recount their most secret traumas. As a witchs she had delved deep
into the collective unconscious through dreams, trance meditation,
and herbal concoctions. She had broken curses that were ruining
people’s lives and cast spells that changed her own waking reality.
But she had never seen anything like this.

“Moira,” David
said, when she still hadn’t taken a step forward.

She drifted across the
study, the hardwood like ice beneath her feet, and stood before the
pair of men while the others looked on. Her voice was hardly more
than a whisper.

“What is going on
here?”

“Rhys was right.
This isn’t a haunting. And it’s nothing either of you summoned in a
ritual. I just need your help with some further
clarification.”

Moira looked to her husband,
but she couldn't read the right way forward in his features. So,
she reached out and chose a card.

Moira cried out as though
she had been pierced. The design stood out starkly, gold gilt on
black: three swords plunging into a heart while church bells tolled
in the background. She knew the Three of Swords as the card of
heartbreak and betrayal – of love irrevocably lost.

David took the card between
his fingers and presented it to Rhys.

“What’s that
supposed to mean?” Rhys asked.

David tossed it down on
Rhy’s desk, then turned from the couple and began to gather his
belongings.

“It’s a tulpa,
Rhys. A thoughtform. About ten times more powerful than the ones we
made in college, but a thoughtform all the same”

Moira felt like she was
falling, slipping in slow-motion towards an unknown destination
like Alice down the rabbit hole. Possible interpretations of the
card flickered through her mind: deceit, divorce, infidelity, and
loss.

“I don’t
understand,” Rhys said.

“Yes, I imagine
you don’t. You weren't the one who made it.”

Every eye in the room fell
on Moira.

“I don’t even
know what a tulpa is,” she spat.

“It’s a being
created on the astral plane by the will of a magician” Rhys said.
“Through visualization. Some tulpas become strong enough to act on
their own and affect the material world.” He turned to David. “Tell
me you aren’t suggesting what I think you are.”

“I don’t have
anything to say about it. The evidence, however, is quite
unanimous.”

“Oh, spare me.
You just want to show off and play detective, that’s what this is
all about.”

“I’ll bet you
every time something has gone wrong in this house it’s been right
after you two had a tiff. Tell me I’m wrong.”

Moira radiated
contempt.

“I would
never do anything to
hurt Rhys.”

“Say what you
want, but I have you three for three with the cupboards, the photo,
and the chandelier. Every one of those things happened when you
were feeling angry or embarrassed. It was acting out your
impulses.”

Bafflement and disgust vyed
for dominance on Moira’s face. She had been under the assumption
that all of David’s little digs over the last hour had been a
product of his inability to read the emotions of anyone who wasn’t
of immediate valuable to him.

The psychic gave a
shrug.

“I’m not as
oblivious as I may seem. I just refuse to censor myself for other
people’s comfort, especially when the truth is
involved.”

In that moment she hated him
so powerfully all her previous distaste felt like the inside of a
Hallmark card.

“This is insane,”
her husband said.

“I touched it,
Rhys,” David snapped. The glint of irritation that had flashed in
his eyes when Rhys rebuked him for entering the circle was back. “I
felt all that shame and rage and mindless need for affirmation.
It’s a tulpa. Case closed.”

“Why would
my wife go
through the trouble to create something that’s been tormenting me
for a month?”

“Think about what
I said before it attacked me. You have your answer.”

Moira didn’t realize she had
moved towards David until she felt Rhys’ hand around her bicep,
holding her back.

“You’re out to
get me,” She hissed. “You’re jealous.”

“I don’t get
jealous; it’s not a good look. You, on the other hand…”

“Get out of my
house,” Rhys said, his voice all the more vehement for its
quietness.

“Fine,” David
said crisply. “I was leaving, at any rate. I’m not a marriage
counsellor. Sort this out yourselves.”

He moved smoothly to the
other men, muttering something to them as they trailed behind him
on their way out the door. Nathan looked tempted to linger, but
Rhys shook his head and waved him on.

David paused on the
threshold, his voice as light and casual as it had been when he
arrived.

“I’ll see you at
The Society meeting, Rhys.”

When the door swung closed
behind him, it sounded like a tomb being shut.

 



CHAPTER 6

 


Moira wrenched her arm out
of her husband’s grip.

“I can’t believe
you let him humiliate me like that!”

Rhys was unsteady on his
feet, lightheaded from the fiasco of the last hour. A muscle in his
palm was twitching and there was a sour, metallic tang in his
mouth. Fear, maybe. Or anger.

“You
were humiliated? You bragged about wanting to
fuck the entire town in front of my friends!”

“That’s not what
I said.”

“Sorry, my
mistake, you just complained that I
wasn’t fucking you properly. That’s so much
better, Moira, thanks.”

Rhys knew that when he was
backed into a corner he could be cruel, and he saw Moira recoil
from his words, but he didn’t feel sorry for her. His blood was ice
in his veins.

Above him, a hairline
fracture cracked open the crown molding on the ceiling.

“They’re just
dreams,” Moira snapped. “And if I were you I would watch what
fights you wade into with me. I have been incredibly patient with
you up until this point.”

“Patient with
what? What have I done to you?”

He thought he saw his breath
coalesce around his mouth in an icy fog, and he would have given it
more thought if he wasn’t watching his wife shrink into herself.
She was shivering and scowling with her arms strapped across her
chest, and she refused to look him in the face.

“Do not play
stupid with me, John Michael; you don’t have any ground to stand
on.”

Rhys stiffened at his
confirmation name. Moira only used it when she was around his
parents — who refused to let go of childhood pet names or their
fantasy of a respectable son on the vestry— or when she wanted to
get under his skin.

“Are you implying
something?”

She said nothing, just let
his question hang in the air like an indictment.

Rhys pressed his palms
against the aged wood of his desk and leaned heavily against it.
Rage and anxiety chased circles around each other inside his chest,
ticking up his heart rate.

“I have been
absolutely, painstaking
faithful to you since our first date. How could
you possibly think...” His throat felt like it was closing up, and
he was positive the walls were straining forward to press the life
out of him. The air smelled rancid-hot, even though he could hardly
feel the tips of his frozen fingers.

“I didn’t
say—God, don’t do this to me, you’re going to put yourself into a
state. I didn’t accuse you of anything.”

“Then what are
you saying?”

“I need you here
with me, Rhys! I need you here now,
I can’t have you looking back to the past all the
time, it will kill me, I can’t handle the stress, I
can’t…”

Rhys wanted to drag his feet
against the spinning world until it turned backwards on its axis,
back to when his study wasn’t possessed, and his wife wasn’t
railing against him.

“What are you
talking about? What past?”

She shook her head, the
tendons in her neck taught. Realization, incredulous and ugly,
dawned on Rhys.

“Is this about
David?” he asked. He laughed coldly. “We broke up four years
ago!”

Moira made an exasperated
noise and headed for the door. “I don’t want to talk about this
right now, Rhys. I just want to go to bed.”

He darted around his desk,
moving to catch her before she disappeared

“Moira don’t walk
away from—”

The study door slammed shut
with a crash inches from Moira’s face. She staggered backwards, and
Rhys caught her by the sleeve of her blouse, turning her round to
face him.

“I’m not sleeping
with David!”

“I didn’t say you
were! But I don’t understand why you have to spend so much time
with him. I don’t speak to any of my exes, ever!”

“David has been
my friend for six years.”

“You don’t fuck
your friends.”

Moira succeeded in freeing
herself from his grasp, and he let her go, hands falling defeated
to his sides.

“Actually,
Moira,” he snapped. “Sometimes you do. Listen: if you want to be
jealous, fine. But this whole conspiracy is ridiculous. I’m not
going to stop speaking to David. I will remind you that would
include quitting The Society, and you know that’s important to me, even if
you’ve never seen the value in it—”

“Don’t make this
about me.”

“I can’t just
make friends with the person in line at the grocery store like you
can. I have never had an easy time with that. David is reckless and
arrogant but he is my friend.
I don’t even know why you’re bringing this up
now! You have never had a problem with it with it
before.”

“I have always
had a problem with it! I wasn’t just going to come out and say
it!”

Moira was raising her voice,
and for once in his life, Rhys — who detested shouting and would
exit any conversation that deigned to include it — matched her
volume.

“Why, Moira? What
is it about this whole thing that makes you so
uncomfortable?”

She cast her eyes
heavenward, as miserable as he had ever seen her. There was a
distant rattling in the walls as plaster drifted down on them both
from the cracks spreading across the ceiling.

“We’re not doing
this,” she said, and her voice sounded wrung-out and
dry.

Anger surged up through
Rhys’ chest, white hot and blinding.

“Do
not open that door,” he
growled. But Moira had already braced her hands against the doors
and give them a defiant shove.

They didn’t
budge.

“It’s locked,”
she croaked.

Rhys hardly noticed, he was
so furious. A sheet of plaster and chunk of crown molding tumbled
down from the ceiling, shattering near enough to Moira’s feet that
her toes were dusted with white. She let out a frustrated
shriek.

“I hate this
house! We’re going to die here in this damn study, with no one to
find us for a week!”

The rattling was growing,
shuffling books off the shelves and sending cobwebs drifting down
from the ceiling corners. He distantly realized he ought to give up
his crusade, let Moira retreat to bed, and right the ransacked
study. But his anger was shielding him from more devastating
feelings like inadequacy or grief, so he clung tightly to
it.

“In that case you
may as well just spit it out.”

Rhys had a strong suspicion
he already knew what Moira had been keeping from him, and there was
an embittered part of him that wanted the satisfaction of hearing
her say it.

“I don’t…” Moira
sucked in air through her nose as though physically pained. “I
don’t like how you—”

“There’s a word
for it. Use it.”

“God, fine! I
don’t like that you’re bisexual. I never have.”

Rhys opened his mouth to
indict her for lying, for pettiness, for bigotry and a host of
other charges, but then he realized something. The rattling in the
walls had stopped. And the room, while still intolerably cold, was
no longer so frigid that his fingers ached.

“Go ahead,
crucify me.” Moira soldiered on, oblivious. “But I can’t change the
way I feel. I’m just so terrified you’re going to wake up one day
and decide you don’t want me anymore, because there are certain
things I just can’t give you…”

Rhys straightened and began
to survey the room, his mind racing a million miles a
minute.

“Moira…”

“...Where I grew
up you were either one or the other, and I know you’ve tried to
explain this to me, but I just don’t understand. And then you go
off and spend all this time with these men and I’m not allowed to
come, and then I realize that you’ve known David forever and that
you two to go out…”

Striding with growing speed
from one shelf to another, Rhys slid his hands across the books on
his shelves. He stooped to rifle through the books thrown onto the
floor, flipping open tables of contents before snapping them shut
and dropping them again.

“...I just don’t
like the way he treats you and I don’t like how much you let him
get away with, and yeah, if I had my way you would never see him
again and maybe that makes me a controlling hellbitch but...Rhys,
are you listening to me?”

He hurried over to her,
three books balanced in his arms, and snagged her hand to tug her
over towards his desk. Moira was so taken aback, she stumbled after
him obligingly.

Rhys tossed the books down
on his desk. Pages fell open as his fingers scanned the lines of
text.

“I owe you an
apology,” he said.

She felt a bit light-headed
after her anticlimactic speech.

“You…What?”

Her husband turned towards
her and clasped his shoulders in his hands. He rubbed his thumb
over the ridge of her collarbone, a nervous gesture that he had
used to steady himself since childhood.

“When David
accused you of creating a thoughtform, I believed him. At least, I
thought it may had been something you had done accidentally. I’ve
heard of it happening before; mostly with kids who unconsciously
create tulpas to express their emotions for them. I’m sorry, I
should have given you more credit.”

“So David was
wrong?”

Rhys let out a bark of
laughter. “No. David’s an asshole, but he’s usually
right.”

He plucked up one of his
books, a paperback from the mid-nineties that had been loved nearly
to death with highlights and post-it-notes. When he placed it in
her hands he realized that he had never really shown her his
research up close and personal. He had always been too afraid that
it would bore her or irritate her magical sensibilities in some
way. Moira’s practice was so dynamic and spontaneous that his, by
contrast, had felt dusty and rote.

Now, as she balanced the
book between her hands and smoothed her fingertips down the
crinkled page, Rhys felt a vulnerable pang of hope.

“The section in
blue,” he said.

“Though
uncommon,” Moira read aloud. “It is possible under certain
circumstances for a thoughtform to be created passively,
particularly in areas with high psychic traffic. Such thoughtforms
can be created from energy unwillingly lent by one or more people,
and are generally less predictable and more unruly than those
created with intention. They draw their animating energy from
highly charged emotions with a low vibrational resonance, such as
shame, anger, fear, or resentment.”

Moira looked up at him, her
face softening.

“It
is a thoughtform,” Rhys
said. “But it isn’t your fault. It’s both of ours.”

“So you’re
telling me that every time you got pissed at me, or everytime I
kept a secret from you—”

“We were feeding
it, yes. Programming it without meaning to.”

Her eyes darted from page to
page, faster and faster as the situation began to
coalesce.

“That picture in
the bedroom, and my lost necklace, the nightmares…”

“It’s sabotaging
us.”

“Creating a
perfect hateful ecosystem for itself.” Moira tossed the book down
onto the desk with a thud. “So this is what happens when you put
two magicians in a house together, huh? They didn’t cover that in
premarital counseling.”

Rhys leaned his hip against
the desk.

“No, the priest
was too busy cross-examining us about whether we were committing
the sin of fellatio.”

Nerves kept him from
executing the joke smoothly, but Moira still snorted her approval.
Rhys began to feel like maybe his marriage wasn’t halfway down the
drain after all. He pressed further with this theorizing, heart
hammering in the hopes that she wouldn’t shut him down.

“But this
explains why it targeted David but none of the other guys. He’s a
catalyst for negative emotions.”

Moira gave a little shudder.
“I was furious with him. And maybe I did make the cupboards and the
chandelier happen. But whatever that thing was that attacked him in
the circle, I didn't tell it to.”

“I know. That one
was me.”

Moira blinked in
astonishment. Rhys rubbed the back of his neck.

“At least I think
it was. That potshot he took at me really pissed me off, and I was
kind of hoping something would put him in his place when I ended
the ritual. David’s the type to leverage the past against someone
when he wants to make himself look better; it drives me
insane.”

“How did you two
ever last five minutes together?”

“A lot of all-nighters in the library and him trying to convince me
that going to the gym together counted as a date.”

“Well, he is a
narcissist.”

“He’s a
Leo.”

“That’s what I
said,” Moira replied, deadpan, and Rhys actually
laughed.

“Listen, Moira,
I—”

He hit the floor before he
could finish his sentence. The rug had been ripped out from under
his feet, and lay in a rippled heap beneath his throbbing back.
Moira had kneed him in the diaphragm when she landed on top of him,
and now the ceiling was going in and out of focus above him as he
wheezed for air.

Pulling herself to her feet,
Moira spread her arms out as though welcoming a schoolyard
brawl.

“This is getting
REALLY OLD!”

Her voice bounced off the
rafters strangely, and came back to her broken and sounding of
laughter. She had always thought the study was a cozy place to be,
but now it felt cavernous and mocking.

Rhys stood and tossed a hand
up to the ceiling, gesturing vaguely to the thoughtform, wherever
it was.

“It’s no use
shouting at it. It’s gotten strong enough to act on its own. It
doesn’t have to obey either of us anymore.”

“No,” Moira said,
her eyes set hard. Rhys could see that her barometer of tolerance
was well past critical mass. “I don’t accept that. If we brought
this thing to life, we can put it down.”

“How?”

“Magic, of
course.”

Rhys’ stomach plummeted into
his shoes. He stood pale and wobbling in the middle of the room
while Moira moved quick as a snake to the breakfast nook in the
corner, kicking debris aside as she went.

“I wouldn’t know
where to start,” He said, a bit out of breath. “I need time to
research and cleanse the room—”

“Sometimes
spontaneity is a witch's strongest advantage,” Moira said, plucking
up the salt and pepper shakers from the table. Before the air
between them had grown chilly and tense, she and Rhys would often
sit there together and chat over Saturday coffee.

“Maybe for you,
but I wouldn’t know what to do with myself!”

As he protested, the
shutters started to bang wildly against the study windows, filling
the room with a deafening racket. Moira pulled the stoppers out of
the shakers with her teeth and began to pour a thin line of salt in
a circle around her husband.

“My momma used to
call these two the right and the left hand of God. Salt protects
what is within and pepper drives back what is outside. No pair more
powerful under the sun.”

Moira worked with a
precision and deftness Rhys had somehow never associated with her
spiritual practices before, rimming the salt with an unbroken line
of pepper that hugged the curve perfectly. She was steady-handed
despite the clamor, and even though Rhys felt sure the world was
moments away from crashing down around them, he couldn’t help but
be impressed.

“Ten minutes ago
we had seven magicians in this room and now we only have two. How
are we supposed to wrestle it into the circle and bind it by
ourselves?”

“In my tradition
we lay down circles to keep things out, not call them
in.”

The study was full of noises
now; rattles, creaks, and moans that boasted no clear source of
origin. It sounded as though the whole room was pacing around in a
circle like a dog, half ready to settle down on them
both.

“I know doing
things the old-fashioned way makes you feel safe,” Moira said
softly. She has pulled herself halfway off the ground and was
looking up at him from a position of genuflection. “But this whole
mess is unorthodox to start with. I’m asking you to trust
me.”

Rhys’ eye skittered between
Moira and the darkest corners of the room. Anxiety was a spider
crawling up his spine.

“What’s your
plan?”

She was up again, moving
purposefully towards his desk. The rugs flapped under her feet and
snapped their edges at her like snakes, but she bounded sure-footed
between them on the groaning wood.

“Remember
Dee?”

“Queen
Elizabeth’s court magician?”

“You used to tell
me how he would perform magical operations while his assistant
Kelley scryed through a crystal. Dee couldn’t hear or see the
spirits that appeared, but Kelley could, and together they were
able to get into contact with all sorts of things.”

“A decent plan,
except we’d need a seer for that to work.”

She was rummaging through
his desk, turning over papers until she found what she was looking
for. A sizeable phantom quartz point, gifted from Moira to her
husband on their first anniversary. The stone was a powerful one,
known for bringing about profound protection, spiritual insights,
and clarity of thought to those who drew near to it.

“I might not go
around calling myself a psychic, but I can see well enough when it
suits me. It’s just not a gift I feel compelled to use often. But
with a little help to clarify my vision…”

She turned around and jumped
when she found Rhys right behind her.

“You’re supposed
to stay in the circle!” She cried. “You’ll get hurt.”

Rhys reached behind her and
took up his ceremonial dagger, lying sheathed next to his letters.
Flame-bladed and set into an opal and oak handle, it was a gaudy
holdover from his brief Wiccan phase in high school. He balanced it
between his fingers, eyebrows knitted in intense
thought.

“If we do this,
you’ll need to be my eyes and ears. I’ll be blind in there, running
the operation with nothing but you to guide me.”

“I can do my
best.”

“And if I feel
out of control we call the whole thing off.”

Moira nodded somberly. Then,
the electric light bulbs overhead buzzed valiantly one last time
before giving up the ghost and plunging the study into
darkness.

“We’re going to
need candles,” Rhys said. “Lots and lots of candles.”

 



CHAPTER 7

 


Truth be told, Moira had
never scryed a day in her life.

She had tried once, at a
fourth grade sleepover when the other girls urged her to pull the
names of their future boyfriends out of the bathroom mirror. They
had crowded into the little room, turned off all the lights, and
pled with her, saying, “your mama’s a hoodoo lady isn’t she? I’ll
bet you can do it too.” Moira had failed to produce the names, but
not because she wasn’t able. She had looked into that mirror for
only a few seconds before getting the crawling feeling something
else was peering back out at her. When she had described the
sensation to her mother the next morning, the veteran witch had
white-knuckled the steering wheel of the family Buick and said “If
you can see them, sugar, they can see you. We don’t mess around
with spirits in this family. I don’t want you trying anything like
that again.”

Moira never had.

Now, as she sat cross-legged
in the middle of the circle of black and white with candles burning
all around her, she wondered if her mother had been right to deter
her from developing that part of her clarivoyant gifts. Moira
wasn’t even sure she would be able to lay eyes on the thing when it
came right down to it. She had always had a strong sense of
intuition, and she oftentimes picked up the phone to dial Rhys
milliseconds before he rang her. She had even, on a few unrelated
occasions, been able to see things that other people weren’t able
too; auras and black masses and whole people made of light. But all
this didn’t still feel like enough in the face of the tulpa
currently gnawing away at her sanity.

Rhys stood over her with a
straight spine, unsheathed dagger in hand.

“The banishing
ritual I’m going to try is an old standby,” He murmured. The room
beyond their flickering enclave was the hungry black of a night
without stars. “But I can’t make promises about efficacy. I’m
hoping that your presence will boost its potency a bit.”

“I’ll do whatever
I can.”

Rhys touched a toe to the
circle of salt at his feet. “You’re sure this will keep it out? We
don’t need any sigils or incantations...?”

“My momma
home-birthed me in a circle just like this, and I turned out
fine.”

“Good enough for
me. Shall we?”

Slippery light licked the
blade as he raised it above his head and pointed it to the ceiling.
Moira watched, breathing shallow to keep her air from stirring the
delicate atmosphere too much. She had never seen him at work
before, not this close. By candlelight, his skin seemed to glow
from the inside, and the ridges of vein on his arms stood out stark
as riverbeds.

She was a little afraid of
him, the same way the mangled body of Christ hanging above her head
in his church had put a fear in her so quiet and wide it felt like
love. She wanted to say it, that she loved him, but she wasn’t sure
if that word was allowed during his kind of ritual. Instead, she
said:

“I’m
ready.”

Moira brought the crystal up
like a spyglass to her eye as Rhys pulled his blade down into the
center of the circle, drawing whatever he had been calling on into
his body. He touched the blade to his forehead and then to his
belly, muttering words Moira couldn’t understand in a low voice he
had never had occasion to use with her. It sounded like kingliness,
like silver hard as steel.

Around them, the shadows
shifted. Moira had no other word for the way darkness slid past
darkness, shuddering a bit as it woke. She wished sorely that she
had taken the time to meditate beforehand, or brewed a cup of
mugwort tea, or done anything else to put her in a trance state
suited to this kind of work.

“Nothing clear
yet,” she said. “But something’s happening. Keep at it.”

Rhys moved smoothly through
his ritual, slicing a pentagram through the air on the eastern side
of the circle. Outside the circle, the darkness quaked, and as he
dragged his dagger to the south, an inky shape began to form a few
feet from the boundary of salt.

Moira pivoted on her knees,
following the movement close through her crystal. Her sight, both
supernatural and mundane, felt sluggish and muddled. The fear that
she was making the whole thing up threatened to snap her in its
jaws and render her useless. But she forced herself to breathe
steadily, and tracked the mass with an unwavering gaze.

“I’ve got eyes on
it.”

Rhys may have nodded, but
the gesture was so subtle Moira could hardly tell. He completed his
petegrams at the west and north, careful not to break the lines
that connected the points, and as he did so, the shape drifted
closer. It looked awfully person-shaped now, albeit a person whose
edges kept dissolving and forming again.

It turned its face on her,
that awful black face made of absolutely nothing at all, and Moira
was suddenly nine years old again, scared shitless in the bathroom
of a double wide trailer. She was so frightened she didn’t think
she would be able to scream if she decided to, and when she opened
her mouth to ask for help, nothing came out.

For a moment she considered
dropping the crystal and begging Rhys to help her break the door
down so they could get a decent night’s sleep in a motel. But then
she remembered how small and ashamed she had felt after running
away from that thing in the mirror. She remembered how her father
had taught her how to throw dirty punches in case boys ever grabbed
at her, and how he always took her shoulder in his pin-stuck
tailor’s hand and praised her for not backing down from a
fight.

Moira gritted her teeth
against the fear and dragged her voice back from wherever it had
gone to hide.

“Three o clock,
Rhys, and getting closer. It’s watching us. Whatever you’re gonna
do, do it quick.”

Rhys pivoted, one palm up,
the other brandishing the dagger.

“Little to the
left,” Moira said. “Yes, there! Dead in your sights.”

Rhys breathed deep, pulling
the air down into his gut, and unleashed twenty years of magical
expertise on the thoughtform. He addressed it in Hebrew and Latin,
threatened it with the wrath of any spirits he had the power to
command, compelled it in the name of the archangels to depart and
never return, and recited an incantation for dismantling a tulpa
that he had never known to fail.

Outside the circle, the
tupla simply cocked its head and regarded Rhys with
curiosity.

“It…” Moira’s
heart fluttered like a dying moth against her ribs. “It’s not
working.”

Rhys’s shoulders fell.
Unceremoniously, the tulpa began to drift in a lazy loop around the
circle, fading bit by bit as it was absorbed back into the shadows
of the house. In Moira’s crystal, the darkness was still
treacherous and full of life, but she could no longer make out any
distinct shapes.

“I lost it. It’s
gone.”

When Moira lowered the
crystal, she saw what her husband saw. A dim, quiet study in
disarray. Nothing more.

The dagger clattered next to
Rhys’ feet as he sank to the ground. He propped his elbows up on
his knees and pressed the heels of his hands to his
eyes.

“I’m sorry,”
Moira whispered.

Rhys just passed his hands
over his face and shook his head, taking a shaky breath. He didn’t
speak for a long while, so long that Moira felt terrified he may
never speak to her again. The grandfather clock ticked its
reprieve, filling the silence so she didn’t have to.

“You’re not a
hellbitch,” he said finally.

“What?”

“What you said
earlier about yourself.”

Her flurry of complaints
against Rhys’ character came rushing back, and her face burned for
shame.

“I’m sorry, I
shouldn’t have said those things to you. I should have never
brought it up—”

Rhys scrubbed a hand against
his eyes, and his palm came back wet.

“No, that’s
exactly the problem. Don’t you get it? We never bring anything up
to each other. Too afraid of ruining a good thing or something. But
not bringing it up just ends up ruining us from the inside
out.”

Moira drew her legs
underneath herself.

“Is that it then?
Are we ruined?”

“If we go on
keeping things from each other, maybe.”

“And what is it
you’ve been keeping from me, Rhys McGowan?”

Rhys picked up his dagger
and studied it, because it was easier than meeting her eyes. When
he spoke, it was almost too soft to hear.

“I get upset when
people flirt with you.”

Moira was so taken aback she
couldn’t help but laugh.

“Baby, what
people? It’s not like I have a laundry list of suitors lined
up.”

Rhys rolled his head to the
side in begrudging concession.

“Alright fine,
but...People go out of their way to compliment you. The florist
calls you cara mia and gives you free bouquets. You can’t go to a bar without
guys buying you drinks.”

“Am I supposed to
be rude? Or just turn down perfectly good whiskey?”

He winced a bit and Moira
realized that, while she may be entitled to her exasperation, Rhys
was exposing a point of shame that she should treat with
dignity.

“I’m not saying
you’re doing anything wrong; you should be allowed to be friendly
and enjoy yourself. I know it isn’t your fault. But it drives me
crazy.”

Moira considered insisting
that he was exaggerating. But then she saw the way Rhys looked as
though he had just signed his death warrant, and she realized it
wasn’t worth it. None of it was.

“How long have
you been keeping this to yourself?”

Rhys picked at his
fingernails with his blade.

“Day one or
so.”

“Rhys! Are you
serious? You’re upset every time someone hits on me?”

“I just get
humiliated. I feel like I’m not good enough for you. Like I don’t
excite you.”

“Why didn’t you
tell me?”

“I was afraid
you’d think I was a controlling dick.”

Moira sucked her teeth.
“Well I was afraid you’d think I was a jealous bitch so here we
are.”

They sat in silence for a
moment, the warmth from the candles warding off the iciness of the
room enough that they weren’t shivering outright. Then Rhys
said,

“I didn’t marry
you because I got tired of boys, or because I’m really gay and
trying to prove to the world that I can play straight. I married
you because I love you, and because you make me better, and because
I want to be the best thing that ever happened to you.”

“Oh, baby,” she
said softly. Then she let out a groan. “Just. Tell me you’re not
still attracted to that asshole. Tell me that and I can sleep at
night.”

Rhys smiled, and reached out
to knuckle his wife’s chin.

“I’m not letting
you off that easy. But I can promise you dating David was one of
the most stressful experiences of my life and I don’t intend to
come within ten feet of ever doing it again.”

“Well, I’m not
going to stop being sweet to people on the street, or in shops or
bars. But I can promise you that I know when to walk away from
someone who has more than conversation on their mind.”

His fingers trailed
tentatively upwards to cup her cheek.

“Well, it looks
like we’re just going to have to learn how to trust each
other.”

Moira allowed herself the
luxury of a smile, and all at once her back and shoulders were
draped in a blanket of warmth. She curled and uncurled her fingers
to get circulation into her thawing fingertips.

“Rhys, do you
feel that?”

She snatched up the quartz
point and held it to her eye, peering into the black beyond the
circle. There was a still a darkness there that moved of its own
accord, but it was thinner now, less pervasive.

“Oh my God. Oh my
God I think I figured it out.” She took her husband’s shoulders in
her hands. “We couldn’t banish it because there are still parts of
us that want it here. The parts that keep the secrets it feeds on.
Earlier, when I told you what I thought about your sexuality, the
racket calmed down a bit, and now its shrinking and—”

“The room’s
gotten warmer,” Rhys breathed. He dropped his face into his hands
with an immense weariness. “It was so easy. This whole
time.”

Moira was breathless with
excitement. She clambered up on her knees, taking his wrists in her
hands and trying to pull him bodily from his despair.

“Well what else
is there? There can’t be that much, right? I’m ready to get my life
back. What else haven’t you told me?”

“Me?” Rhys
demanded, feathers ruffled. “What about you?”

Moira opened her mouth to
barrel forward but then paused, as though there was something caged
inside her she didn’t have the key to. Rhys looked like an animal
that might bolt, and Moira saw clearly how they had gotten to this
place. Both of them were unwilling to lay their cards on the table
for fear that the other might not lay down theirs.

Moira, as it turns out, was
braver than she thought.

“I worry that you
think my magical practice is silly. That it isn't as...I don’t
know. Legitimate as yours.”

“Silly?” Rhys
croaked. “Moira you spend your day making people’s lives better.
How is that silly?”

“I don’t know. It
just seems like airhead new-age stuff compared to what you do. At
least. That’s how it feels.”

“You’re
proficient in more magical traditions than I will ever be. You
carry a torch passed straight down from your mother and
grandmother. I never had someone to set me on my path, to teach me
my traditions or give me advice. Hell, the closet thing I had to a
mentor was David, and that was an absolute cock-up. If anything,
I…”

He faltered, and Moira
rubbed her thumbs over the tendons on the back of his
hands.

“What is
it?”

“I worry that you
don’t think highly of my magical practice...That you think what I
do is wrong.”

Moira sighed. “Baby I don’t
think that what you do is wrong. I don’t understand it, sure, and
sometimes it scares me. But that’s not the same. We’ve talked this
through plenty of times.”

“I’m just never
sure how well I express myself.”

“Well,” Moira
said carefully. “You might have a better idea if you ever invited
me to help with a ritual, or even watch. You hardly ever even talk
about what you’re researching to me.”

Rhys drew back a few inches,
stunned.

“I assumed you
didn’t care! I always assume people think what I study is all dead
languages and spells by rote. Your sort of magic is so much more
lively.”

“I love hearing
you talk about what you’re passionate about. Besides, you know I’m
a fiend for new symbols and spells. I can't get enough of
them.”

Rhys took Moira’s face
between his hands, moving his thumbs across the apples of her
cheeks.

“You’re so damn
smart. I wish I had half your skill.”

Moira looked up at him with
fire dancing in her eyes and that black, hateful thing breathing
its last around them. She felt the room grow temperate around her,
and when Rhys kissed her she was full of delicious warmth from the
inside out. He tugged on her lip with his teeth and Moira felt a
shudder go through the room as the shadows relented in their
restlessness.

“I want you,”
Rhys said, honest as a desperate man’s prayer, and Moira threaded
her fingers through his hair.

“In the circle? I
thought it wasn’t proper conduct.”

He dug his fingers into the
softness of her hips and pulled her in close.

“I don’t care.
Will you have me?”

“Any hour, any
place.”

The air was balmy against
her breasts as Rhys freed her from her blouse. She felt
feather-light and half-drunk as she kissed him deeply, hands
roaming across every inch of his chest.

This was her favorite kind
of alchemy, the most potent form of magic.

“I don’t ever
want you to think I don't want you,” Rhys said, trailing kisses
down her neck. “Or that you aren’t good enough for me.”

Teeth sank into the juncture
of her shoulder, just hard enough to make her giggle. She slid her
hands into his pants and felt an exquisite bliss when his mouth
formed the beautiful oval of a gasp.

“I’d say you do a
pretty good job of keeping up.”

She rolled her hips up with
an obliging whine when he tugged off her jeans, then wrapped
herself around him in an embrace tight as death. For a long while,
Moira held him in her arms, her hands smoothing his hair and her
ankles hooked around him. A hum of pleasure escaped her lips as he
slipped inside her and pressed a palm to the small of her back. The
darkness trembled, chastened by the sight, and dripped off their
bodies as smoothly as water.

The air swirled
around them kind as summer when Rhys pressed his mouth to her
throat. With every roll of her hips the shadows receded further
into their corners, and as her thighs trembled, no curios rattled,
no portraits wept. The house was blissfully silent save for her
breathless giggles and Rhys’ encouraging
murmurs.

She crested and broke like a wave against him, and every light in
the house came on.
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