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  ONE


  Dennis pretends like his bike is a racing car, jerking the wheel from side to side, causing dust to go flying from the dry gravel as the front tire slides this way then that.


  He’s too old to play games, he knows that; at the age of nineteen he should have outgrown stuff like that—just like Mom always tells him he should have outgrown the baby fat still lodged at his sides and cheeks. But in more than one sense, Dennis is still pretty much like a child—a very big child, standing at almost seven feet—with his round face, beardless chin and short, fuzzy hair.


  He hasn’t always been like this, though. If it hadn’t been for the brain fever when he was four, Dennis would have been clever just like his mom. But the doctors failed to cure Dennis in time, and it left a permanent mark on his “mental development”—that’s what they always call it in school.


  It’s not like he’s excited to be out riding around on his bike in the scorching heat already pressing down on the open landscape—even though it’s only nine o’clock in the morning—but it’s his chore delivering the eggs; Mom decided so, and they need the extra money, especially now with the baby on its way.


  Esther’s house appears up ahead as he approaches the end of the gravel road. As soon as he can be seen from the house, Dennis stops twisting the wheel and rides straight. Just in case Esther should see him and tell Mom. Mom always scolds him when he acts below his age.


  Dennis reaches the courtyard and stops the bike, wiping sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his T-shirt. He unfastens the cardboard box from the rear rack and opens the lid briefly to check the eggs are intact. They’re all fine, the whole dozen, neatly nestled in the cardboard holders.


  He brings the box to the front door and rings the bell. The familiar melody plays out inside the house.


  But no one comes to open it. Dennis presses the button again. Still no one shows up. He peers in through the tall, narrow window next to the door, but sees no one in the scullery. That’s weird. Esther is always home on Friday morning. She knows Dennis brings her eggs at this time.


  She’s probably out tending to her garden.


  Dennis walks around to the back, peeking in through all the windows on his way. As he reaches the open bedroom window, the sound of sobbing reaches him.


  Dennis stops in surprise. Who’s that crying?


  Hesitantly, he walks closer to take a look, feeling both wrong for intruding but also wanting to help if someone is sad.


  Thin, scarlet curtains are halfway drawn, leaving enough space for him to peek through. Inside the bedroom, where everything is colored red due to the early sunlight filtering through the curtains, Dennis sees an odd scene which at first makes no sense to him. On the bed, a small figure—a child most likely—lies underneath a blanket. Although it seems to Dennis way too warm, the blanket is pulled all the way up over the child’s head. On the side of the bed, Esther is sitting. The old lady is dressed in what looks like her night garments, with her long, silvery hair braided in a tail snaking down her back, and her bare shoulders bopping from softly weeping.


  “Esther?” Dennis says gently. “What’s the matter?”


  Esther turns her head and looks at him. Her eyes are red and swollen, her cheeks drenched in tears. She just stares at him blankly, still sobbing, and Dennis can tell she recognizes him, but she says nothing, simply looks back down at the person in the bed—who apparently is sleeping heavily, because he or she doesn’t react at all to Esther’s crying.


  “I’m … I’m coming in, Esther,” Dennis says, not waiting for an answer. He jogs back around the house and goes in through the unlocked front door.


  Dennis has been in Esther’s home plenty of times, and he knows the way to the bedroom. The old lady’s house is decorated with much of the same stuff Dennis is used to from home: the colorful stones and all the figurines cut in wood, half animal, half human, which always remind Dennis of the totems used by Native Americans, but Mom explained to him they’re from a small island far away called Haiti.


  Kisser sits on the couch, eyeing Dennis curiously as he makes his way through the living room. Dennis loves animals and almost stops to pet the cat, then thinks better of it and hurries on towards the bedroom.


  The door is ajar, so he pushes it open all the way.


  Esther is still sitting exactly where she was a minute ago, the tiny figure still under the blanket. Dennis enters the room, the floorboards creaking under his shoes, causing a pause in Esther’s sobbing as she turns her head halfway around to see who has entered.


  “Hello, Esther,” he says, feeling kind of stupid. “It’s me, Dennis.”


  “Dennis,” she repeats, looks back at the figure and begins to sob again.


  “What’s wrong?” he says, putting a hand on her boney shoulder. “Why are you crying?”


  “It … it was just a fever,” Esther sobs. “I should have taken her to the hospital … I should have taken her …”


  Dennis looks from Esther to the figure under the blanket. He’s not entirely sure why, but a sense of dread is growing in the pit of his stomach. “Who, Esther? Who are you talking about?”


  “My dear,” she says, breaking into real crying now. “My dearest little one …” She bends over the figure and hugs it through the blanket.


  Dennis goes to the top end of the bed. He takes hold of the corner of the blanket and slowly lifts it, his heart thumping in his chest, scared of what he’ll find.


  The girl is not much older than seven or eight. Her eyes are closed as though she’s sleeping. Her dark hair and eyebrows make it clear that the girl is mulatto, yet her chocolate-colored skin has a shiny, pale-grey undertone to it. At first, Dennis takes her to be very ill. Then he notices the bluish hue of the lips, and he realizes the girl isn’t breathing.


  He lets out a gasp and steps backwards. “She’s … she’s dead!”


  


  TWO


  Dennis just stands there in the scarlet bedroom for several minutes, listening to Esther’s crying as he stares at the dead girl’s face.


  It slowly dawns on him that he actually knows the girl; he’s seen her once or twice, when she came to visit Esther at Christmas. The girl is Esther’s grandchild, and her name is Nadia or Natacha or something like that. Or rather, it was her name. Because now she’s dead.


  “What … what happened, Esther?” he asks, turning towards the old lady.


  She looks up at him, the sobbing has finally died down a bit. She tries to say something, but only manages a trembling sigh. She shakes her head, then tries again. “She fell ill,” she says, her voice hoarse. “The day before yesterday. She was fine when Janjak brought her here, but then … later that evening … she had no appetite. And in the middle of the night she began vomiting. I just thought … I just thought it was food poisoning or … or maybe she had the flu, you know. Dennis, please believe me!” Without warning, Esther grabs him by the wrist, her long nails almost puncturing his skin as she squeezes him hard. Her eyes bore into his and her voice grows shrill. “I would have taken her to the hospital if I’d known how sick she was! I had no idea this would happen! Oh, Janjak will never forgive me! Oh!” Esther’s face crumbles up once more and new tears begin to flow. “I don’t know what to do, Dennis …”


  Dennis realizes he has been holding his breath and forces himself to fill his lungs. “I … I don’t know either, Esther.” And he really doesn’t. He’s never seen a dead person before, much less been asked what to do about it. So Dennis does what he usually does when in doubt: he gets out his phone and calls up Mom.


  “Tell me you didn’t break the eggs again.” The usual note of impatience is in Mom’s voice. There’s music playing in the background.


  “No, Mom, it’s not that.”


  “Then what? I’m a little busy, you know. I’m painting the baby’s room, in case you forgot.”


  “It’s Esther,” Dennis says, lowering his voice.


  “What about her? She doesn’t want to pay?”


  “No, it’s not that.”


  Mom sighs. “Can’t you ever just get to the point, Dennis?”


  “She’s dead!” he blurts out.


  Silence on the other end. The music stops as Mom apparently shuts off the radio.


  “Esther’s dead?” Mom asks.


  “No, her grandchild is. That little mulatto girl we saw at Christmas, remember? She’s dead, Mom! I came over, and … and Esther was crying and the girl was dead.”


  “Holy heaven,” Mom whispers. “What happened? She had an accident?”


  “I think she was sick.”


  “Is anybody else there?”


  “No, it’s just me and Esther and the girl. I don’t know what to do, Mom.”


  Mom thinks for a moment. “Did you call anyone else?”


  “No.”


  “Did Esther?”


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  “Stay where you are, Dennis. Don’t call for an ambulance or anything, okay? And don’t let Esther call anyone else either. I’ll be right over.”


  


  THREE


  


  Dennis paces about the room for what seems like several hours, but it’s probably no more than a few minutes. He keeps gazing at the face of the dead girl. The grayish complexion of her skin seems to become more and more visible by the minute. Her thin, blue lips are parted in a soundless word, showing the small front teeth.


  Esther just keeps sobbing quietly, now and then uttering a few inaudible words, bending over to hug the dead girl.


  Finally, Dennis hears the sound of a car engine. He runs through the house to the open front door, and sees Mom’s blue station wagon come speeding into the courtyard, a cloud of dust in its trail.


  She shuts off the engine and gets out, her curly hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, her white T-shirt is stained several places with lime green color She looks at Dennis, her expression very serious. “Where is she? Where is Esther?”


  “In the bedroom,” Dennis hears himself replying. “Come, I’ll show you.”


  Mom needs no further invitation. She follows right at his heel as they walk briskly back through the house. Dennis already feels calmer just having Mom here; Mom always knows what to do, even in stressful situations.


  Dennis stops at the door to the bedroom, but Mom walks right in. She steps over to the bed, looks at Esther, then at the dead girl’s face, then she gently says Esther’s name.


  Esther looks up and stops crying. “Oh, Birgit, I’m so glad you’re here. It’s so terrible, I didn’t mean for this to happen!”


  “I know,” Mom says, sitting down beside Esther on the bed, taking her hand. “Tell me what happened, Esther.”


  Esther tells the story she already told Dennis. Mom listens and nods. When Esther is done talking, she begins sobbing again. Mom turns her head and looks at Dennis. “Find some paper towels.”


  Dennis rushes to the bathroom, grabs the roll of toilet paper and brings it to the bedroom. Mom rips off a couple of pieces and offers them to Esther, who takes them with a grateful look, wipes her eyes and blows her nose.


  “It’s all right,” Mom assures Esther, her voice uncharacteristically warm. “We’ll get it all sorted out, I promise you, Esther.”


  Esther just shakes her head, dabbing at her eyes. “My son will never forgive me. I can never make it right. How could this happen? I don’t … I don’t understand …”


  Mom looks to the tiny table next to the bed and says: “I see you tried to cure her.”


  It’s only now that Dennis notices what’s on the table; it’s a rather funny assortment of things: a couple of large black feathers, a tall glass canister with yellow liquid inside—to Dennis it almost looks like urine—a thick, white candle burned halfway down, a bag of dried leaves, and three green crystals. There is also a tiny leather-bound book with strange symbols engraved on the cover.


  Esther nods. “I did. But I didn’t know what was wrong with her, or … or maybe I just didn’t do it right. Maybe I actually made it worse. I’m such a fool. I should have just called the doctor right away. But I didn’t think it was anything serious, I really didn’t, Birgit! You’ve got to believe me!” Esther’s gaze falls on the dead girl, as her face crumbles up once more. “Oh, my sweet dearest one. My lovely child. I let you down, I let you down …” She looks up at Mom, a pleading, agonized expression on her face. “How can I ever forgive myself? How can I live with this burden? Oh, dear heaven …”


  Esther burst into renewed crying.


  Dennis stares at Mom, awaiting her answer. She bites her lip and seems to be looking at something on the floor that isn’t there. Then, she finally says, without looking up: “You don’t have to.”


  Esther hiccups and lifts her head. “What … what’s that?”


  “You don’t have to live with this.”


  Esther wipes her nose and frowns. “What do you mean, Birgit?”


  Finally, Mom looks up, and Dennis sees her eyes shine as she says: “It’s not too late to undo it.”


  


  FOUR


  Almost half a minute of dead silence follows. Dennis holds his breath—voluntarily this time—as he looks from Mom to Esther and back again, waiting for what comes next.


  Esther is the one to break the silence, shaking her head almost imperceptibly and whispering: “You … you cannot mean what I think you mean, Birgit.”


  “You loved her very much, didn’t you?” Mom replies instantly, as though she knew beforehand what Esther would say. “And you love your son just as much. You wouldn’t want him to live with the grief of losing his daughter. He would never be able to forgive you, you know that.”


  Esther is about to bury her face in her hands again, but Mom grabs her by the wrists.


  “Esther, look at me. Tell me I’m wrong. If we don’t undo this, it would tear your family apart, wouldn’t it?”


  “Of course it would,” Esther croaks with a pained expression.


  “Then let’s make it right.”


  “But … we can’t …”


  “Says who?” Mom defies her. “The coven? I’m sure they would understand. I even think they might do the same if any of them were in your place.”


  “No, it’s … it’s not them,” Esther mutters.


  “Who then? The priests back in Haiti?” Mom flings out her hand. “How will they ever know? How would anyone ever know? There’s only the three of us here. Not even …” Mom gazes at the dead girl. “What is your granddaughter’s name?”


  “Nadia. Her name is Nadia,” Esther says softly.


  “Not even Nadia would know what happened. She wouldn’t remember a thing.”


  “But the text,” Esther says. “It’s very clear. This would be beyond what’s right. You know that, Birgit. It would be intruding on the field of darkness.” The last word escapes Esther’s lips as not much more than a breath.


  “The text also says we’re only meant to do anything for loving purposes,” Mom says firmly. “It’s never wrong to use it for love—it says so, word for word. And what could be more loving than giving back life to a child who died by accident?”


  Dennis lets out a gasp, as it finally hits home what’s being discussed right in front of him. “Holy hell,” he exclaims, the words jumping out before he can stop them. “Mom, you can’t be serious!”


  Mom darts him a look which instantly makes him regret he spoke out. Then she looks back at Esther, who doesn’t seem to have noticed what Dennis said.


  “Just think of all the darkness we will undo,” Mom goes on softly. “Think about all the hardship and grief you can spare your son. Think about the life Nadia can still live—a life of good, a life of light.”


  Esther blows her nose into the toilet paper. “I don’t know why we’re talking about this, Birgit. Even if I agreed to try, it wouldn’t work. It can’t be done. No one has done it for at least three hundred years.”


  “You’re wrong,” Mom says flatly.


  Esther’s eyes widen, then narrow. “You … you didn’t …?”


  Mom nods slowly, her eyes shining even brighter now. Dennis knows that shiny look, he’s seen it before. It comes on whenever Mom is most passionate about “her craft,” as she calls it.


  “It was a bird,” she tells Esther in a low voice. “Dennis’s owl—you remember he had an owl? Well, it died from cold the winter before last. Dennis forgot to close the window next to the cage, and it froze to death. He was heartbroken. He really loved that bird. I didn’t want him feeling sad, so … I brought it back.”


  Dennis jerks as though shocked by electricity. “Mom!” he blurts. “You told me to never mention—”


  “It’s okay, Dennis,” Mom interrupts, not looking at him. “Esther needs to know. She needs to know it can be done.”


  Esther seems to take in the news, chewing her lip, then she shakes her head again. “That was just a bird. Nadia is a human being. No one ever succeeded in resurrecting a human being.”


  “That doesn’t mean it’s not possible,” Mom says, moving closer to Esther, talking fast now, and so low Dennis has to strain to hear her. “I have a book. The last time I went to Haiti, I got this book from a priest, Ricardo. I haven’t told you or any of the others in the coven about him. He gave me a book he’d written about a certain ritual. It was the one I used on the bird. It works, Esther. It really does. Ricardo told me he had done it years ago himself on his wife when she drowned. He brought her back, just like she was before. That’s when the town’s people cast him out and he stopped practicing the craft.” Mom stops talking, but it seems to take great effort to hold back further words. She stares at Esther, waiting for a reply, her eyes glowing with blue fire.


  Esther suddenly looks like she’s even more ill at ease than when Dennis found her; her hands are twisting restlessly in her lap, her eyes are constantly moving. “I—I don’t know … I don’t know about this, Birgit. It just seems … wrong somehow.”


  Mom puts her hands on Esther’s shoulders. “Please,” she says, in an almost pleading tone Dennis has never heard her use before. “Just think about it one more time, dear. What have you got to lose? If it doesn’t work, then at least you tried everything. Wouldn’t that make it easier to live with? Knowing you tried even the impossible to save Nadia?”


  Esther glances down at her granddaughter’s face for a very long moment. When she finally speaks again, there’s a faint trace of hope in her voice: “And … if it works?”


  “If it works,” Mom says, putting her hand on the cheek of the dead girl, “then you will get Nadia back. And she will be fine and healthy and everything will go back to normal. It will be like this never happened. In time, you might come to think of this as nothing but a bad dream.” She looks at Esther again, and now Mom is smiling. “Your world doesn’t have to end, Esther. And your family doesn’t have to suffer.”


  


  FIVE


  “We’ll let you make up your mind, dear,” Mom says, squeezing Esther’s shoulder. “Take a minute to think about your family, okay?”


  Esther nods quietly, not taking her eyes off her grandchild.


  Mom gets up from the bed, turns around, grabs Dennis by the arm and drags him out of the room. She closes the door behind them.


  “Listen carefully,” she says, standing close enough for him to pick up the sour smell of orange juice she had for breakfast on her breath. The warmth in her voice is completely gone; now she talks with her usual don’t-argue-with-me briskness. “You remember what we did with Hedwig, right? This is kind of the same, only we need bigger animals this time—cats will do fine, but no birds, and six in total, same number as last time. And you need to go get them, okay? Right now.”


  The confusion and objections pile up in Dennis’s mind. “But … but, Mom … we can’t … I mean … Esther didn’t agree to go through with it.”


  “She will, believe me. The clock is ticking. Judging from that horrid color on the girl, she’s been dead at least since midnight. It’s not too late yet, but it soon will be if we don’t get a move on. So you need to get going and find those animals, okay? Remember, six of them. Doesn’t matter if it’s not all cats, just whatever you can find, as long as they’re around the same size. Here, take the car.”


  She produces the car key and slaps it in his hand, then shoves him in the direction of the front door.


  “But, Mom, please wait!”


  Mom sighs. “What now, Dennis?”


  “It’s just … I don’t know … if I can find that many animals.”


  “You can. There are plenty of stray cats in the area. Just use something to lure them with. Or go to the neighbors if you can’t find any cats. They’ll have pets. Make sure no one sees you, though, and be back here before dinnertime.”


  “But, Mom!”


  Mom has already turned to go back into the bedroom, but now she rounds on him, eyes blazing. Although she’s a foot and a half shorter than Dennis, he can’t help but take a step back.


  “No more ‘buts,’ Dennis,” she hisses through gritted teeth. “The situation is critical. I need your help—Esther needs your help. You just do what I ask, all right?”


  “All right, Mom. Bu… I mean, can I ask about just one last thing?”


  Mom stares at him. “What is it?”


  Dennis fiddles with the car key. “It’s Hedwig … I just thought … she … she became weird, remember? After you … fixed her. The way she kept flying into the cage, and … and she didn’t want her food anymore …”


  Mom’s eyes narrow just a bit. “What are you trying to say, Dennis?”


  Dennis knows he’s on very shaky ground and he needs to weigh his words carefully. The one thing Mom hates the most is when anyone criticizes her craft.


  “I was just thinking … what if … what if the same thing happens to the girl?”


  Mom closes her eyes and takes a deep breath, demonstrating how much Dennis is testing her patience. Then, she says, with obvious restraint: “Hedwig was a bird. The ritual didn’t work properly on her, because she was a bird, and the ritual is meant for humans. You understand that, right? You see the difference?”


  Dennis blinks. “So … so the same thing won’t happen to the girl? She won’t … become weird?”


  “No, she will wake up and she will be just fine.”


  “Are you … are you sure, Mom?”


  Dennis prepares himself for Mom to shout at him or maybe even slap him. He never second-guesses her like this, not ever. But this is a matter of life and death—literally—and he needs to know for sure.


  To his utter surprise, Mom doesn’t get angry. In fact, she sounds almost overbearing as she says: “I’m sure, Dennis. You think I would be doing this if I wasn’t?”


  “No. I guess not.”


  “That’s right, I wouldn’t. Now, please help me help Esther, okay? Go get six animals. No, wait. Five.”


  “Five?” Dennis says. “Why only five?”


  Mom points to something behind Dennis. He turns around and sees Kisser lying on the dining room table, blinking lazily at them.


  “Oh,” Dennis says, feeling his stomach sink.


  


  SIX


  Dennis adjusts the seat as he gets into the car—Mom’s legs are a lot shorter than his, and he can barely get in behind the wheel.


  He can’t recall the last time he got to drive Mom’s car. It usually only happens when circumstances demand it and there is no other option. Actually, he can recall the last time: It was when Mom fell down and broke her leg fixing the curtains and couldn’t take herself to the ER.


  This current situation is kind of similar, though also very different. Dennis doesn’t care for the situation, not one bit. His heart is pumping away in his throat, making it hard to swallow, and his palms are sweaty against the steering wheel even before he reaches the end of Esther’s gravel driveway.


  He brings the car to a halt right where the gravel meets the steaming hot asphalt of the highway and thinks for a moment. He needs to figure out how to get five animals as quickly as possible and without anybody noticing. And he has no idea how to do that.


  The last time, with Hedwig, it was different. She died in the middle of the night, and Mom just put out a lot of mousetraps. Before daybreak, they had caught plenty of mice.


  This time, they need bigger animals. Five of them. Five. It seems like an overwhelming number. How will he ever get that many?


  Just think! That’s what Mom would tell you to do anyway.


  He has no idea where to find stray cats—they just roam around all over the place, and he could run around for hours without seeing one. And setting up a trap and waiting for one to show up might also take way too long.


  That means he needs to go to the neighbors. Luckily, almost everyone around here has a few pets.


  And it comes to him then, the obvious advantage at his disposal: the neighbors are actually expecting him. They are expecting to get their eggs. This gives him the perfect excuse to show up. If he goes home to get the eggs, he can pretend like he’s simply doing his egg round as usual—it’s perfect!


  So, he turns left, remembering to turn on the blinkers, even though there are no cars in sight, and heads home. Although Esther is technically their neighbor, the houses are almost a mile apart, so it takes a few minutes even by car.


  On the way, Dennis’s mind starts racing. The thought of Mom doing the same thing to the girl in the bed as she did to Hedwig makes his stomach churn. Of course, he trusts Mom when she says it will work—but still it seems to Dennis some things are better the way they are, even if they make you sad.


  He learned that lesson when Hedwig died. Sure, he was heartbroken when he lost his best friend, but when she came back all wrong, he felt even worse. He felt like he had done something terrible to Hedwig by asking Mom to fix her.


  He still has nightmares about it.


  The way she would flap her wings helplessly and go bumping into the cage. The noise she made was nothing like her usual warm, squeaky greeting. It was a hoarse, throaty wretch, which would always make him shiver.


  But her eyes were the worst.


  Before, when she was still alive, they had been orange, intelligent and almost humanlike. After Mom fixed her, Hedwig’s irises turned milky-white, empty, and without a trace of life behind them.


  He waited a full week to see if Hedwig would get better. She didn’t. And finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. One night, as he was lying in his room, trying to ignore the sounds coming from the cage, he decided to end it.


  Dennis shakes his head, trying to rid himself of that awful memory. Now Hedwig is buried in the back garden next to the apple tree. And Dennis swore he will never own another pet. The pain of losing Hedwig like that was too much. And now …


  Now I’m going to steal someone else’s.


  


  SEVEN


  Dennis makes a quick stop at home, puts the eggs in the car and drives off again, headed for the nearest neighbor, Old Niels.


  Niels is ninety years old and has been living alone since his wife died a long time back. He is surprisingly active and does everything around the house himself. He even keeps peacocks and rabbits in his garden, and he has a large, black Labrador named Baloo.


  The rabbits seem like the obvious choice for Dennis to steal. Niels has almost forty, so he probably won’t notice one or two missing. He could even take five, but that would probably be too many and Niels would find out.


  Dennis stops the car in Old Niels’s courtyard, takes a tray of eggs and gets out. If he’s lucky, Old Niels is taking a nap right now—it’s almost noon, so there’s at least a fair chance.


  However, as soon as Dennis closes the car door, he hears a jolly whistle from somewhere nearby. He goes around to the side of the house and sees Old Niels standing halfway up a ladder leaning against the wall in the shade of the building, a paintbrush in his hand.


  “Hello,” Dennis says, stepping closer. “I’m here with your eggs.”


  “Oh, hello, Dennis!” Niels exclaims as he sees him, his wrinkly face lighting up in a smile. “I just thought I’d give the overhang a once-over—it’s needed it for a long time now, but you know how it is with things like that; they always get pushed back on your to-do list, right?”


  “It looks nice,” Dennis says, barely glancing at the woodwork.


  “Yeah, it’s not too shabby,” Niels says, putting the paintbrush on a hanger and pulling out a handkerchief. “I caught one of those darned summer-colds—you believe that? And right in the middle of the warmest summer I can even remember. It’s amazing the heat just keeps going, don’t you think? How many days since it last rained now, is it three weeks?”


  “I think so,” Dennis says noncommittally, thinking about the rabbits and how he’ll get them into the car without Niels noticing. If he could only find an excuse to go see them without Niels.


  The old guy blows his nose then wipes sweat from his forehead using the same handkerchief before stuffing it into his breast pocket.


  “Yeah, it’s probably that global warming they keep going on about in the media. The poles melting and what have you. Not that I worry too much myself, you see—I probably won’t live to see the end of the world anyway, huh?” Niels laughs, which turns into a cough. He looks down at Dennis who is shifting his weight back and forth restlessly. “Sorry, Dennis, I know your Mom will get cross if I keep you up here too long. Could you grab the money yourself? It’s in the scullery on the table.”


  “Uhm, sure,” Dennis says, eyeing the opportunity. “Is it okay if I—” He almost ends the sentence “go see the rabbits,” then quickly thinks better of it. Instead, he says: “just put the eggs in the scullery?”


  “Please do,” Niels says. “I would have come down and offered you a Coke, but you see, I really want to get done here before the sun reaches this side of the house. It’ll screw up the paintwork, you know.”


  Dennis nods eagerly. “No, yeah, I know. That’s totally okay. You have a nice day, Niels.”


  “You too, Dennis. Say hi to your mom from me.”


  Dennis turns and walks back, unable to believe his luck, fighting the urge to run. But he waits until he’s out of sight. Then, he sprints to the front door, which is standing wide open, only a screen door blocking the entrance. As he enters the scullery, Baloo, who’s lying in the corner on the cool tile floor, looks up at him, the pink tongue hanging out, and his tail starts going.


  “Hi, Baloo,” Dennis whispers—not sure why he lowers his voice. He puts the eggs on the table, almost forgetting to grab the money. Baloo gets up to greet him, and Dennis quickly pats him on the head before he leaves the house again, closing the screen door behind him.


  He stands still for a second, listening. Niels has begun whistling again, which means he’s still on the ladder. Dennis rushes to the car, takes out one of the cardboard boxes, then runs the other way around the house to where the rabbit cages are.


  It’s a series of rectangles built up against the house, a large overhang protruding over the cages to give the rabbits shade. A dozen of them are splayed out on the ground, either enjoying the warm weather or suffering it—Dennis isn’t sure which.


  Some sections of the cage only house a single, large rabbit. In others, Dennis counts as many as a dozen smaller ones. Probably younglings or maybe females. He picks one with a lot of middle-sized rabbits in it and opens the hatch.


  “It’s okay,” Dennis whispers, not even aware he’s talking—in fact, he’s barely aware of anything he’s doing; it’s like his body is acting all on its own, his heart pounding hard enough for his vision to pulsate. “Come here now, it’s okay.”


  He bends over, reaches in and grabs the nearest rabbit. The rabbit is clearly used to being handled; it doesn’t even seem to mind it when Dennis scoops it up. He gently transports it to the box. Then he grabs another one—this one jerks a little, but only for a second. He hesitates for half a second, then decides to take a third. When they’re all three in the box, Dennis closes the flaps and lifts up the box.


  He goes back to the front of the house. As he crosses the courtyard, he’s completely exposed. At any minute, Niels could step out and see him. But Niels is still whistling from the other side of the building, and Dennis reaches the car, feeling almost dizzy. He puts the box in the back of the car, gets in, starts up the engine and drives off.


  He keeps checking the rearview mirror, expecting to see Niels come running after him. It’s a silly thought, of course, as Niels is too old to run. Yet even as Niels’s house disappears from view, Dennis is still trembling all over. Sweat is pouring off him, and his jaw is quivering from the adrenaline still coursing through his veins.


  I did it. I did it. I can’t believe I did it.


  It was almost too easy. It took less than two minutes. He didn’t have to force himself, he just acted. And he got away totally clean, too, without Niels even suspecting anything. The old guy probably won’t notice the three missing rabbits at all. Dennis begins to wonder if he should have taken a couple more.


  No, stick to the plan. Don’t make anybody suspicious.


  Dennis darts a look at the cardboard box on the backseat. Already three down, only two more to go. Next stop will be a little harder, though.


  


  EIGHT


  Dennis takes his foot off the gas as he approaches the next house.


  He skipped the house on the hill, which he passed just a minute ago. That’s where Holger lives, and as far as Dennis knows, Holger only has chickens—and Mom told him no birds. Besides, since Holger produces his own eggs, Dennis never sells him any and would have no good excuse to drop by. There’s also the fact that Holger is crazy. Everyone around here knows that. He believes in aliens and stuff. Mom has instructed him several times to avoid Holger.


  So, Dennis skipped Holger’s house and is now looking at his next target coming up ahead. It’s Karen and Esben’s house. Karen and Esben are both retired schoolteachers, and they spend a lot of time tending to their garden, which is beautifully arranged with tall rose bushes and fruit trees and even a pond with a fountain.


  Unlike most other houses out here, Karen and Esben’s is placed right up against the highway, with no long gravel road, only a short, paved driveway.


  Dennis hopes the old couple might both be out in the garden and won’t even notice him. They have two cats, one red and one black, and they treat them like children.


  Dennis feels bad about taking away such a beloved pet, but he has to do it. At least he’ll only take one of them; taking both is simply too cruel.


  The first thing he notices as he turns into the driveway is the missing car. Karen and Esben own a pretty expensive champagne-colored Ford, which they always keep meticulously clean—Dennis often comes by to find Esben washing it even when it hardly needed it. But the shiny car isn’t there.


  Maybe they went shopping?


  Dennis feels his hopes going up. He puts the car in park and jumps out. He goes to the front door and sees a note pinned to it. Dennis isn’t a very good reader, but the message isn’t that long and doesn’t have any particularly difficult words.


  


  Hi Dennis,


  We’re on vacation for the week. Forgot to tell you last time, sorry.


  The money is in the bag. Please put the eggs in the workshop.


  Thank you!


  K & E


  


  Dennis gapes at the note. If he felt lucky at Niels’s place, then this is almost too good to be true. No one is home! He can walk right in and grab the cat without worrying the slightest about being seen.


  There’s a small plastic bag tied to the door handle containing some cash. Dennis unties it, stuffs it in his pocket and tries to open the door. It’s locked. That’s no problem, he knows where the spare key is. He saw Karen place it one time when Dennis came by with eggs and the couple were just leaving to go grocery shopping.


  Dennis goes back to the car, relief flushing through him. He almost catches himself smiling as he takes the eggs and brings them to the toolshed. Inside is Karen’s workshop, where she does her pottery. The smell of clay is pleasant.


  Dennis puts the eggs on the workbench, then turns and locates the small nail atop the doorframe. The house key is hanging from it, blinking silvery at him.


  Dennis brings it to the front door and unlocks it. Karen and Esben’s home is just as neat and tidy as their garden; not a grain of dust anywhere, everything perfectly placed. Dennis makes a mental note to leave all exactly the way he found it; Karen and Esben can’t know he has been inside the house.


  So, he takes off his shoes before he enters the living room. The air is hot in here, due to the sunlight intruding from every window. Dennis scans the surroundings, looking for anything furry. The furniture is old fashioned but very well kept. There’s an open fireplace and a marble coffee table. But no sign of the cats.


  Dennis can’t recall their names, so he simply calls out: “Here, kitty-kitty-kitty!”


  Still no sign of them.


  Should have brought a treat. Something to lure them.


  But that’s too late now. He’ll have to find the cats by looking. He goes on to the kitchen; he checks all the shelves and under the table. No cats. Dennis begins to get nervous. Are the cats even here? Maybe Karen and Esben brought them along? Or dropped them off somewhere.


  Then he notices the tray of cat litter in the corner. There are two freshly made poos in the gravel. Right next to it are a bowl of water and another empty bowl—probably for food. Which means the cats must be here somewhere.


  “Here, kitty-kitty-kitty!” he calls out again as he goes on to the stairs leading to the first floor. Upstairs he finds a long hallway with three doors total, all of them open. He checks the rooms one at a time.


  The first room is a guest room. No cats in here.


  The next one is an old-school library filled with thick books and a couple of heavy armchairs. But no cats.


  Dennis feels his hopes fading as he enters the last room: Karen and Esben’s bedroom. And there, right in the middle of the big double bed, the black cat is lying stretched out, looking up at him with attentive yet unimpressed eyes. And on the floor next to the bed, the red cat is curled up in an open backpack it apparently chose as its nest.


  “There you are,” he breathes with relief, stepping closer to the bed. “I looked all over for you guys. Listen, one of you needs to come with me.”


  The black cat lifts its tail, the red cat licks it paw. Neither of them seems to care about what he just said. He hesitates.


  Which one do I take?


  He didn’t consider the question until now. It’s a horrible choice, one he would rather not make. But the clock is ticking, and the thought of what Mom will do to him if he fails to bring her the animals is even worse.


  I’ll flip a coin, he thinks—then realizes he has no coin. The only thing he brought is his smartphone. He takes it out of his pocket, weighing it in his hand.


  It is pretty flat, so I guess it could go for a big coin …


  “Okay,” he whispers, pointing to the cats one at a time. “You, red cat, you’re screen. And blackie, you’re backside. Ready? Right, here we go.”


  Dennis throws up the phone, making sure it spins around in the air. It lands on the bed, screen-side up.


  “Red it is,” he says, swallowing hard. “Come here, buddy.”


  He bends down and picks up the red cat. It meows softly but offers no resistance. Dennis pets it briefly then turns to leave.


  And that’s when he hears the sound of a car door closing.


  He whirls around and runs to the window. In the driveway, a second car is parked behind Mom’s. It’s not a champagne-colored Ford, however, but a black one Dennis hasn’t seen before. A man is walking from the car to the front door.


  “Oh, no, no, no,” Dennis breathes, his knees going weak. “Who’s that? Why is he here?”


  Dennis has no answer for either question, but none of them really matter anyway. The only thing that matters right now is for him to get out of here without being seen. Which is impossible, as the man has seen Mom’s car and is already inside the house by now.


  “Hello?” a voice calls from downstairs, confirming his thought, then repeating Dennis’s question from a second ago: “Who’s that?”


  Dennis stands frozen for half a second, not a clue in the world how he’s going to get out of this one. Then he realizes he’s staring at the solution:


  The backpack.


  Dennis is usually not a quick thinker, but he can be surprisingly fast at reacting when the situation demands it—a skill which has gotten him out of plenty of trouble at school whenever some bully had targeted him or the teacher caught him cheating. It’s like instinct, really; his body moves on its own before he’s actually aware of what he’s going to do.


  Now, he picks up the bag and puts the cat inside it, while walking briskly back out to the staircase. Luckily, the cat doesn’t seem to mind at all the confined space, and Dennis zips the bag almost all the way up before putting it over his shoulder.


  “Hello?” the voice calls again, as Dennis moves swiftly down the stairs.


  Just as he enters the kitchen, the man comes into the room from the other end. He has a plastic grocery bag in his hand and a pair of sunglasses on his forehead.


  “Oh,” Dennis says, stopping. “Hi.”


  “Hi yourself,” the man retorts, looking Dennis up and down, frowning. “Who are you, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  “I’m Dennis Larsen,” he says, forcing a smile. “I just came by with eggs for Karen and Esben. I do that every week.”


  “Ah,” the man says, his expression lightening somewhat. “They told me about that. Asked me to put the eggs in the fridge in case you had already been here.”


  “Well, I have,” Dennis states needlessly, his smile growing stiff as he feels the cat shift inside the bag. He takes a few steps forward in order to mask any visible movements from the bag, and prays the cat won’t start meowing. If the man finds out Dennis has Karen and Esben’s cat in the bag, he’ll know he’s up to something shady. Maybe he’ll even call the police.


  “I see that,” the man says. He looks at the bag, and Dennis’s heart stops. He searches frantically for something to say, something to distract the man’s attention, but he draws a blank. The man’s gaze seems to linger on the bag behind Dennis’s shoulder for the longest time, and Dennis is certain the game is up. When the man finally looks him in the eye again, he simply says: “My name’s Steffen, I’m their son. I just came by to check the boiler and feed the cats.”


  “Oh,” Dennis says, blinking stupidly. “Okay.”


  Steffen points over his own shoulder with a thumb. “Did you put the eggs in the workshop?”


  “Yeah, I did,” Dennis replies—then quickly realizing he needs an explanation for why he is inside the house. “I just … came inside to … to check on the cats. You know, when I read the note about Karen and Esben being away, I thought to myself: I’d better make sure the cats are well. So, I used the spare key to get in.”


  “That’s nice of you,” Steffen says, putting the plastic bag on the counter and producing from it a can of cat food. “You found them, then?”


  “Who?” Dennis asks, thinking Steffen refers to Karen and Esben.


  Steffen glances at him sideways. “The cats.”


  “Oh! Yes, I found them. Upstairs. In the bedroom. They’re … they’re both fine.”


  Dennis can hear the lie in his own voice like a fire alarm in a Christmas hymn. And as though the cat in the bag can sense he’s talking about it, it shifts again, and this time, it makes a noise. It sounds terribly loud to Dennis, but that’s probably just because the opening of the bag is right below his ear; at least Steffen doesn’t seem to notice anything, as he’s busy getting the can of cat food open.


  “That’s great,” he says. “Means I don’t have to go looking. Took me twenty minutes to find them the last time I came by. Little bastards were hiding in a closet.”


  Dennis looks at Steffen opening the can and going to the bowl in the corner. From inside the bag, the cat has begun purring. Dennis was afraid it would begin twisting and complaining, trying to get out. Instead, it seems to have made itself comfortable in there. Dennis clears his throat to cover the purring. “Well, I’d better be on my way, then.”


  “Sure, thank you for checking on the cats,” Steffen says without looking back at him.


  Dennis smiles awkwardly, then turns and leaves the kitchen. He walks back through the living room and out into the scullery, then exits the house, his heart pounding in unison with his footsteps all the way.


  He puts the bag in the passenger seat, then gets in behind the wheel. As he turns the key, he darts a final look at the house, checking the windows. Steffen is nowhere to be seen.


  Did he suspect anything? Will he go looking to check if the cats are really okay? Is he calling his parents right now, asking them if Dennis can be trusted?


  Dennis decides that if Steffen suspected anything, it’s too late to do anything about it now. He got away without him noticing the cat in the bag, and that’s the important thing.


  He turns the key and drives away, feeling like a thief and a liar.


  


  NINE


  As soon as Dennis gets far enough down the road that Karen and Esben’s house can no longer be seen in the rearview mirror, he pulls over and puts the red cat in a cardboard box, then places it next to the box with the rabbits.


  Four down, only one to go.


  Where can he get the last pet? His first thought is Paul and Irene, another old couple who lives in the forest coming up ahead. They’re also on Dennis’s egg route and are expecting him today. They have a cat called Whiskers. Dennis feels particularly bad about stealing Whiskers, though, as Irene recently got diagnosed with cancer.


  The problem is, if he chooses not to steal Whiskers, he’ll have to go to a house he doesn’t know, and then he won’t have the eggs as an excuse for coming by, which would make it a lot easier not arousing suspicion.


  He has reached the forest now, and the turn for Paul and Irene’s is coming up. Dennis bites his lip. The clock is ticking. He looks at the timer in the dashboard. Already 5:14. Time has flown by. He can’t afford to risk spending too much time on the last animal.


  So, Dennis lets off the gas as the forest road comes up ahead. He turns and enters the shady surroundings of the tall trees, the car bumping softly along the dirt road.


  Dennis is internally debating with himself whether he really can bring himself to steal Whiskers or not when something tiny, white and furry darts out in front of the car.


  He gives off a yell and stomps on the brake, almost causing the cardboard boxes to go flying. He stares at the small dog barking at the car as though scolding it for almost colliding with it.


  “What the heck?” Dennis mutters, opening the door and getting out. “Hey there, buddy. Where did you come from?”


  The dog stops barking as Dennis talks, instead it whimpers and scurries away from him.


  “No, no, wait!” he says, making his voice as friendly as possible. “It’s okay, buddy. Come here now.”


  The dog hesitates, clearly not sure whether to trust him or not. Dennis keeps sweet-talking as he slowly walks forward. When only a few steps away, he kneels down and offers his empty palm. The dog comes closer, very tentatively, its snout shivering as it smells his fingers.


  “That’s right,” Dennis whispers. “You can trust me, buddy. Come closer now.” He darts a look around as he speaks, to see if anybody is nearby, but he seems to be alone with the dog. He has never seen it before.


  It’s some kind of poodle or similar race, and it really doesn’t look like it belongs out here in the woods; its curly fur is rugged and dirty. It’s obviously a dog who’s used to being inside, but judging by its looks, it has been outside at least for some hours, perhaps all day.


  “Did you run away from home?” Dennis asks the dog, who gives him a soft whimper as a reply. “I bet you did. You’re scared, aren’t you? And hungry, I bet. Poor boy.”


  Dennis feels genuinely bad for the dog. For a moment he forgets everything about Mom and the dead girl in Esther’s bedroom and the task he has at hand. All he can think about is helping the poor creature in front of him.


  “Come here, buddy,” he says, reaching out a little further. “Let me see your name tag. Let’s find out where you belong.”


  The dog pulls backwards a little, then changes its mind and lets Dennis grab gently hold of the collar. He pets it a few times to calm it down, then he reads the name tag.


  


  My name is


  BUSTER


  I belong to


  Louisa Jensen,


  Mill Road 263


  


  Dennis doesn’t know any Louisa Jensen.


  Mill Road is the name of the highway and the address shared by pretty much everyone around here. But 263 is not a number Dennis is familiar with. Old Niels is 259, Paul and Irene are 250, Karen and Esben 249, Esther 256, and Dennis and his mom lives in 245.


  Two sixty-three must be farther away. Dennis could bring the dog and drive along the highway until he came by 263. Then he could drop off the dog and make Louisa Jensen very happy.


  Or …


  The other choice seems obvious. He’s holding the last animal he needs. If he takes Buster, then he doesn’t need to worry about sneaking in somewhere and stealing another pet.


  It almost seems like fate. Mom tells him often that the powers of the universe give you opportunities when you need it the most. Maybe this is one of those cases. After all, what are the odds that the dog would walk right out in front of him? This could very well be the divine force helping Dennis out.


  At least he feels a little better thinking that way. There’s still a hard knot in the pit of his stomach—it’s been there ever since Mom gave him his awful task and has been growing steadily larger—but he tries to ignore it, as he picks up Buster and brings him around to the back of the car.


  “Don’t worry,” he whispers, as he puts the dog in yet another box. “You’ll be fine, buddy.” His voice cracks on the last word. He can’t lie like that, not even to a dog, and Dennis feels something wet on his cheek and realizes he’s crying. He wipes the tears away and closes the box. “I’m sorry, buddy,” he croaks.


  Then he hurries back into the car and heads back out on the highway.


  As he drives, he can hear the dog whimpering from the trunk. The sound makes him cry harder, so he turns on the radio to drown it out.


  The task is done. Now he only needs to bring the animals to Esther’s place, and Mom will do the rest. But Dennis feels only a faint relief at the thought. Mostly, he’s full of dread at the thought of what’s going to happen. He feels like a monster. Like a murderer.


  


  TEN


  It’s almost 6:00 PM as Dennis rolls into the courtyard in front of Esther’s house.


  He might have been there a little sooner if he hadn’t stopped by the end of the driveway and just sat in the car for several long minutes, contemplating going back where he came from and handing all the pets back over to their owners.


  Dennis has never disobeyed Mom before, not since he was very young at least. Back then he quickly learned that disobedience meant pain.


  If he disobeyed her now, she would punish him like never before. This was not a small task she had asked of him. This was about saving the life of a little girl.


  And that was what ultimately convinced him—not the fear of Mom’s punishment, but the hope that Mom just might be able to bring the girl back to life—normal life, not the kind of life Hedwig got. And if she succeeded, Dennis would have helped achieve it.


  On the other hand, if Dennis gave the animals back now, he would take away the girl’s last chance of coming back to life. And that thought made him feel like completing the task just might be the right choice to make—or at least the less wrong one.


  So, he finally drove on up the driveway, and now he’s here, looking at Esther’s house. From the trunk comes the occasional whimper or scratching. The radio is no longer playing, so Dennis can hear the animals.


  He takes a deep breath, then gets out of the car, leaving the engine and the air conditioner running. As soon as he steps out, the early evening heat bears down on him. It isn’t exactly scorching anymore, now that the sun is on its way to the horizon, but it’s still very warm.


  Dennis crosses the courtyard and enters the house. It is quiet in here. He walks to the bedroom where he finds the door open. He peers inside.


  “Mom?”


  To his surprise, Mom isn’t here. Neither is Esther. The only one present is the dead girl underneath the blanket in the bed, which has been moved a few feet to the right for some reason. The girl has also been rearranged: her tiny, pale hands are folded over her chest, and her face is pointing straight up into the ceiling, whereas before it was tilted slightly to one side. On the bedroom table is a vase with fresh flowers—probably from Esther’s garden—and a lit, black candle burning softly.


  Dennis steps tentatively into the room. “Hello? Anybody here?”


  The reply comes from below: an audible bump somewhere under the floorboards, followed by Mom’s voice saying: “I think it’s good right there, Esther.”


  Dennis looks down. What are they doing in the basement?


  He is about to leave the bedroom and go looking for the stairs to the basement, when he notices something on the other side of the bed: an open hatch in the floor. Dennis steps around the bed and peers down the square hole. A wooden ladder leads down into the semidarkness, halfway lit by the flickering of candle flames.


  “Hello? Mom?”


  Mom’s face appears, staring up at him. Dennis almost steps back. She looks like a ghost. She’s dressed in her white gown with large beads around her neck and her hair tied up in a white cloth. She’s also wearing the white makeup which makes her eyes and mouth stand out, almost like a skull. Dennis hasn’t seen her in full ornament since the episode with Hedwig.


  “Finally!” she exclaims. “What took you so long?”


  “I—”


  “Never mind. Did you get them? Did you get all five?”


  Dennis nods.


  Mom is visibly relieved. “Good. Bring them down here. We’re just about to begin.”


  


  ELEVEN


  Dennis carries the boxes into the house one at a time and hands them to Mom through the hatch in the bedroom floor. Then he shuts off the car and goes back inside the house.


  “Come down here, Dennis!” Mom calls to him. “We need your help.”


  Dennis flinches. He was hoping he didn’t have to go down into the basement. As he climbs down the ladder, he immediately smells the herbs and the incense burning. He looks around and sees a surprisingly large room lit only by candles placed on the floor along the walls. Mom and Esther have sure been busy while he was away.


  The bare walls have been decorated in chalk with strange figures—sacred symbols, as Mom calls them. She is still busy finishing up the writings, looking in her book as she draws. From the ceiling hangs plenty of objects in strings like feathers, bones and dried flowers. The only pieces of furniture are a dining table in the corner and a coffee table in the center, covered by a bloodred cloth which reaches the dusty concrete floor. Also, around the altar are placed six chairs, almost like a dinner is about to be served.


  The scenery reminds him eerily of the one Mom made in Dennis’s room when she fixed Hedwig, only much larger. Back then, she placed Hedwig’s cage on a hook in the ceiling and made the ritual underneath it. And looking up to the ceiling, it finally hits home for Dennis why they need to do it in the basement: the altar is placed right below the girl’s bed.


  He feels a trickle of sweat run down his temple. The temperature down here is stifling, probably partly due to all the candle flames, but also the lack of windows.


  Esther is standing by the dining table, which is filled with more strange stuff, including the boxes containing the animals. Esther is mixing different colored powders into a large bowl of water with more leaves and stuff floating around, while she’s also referring to a smaller book of her own. She’s no longer crying, but her eyes are red and puffy, and she doesn’t seem to notice Dennis is even there. She’s dressed in the same outfit and makeup as Mom.


  Something brushes against Dennis’s leg, almost causing him to jump. He looks down to see Kisser stroll around the room, not a care in the world. Mom must have brought the cat down here, so it’s ready.


  Dennis glances at the boxes. He can hear the animals rummaging around in there. The dog is whimpering. Dennis feels his throat constrict.


  “Uhm, Mom?” he asks.


  “Just a minute. I’m almost done.” She finishes up the last symbols, then steps back and admires her work. “There. Perfect. Is the mixture ready, Esther?”


  “Almost,” Esther says in a dreamy voice.


  “Great. Then I’ll prepare the animals.”


  “Mom?” Dennis says again as she glides past him, her skirt whirling.


  “What now?” she snaps, turning on him. “Can’t you see we’re busy?”


  “It’s just … do I need to be here?”


  Mom frowns and is obviously about to say something harsh. Then comprehension dawns on her face, as she sees Dennis’s gaze dart between her and the boxes, and she says in a relatively calm voice: “You can go upstairs. We need someone to look after the girl.”


  Esther gives off a noise and turns around. “I thought I was going to be up there with Nadia?”


  “I need you down here, Esther,” Mom says. “I can’t do the ritual on my own, there are too many things that need to happen exactly at the right time.”


  “But if anything goes wrong—”


  “Nothing will go wrong,” Mom interrupts firmly. “And Dennis will call down to us and tell us once it starts working. Then you can join him and hold her hand as she wakes up.”


  Esther looks from Mom to the open hatch in the ceiling to Dennis, a look of indecision and concern on her face. Then she nods meekly. “I trust you, Birgit. And I trust you too, Dennis.”


  “You can trust us,” Mom says, stepping over to Esther and squeezing her shoulder. “We’ll bring Nadia back, I promise. Now, let’s get started. Give Dennis the potion.”


  “Me?” Dennis says. “I thought I was only going to look after the girl?”


  “You are. But you also need to give her this.” Mom points to the decanter which Esther brings him, containing a brownish liquid.


  Dennis reluctantly takes the decanter from Esther.


  “One drop on her lips every fifteen minutes,” Mom instructs him. “That’s all. No more than a drop. Use your fingers so you don’t spill. I’ll call and let you know when you give her the first drop. Understood?”


  Dennis nods, then goes to the ladder.


  “Right, open the box, Esther,” Mom says. “Bring me the first one.”


  Dennis doesn’t want to look back, but he can’t help it. He sees Esther go and open the box with the rabbits. He sees her reach down and pull up one of the furry little animals. And he sees Mom go to the altar where she has laid out a pile of nails, a small hammer—and a large, silvery dagger.


  Then Dennis sees no more; he turns his head and climbs up the ladder so fast he almost trips and spills the potion.


  


  TWELVE


  Dennis brings a chair from the living room and sits down farthest away from the bed. He puts the decanter with the potion on the floor, freeing both his hands so he can cover his ears. His palms drown out the noises from downstairs, but he can still hear his own rapid breathing and his heart thumping away on the inside of his eardrums. Still, that’s a lot better than hearing what Mom and Esther are doing to the animals.


  Dennis tries not to cry. He tries to remind himself why it needs to be done. He even stares firmly at the face of the girl in the bed the whole time, trying to convince himself it will all work out for the best. The girl will wake up, fine and healthy and completely normal, and none of the poor animals will have died in vain. That’s what he needs to believe.


  But it’s hard. Dennis has never been good at imagining things that aren’t real. He isn’t very creative. He can only deal with what’s real and right in front of him.


  He knows it’s because he isn’t very clever. Clever people can believe in things which are hard to believe in. Dennis never had that gift. It’s because of the brain fever he had when he was little. He can’t remember any of it, of course, but Mom has told him several times how the doctors couldn’t cure him and his condition only got worse until Mom made the brain fever go away using her craft.


  He owes his mom everything. Without her, he would probably have died from that brain fever. She cured him. So why can’t he trust her this time?


  The answer is obvious. Because of what happened to Hedwig. The terrible, agonized screeching of his beloved pet owl once again echoes in his memory, as he stares at the dead girl.


  What if it goes badly? What if she—


  “Dennis!”


  Dennis removes his hands as he hears Mom calling from downstairs.


  “Yes, Mom?”


  “Why don’t you answer me? For God’s sake, I thought you had gone!”


  “No, I’m right here. I just …”


  “Give her the first drop! Now, Dennis!”


  Dennis quickly bends down and grabs the decanter. He brings it to the side of the bed and puts his finger down the bottle, tilting it carefully to make the brown liquid reach his fingers. It’s lukewarm and sticky like snot. He lowers his finger to the girl’s mouth, dabbing one single drop on her lower lip. He stares at her face, almost expecting her to react to the touch. Of course, she doesn’t.


  “Tell me when it’s done, Dennis!” Mom calls.


  “It’s done!” Dennis calls back.


  “Right. Now you give her one every fifteen minutes, remember? Use the timer on your phone so you don’t forget.”


  “Okay, Mom!”


  Dennis brings the decanter back to the chair, thankful to get away from the bed once more. As he passes the open hatch, he can’t help but glance down into the basement. From this angle, he can’t really see much, except for two of the chairs. But that’s all he needs to see. The seats of the chairs are no longer empty. They are occupied by small, lumpy piles which can be mistaken for pillows turned inside out. But Dennis knows they’re not pillows. He knows exactly what those lumpy piles are. He remembers what the mice looked like after Mom used the dagger on them. He remembers all too well.


  He staggers on to the chair and sits down, nausea pressing in his throat. He regrets very much he looked down the hatch. He only saw two shadowy piles, but that was more than enough. He’ll certainly have nightmares over it.


  Mom begins chanting down in the basement. Dennis knows she reads from her book, reads the words in that strange, foreign language he has heard her use before.


  He pulls out his phone and sets the timer for fifteen minutes. He places it on his lap so he can see the screen. Then he covers his ears once more, trying to drown out Mom’s chanting. This time, he also shuts his eyes.


  


  THIRTEEN


  Dennis gets up every fifteen minutes to place a drop of potion on the lips of the girl. Every time he does so, he has to uncover his ears, and he hears the chanting. Sometimes Mom chants on her own, sometimes Esther joins her.


  To begin with, he tries counting the number of drops, but he soon loses count. The lights outside the window turn redder and dimmer and the clock on his phone tells him it’s almost 9:00 PM.


  At some point, his stomach gives off a loud growl, and he realizes just how hungry he is. In fact, he hasn’t eaten anything since breakfast, if you don’t count the sandwich he wolfed down when he was home getting the eggs. He turns and looks into Esther’s living room. In the middle of the dining table is a bowl of fruit. Dennis’s mouth almost waters at the mere sight of it.


  He knows Mom won’t appreciate him leaving his post, but there’s still six minutes until he has to administer the next drop of potion, so he decides to take the chance and gets up. He brings two bananas and an apple back to the bedroom.


  Just as he sits down and bites into the apple, Mom stops the chanting to shout out: “Dennis?”


  He jumps and almost chokes on the piece of apple. “Yes, Mom?”


  “Do you see anything on her face?”


  In the background, Esther keeps chanting. Dennis can also hear something else down there, a rattling of something ceramic, probably beads or bones on a string.


  He gets up and goes to the bed, looks the girl’s face over, then calls out: “No, I don’t see any—”


  Dennis stops mid-sentence as he sees a brief flicker next to the girl’s left eye. He steps back and gasps out loud.


  “What’s that, Dennis?” Mom calls.


  Dennis searches for his voice, his lungs heaving for breath, as he stares at the girl’s face. Was the twitch even there? It was so subtle; he could have imagined it.


  “Dennis?” Mom demands.


  “I … I think I saw something!” Dennis calls.


  “What did you see?”


  “It was … a flinch! Next to her eye!”


  A moan from Esther as she stops chanting for a brief second then resumes.


  “Good!” Mom calls up to him. “Keep an eye on her, Dennis, and tell me if you see anything else. And start giving her a drop every minute now—got that?”


  “Yes, Mom!”


  Dennis brings the chair and the fruit and the decanter over next to the bed—but still he keeps a fair bit of distance, placing himself as close to the wall as possible. He puts another drop on the girl’s lips—by now they’re soaked in the brown liquid, some even making its way down her chin like drool.


  Down in the basement, Mom joins Esther’s chanting, and the sound of rattling bones intensify. A mixture of steam and smoke comes up from the open hatch, filling the bedroom with the smell of incense, but also something less spicy, something sweeter and more metallic.


  Blood, Dennis realizes. I can smell blood from down there.


  He looks down at the apple in his hand. Suddenly, he has lost his appetite. He puts in on the windowsill and instead concentrates on the girl’s face.


  She’s still just lying there, not moving a single muscle, her face pale and marble-like. Except one thing, it dawns on Dennis, as he looks more closely. Something has changed on the girl’s face. Her color is still mostly pale and pallid, except for two small spots high up on her cheeks. In these two places, no larger than coins, a discrete, reddish hue is starting to come forward.


  It’s really happening.


  Dennis feels his stomach clench up. He’s not sure why his stomach reacts like this at the thought of the girl coming back to life. It would be a miracle beyond belief. He should feel happy, ecstatic even.


  But it’s not happiness coursing through Dennis’s veins as he sits there, in the still dimmer bedroom, staring at the face of the dead girl in the bed, listening to the chanting and the rattling of bones from downstairs, smelling the sweet, coppery blood in the warm air.


  It’s fear.


  Cold, paralyzing fear.


  Then the girl opens her mouth.


  


  FOURTEEN


  It happens so unexpectedly. No quivering at the lips. No other movements of the face. The girl’s jaw simply drops open, revealing her greyish tongue and small, white teeth.


  Dennis jumps up, banging into the wall behind him and screams out loud.


  “Dennis?” Mom calls out. “What happened up there?”


  Dennis barely hears her; he scrambles sideways, pressing against the wall, trying to get away from the bed. He would probably have bolted out of the room, if Mom hadn’t popped her head up through the hatch and grabbed him by the ankle.


  Dennis screams again and looks down, jerking his leg to get free.


  “Calm down, Dennis!” Mom shouts. “It’s okay, there’s nothing to be afraid of. What happened? Tell me.”


  “She … she … her mouth …” Dennis points to the bed.


  Mom can’t see the girl from her position, and she makes no effort to. She just keeps looking at Dennis. “Did it open?”


  Dennis nods furiously.


  “Good. It’s meant to do that. It means it’s working, remember? The same happened with Hedwig’s beak. Keep giving her the potion, Dennis—just like you saw me do with Hedwig. Now you can drip it directly into her mouth.”


  “But, Mom—”


  “No buts, Dennis. Not now. Do as I ask.” Mom clutches his ankle, her icy blue eyes shooting fire up at him. “This is the critical stage. We need to keep going. No more interruptions, no matter what happens. Okay?”


  Dennis swallows hard, then shakes his head. “I can’t do it, Mom. I won’t.”


  He can’t believe the words left his mouth. But they did. Because Dennis remembers all too well what came next after Hedwig opened her beak.


  Mom squints her eyes at him. “You won’t?”


  “No. I won’t give her my blood.”


  Mom’s expression softens ever so slightly, and she shakes her head once, lowering her voice. “You won’t have to. It’s not your blood she needs.”


  Dennis blinks. “But … then whose is it?”


  “Just keep giving her the potion, Dennis. That’s all you have to do.”


  “O… okay.”


  She lets go of him and he trudges back over to the bed, eyeing the dead girl’s face closely. Her mouth is still open, her cheeks slightly redder now than before. He sits the chair upright and takes the decanter. As he tilts it and dips his finger in the potion, he notices out of the corner of his eye that Mom is still watching him from the hatch. He reaches out his hand and holds his wet finger three inches above the girl’s mouth. He’s shaking so much he’s afraid he might miss, but the drop falls into her open mouth and disappears.


  He turns his head and looks at Mom. “I did it.”


  “Good. Do you hear anything?”


  Dennis is uncertain what Mom refers to at first, and he’s just about to ask—but then he hears it. A faint, hoarse whistly sound from the girl’s mouth. Dennis stares at her face as her chest begins rising and falling almost imperceptibly, the terror in his gut reaching a new high.


  He looks over at his Mom, nods once and says in a whimper: “She’s breathing.”


  A brief smile at the corner of Mom’s mouth. “You keep giving her the potion, Dennis. Call to me once her eyes open.”


  


  FIFTEEN


  It happens less than five minutes later.


  Dennis keeps dripping the potion into the girl’s mouth with every minute passing by. And he witnesses the transformation firsthand. The reddish color of the girl’s cheeks spreads out to cover most of the face, giving her skin a healthier chocolaty hue, which Dennis remembers from when he saw her alive. Also, her features change discretely; the nostrils widen slightly, the cheeks lift from their hollows, and the tightness of the skin around the eyes seems to loosen. The girl no longer looks like a corpse, but more like a girl simply sleeping.


  Her breathing also grows louder and steadier, the rising and falling of the chest becomes more apparent. Dennis begins to feel on his hand the damp air seeping out from her mouth as he reaches out to give her another drop.


  For some reason, holding his hand so close to the girl’s mouth scares Dennis more than anything. He’s not sure why, but an instinct within him wants to withdraw, and he has to fight himself every time. He almost feels like his hand is exposed—no, more than that, he feels it is in danger. Like the girl might suddenly jerk her head up and bite him.


  That’s silly, of course. She’s a person, not a wild beast.


  But then again, Hedwig …


  The way Hedwig would gnaw at the bars of the cage after she woke up, like she was trying to bite her way right through the metal …


  Don’t think about that, Dennis tells himself. That was different. This time, it’ll be okay.


  It’s all he can do to convince himself, and yet it doesn’t take away the fear, not at all.


  He keeps watching the girl’s eyes closely, not wanting another scare if they suddenly pop open like the mouth did. But when they do open, it happens very gradually. At first, it’s just a weak trembling of the thin skin of the eyelids; then the lashes start vibrating, and tiny wrinkles appear at the corner of both eyes.


  “Mom!” Dennis calls out, his voice shaky, almost cracking. “I think it’s happening, Mom!”


  The chanting from below halts, and he hears Mom and Esther rummage around down there for a minute. Then steps on the ladder, and both women appear from the hatch.


  Mom joins him by the bed and bends down over the girl, placing her own face very close to the girl’s—way too close for Dennis’s liking. She studies her face and listens to the breath. The eyelids are fluttering now, revealing the bottom half of the eyeballs.


  “Good,” Mom says, straightening up, then placing her hand on Dennis’s shoulder, she says in an almost warm tone: “Good job, Dennis. Now you can step back. But keep within earshot, in case I need you.”


  Dennis gets up from the chair, realizing his back and buttocks are drenched with sweat, his knees almost give way as he staggers across the room towards the door. He wants nothing more than to get as far away from what will happen now as he possibly can.


  But something makes him stop in the doorway. Perhaps it’s morbid curiosity. Perhaps it’s an urge to make sure nothing bad happens to his mom. Whatever the case, Dennis can’t leave the bedroom.


  He looks down at the scar on his index finger—the long, thin, perfectly straight line which always makes him feel bad inside whenever his eyes fall upon it.


  He did it himself. He did it for Hedwig.


  He doesn’t like to think about it; in fact, he invariably pushes down the memory every time it comes up, trying desperately to forget. But now it comes rushing back, Mom’s voice sounding in his mind, talking to him softly, insistently.


  “It’s the most important part of the ritual, Dennis. You need to do it if you want to get Hedwig back—there’s no other way. You see, you were the one who loved Hedwig the most, and you were also the one who caused her death. Since you are the one at fault, you’re also the one who can undo it—no one else in the world can. The ritual won’t work if we were to use someone else’s blood. You understand, don’t you? If you want Hedwig back, you need to do it, Dennis. It’s the love you felt for her. It’s in your blood. And only love can undo such a terrible thing as death.”


  Dennis feels fresh, warm tears roll down his cheeks as he gently strokes the scar on his finger. He did it for Hedwig. He did it because he loved her.


  And the same holds true in this situation, he supposes. Esther loved her grandchild more than anything else, but she also inadvertently caused her death. Which means that Esther will be the one giving the girl her blood.


  Dennis wipes his cheeks, turns and looks back at the two women by the bed. And he keeps looking all the way through the final stage of the ritual.


  


  SIXTEEN


  Mom lights a candle on the bedside table, then begins reading from her book. Meanwhile, Esther walks back and forth on the other side of the bed, waving a bone necklace in one hand and flinging orange chalk-like dust into the air with the other.


  The temperature in the bedroom hasn’t gone down since the sun did—if anything, it’s warmer now. Dennis can tell from both Mom’s and Esther’s faces how they are sweating too, yet both women carry on steadfast with the ritual.


  Mom pulls the blanket down to the girl’s waist, then traces a few symbols with her thumb on the girl’s chest, which heaves heavily up and down now, as the girl breathes in short, ragged drags.


  “It’s time,” Mom says, going into one of the deep pockets of her dress and producing the dagger. It’s not bloody—although Dennis knows it must have been earlier, after Mom killed the animals—but perfectly silver and shiny, the blade flashing in the light of the candle.


  He sees Esther’s eyes, which have taken on an expression beyond exhausted, and they show a glimpse of fear at the sight of the dagger. Then she grows stern again and reaches out her hand.


  “No, you do it yourself,” Mom says, turning the dagger around and offering Esther the handle. “Remember, be very careful. Not a drop can be spilled; everything must go in her mouth.”


  Esther nods, a bit hesitant, then takes the dagger from Mom. She tests the blade by running her thumb gently across it. “Just in the hand, right?” she asks in a hoarse voice.


  “Yes, in the hand,” Mom replies. “Whenever you’re ready.”


  Esther looks down at her grandchild for a moment. Even in the dim lighting, Dennis can see her eyes filling with tears.


  “Do you remember the words?” Mom asks.


  Esther nods again, takes a deep breath, then begins speaking slowly. “Oh, my beloved darling. You most beautiful child. Your Little Good Angel is dead and gone, but your Big Good Angel can never die. It’s my fault. Take my blood so you can once again live. Oh, my beloved darling …”


  Dennis gets the shivers as Esther begins over again on the verse. He remembers the words that Mom had him read out as he cut into his finger with the dagger. Without being aware of it, Dennis clenches both hands as he stares at Esther. Somewhere nearby is a sound, but Dennis doesn’t really register it; he only focuses on the words spoken by Esther and the heaving breath of the girl, whose quivering eyelids are now more than halfway open, showing the white of the eyes and a little bit of the brown irises.


  “Take my blood so you can once again live,” Esther says and cuts into her palm, opening a thin, dark red gash, but only flinching slightly at the pain. “Oh, my beloved darling. You most beautiful child …” She closes her hand into a fist and holds it over the girl’s face. The blood soon finds its way out the bottom and begins trickling in a fine string into the girl’s mouth. “Your Little Good Angel is dead and gone, but your Big Good Angel can never die,” Esther goes on, her voice growing a little louder. “It’s my fault. Take my blood so you can once again live …”


  “Good,” Mom whispers. She’s leaning in from the other side of the bed, watching the stream of blood closely. “Good, keep going, Esther. You’re doing fine.”


  The girl in the bed begins drinking the blood like a toddler would drink from a bottle, her chin bopping softly with each swallow, causing low, sticky sounds to escape her as the blood flows down her throat in gulps.


  Another noise reaches Dennis’s ear, this time closer by, and it makes him turn his head and look through the dark living room.


  What was that? he thinks absentmindedly. It almost sounded like the front door …


  It couldn’t be, of course; who would come by at this hour? It’s almost midnight. And besides …


  A choking sound from the girl. She swallows hard to keep up with the blood.


  “Oh, my beloved darling,” Esther chants, raising her voice even higher. “You most beautiful child …”


  Dennis turns his head again, just as there’s another sound from the other end of the house, and this time he’s sure he heard right.


  “Mom,” he says. “I think someone—”


  “Shush!” Mom hisses without looking away. “Keep going, Esther … just a little more …”


  Dennis stares at the girl, whose eyes are finally open enough to show her pupils. They stare blankly up into nothing, but they aren’t exactly dead; rather, they belong to someone deeply asleep.


  Esther keeps chanting: “Take my blood so you can once again live …”


  “Dennis? Is that you?”


  The voice from behind makes Dennis jump and spin around. A tiny figure comes towards him through the shadowy room, and he’s just about to scream, as Old Niels comes close enough for Dennis to recognize him.


  “Niels,” he breathes. “But … you’re not supposed to … Mom!”


  “Shut up, Dennis!” Mom bellows from the room. “Don’t stop, Esther! No matter what!”


  “What in God’s name is going on?” Niels says, stepping closer.


  Dennis is torn between the impulse to move back and the impulse to shove the old guy away. The former wins, and he stumbles backwards, letting Niels step into the doorway.


  “My God!” he exclaims, shock and terror in his voice as he takes in the bizarre scenery of the bedroom. “Birgit! Esther! What the hell are you doing?”


  Dennis looks into the bedroom over Niels’s bald head—it’s no problem, since he’s a foot taller than the old guy. And he sees everything that happens next.


  Esther turns her head with a look of surprise at the sound of Niels’s voice, moving her hand slightly to the side, causing the stream of blood to move, too. Mom screams and grabs Esther’s hand, trying to hold it steady, but she’s half a second too late: the blood spills across the cheek of the girl.


  “No!” Mom cries out. “No, Esther, don’t spill it!”


  Esther looks back down at her grandchild and utters a choked scream of horror at the sight of the spilt blood. She tries desperately to get her hand back in position, but Mom is also still trying to direct the stream, and the result is more blood splattered onto the girl’s face.


  “No, no, no!” Mom shouts, letting go of Esther’s hand and clutching her face instead. “It’s ruined! It’s all ruined!”


  “No!” Esther retorts with a tone of shrill panic. “No, it’s not! We can fix it!”


  With her free hand, she begins wiping frantically at the girl’s face, trying to mop the blood into the mouth, but manages only to smear it around.


  Mom steps back, hitting the wall, and staring blankly at the dead girl, shaking her head in disbelief. “It’s too late,” she whispers.


  Dennis looks at the girl too, and even from the doorway he can tell her breathing has stopped, the eyelids are no longer fluttering, but have come to a stop two-thirds open.


  Esther is still pouring blood into the mouth of the girl, while simultaneously resuming her hopeless attempt to wipe clean the girl’s face. The girl is no longer drinking, and her mouth quickly fills up and spills over.


  “She’s gone,” Mom says, apparently speaking to no one in particular, as she stares into empty space. “She can no longer be saved.”


  Esther doesn’t hear her, but keeps on struggling with the blood, crying now.


  “Goodness gracious,” Niels says, putting a hand to his forehead. “What have you done to that little girl?”


  Mom turns her head, her eyes locking at Old Niels, her expression turning icy with rage. “It was you. You killed her.”


  Niels glares back at Mom. “Me? What are you talking about, woman? You did this to her! You’re insane! I always knew you were! With your crazy religion!” He shakes his head and goes to his pocket. “That’s it, I’m calling the police.”


  “No!” Mom shouts.


  But Niels doesn’t pay attention; he finds his cell phone and fumbles with unlocking the screen.


  “Stop him, Dennis!” Mom shouts. “We’ll all go to prison!”


  Dennis jerks to life—realizing in an instance he has been standing paralyzed for a full minute—and instinctively reaches out to grab the phone from Niels. But the old guy moves away with surprising speed.


  “Don’t you touch me, Dennis! I know you stole my rabbits, you bloody thief! And now I see why.”


  The accusation causes Dennis to stop dead in his tracks.


  Niels dials three digits and puts the phone to his ear, pointing to Dennis with a crooked finger on the free hand. “I always knew your mom was crazy with her mad voodoo-mumbo-jumbo, but I thought you were a good boy, Dennis. How could you let her do this? How could you—”


  At that moment, Mom comes sweeping out of the bedroom, looking like a ghost in her white dress, her lips drawn back to reveal her teeth in a doglike sneer. Dennis catches a brief glimmer of the dagger, then it goes into Niels’s back right below the shoulder blade. The old guy screams and arches his back, trying to get away, but Mom moves with deadly speed, retracting the dagger, then plunging it forward again, burying the blade deep into Niels’s ribcage. This time, he not so much screams as moans, and he drops the phone, which breaks into pieces as it hits the floor. Mom stabs Niels a third and a fourth time, until finally, the old guy sinks to the floor. Dennis realizes his mouth is open wide, like it’s about to scream, yet nothing but a high-pitched screech escapes him. Niels gives off one last sigh, then dies.


  “Birgit!” Esther calls from the bedroom, her voice even more shrill now.


  Mom stands over Niels, glaring down at him, heaving for breath, the bloody dagger in her hand. “You old fool,” she spits. “Why did you have to show up? You ruined everything! And you!” She looks at Dennis, her eyes white-hot with anger. “Why didn’t you stop him?”


  Dennis recoils, unable to answer.


  “You just stood there like an imbecile,” Mom goes on, stepping towards him. For a moment, Dennis thinks she might take the dagger to him—she actually looks mad enough to do it. “Why can’t you ever—”


  “Birgit!” Esther calls again, screaming now.


  “What is it?” Mom shouts, turning towards the bedroom, just as Esther appears in the doorway. To Dennis’s utter surprise, Esther is smiling widely.


  “She’s still alive!”


  Mom frowns. “That can’t be …”


  “It’s true! Come see!”


  Esther runs back inside the bedroom. Mom darts one brief look at Dennis, her expression dark. “You stay right here,” she hisses, then she follows Esther into the bedroom.


  


  SEVENTEEN


  Dennis stays put right outside the bedroom door, afraid to move a muscle.


  Niels is lying right next to him, the corpse still spilling out blood onto the rug.


  Inside the bedroom, the women examine the girl.


  “Listen,” Esther says, putting her own ear close to the girl’s blood-smeared face. “You can still hear her breathing.”


  Mom listens for a moment, then looks up at Esther with a concerned frown. “That can’t be right. The ritual was interrupted.”


  “Yes, but she’s still breathing,” Esther repeats, smiling grimly. “We can still bring her back, Birgit; we just need to finish what we started.”


  Mom looks from Esther to the girl in the bed, then shakes her head. “This isn’t right, Esther. We can’t go on. She’ll be—”


  “We have to!” Esther shouts. “We have to save her, Birgit!”


  “We can’t! She won’t be normal if we proceed.”


  “You don’t know that!”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “No, you don’t! You don’t know the will of the universe, Birgit. You’re just a servant like the rest of us. Who knows what plans the creator has for Nadia? Maybe she’ll be just fine!”


  “Esther,” Mom says, holding up her hands, the right one still clutching the bloody dagger. “Please, listen to me now. We can’t do this. It’s too late to save her. Even if she wakes up—”


  Esther flings her arm across the bed. To Dennis it looks like she’s trying to slap Mom. But instead, she snatches the dagger from her, then points it at Mom. “We go on! You hear me? We don’t stop now! We’re bringing back my grandchild! We’re bringing back Nadia!”


  Esther breathes heavily, waiting for Mom to answer, the point of the dagger directed at Mom’s chest.


  Mom doesn’t move away, and she doesn’t attempt to take back the dagger, either. To Dennis’s amazement, she stands completely calm. She looks down at the girl once more, then up at Esther. “If you’re forcing my hand,” she says, speaking very softly, “whatever happens will be on you, Esther.”


  Esther looks for a moment like she might burst into tears. The dagger begins to shake in her hand. Then she seems to steady herself, as she glances down at the girl. “I can live with whatever happens,” she whispers. “But I can’t live with not trying.”


  Mom nods, though her expression is grim. “Fine. We proceed then.” She turns her head and looks at Dennis. “Go bury Niels in the back garden, Dennis.”


  


  EIGHTEEN


  Maybe this is what they mean by dead weight, Dennis thinks, panting as he drags Old Niels across the lawn on the bloody rug. Niels is surprisingly heavy for an old, scrawny guy. His bald head bops rhythmically back and forth, as though he listens to one last song.


  Normally, Dennis would be freaking out in a situation like this. But Dennis isn’t really himself anymore. So much crazy stuff has happened these last hours, he can no longer take them in.


  Old Niels is dead.


  Mom killed him.


  Dennis has spent almost three hours digging a grave.


  And now he will bury Old Niels’s body.


  It all sounds like something out of a nightmare, or maybe one of those bloody horror movies on Netflix Dennis can never bring himself to watch. Things like this simply don’t happen in real life.


  Dennis doesn’t really feel anything; it’s like a switch has been flipped and the power is out in Dennis’s head. His body still works, though, readily pulling Niels towards the back end of the garden, where he dug the hole.


  It’s early morning, and the eastern horizon is glowing orange and red, boding the coming day to dawn.


  Dennis reaches the hole and stops for a moment to catch his breath, letting go of Niels. The morning air isn’t exactly cold, but at least cooler than inside the house, and it feels nice on Dennis’s sweaty skin. His gaze falls on Niels’s face, and he hears the old guy’s voice.


  “I know you stole my rabbits, you bloody thief!”


  Suddenly, Dennis is able to feel something after all; a sick wave of guilt washes over him at the thought of the five poor animals on his conscience. The reason he could bring himself to go through with it was the hope that the girl could be brought back to life—to normal life, not like Hedwig. But now that seems like a foolish hope. And the animals will have all died for nothing.


  Just like Niels.


  Dennis feels his face crumple up. Now he also feels just how tired he is; he hasn’t slept all night. He begins to sob quietly. It feels like something has punctured within him, and the tears are finally able to flow. Dennis stands there in the red light of dawn and cries like a child.


  When the tears finally dry up, he feels marginally better, and he’s able to go on. He grabs the rug and pulls Niels into the hole.


  “I’m sorry, Niels,” he says.


  Then he grabs the shovel and begins filling the grave.


  He’s almost done, when there’s a shout from the house. Dennis turns and looks across the lawn. He can’t see the bedroom from here, and he can’t discern whether it was Mom or Esther he heard, so he decides to go look.


  He’s halfway across the dew-wet lawn, when there’s another shout from the house—even louder, and this time, he can hear it’s Mom. He almost can’t recognize her voice, though, since he has never before heard his Mom yell out in terror.


  Dennis sprints as fast as he can.


  


  NINETEEN


  Dennis can’t recall the last time he ran so fast. He speeds around the house, bolts in through the open front door and sprints through the house, almost tipping over several pieces of furniture along the way.


  “Mom!” he gasps as he reaches the bedroom door. “What hap—”


  He cuts himself short at the sight of the girl in bed. At first glance, the scene in the bedroom might have led Dennis to believe the ritual had worked. And it apparently did—at least somehow, although not in the way intended. Because the girl is no longer lying down, but now sits bolt upright, completely unsupported by anyone or anything. Her eyes are open all the way, too, but they don’t look right; the irises are missing, showing only white, and they remind Dennis of Hedwig. The color of her skin doesn’t look good, either; it’s an unhealthy mixture of grey and green.


  Mom has backed away from the bed, pressing up against the wall. Esther, on the other hand, steps closer and leans in towards the girl, trying to catch the nonexistent gaze of her grandchild.


  “Nadia?” she whispers, her voice tender and hopeful. “Can you hear me, sweetheart?”


  “Don’t, Esther,” Mom whispers. “Get away from her.”


  Esther turns her head to look at Mom, and Dennis can see she’s smiling sickly. “Will you be quiet? I’m talking with Nadia.”


  “That’s not Nadia,” Mom says, shaking her head.


  “Shut up!” Esther demands, her face contorting into anger before the smile quickly returns. “She’ll be fine, she just needs a minute. Right, darling?”


  Esther sits down on the bed, facing the girl, who still hasn’t moved an inch.


  “Oh, I think she’s trying to talk,” Esther says excitedly. “What’s that, sweetheart? What are you saying?” She leans closer to the girl, leaving only a few inches between their faces.


  “Esther,” Mom croaks, and Dennis notices she’s backing away towards the door now. “Don’t …”


  A strange noise comes from the girl. It’s a wet, guttural growl from deep down in her throat. It reminds Dennis of a hungry predator.


  “Oh, darling,” Esther says, chuckling heartedly. “You can talk again! I’m so glad you’re back. Granny loves you so much!”


  Dennis looks in horror as Esther places both hands on the girl’s cheeks, then leans in and kisses her on the forehead.


  Like Snow White in the old fairy tale, the kiss wakes up the girl. She opens her mouth, shoots forward and clamps down hard on Esther’s lower lip. Esther screams and jerks her head back. Dennis can hear the sound of the lip tearing, and it comes lose with a snap, sending the girl backwards.


  Esther jumps to her feet, clasping both hands to her mouth. The blood seeps out through the fingers. “She … she bit me,” she says in a dazed voice. “My little sweetheart bit me …” Her shoulders begin bopping, and at first, Dennis thinks she’s crying. Then he realizes it’s laughter coming from Esther. “Oh, darling, how could you? It’s okay, Granny isn’t angry with you …” The words become harder and harder to discern, as the blood spills from Esther’s missing lower lip. She’s about to bend over the girl, apparently in an effort to hug her, when Mom grabs her shoulder and drags her backwards.


  The girl reaches out her hand, trying to grab Esther, but missing by a few inches. She stumbles out of bed and staggers across the floor in pursuit of her grandma.


  “Let go of me!” Esther demands, blood spurting from her mouth as she fights to get free of Mom’s grasp. But Mom is more determined, and she manages to haul Esther out of the bedroom and slam the door just before the girl can reach them. She immediately begins scratching on the other side, but apparently can’t recall how to open it, because she makes no attempt to use the handle.


  Esther suddenly seems to lose all strength and collapses on the floor, right where Niels died just a few hours ago. She tries to speak, but the words drown in blood, and she gargles helplessly and begins to cough.


  “Spit it out, Esther!” Mom shouts, twisting Esther’s head to the side.


  But weirdly, Esther seems to be working against her, turning her face back up towards the ceiling, giving off new, wet coughs, spraying blood into the air.


  “What are you doing!?” Mom exclaims, forcing Esther’s head to the side again, allowing her to spit out the blood.


  This time, Esther closes her mouth, choking herself, blood spurting out of her nose.


  Mom lets go with a gasp and backs away. Esther once again looks to the ceiling and chokes on her blood. Her eyes are bulging, and tears stream down her cheeks.


  She wants to die, Dennis thinks with a mixture of utter horror and morbid fascination, as he watches Esther drown herself in blood from her torn-up lip.


  It only takes a few seconds of gargling and jerking. Then she stops moving altogether, and her eyes close gently. One last, sticky bubble grows from her open mouth and pops.


  “Dear heaven,” Mom whispers. “What have we done?”


  A thud from the door, as the girl on the other side apparently bumps into it, trying to force it open.


  “What … what about the girl?”


  Dennis is hardly aware it’s him speaking.


  Mom looks at him. “I can’t do anything. My book is still in the bedroom.”


  “But … we need to do … what I did … to Hedwig … you know … to end her pain …”


  Dennis has to force the words out. Mom never asked him how Hedwig died the second time. And Dennis has never told her. How he got out of bed that night, opened the cage, caught her by the wings and broke her neck. The sound of her spine breaking was like chewing on raw spaghetti.


  Mom looks to the door, biting her lip. “I don’t think we should go in there, Dennis. You saw how she attacked Esther.”


  “Maybe … maybe we don’t have to go in there,” Dennis persists. “Maybe we can do it through the window! With a gun.”


  Mom frowns. “With a gun? Where will you find a gun?”


  Dennis racks his brain. “Old Niels!” he exclaims. “He had a hunting rifle.”


  “Will you shoot her, Dennis?”


  The question isn’t harsh or even skeptical. It’s simply a question. And it causes Dennis to blink with surprise. “No, I … I can’t … I don’t know how to use a rifle …”


  “Neither do I,” Mom says, shaking her head. “I think we’ve done enough damage. I think we need to leave.”


  “But … the police … won’t they come for us? I mean … once they find …” He gestures towards Esther. “And Old Niels … he’ll be missing … and … and …”


  “There are no witnesses,” Mom says. She pulls the bloody dagger from her dress pocket. “And they won’t find this.”


  The girl is still scratching at the door and moaning on the other side. Dennis’s head is spinning.


  “We’ll bury Esther, too,” Mom says. “We’ll go home and wash up and we won’t talk to anybody. Then it’ll be like we were never here. If the police come asking, we’ll act shocked when they tell us what they found here.”


  The explanation sounds kind of reasonable to Dennis, but something in Mom’s voice betrays the fact that she doesn’t believe her own plan. Dennis has watched a couple of crime documentaries on television. He knows how skilled the police investigators are at solving crimes. They’ll have little trouble tracking what happened here to Mom and him. It might take them a few weeks to run tests for fingerprints and so on, but they’ll get there. No doubt about it.


  Then again, what else can they do? Maybe it’ll even be for the best if they get caught. Even if that means they both go to jail for many years. Dennis has been living for over a year with Hedwig’s death on his conscience; how long could he live with this? The thought of being caught actually comes with a great sense of relief.


  “Okay, Mom,” he says, fighting the tears. “Let’s go home.”


  Mom sighs deeply. “Go get a second shovel from the toolshed, Dennis. Then come back here and help me carry Esther.”


  


  TWENTY


  Dennis squints his eyes as the sunlight hits him the moment he steps outside.


  He breathes in the morning air which is already starting to warm up and lets out a long, trembling breath.


  It’s over.


  The worst day of his life has come to an end.


  He has never felt so tired before. As soon as he gets to bed, he’ll probably sleep for days. Maybe he won’t wake up until the police come knocking. That wouldn’t be so bad. It means he wouldn’t have time to worry about it.


  He crosses the courtyard, dragging his feet through the gravel. He opens the door to the toolshed and is just about to go inside, when he hears a noise and freezes.


  It’s the sound of car tires on gravel. He turns his head and looks up the driveway. A red car is coming this way. It’s still almost half a mile away.


  Dennis’s heart leaps in his chest. He runs back inside the house. He expects Mom to be waiting for him in the living room, but to his surprise, he meets her in the kitchen, almost bumping into her.


  “Mom!” he exclaims.


  “Dennis, we need to get out of here, right now!” Her voice is urgent. “Come, now!”


  “But, Mom, someone is coming!”


  Mom stops for a second and looks at him. “Who?”


  “I don’t know, a car. It’s coming up the driveway right now.”


  “Is it the police?”


  “No, it was red.”


  A noise from the living room. Dennis turns his head to look. Through the open doorway, he sees Esther standing right where she died less than ten minutes ago. Her legs look shaky, and her dress is soaked in blood. She lifts her head and looks directly at him, and Dennis looks right back into her pale, white, unseeing eyes.


  “Oh, no,” he croaks.


  “Come with me,” Mom says, dragging him along through the kitchen and out of the house. She slams the door behind them.


  The sound of the oncoming car is louder, but it’s still a few hundred yards away. Mom runs to the car and Dennis is right behind her.


  “The keys!” she shouts.


  Dennis throws them to her. She jumps in behind the wheel, and Dennis gets into the passenger seat.


  “What are you going to do, Mom? They can’t see us here!”


  Dennis is confused by his own reaction—a minute ago he was relieved by the thought of getting caught, but now he feels only fear and wants to get away.


  “They won’t,” Mom says, turning on the engine.


  To Dennis’s surprise, Mom doesn’t race out of the driveway. Instead, she puts the car in reverse and backs into the narrow space between the toolshed and the tall bushes behind it. From here, the car can’t be seen from the courtyard or the house—only the front-end is visible.


  Mom shuts off the engine again, and the car falls silent. She turns to Dennis with a finger over her lips, and Dennis holds his breath.


  He looks out and realizes he can see the courtyard reflected in one of the windows of Esther’s house. He sees the red car come rolling in at that exact moment. It comes to a halt but doesn’t turn off its engine.


  “Who is that?” Dennis whispers. “Someone Esther knows?”


  “Sssh,” Mom hushes; she’s also watching the reflection in the window.


  Dennis looks as a young boy with blond hair gets out. He’s too young to have been driving the car, and Dennis notices two more figures still in the car. The boy has a bunched-up newspaper in his hand and goes to the front door. He knocks once, then opens and goes inside.


  “Oh, no,” Dennis gasps. “He can’t go in there!” He’s about to open the door, but Mom grabs him hard by the arm.


  “It’s too late,” she hisses.


  Dennis just sits there, staring at the front door, hoping the paperboy will come out again unharmed, close the door and simply leave without even realizing anything was wrong.


  But then there’s a scream from inside the house.


  Dennis jerks, once more about to open the door, but Mom, still clutching his arm, digs her nails in deeper and whispers in his ear: “Stay!”


  Dennis watches as the two other persons in the car—a boy and a girl around Dennis’s own age—come out and run into the house.


  “Oh, no, no, no,” Dennis whimpers, beginning to cry. “They’re all going to die! Esther and the girl are going to kill them!”


  “We can’t do anything about it,” Mom says, shaking her head with surprising sternness. “I had no idea they were just going to waltz right into the house like that—stupid kids!”


  They sit and wait for almost ten minutes, the early morning growing hotter and brighter by the minute, the sun resuming its merciless scorching from yesterday and many days before that.


  Finally, Mom turns on the engine, saying: “They’re not coming out.”


  She drives around the garage and across the courtyard. Dennis stretches his neck, trying to look inside the house through the open front door, but doesn’t see anyone.


  Then they’re heading out of the driveway on their way home.


  Dennis looks out over the open, sunny fields. It looks almost like a normal day. Yet Dennis has the strange feeling nothing will ever be normal again.


  “What happened to the girl, Mom?”


  To his own surprise, he’s not remotely afraid to ask the question. He doesn’t even turn his head to look at Mom.


  “The ritual went wrong,” Mom says in a low voice.


  “What is she now?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Is she dead or alive?”


  “I don’t know, Dennis.” Mom is starting to grow impatient. But Dennis still has questions.


  “How come Esther also came back?”


  This time, Mom is a long time in answering. “I think … I think the girl must have … passed it on to Esther, somehow.”


  “Passed what on?”


  “The curse. A ritual gone wrong becomes a curse.”


  “Oh.” Dennis still studies the fields as they turn onto the highway. “Then what about us, Mom?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Will it happen to us too? Did the girl pass it on to us?”


  Again, Mom doesn’t answer right away. “I’m not sure. I don’t think so. I think it was the blood.”


  Dennis sighs and closes his eyes. It feels like his whole body sinks into the seat as sleep comes washing over him. “I hope you’re right, Mom,” he says in a dreamy voice. “I sure don’t want to become like that when I die.”


  Dennis allows himself to drift off to a comfortable darkness. Right before he slips away, he’s pretty sure he hears Mom say: “Me neither.”


  


  * * *


  
    Hope you enjoyed this prequel.


    If you haven’t begun the series yet, you can do so now via the links below.
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    Complete audiobook|Complete box set
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