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The Shrine on Harrison Street

by Catherine Butzen

There was nothing like a bus terminal to make someone think of hell. A gray, tiled, fluorescent-

lit hell, smelling of sweat and the kind of industrial cleaner deployed by the bucketful in institutions all 

across the world. Sitting on one of the long metal benches, suitcase at her feet, Abby Marquise pressed 

a hand to her head and tried to massage away the headache that was building there..

She checked her ticket for what had to be the dozenth time, and glanced up at the departures 

board overhead. Schedule 1756 to Butte, Montana: got in from Wisconsin at 10:12 PM on June 21st, 

still departing at 6:15 AM, June 22nd. Unfortunately, it was just shy of 2 AM now. After a long and 

exhausting business trip in Milwaukee, Abby was still facing a four-hour layover on the worst bus 

station seats ever designed for human behinds.

Still, she tucked her ticket away and made sure it was in the right pocket. Her premade 

schedule, complete with map printouts and local cab company numbers, was tucked into the inside 

pocket of her suitcase. There was a small water bottle in her pocket. A second copy of the itinerary was 

hidden in the lining of her windbreaker, along with a photocopy of her driver's license and an 

emergency contact list. Her son was staying with his father. Her clothes were clean. Her silver crucifix 

was hung on a loop of sturdy fuse, and though guns could no longer be safely carried in checked 

Greyhound baggage, she had a miniature lock-pick kit in her bra and a concealed roll of garrote wire 

taped to the underside of her hair clip. Three feet of detcord was hidden in a tampon box in her purse.

Her coworker, John, liked to tease her about her accessories. But she knew for a fact that his 

beloved Desert Eagle lived in his bedside drawer. Besides, John had never been mauled by a hungry 

ghoul.

“Passengers, please mmrph—“ The rest of the announcement was lost in static. Presumably it 

was important, or they wouldn't have announced it, but Abby did not speak fluent Gibberish and 

nobody was paying attention anyway.

Sitting down had clearly been a mistake. The long benches were made of thin metal struts 

spaced just wide enough to dig into the skin, and while her bottom was admittedly one of her best 

features, there was a little too much bottom for this kind of seat. She winced and shifted, folding up her

windbreaker and putting it between her and the bench. That helped, for a few minutes.

The station was crowded. According to the board, at least half a dozen other schedules had 
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layovers of four hours or more. One, from Cedar Rapids to Madison, posted a layover of ten hours. The

small cafeteria had closed hours ago.

At one o'clock in the bus station, everyone was too tired to care about what others thought. A 

pair of boys—young men, really—in Army fatigues were curled up on the concrete, heads pillowed on 

their olive drab duffel bags. Three older women sat huddled together, sharing steaming cups of 

McDonald's coffee; the oldest of the three had corralled all of their luggage and crammed it under her 

seat, glaring at passersby as if they were plotting against her. Over by the vending machines, a man 

shouted into his Bluetooth earpiece in a language Abby didn't recognize. Tired passengers clustered 

around the phone charging stations like kittens around their mother.

“Please be advised that marphle gronch minh—“ And presumably the passengers would take 

that advice to heart, though Abby wasn't sure how. The problem of her bottom had been temporarily 

solved, but the awkward curve of the seat was now catching her in the small of the back, and she didn't 

have anything else to fold up and rest against.

Abby's rule was fixed: no cursing. People had called her white trash too often for her to be 

comfortable fulfilling the stereotype. Still, there were times when it was awfully tempting.

Sighing, she got to her feet, pulling her suitcase after her and draping her windbreaker over her 

shoulders. She could at least kill a few minutes in the bathroom.

The bathrooms were as bad as the rest of the station. A long row of stalls, many with broken 

locks, sat on stained and sticky tile. One of the faucets was on, full blast and steaming hot; the others, 

despite her efforts, produced no water at all. The hot tap couldn't be turned off.

“Well, at least there isn't something floating in the … I stand corrected.” Abby backed away. A 

quick search revealed that the cleanest stall was one with a broken lock, so she leaned her suitcase 

against the door to keep it closed while she did her business. 

The minute she put her hands under the steaming tap, a spark jumped from the water, and 

Abby's whole body flinched. A stinging sensation gripped her heart, making her recoil.

“God d—!” she yelped. “Darn it,” she continued, with effort. That had to be a safety hazard. 

Shaking her head, Abby finished drying her barely-damp hands, grabbed her suitcase, and went in 

search of a staff member.

The only staffer she could find was working the ticket counter and dispensing tickets through a 

thick Polish accent. Abby lingered, feeling vaguely guilty about taking up the woman's time, but finally

joined the line. It took about five minutes to explain the problem—the woman's English wasn't up to 
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the challenge—and when she was done, Abby was tired, annoyed, and even more guilty over feeling 

annoyed. 

John would tease her about what Catholicism had done to her morals. Sometimes his criticisms 

had bite to it, too: she was too much of a pushover, in his opinion. But as he was the most flagrantly 

lapsed Orthodox Jew she'd ever met, she wasn't lending much weight to his opinion of Christianity.

Smiling at the thought of her sardonic coworker, she sat down—on top of her suitcase, because 

to heck with those benches—and dialed John's number. He was home recovering from a bout of the 

shingles, of all things, and he never slept well on hot Midwestern summer nights. He would be awake.

He picked up on the second ring. “Evening,” he drawled in a fair imitation of a Southern accent.

Americans tended to remember a ginger speaking pure London, so he liked to experiment with other 

voices. “Started the massacre already, have you?”

“You're not funny,” Abby told him as sternly as she could feign. “How are you? Have you heard

anything from the office?”

“Yah. Dull as ditchwater. They had some movement down in the salt tubs earlier, one of the big 

pieces tryin' to get out, but they got it cut up small and it settled down again. The loon doesn't like it. 

Reckons there's been too many reanimations of bits that should've been dead.” John's smile could be 

heard in his voice. “Truth is, he's just bored and looking for something to fuss about.”

He'd nailed the accent, Abby noticed, but his word choices still gave the game away. Still, 

despite his light dismissal of what sounded like a problem brewing at the office, she couldn't help 

laughing as John recited Adam's complaints about the runaway zombie parts.

“I know you say it's nothing, but I'm glad you're keeping up with them,” she told him, a little 

breathless with suppressed laughter. “They need someone to be the irresponsible one.”

“Oi!” The facade of American sloughed away. “I object to that. I'm responsible!”

“Responsible for a lot of trouble, yes.”

“I can't help it if I'm too good-looking to not get kidnapped occasionally. Maybe if you'd dress 

nicer, you could be the victim next time and I'd have a go at doing the rescuing.”

Abby laughed. From anyone else—anyone who hadn't seen the scars on her back, or known 

what it was that put them there—she would have been offended. But John had seen her in the 

aftermath, when blood soaked the last sleeveless shirt she'd ever worn, and he had privileges. 

Plus, he was right. He had been the one needing rescue last time. 

Her attention was caught by a commotion near the wall. A woman was arguing with a pair of 
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maintenance workers. Yellow plastic signs were being set up in the door of the women's restroom—

Closed for Maintenance—and apparently the woman found this unacceptable. Judging by the men's 

gestures, they were pointing her to the men's restroom; judging by her gestures, one in particular, she 

wasn't putting up with any of that.

“Oh thank God,” Abby said.

“Hm? What's all that about?”

“They're fixing the faucet in the ladies' room. I think there's an electrical short in the system 

somewhere. When I tried to wash my hands, I got shocked.”

John laughed now. “Probably just static, Marquise. You can't have a constant current in running 

water, it'd blow a fuse.”

“Then why are people in movies always getting zapped by wires in moving water?”

“Dunno. Artistic license?”

The debate resolved to no one's satisfaction. The men had gone into the restroom. John, who 

was now discoursing on the changes he'd make if Hollywood hired him as a consultant for their “stupid

fuckin' films,” was a welcome respite from the headache and the stinging in her chest.

 As John launched into another monologue, though, Abby stiffened. A strange sensation seemed 

to pulse through the room—a TV fritz, a static discharge that made the fine hairs on the back of her 

neck stand up. The lights flickered and the monitors cut out; the digital arrivals board dissolved into 

colored sparks. Cries of surprise and anger arose as phones, plugged into various wall sockets, fuzzed 

and went dark.

“Jesus!” Abby yelped.

“What is it?” John said quickly. The alarm in her voice must have reached him: his voice had a 

note of fear in it. “Abby! You all right?”

“I'm fine! I'm fine.” Abby took a deep breath. The lights flickered again and came back on, 

drawing mixed grumbling and cheers from the assorted passengers.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” droned the speaker. “Please stay c—“ And once again it dissolved into 

gibberish. Abby's heart pounded, and her sternum ached where the silver crucifix rested against it.

“Abby!”

“I'm fine, John. Just some problems with the power.”

Abby glanced down. Her plain v-neck top only dipped low enough to expose a slice of 

breastbone, with her crucifix resting against it. The spot under the cross tingled: sunburned, but not yet 
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reddened, just the alien sensation that told her something had gone wrong with the top layer of skin. As 

she shifted, the crucifix slid sideways, exposing an infinitesimally darker, cross-shaped patch of 

sternum.

John was still talking. “'Snot that long a layover, but I can come down the station and pick you 

up. If you don't want to go home to the Sad Shack, you can kip on my sofa. Got to be better'n that.”

“I'm fine. But I should go.” Abby hesitated for a moment. Then: “If I don't call back in four 

hours, then you can come down.”

“Like the Relief of fuckin' Mafeking. Be careful, Marquise.”

Abby ended the call and looked back over at the ladies' room. No one was being dragged out, 

but there was a sudden increase in radio chatter, and two more staff members had materialized and 

were heading for the restrooms. Passengers were muttering among themselves moreso than usual.

Her heart thudded. The sting when her hands had touched the water. The energy surge now. The 

mark on her chest, skin lightly burned except where the cross had rested.

She was probably imagining things. Aftermath of long-standing trauma. Hysterical delusions of 

persecution.

The scars on her back itched.

Leaning forward, Abby surveyed the scene. Large crowd; several delayed buses had filled the 

station almost to capacity. Late night, so despite the unrest everyone was mostly subdued. Large, open 

area, with no hidden maintenance access that she knew of.

Pull the fire alarm? Too obvious, and it would only cause a panic that wouldn't accomplish what

she needed. Call the cops? Ditto, especially in the current political climate. Her coworkers John and 

Mal could usually move crowds via authority or audacity, but Abby's appearance was better suited for 

group infiltration than crowd control. Tired, impatient travelers wouldn't put up with her “harmless 

blonde” act, and maintenance workers dealing with a potentially serious electrical short wouldn't let her

just wander into the closed-off area. No windows in the bathroom, either.

So. Get the maintenance men out of the bathroom, do it without causing a panic, and then take 

care of …

… whatever it was.

The lights flickered again, and her breastbone gave an answering throb where the cross was 

pressed against it.

One of her colleagues, known only as Mal, was a headsman. Another had taught her to distract a
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target by setting a neighboring building on fire. Abby wasn't quite willing to go that far.

Though if they were chasing an electrical short …

Abby looked up, noting the position of the security cameras. There wouldn't be any in the 

restrooms, but definitely ones pointed at the doors themselves.

To make this happen, she had to work fast with the few tools she had. With the women's 

restroom closed, no one questioned Abby stepping into the men's room. She wasn't the only woman 

heading that way. And unlike the women's room, the men's room backed up against a bank of glowing 

high-tech vending machines.

She paused at the small, dirty mirror and made a show of fixing her hair. The few men in the 

restroom at that hour of the night weren't used to seeing women on their turf; most just side-eyed the 

intruders. 

The minute she was alone, she pried the mirror off the wall. As expected, there was a shallow 

cavity behind it: the result of quick and cheap repairs when concrete was knocked out to make room for

the vending machines' heavy wiring.

Silently apologizing to Jesus and the city of Chicago for everything, Abby undid her necklace 

and clipped off a loop of fuse. She wound some wire around a bundled loop of detcord, wrapping it all 

up in the way Adam had showed her, and laid the fuse. All together, it was a tidy little package. When 

she hooked the mirror back onto the wall, the device was hidden completely in the cavity.

Four minutes later, Abby was attempting to get comfortable on the metal bench when a 

sickening smell filled the bus station. Gas and burning rubber, if she had to put a name to it. She didn't 

have to feign gagging: the detcord's heat had melted the wire, and the result reeked of a gas explosion 

in a flatulent coal mine. 

Cries of disgust filled the depot, and the buzz of radios followed as the maintenance men 

converged on this new, potentially biohazardous problem. The announcer's attempts to caution the 

listeners were lost in static.

Not a riot, but enough of a disturbance to do the trick. Abby waited a minute, then climbed to 

her feet, stepped casually into the nearest camera's blind spot, and headed for the women's room.

The bathroom was dim now. Half the lights over the sinks had blown out with the last power 

surge, and there were dirty marks on the sink where the maintenance men had started to disassemble 

one of the broken faucets. The only sounds in the bathroom were the faint buzzing of the fluorescents 

and the endless thin dribble of the hot-water faucet.
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For a moment, Abby stood still, facing the sink and feeling faintly ridiculous. But there was no 

time to indulge in concerns: her hip, where she'd tucked the crucifix into her pocket, was beginning to 

ache.

Time to get to work. She picked through her purse, looking for the small packets she'd stashed 

there last night. She always—guiltily—purloined salt, sugar and condiment packets whenever she 

bought fast food on the road, knowing that a teaspoon of mustard could do a lot to rescue a cheap meal 

eaten on the go. Now, though, the tiny crystals of salt had another purpose.

Abby ripped open three of the packets and rolled the small handful of salt in her palm, warming 

it a little.

Belief was the key, their books said. It didn't matter which god you invoked, so long as you 

believed in them and called to them in sincerity. Belief could reshape the world. Abby's faith had taken 

more than a few knocks in the past few years, but despite knowing what she knew, it was hard not to 

believe in something. She addressed a silent prayer to the company of faceless saints and began to 

sprinkle the salt around the sink.

An incantation muttered under her breath, and she cast a handful of salt into the flowing water.

Nothing happened.

“Well, that's good,” Abby murmured. The water still ran hot and the crucifix still ached, setting 

up a drumbeat counter to her pulse from the pocket where she'd put it, but the first test was negative. 

She tipped a little more salt down the drain. Salt was a cleanser, or so the theory went: its 

crystals disrupted energy currents and broke the repeating patterns that made up so many spells. It 

certainly didn't hurt, anyway. 

The sink was beginning to fill up.

“Hmm.” Was something blocking it? As far as she could tell, the flow of water hadn't changed. 

But the last salt crystals she had sprinkled in were now floating on the rising surface of the water. As 

she watched, they dissolved.

Then the water began to move, and Abby took a step back.

The water rose in the center of the sink. It was forming walls—no, curves—in a shape the size 

of a man's head, and it took Abby a shocked moment to realize that it was filling a jug that didn't exist. 

As she watched, the liquid reached the top of the shape and slopped over the side, a few wayward drops

reabsorbed into the mass.

Abby took another careful step back and pulled out her phone. Her fingers shook only a little as 
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she activated the phone's camera and began filming. The picture was jerky but clear: water flowing into

a container that wasn't there.

“My God,” Abby whispered. The shape rippled, waves radiating from one side, and water 

slopped over the nonexistent rim.

The faucet had almost stopped running, she realized. The water was nothing more than a trickle,

and the residue of steam on the lower half of the mirror was beginning to clear.

Abby took a few steps to the side, looking at the … thing … from a different angle. Through the

lens on her phone's camera, there was no distortion. Magic meant to fool the eye would not appear in 

reflections or photos: The source, perhaps, of that old chestnut about vampires. But this was clear in 

both mirror and camera.

She gently put the phone down on the very edge of the counter and slipped her left hand into her

jacket, where a pair of sharpened ceramic hair sticks were tucked into an inside pocket. With the other 

hand, she extended a forefinger and touched the watery shape.

The world let out a long sigh, a breath of wind that stirred Abby's hair and chilled the heat-

dampened fabric stuck to her back. Steam rose from the sink—from all of the sinks—as the water 

shape wrapped itself around Abby's hand.

Fingers began to coalesce out of the liquid. Abby tried to pull back, but the fingers came with 

her, supported on a tendril of living water that turned to steam as it flowed from the taps and pooled on 

the floor like fog.

worship me.

Abby took another step back, left hand curling around the sharpened hair sticks. Her hip ached, 

throbbing with a bone-deep pain like she'd fallen on ice, and her right leg threatened to buckle under 

her. She put her back to the nearest stall door.

worship me, the voice said. It was soft and sighing, insinuating rather than ordering, and seemed

to insert itself into her head without consulting her ears. Abby's footsteps echoed off the dirty tile, but 

the voice did not.

“My God,” Abby whispered again, and the watery hand turned to mist and sighed through her 

fingers.

yes. i am.

A plume of steam rose up from the floor, shaping itself into a column. Tendrils extended from it:

arms, or something like them, and what might have been a face or an illusion created by a trick of the 
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eye. A face the same way frost makes flowers.

Abby met mist creatures sometimes. Usually during a long day of work, when the djinn got out 

of his pickle jar. It was never pleasant to encounter an unknown one. But they were shapeless, semi-

sentient things most of the time, and those that weren't were only ghosts, echoes of minds that had 

already passed on. Harvey and his ilk were mystic, but no one could call them mystical, while ghosts 

were sad remnants that needed to be put to sleep for their own sakes. This was neither one thing nor the

other. 

Abby breathed out. The misty hand reached and curled its fingers across her face, and her 

mouth grew dry and her throat closed as her warm damp breath was taken away. She jerked, one elbow 

banging into the stall door behind her and making the metal crash against the rim of the toilet, as the 

thing breathed in her breath.

no, said the unheard voice. i am not your god. you are like all the others, come to feed me with 

filth and perfume.

Abby swallowed. “I didn't even know you were here,” she croaked. The first rule of this 

business: When dealing with unknown powers, always be respectful and honest until you were sure 

how much trouble you could be in. “I apologize. May I know your name so that I may address you 

properly?”

A wave of warmth rolled over her as the pillar of steam seemed to exhale.

i am, it said, and said no more.

Abby took another step back towards the sink. The hot water was still trickling, shedding steam,

and her reflection in the mirror was once again obscured by condensation. 

“Are you a ghost?” she said softly.

A hiss. i live. fed only froth and dirt, but i live. 

“How may I feed you properly?” Abby asked.

offer to me.

The salt crystals she had poured in a circle around the sink were dissolving in the damp heat of 

the bathroom, but the ones Abby had thrown into the sink itself were long since washed away. Feed it. 

Perfume. Did you put perfume down a sink?

Not perfume, no. But industrial-grade cheap hand soap, used to clean off God knows what and 

the flushed down the drain … 

Some sort of ritual-focused spirit, then. Living in the pipes, wanting worship and tribute but 
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only getting soap. Probably weak, too, since there had been no reports or media frenzy surrounding the 

demon in the Harrison Street bus station. Too weak to make its pleas known. It must have taken that 

sprinkling of salt—meant to break a spell—as its first real offering in a long time.

“I will offer to you,” Abby told it. The clouds of steam gusted around her, the presence seeming 

to sigh with pleasure. Abby mentally scrambled through her list stock fairy tale phrases. “Er … I am 

but a poor woman … I have little to give unto you. But I pray that this humble offering will show you 

some little of the respect which you so richly deserve.”

She tipped a handful of orange breath mints down the sink, and the mist again sighed in 

satisfaction. 

sweet and spice, said the creature. this i accept.

It seemed more solid now, Abby thought. She cast a glance at the phone on the counter: still 

filming, though lying flat. It would only be picking up audio and the very edge of the scene. 

This was not what she had anticipated. Her crucifix had reacted before in the presence of the 

supernatural, and it had—perhaps—served to ward off creatures that wanted to harm her. But she had 

no way of being certain what this was.

The crucifix had sparked when she touched the water, leaving burns on her skin. It had never 

done that before. And this thing—this voice, haunting a bus station bathroom of all places—was not a 

thing she had ever met.

“How did you come to be here?” Abby asked. That seemed to be a safe question to ask, with the

creature practically purring after a handful of breath mints. There was no way it had originated here.

offer to me, said the voice. hungry.

Abby tipped more mints down the drain. “I will bring you more offerings if you answer my 

questions,” she told it. 

A long hiss, like water on hot metal. you do not bargain.

“No?”

you do not bargain. you offer to me. i accept offering. you go. this is as it should be.

“But what do I get in return?” Abby asked. “Why do people give you offerings?”

More steam boiled out of the taps. Was it her imagination, or were the lights flickering again? 

offer to me. offer to me. offer to me where the roads cross. build me a shrine. offer to me and I will 

bless. ignore me at your peril!

The voice strengthened. The misty figure grew, raising its half-formed arms. Any minute now, 
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someone would notice clouds billowing out of the women's room, and then there would be 

uncomfortable questions to answer.

“Be careful!” Abby said. “If someone overhears us, they'll find you!”

good.

The form grew taller. The shape was female, though no more distinct than that.

see me, snarled the voice in Abby's head. do i deserve dirty perfume? should i not have spice 

and sweetmeats and garlands? where are the voices chanting my praise and begging protection? where

have they gone?

“People today simply don't know what you are,” Abby said, praying the creature wouldn't ask if 

she herself knew. “The world is—“

the world is as it always was!

Abby breathed deep, in and out, trying to calm her racing thoughts—and the creature wrapped 

misty fingers around her breath and caught it like a rope, stealing it from her. Abby choked, staggering 

back from the sink as she clutched her throat. Spots flashed before her eyes as her lungs strained for air 

that wouldn't come. And through the haze, bitter and relentless, came the voice.

i see you. i see you. You reek of belief in a dead prophet on a tree. The invisible line jerked, and 

Abby gagged, struggling to remain upright. i see you. i see the others you breathe of. you think will 

exorcise me, child? i guarded the crossroads when twenty generations of your whore mothers were yet 

unborn. your dead man has no power over me.

The mist gathered, the figure dispersing as it rose. Plumes of steam blocked out Abby's vision as

the ethereal body wrapped itself around her.

A touch of warm wetness on her tongue, a thick, heavy fog, and then—

She breathed. In and out, long choking breaths, staggering and coughing as blessed oxygen 

touched her aching throat. She hacked, coughing, bent over with tears streaming from her eyes.

“Ma'am!” said a voice. “What the hell—ma'am, you're not supposed to be in here!”

Abby pulled herself upright. The mist was dispersing, and through tear-burned eyes she could 

see the wholly mundane and normal figure of a heavyset security guard with a walkie-talkie in hand.

“I'm so sorry,” Abby gasped. “I had to go—I'm sorry—I think something is leaking—” She 

dissolved into coughs, and the security guard was forced to either let her stagger past or let her hack in 

his face. She palmed her phone as she limped past, the recording light still blinking. Her suitcase lay 

forgotten by the sink.
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The security guard was saying something she couldn't hear. Another one stood just outside the 

bathroom entrance, looking confused, but Abby didn't stop to speak to him. Her body had become a 

badly-fitting coat, her skin pinching too tight and her muscles cramping with the strain of movement.  

She'd left her luggage in the bathroom. They'd search it. They must think she was on drugs. 

They would search her suitcase and find what? What had she left in there? She couldn't remember.

silence, fool.

Abby caught hold of the back of a bench. Her fingers twitched, fighting to uncurl. 

obey me!

It was too hot inside. Midsummer was no time to be sweltering inside a bus station, a box of 

steel and glass and dead things. She stumbled towards the double doors, bashing her elbow on one as it 

swung open and almost tripping over the steps that led up onto Harrison Street.

Out here, at least, there was air and movement. Abby put her back to the wall and leaned back, 

resting her head against the cool concrete, feeling the tension begin to drain out of her. 

obey me! obey me! 

She took a deep breath. The air tasted like burned rubber and metal. Exhaust. The voice cried 

out again, its fury clawing at the inside of Abby's skull, but Abby held tight to the burning sensation of 

the crucifix in her pocket and the memory of worse moments than these. 

Whatever you are, she told the raging creature, you're no bogeyman.

Her knees shook as she took a few steps down the street, one hand braced against the wall of the

bus station, but she stayed upright. The voice was screaming now: her muscles jerked and twitched as 

the creature raged through her body, seeking a way out or a way further in.

A beliefling. Created and fed through the power of human thought, a nexus of half-formed 

power. Sentient but not sentient. A ghost that had never been alive.

Abby straightened her back again. She still propped herself up against the wall with one arm—

she felt like she would faint—but she held her head up and took another deep breath.

obey me! cried the voice. 

“No.” Abby curled her fingers into her palm, feeling the stubby nails bite into her skin. “I 

believe, but not in you.”

A roiling wave of fury poured through her body, but the creature had no response for that.

Belief had defined its very existence. With it curled inside her head, she could see it now: A 

wayside shrine. A grove and an ever-flowing stream. The taste of honey on her tongue. Generations of 
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travelers passing by, leaving a flower or a few drops of wine or simply a thought for the creature they 

believed dwelt there. 

Bless me.

Thank you for the fine weather.

Grant me safe passage.

Don't let them catch up to me.

And from that, a mind had grown. 

But the times changed, and the belief began to fade. Wars disturbed the land. The grove burned 

down, the stream was diverted, the shrine was nothing but a worn-down stone that only the 

grandmothers remembered. And the desperation of a starving, half-formed creature, clinging to its last 

believer for sustenance as one grandmother carried it over the sea to a new country.

An old woman with swollen feet, dying in a bus station bathroom. The remnant of a remnant of 

a mind, crawling from the cooling corpse into the closest thing to a grove or a stream it could find: a 

water faucet.

A crossroads spirit, sustained by the offerings of used soap down a drain.

It was the first time Abby had ever felt sorry for something trying to possess her.

She breathed in and out, deep and steadying. The creature's struggles were fading fast. Abby did

not believe in it or revere it, only knew that it existed, and what little strength it had gotten from her 

“offering” was fading quickly. 

“I could kill you now,” she said aloud. A passing couple shot her odd looks, but this was 

Chicago after two AM and they'd probably heard it before.

Abby stood at the intersection of Harrison and Desplaines. The self-storage building across the 

street was dark, but the orange-white streetlights and the glow of the still-open gas stations on every 

other corner reflected off its shuttered windows. A block over, the blank facade of the Cook County 

courthouse seemed to regard the scene with magisterial indifference. The warm night air carried the 

scent of the river, all algae and old pennies.

She started walking. The creature had almost lost its grip completely, and only the occasional 

muscle twitch betrayed her now. 

South Jefferson. South Clinton. Canal Street ahead. A CTA bus passed, carrying an ad for an 

insurance company: smiling, racially-diverse faces, completely perfect and immune to criticism. Abby's

damp shirt stuck uncomfortably to her back, the scars itching. Long sleeves in the summer were never 
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enjoyable.

She crossed Canal Street, and the smell of the river was stronger now. An anticipatory feeling 

was curling in her chest, a nervousness that made her hands shake a little without interference from the 

spirit. She could feel its rage, but also its fear.

what will you do to me?

There was no pedestrian access to the river. The bridge arched high over it, high enough for 

passing tourist boats and sailboats to never scrape its bottom. Its metal rails had been shaped in 

imitation of Grecian urns and Roman columns. 

“I'm going to give you a chance,” Abby said quietly.

This was probably a mistake. The organization she served bent its agents and its resources 

towards beating back the supernatural. Abby herself would have been dead if it hadn't been for their 

efforts.

But this thing had not harmed anyone besides herself. It had been believed into being by 

humans seeking protection and blessing, and despite the burning ache of her crucifix and the raw pain 

lingering in her throat, she couldn't bring herself to execute it. Fear, not malice, drove it.

If she held it long enough, it would simply fade away. Already its voice in her head was nothing

but a reedy whine.

Abby pulled her water bottle from her jacket and took a long swallow, emptying it. Then she put

the empty bottle to her lips and breathed out. Her breath clouded inside it, forming tiny droplets.

She breathed out the creature and let the bottle fall.

It splashed into the river, far below. 

(Forgive me, Lord, for littering.) 

There was silence in her head now. Abby leaned forward, looking down at the river. The bottle 

had already vanished under the bridge, carried by the current. She thought about crossing the street to 

follow its progress from the other side of the bridge, but in the time it would take her to dodge traffic, it

would be sunk or out of sight.

The pain radiating from the crucifix was beginning to fade. Gingerly, Abby fished it out of her 

pocket. Her hip joint still ached, but it was the deep, lingering ache of a bruise that would heal in a few 

days. The crucifix was warm in her palm: no warmer than body heat would make it.

She wondered what would happen if she dropped the crucifix too. Was there a belief spirit 

attached to that, too, growing inside the object where she had put so much of her faith? Could two 
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spirits share the river, or would they fight to the death on the murky bottom?

Or was it—as she fervently hoped—still only a symbol of the God she prayed watched over 

them?

She put the crucifix back into her pocket and turned away from the river. She was tired, achy, 

and not looking forward to explaining this to her coworkers. “Yah, right,” she could hear John saying 

already. “A fuckin' ghost tried to strangle you in the loo and you dumped it into the fuckin' river. City 

sanitation's gonna fuckin' love that.” 

Abby couldn't hold back a smile at that thought. Considering the state of the city, a beliefling 

rattling around in the water pipes would only improve things. Maybe having a crossroads spirit 

haunting it would help Chicago finally get better.

By the time she got back to the bus station, her luggage had been stolen.
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Notes and Acknowledgements

The Shrine on Harrison Street is the first of five stories in the City Spirits series, set during the 

summer solstice in Chicago, Illinois. Characters are solely the invention of the author, Catherine 

Butzen; any resemblance to persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

While the characters and creatures are invented, the settings are chiefly real. Abby's opinion of 

the Harrison Street bus station should not be taken to reflect the actual place!

Editorial assistance for this project was graciously provided by Richard Butzen, Frederick 

Butzen, and Jaye Chervin. Any remaining errors are the author's own. 
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