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      Parapsychology research was conducted at Duke University in Durham, NC, between 1930 and 1965 under the auspices of J.B. Rhine. Though his ambition was to have an Institute of Parapsychology at Duke, in our world his work at the university was conducted in the Parapsychology Laboratory within the Psychology Department. This book imagines his initial goal was fulfilled, and a full Institute of Parapsychology was created within Duke University.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is Oscar Fox with OutFoxing the Paranormal! As usual, we’ll be bringing you a combination of urban exploration and ghost hunting as we investigate a location off the beaten path. Now, I can’t tell you exactly where we are for tonight’s hunt, because we’re here at the invitation of the property owner, who wants to keep his privacy intact. What I can tell you is it’s a farmhouse built in the 1870s and lived in by generations of the owner’s family. Unfortunately, they experienced more than their share of tragedy within these walls.”

      The old woman hit pause on the remote, and the large screen on the wall froze. “Are you familiar with this internet show, Dr. Taylor?” she asked.

      “No,” Nigel Taylor said, shifting in his seat uncertainly. “I’m not sure why you’re showing me this.”

      This was supposed to be a meeting to talk about his grant proposal. The grant he desperately needed if he was to justify his continued employment as an assistant professor at Duke University’s Institute of Parapsychology.

      “We need to tighten our belts,” the dean had said, and Nigel would have sworn he’d been looking right at him. “Cut the fat from the meat.”

      Research into the survival of personality after death didn’t exactly bring in the big money, and hadn’t since the start of the Cold War. Telekinesis, telepathy, remote viewing…all of those could be measured in the lab, demonstrated with numbers and graphs to organizations with deep pockets.

      Ghosts, though, were another thing.

      Survival research had been hanging by a thread at the institute when his advisor retired and he was hired to take her place. If he wasn’t able to secure a hefty grant today, that thread would be cut.

      This meeting was supposed to be his chance to salvage it. Patricia Montague was heir to a cigarette company fortune; her family had generously donated money to Duke University’s Institute of Parapsychology from the 1930s to the 80s, when they abruptly withdrew all funds. When she’d contacted him about a new grant for research into the survival of personality after death, it had seemed like the answer to his prayers.

      And now he was sitting in a lavishly appointed hotel room with her, watching internet videos of all things.

      “You teach a course on the history of parapsychology, do you not?” she asked. Patricia Montague was an imposing, pale woman in her 70s, her silver-white hair worn in a pixie cut, dressed in a tailored lavender suit. “Then you know as well as anyone that mediumship is not what it was in its heyday during the 1800s. Even then, most were frauds.”

      “But some were—are—genuine.” Nigel looked back to the screen. The video showed a man’s affable face: white skin, dark brown hair, brown eyes, and a grin that invited you to smile along with him. He was a big guy in terms of both height and weight, but moved with the ease of an athlete. The abandoned farmhouse he stood in front of could have been found anywhere from North Carolina on south, its warped boards stripped of paint by sun and rain, century-old oaks towering overhead and dropping enormous branches in the yard and through the roof.

      “Who is he?” Nigel asked, wondering what the hell any of this had to do with his grant. “That is, I caught the name, but I’ve never heard of him.”

      A small smile touched the corner of Ms. Montague’s mouth. “I take it you don’t follow college football, Dr. Taylor? Back in his student days, Mr. Fox played defensive tackle at Clemson.”

      “Right,” said Nigel, as though he’d ever heard the term ‘defensive tackle’ before in his life. “And now he makes ghost hunting videos?”

      “Indeed. Keep watching.”

      She clicked play again. The video had editing and production values that put OutFoxing the Paranormal above the usual amateur ghost hunting footage that Nigel had seen. Oscar and his camera person made their way through the dilapidated house, Oscar excitedly pointing out finds like an upright piano, in between narrating the tragic history of the house. He had the energy of a golden retriever; just watching him made Nigel feel exhausted.

      They investigated the usual suspects: the basement, a bedroom where a woman had died, the stairway where a man fell to his death, a nursery where disease swept away a generation.

      It wasn’t until they came to the kitchen, however, that Oscar paused. “Hey, let’s try an EVP—that’s electronic voice phenomena for any new viewers.” He went through the standard questions. “Is anyone here? What’s your name? Why are you here?”

      EVPs could collect valuable evidence—or be faked by a bit of sound editing. Without access to the raw files, it was impossible to say which.

      The video cut to Oscar listening to the enhanced audio in a studio. “Can you hear me?” seemed to whisper out of the laptop speakers. “Millie. I have to make dinner. It hurts.”

      Ms. Montague paused the video and scanned back. “Look at his face immediately before he suggests trying to record any electronic voice phenomena.”

      It was an easy face to look at; Oscar was pretty damn cute. With the video slowed down, it was easier to see the change that came over him in the kitchen. His pleasant face contorted, just a fraction of a second. Shock, fear, and pain all seemed to play over his features, before he wiped his expression clean and suggested the EVP.

      “You’ll note he never mentioned any stories of the kitchen being haunted,” Ms. Montague said. “Despite the attempt at keeping the location secret, my assistant was able to easily track down the farmhouse in question. He found a brief newspaper article from 1901 about an elderly cook named Millie, who was scalded to death in the kitchen when she collapsed and accidentally pulled a pot of simmering stew onto herself.”

      Nigel wasn’t at all sure he liked the direction this conversation was taking. “Maybe Oscar did the same research?”

      “Then why not reveal it during the show?” She fixed him with sharp gray eyes. “Instead, Mr. Fox appears puzzled to have found anything in the location. Which in turn suggests the EVP is genuine, not faked.”

      “He didn’t say anything about being a medium, though.”

      “No, he did not.” She sat back, an almost triumphant expression on her face. “Mr. Fox has never made such a claim, and OutFoxing the Paranormal has never worked with a medium.”

      Nigel had never worked with a medium, either, and wasn’t at all sure he wanted to now. Mediumship had been all the rage throughout much of the nineteenth century, and for the early decades of the twentieth. The science of parapsychology had been born through studying them. Hell, the original intent of founding the institute had been to investigate the big questions of life and death, hand in hand with mediums.

      Unfortunately, problems cropped up quickly. A séance was hard to quantify scientifically; ESP was much easier to test in the lab. Then an argument arose as to whether mediums were even communicating with the dead at all, or unconsciously using telepathy to pick details about the departed from the minds of others.

      Soon focus shifted to four subjects: telepathy, clairvoyance, psychokinesis, and precognition, all of which could be more easily measured in a laboratory setting. It wasn’t like you could get a poltergeist to come in for testing.

      Over the decades, mediums came to be looked at as entertainers at best, frauds at worst. As far as he knew, no one at the institute had worked with one since the 1950s, and he wasn’t keen to be the first to break that streak.

      “I’m not sure what this has to do with my grant proposal,” he said warily.

      “I’ve looked over OutFoxing the Paranormal’s other videos with a close eye. I believe Mr. Fox is a true medium, who is either ignorant of the source of his impressions, or simply doesn’t wish to associate himself with a profession rife with fakes and grifters.”

      Nigel felt a sinking in his gut. “What exactly are you getting at, Ms. Montague?”

      “It’s quite simple, Dr. Taylor.” Her hawk-like stare pinned him. “You require three things for your research. The first is money, which I am now offering to you, no strings attached. The second is a team to help you actually do the fieldwork. I believe OutFoxing the Paranormal would be an excellent choice—they’re professional, and they’re based in Winston-Salem, so relatively local. Naturally, this would depend on your finding them a good fit for you, and if they’re amenable.”

      No strings attached. Relief swamped him—he was going to get the grant—he could still save his job. Then sense broke through: despite her words, Ms. Montague was very much attaching strings. “What if they don’t want to work with me?”

      She shrugged. “We can hardly force anyone to cooperate with us, so I would leave it up to you to find a replacement.”

      We, she’d said. Oh yes, this money was indeed coming with caveats. “And the third thing?”

      “In the old days,” she said, apparently apropos of nothing, “mediums did more than communicate with the dead. They helped restless ghosts to cross through the veil, to whatever awaits on the other side.”

      He stiffened. “I’m quite aware.”

      “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to explain your own course to you.” She smiled. “The third thing you need is a location. I’ve looked into your past, Dr. Taylor, and I believe you can provide one.”

      Shock froze him to his seat for a moment. “I, uh—”

      “I refer to the Matthews house, which has recently gone into foreclosure. One of my shell companies has already acquired it.”

      Nigel shot to his feet, heart suddenly racing. Memories kaleidoscoped through his head: riding his bike with Mike in the warm Georgia sun, a fit of childish rage, a haggard man smiling at him from the dinner table. “How do you know about that?”

      “Oscar Fox wasn’t the only one I looked into before making my offer,” she said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I know all about you, Dr. Taylor. And I have a very good guess as to why you chose to study survival research, rather than any other field.”

      His mouth had gone dry, and a part of him wanted to turn and march out the door. To flee this unexpected ambush. “Why?” he asked instead. “Why are you offering the grant? Why do you want me to go there? What are you getting out of this?”

      “Is it so strange that a woman my age would find herself interested in whether our personalities survive after death?” she asked. Too lightly—he didn’t believe that was her only reason for a second. “As for the rest, don’t you agree that your personal involvement could lead to stronger manifestations?”

      He swayed slightly, before catching himself. In his memories, a killer grinned at him over dinner. “I imagine you’re correct about that.”

      “You need my help,” Ms. Montague said. “Or at least, my money’s help, if you want to survive the next round of budget cuts at the university. Work with me on this—interview the OutFoxing the Paranormal team, go with them to the house, discover whatever you can about both any hauntings and the possible medium—and I’ll make sure you still have a job waiting for you when you’re done.” She leaned over and extended a hand. “What do you say, Dr. Taylor? Do we have a deal?”

      He didn’t want to go back to the Matthews house. Did. Not.

      But it didn’t look like he was about to get much of a choice.

      Nigel reached out and clasped her hand. “We have a deal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t think we have the budget to replace the other head camera,” Oscar Fox said, staring gloomily at the spreadsheet in front of him. “Sorry, y’all.”

      “I can make do with the handheld,” Chris Saito said. “You’re the only one who really needs some sort of body cam. It was nice to have two for some shots, but we’ll be fine with just one.”

      Chris was probably just trying to make him feel better. Oscar had been the one to lose the camera, after all. There had been some kind of interference in the feed, and he’d taken it off to check whether it was working right, and then…

      “I can’t believe you got spooked.” Tina folded her arms over her chest and shook her head. “I edited that bit out to keep you from looking like a fool, but I’m holding onto it for blackmail material. Just so you know.”

      Oscar smiled weakly. He had looked like an idiot when he later reviewed Chris’s handheld camera feed. At the time, he’d been absolutely sure he saw something coming up out of the abandoned well in front of him. He’d jumped, fumbled the five-hundred dollar piece of equipment, and dropped it down the well.

      But nothing had been there, of course. It never was.

      “Thanks, Tina,” he said dryly. “You’ve always got my back.” The brief moment of levity faded. “The truth is, we’re bleeding money. Between equipment, and gas, and the time it takes Tina to edit everything together and make a show…”

      “Tell us something we don’t know,” Tina said, flopping down on the old beanbag chair in the corner. OutFoxing the Paranormal ran out of Oscar’s basement—he was the only one of them with a house. The room was mostly filled with editing equipment, rubber tubs containing all of their urbex gear, and cardboard boxes of unsold t-shirts and hoodies emblazoned with the OtP logo. Not the fanciest, that was for damn sure.

      Chris shrugged. “Maybe we should forget about the channel. Go back to just having fun on the weekends for a while.”

      “No!” Tina struggled to sit up in the beanbag, then gave up halfway. “We’re better than three-quarters of those other ghost-hunting shows out there. We’re not just visiting the same old boring locations everyone else has gone to.”

      “What we really need is a sponsor.” Oscar rubbed his eyes, but the numbers on the screen didn’t change. None of the potential sponsors he’d reached out to had bothered to answer his emails; their channel didn’t get enough views to interest anyone looking to advertise.

      OtP needed a break of some kind.

      Pushing the thought aside, he clicked through to their email. Maybe there would be one of their rare fan letters for him to answer.

      The inbox was empty, except for spam. He almost deleted them all, before one of the addresses caught his eye. Probably just more spam, but he opened it just in case.

      

      
        
        To: outfoxingtheparanormal@gmail.com

        From: nigel.taylor@parapsych.duke.edu

        Subject: An Opportunity

        

        Dear Mr. Fox,

        

        I’m Dr. Nigel Taylor from the Institute of Parapsychology at Duke University. My specialty is in survival research, and I’ve recently received a grant which will allow me to hire professional assistance in investigating a location that I believe will advance our understanding of the survival of personality beyond death.

        I have watched your videos and believe you (and your team) have the professional attitude which will allow us to conduct solid scientific research. If you are interested in this paid opportunity, please reply to this email for more details.

        

        Sincerely,

        

        Nigel Taylor, PhD (he/him)

        Institute of Parapsychology

        Duke University

        Durham, NC

        

      

      

      Oscar read the email a second time, his heart beating faster with every line. The chance to work with a respected institution like Duke was beyond his wildest dreams. They dealt with facts and figures—with numbers, which Oscar had always found more trustworthy than people.

      Plus it was a paid opportunity. It probably wouldn’t be much, but maybe they could replace the head camera and cover some gas money, at least.

      “Hey,” he said, “come take a look at this.”

      “What is it?” Tina escaped the beanbag chair and leaned over his shoulder, her long, curly hair brushing the side of his face. Chris mirrored her on the other side.

      “Wow,” Chris said, when they reached the end. “Is this guy for real, do you think?”

      “If he is, this is amazing!” Tina’s eyes sparkled with excitement behind the oversized lenses of her glasses. “This could be our big break!”

      “Big break?” Chris echoed.

      “Sure.” Tina was all but vibrating in place. “The Institute of Parapsychology is the real deal. They don’t partner up with just anyone off the street. They were some of the first to really try to scientifically study ghosts, they pioneered telepathic research, they worked with the government during the Cold War to investigate psychic warfare—”

      Chris crossed their arms over their chest. “Then we should tell them to fuck right off.”

      “That was decades ago.” Tina waved a vague hand. “Unless this dude is ancient, he probably came in a long time after any CIA involvement. Working with them will prove we’re legit, unlike most of the other fakers online. Assuming there’s not some kind of NDA,” she added with a frown.

      That could be a problem. Cash in hand would be nice, but the Duke stamp of approval might be just the thing to lure in more lucrative sponsors. “Don’t worry,” Oscar said, “we’ll negotiate if it comes to that.”

      “Unless he’s offering us huge wads of cash,” Chris said.

      Tina smacked Chris on the arm. “No one’s retiring on grant money.” She frowned again. “Actually, we should probably make sure this guy is legit. He’s got a Duke email address, but that can be faked.”

      “On it.” Oscar leaned past her and opened a new tab.

      A quick search brought up the Institute of Parapsychology faculty page. Most of the headshots had been carefully chosen and showed blandly smiling faces with neatly combed hair.

      Dr. Nigel Taylor’s did not. The thin white man in the photo stared at the camera with an intensity that seemed to reach out of the screen. His shoulder-length dark hair looked like he’d just rolled out of bed, and the scruff on his cheeks and jaw was less “deliberately cultivating a beard” and more “forgot to shave for a week.” His shirt, tie, and sweater were all in dark colors, and the gold studs in his ears matched the gold frames of his glasses.

      He was cute, if you were into intense, slightly scruffy academics. Which, judging by his immediate reaction to the picture, Oscar apparently was.

      But no—this was a job, not a date. If they were going to work with a prestigious university, everything had to be as professional as possible. No salivating over the hot PhD.

      “I’ll email him back,” Oscar said. “We’ll find out what he wants us to do and what strings are attached.” Then his natural optimism bubbled up. “And with any luck, we’ll be able to post a video saying we’re the first ghost-hunters who’ve worked with Duke in fifty years!”
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      When Nigel saw Oscar walking into the coffee shop, he held up his hand. While no one could have possibly missed the very tall Oscar, Nigel himself was rather on the short side and easily lost in a crowd.

      Oscar smiled when he spotted him, and Nigel’s insides did a little flip. Video was one thing, but Oscar in person was an entirely different experience. For one thing, the man was big—over six feet tall, well-padded with hints of muscle underneath. At almost a foot shorter, Nigel could literally climb him like a tree.

      Which was definitely not what they were here for.

      Nigel wasn’t even sure he wanted to be here at all. Working with a group of internet ghost hunters, on the slim hope that one of them might be a real medium, wasn’t what he’d signed up for when he’d undertaken his PhD work.

      But this was what Ms. Montague wanted—no, required—if he was going to keep his career afloat.

      “Dr. Taylor,” Oscar said when he reached the table. Up close, his smile was dazzling. “This is my crew.”

      “Tina Cabeza, she/her,” said a Latina woman Nigel hadn’t even seen standing by Oscar. “And this is Chris Saito.”

      “They/them,” Chris said, putting out a hand to shake. They were of Asian descent, probably Japanese judging by the name, and medium height and weight. Their short-cut hair was dyed a vivid shade of purple, and they dressed in plaid pants and a black sleeveless shirt with a non-binary pride button pinned to it.

      “Nigel Taylor, he/him,” Nigel said, shaking their hand.

      Chris glanced at Oscar. “I’ll grab us some coffee. Be back in a flash.”

      “Thanks, Chris,” Oscar said. “Don’t forget to put it on the company card.”

      “Not a chance,” Chris replied with a wink, before heading toward the front of the shop.

      Nigel almost envied the group their easy camaraderie. Certainly none of his colleagues were as friendly. No doubt crawling around in old buildings while hunting ghosts lowered barriers far more easily than clashing over funding in departmental meetings.

      “You had a good drive over, I hope?” Oscar said.

      Of course—social niceties. They’d never come naturally to Nigel the way they seemed to come to other people; he had to make an effort to remember them. “Good enough. Thank you for agreeing to meet here.”

      They’d chosen a coffee shop in Burlington, partway between Durham and Winston-Salem. Situated right off the interstate, the place seemed to do a good business judging by the constant flow of customers in and out the door.

      “No problem,” Oscar said, flashing that megawatt smile at Nigel. Damn it, why did he have to be so cute? “Let me tell you about the rest of my team, since they don’t get the camera time I do.”

      “Oh, uh, yes.” Nigel reached into his backpack and pulled out a notebook, which he flipped open. “Please proceed.”

      Oscar looked amused, but went on. “Chris is our camera person. They also take the photographs we sell on our website. Tina here is our tech wizard.”

      The young woman rolled her eyes. She looked more like someone who would work in the sort of shop that sold crystals than a technical expert: flowing tie-dyed skirt, peasant top, big earrings and all. A scarf held back her mass of curly black hair, and she wore a pair of black-framed glasses.

      “Oscar makes it sound more impressive than it actually is,” she said. “I take care of the equipment that Chris doesn’t, and I monitor the shoot from outside the building, including any stationary cameras. Once we’re done, I go through all the footage for anomalies and try to enhance anything I find.”

      So if any of their findings were faked, Tina was likely the one in charge of altering the audio and visuals. He’d have to keep a close eye on her if the project went forward.

      He needed it to go forward.

      “I see,” he said neutrally. “And you, Oscar? Do you do anything behind-the-scenes?”

      “We make him earn his keep,” said Chris, arriving back with three coffee drinks in their hands. “One light roast with sugar and milk, one mocha frappe with extra whip, and a vanilla iced latte for me.”

      Tina snatched the mocha frappe like someone might take it from her. Oscar took a sip of the light roast, made a sound of approval, and sat it down. “To answer your question, Dr. Taylor, I’m more than just a pretty face.”

      He shot Nigel a wink that made him fumble his pen. It clattered loudly onto the floor; face hot, he scrambled after it. “It’s, ah, just, uh Nigel,” he stammered in the direction of his own cooling coffee. “I mean, call me Nigel.”

      “Nigel.” Oscar looked pleased. “Um, yes. So I take care of our accounting—”

      “Oscar never met a spreadsheet he didn’t love,” Chris said fondly.

      Oscar’s cheeks reddened; apparently he blushed easily. “Spreadsheets don’t get the appreciation they deserve! How can you know how things are going if you can’t see the numbers laid out in front of you?”

      “This is why you don’t have a boyfriend,” Tina said into her frappe.

      Oscar’s entire face went bright red. “Anyway. We work out of the basement in my house, and I handle most of our social media. When I have time. And I do research on the locations.”

      Nigel was so distracted by the fact Oscar was available and apparently into men, he almost missed the last part. If there was any fakery going on, such as with the ghostly cook in the kitchen of the video Ms. Montague had shown him, this could be another point where it was introduced.

      “How in depth do you go?” he asked neutrally.

      “Ah, well, I’m not exactly driving down to the local library and searching through old newspapers,” Oscar said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I mean that would be great, but I just don’t have the time. This is a side gig for all of us.”

      “You’ll never guess what Oscar does,” Chris said. “Brace yourself—he’s an accountant.”

      “I help small businesses keep track of their income and expenses so they can make good decisions!” Oscar protested. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      Chris leaned back in their chair. “I, on the other hand, have a thrilling job in retail, selling cameras and video recorders in a big box store. That’s where Tina and I met—she does computer repair there.”

      “You wouldn’t believe the porn people have saved to their hard drives,” she put in.

      Nigel cringed. “No, I imagine I wouldn’t. But, ah, each to their own.” He cleared his throat. “I suppose it’s my turn, then. You already know who I am from my emails, but if you have any further questions, just ask. As for the project I’d like to hire you for…”

      He paused, gathering his thoughts. If he’d had a choice, he would have picked any destination other than the Matthews house. Somewhere he’d never been, somewhere to warm up, so to speak. But Ms. Montague hadn’t bought the property just for him to say no.

      And if she was right, if Oscar had a gift, if there was a chance to bring peace to any spirits trapped within…

      His heart rate increased, though from trepidation or excitement he wasn’t entirely sure. “As I mentioned, I work in survival research, which is…somewhat looked down upon by my colleagues who specialize in ESP and bioenergy research. It’s one thing to ask a student volunteer to guess which Zener card you’re holding, or to measure energy fields around a person in a lab. It’s another to speak to an incorporeal personal agency there.”

      All three ghost hunters were staring blankly. “An incorporeal personal agency,” Oscar repeated. “You mean a ghost?”

      “That’s what I said. Ghost, spirit, whatever you wish to call it.” Nigel waved a hand. “Bright light disrupts the electrical fields they require to manifest, not to mention most are tied to a specific location that was important to them in life, or is the place where they died.” He caught himself. “Sorry—you know all of this, I’m sure. It’s a bit too easy for me to fall into lecture mode. At any rate, a true study into spirits and hauntings requires field work under circumstances that can be described as messy, at best.”

      Oscar nodded. “Which makes results not as reliable as what you can get in a lab testing for telepathy.”

      “Exactly.” Nigel gathered himself. “Grants aren’t easy to come by, but I’ve finally managed to secure one. A donor with an interest in research of the survival of personality after death. We’ve chosen an abandoned house in Georgia.” That sounded good, like he’d had some choice in the matter. “Having researched the building I believe there is a strong possibility it’s haunted.”

      Oscar leaned forward, eyes bright with interest. “Why is that?”

      “Stories from the locals,” he said. “I don’t want to go into specifics, so as not to bias your investigation prematurely. The house has been empty for about twenty-five years, give or take, so your expertise in safely navigating buildings in a state of disrepair could come in handy. Our stay would be for three days. All expenses covered, and of course you’ll be paid for your work as well.”

      Chris and Tina looked excited, but Oscar’s expression had become more reserved. “What numbers are we talking about?”

      Nigel extracted the proposal from his backpack and passed it across the table. Oscar’s eyes widened slightly, and Chris let out a low whistle. “Not bad,” they said.

      Oscar tapped the edges of the paper against the table. “We’ll have to take time off work,” Oscar said slowly. “It could be a while before we’re free.”

      “I understand—I have a fairly busy schedule during the fall semester. I’d hoped to take advantage of fall break in early October.”

      “Just before Halloween, eh, doc?” Chris asked.

      Nigel’s cheeks heated. “Several weeks before, actually. I don’t intend to introduce folk superstitions into my research if I can help it.”

      Tina’s eyes were alight. “It could be great timing for us, if we can cut the footage into a sort of Halloween special for our viewers.”

      “Which brings us to another question,” Oscar put in. “Is there an NDA involved? We’d like to reserve the right to use any footage for one of our productions. The same for still photos.”

      Nigel bit his lip. The academic in him immediately rejected the idea, but he’d brought up the possibility with Ms. Montague after exchanging emails with Oscar, and she had no objections to OutFoxing the Paranormal making use of the research. “I’ll need exact copies of all the raw data,” he said. “And if we have any significant findings, I may ask you to delay releasing your own production until after I’ve had the opportunity to present them.”

      “That seems fair,” Chris said, glancing at Oscar.

      Oscar didn’t return their gaze. “I don’t think I have any more questions right now. We’ll talk things over and get back to you.”

      Nigel had a panicked moment, hoping this wasn’t his chance at the grant walking away. But no, Ms. Montague seemed far too interested in the research to back out just because he couldn’t charm a total stranger.

      He hoped.

      “Of course,” he said, pasting on a smile. “You can email me any time if you have a question.”

      They all gathered their things and rose to their feet. Oscar’s affable grin returned as he held out his hand. “It was nice to meet you, Nigel.”

      Oscar’s hand was big and warm, and engulfed Nigel’s thin, perpetually cold fingers with ease. “Very nice,” he said, like an idiot. “I mean, uh, it was nice meeting you, too.”

      Oscar’s grin widened and he dropped his hand. “We’ll be in touch.”

      “I look forward to hearing from you,” Nigel said sincerely. Then he kicked himself—he’d forgotten to ask one of the most important questions he’d wanted answered up front. “Oh, Oscar? Do you ever work with mediums?”

      To his surprise, Oscar’s grin vanished and his expression grew hard. “No,” he said shortly, before he turned away and left without looking back.
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      “Why is this even a discussion?” Chris demanded an hour later over burgers and beer. They’d all been hungry, and so pulled off the exit in Greensboro to grab a late lunch/early dinner. “The man is offering us good money, and there’s no NDA!”

      “Chris is right,” Tina said, putting down her enormous burger. “This could be our big break, if things pan out. If not, we’ll get paid and have enough footage for at least one video. Maybe a whole series, if we’re lucky. There’s no downside, so why are you dragging your feet?”

      Oscar took a bite of his own burger to avoid answering immediately. The reason wasn’t one he wanted to talk about with his friends, and he should have thought about it before getting everyone’s hopes up.

      Because it was one thing poking around in old houses and abandoned factories with Chris. They’d go for a night, film what they could, and leave. But this meant not only staying with Chris and Tina for three days straight, day and night, but with a trained scientist as well. If he had one of his episodes…

      He’d lived his childhood in terror of them. They were scary enough on their own, but Dad got furious whenever he’d slip up and say he’d seen or heard, or even felt, something no one else did.

      And for good reason. Mamaw Fox had the same kind of episodes, and been sent off to Trans-Allegheny Lunatic Asylum when Dad was still just a kid. She’d died within its overcrowded walls, and the stigma of having a crazy person for a mama had dogged his daddy from then on. It was no longer a subject of active gossip by the time Oscar came along, but if word got out he was having the same kind of mental troubles as his dead granny…

      “It’s not real,” became his mantra, along with “Don’t talk about that.” The episodes were something to be suppressed, and if they broke through anyway, they were never to be acknowledged.

      By the time he was out of high school, the episodes had become less and less frequent, less intense and easier to ignore. Then he went to Atlanta with his first college boyfriend. The weekend started off romantic…until he woke up in the middle of the night with a voice screaming in his ear that there was a fire, to get out and save himself. It had been so real, he never thought to question if it was actually happening—until it became all too obvious that his boyfriend hadn’t heard anything.

      He’d tried to laugh it off as a bad dream, but it was too late. They ended the weekend early; there was no need to officially break up since it was obvious their relationship was over. Maybe if he hadn’t been on the football team no one would have cared, but as it was, rumors swirled about his mental stability for the next two years. Thank God, Dad never found out.

      He’d spent enough of his college career getting weird looks. What if he had an episode while they were staying at Nigel’s spook house? Chris and Tina would never view him the same way; he knew that from experience. And Nigel would probably decide Oscar was crazy and send them all back home with nothing to show for it.

      When he failed to answer, Chris waved a French fry at him. “Come on, man. This is a great opportunity for all of us. If you’re worried we can’t do things to a scientific standard, don’t be. We know our stuff.”

      “And if you’re really lucky, Nigel will let you run some of his statistical analysis,” Tina added with a wink.

      “Very funny,” Oscar muttered. He looked at the two eager faces staring at him. Whatever his own issues, OutFoxing the Paranormal wasn’t just about him. Tina and Chris deserved this chance. He couldn’t punish them for his own fears.

      He’d just have to keep alert for the signs of an episode, and ignore them if they happened. He’d been doing it for most of his life; three days shouldn’t be much of a challenge.

      He picked up his beer for a toast. “All right, then. Let’s do it.”
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      “I’m always glad to see you,” Dr. Lawson said, carrying two cups of coffee from the kitchen to where Nigel waited in her study. “But why exactly are you here?”

      Nigel took his cup with a murmur of thanks. Dr. Lawson’s study reminded him of the office at the Institute of Parapsychology she’d occupied until her retirement. Bookcases lined the walls, crammed tight with everything from scholarly journals to popular ghost-hunting guides. Candles of every color sat shoulder-to-shoulder with a rainbow of crystals on the window sills, and a stack of old VHS tapes and audio cassettes waited on her desk beside her computer. A photo of her as a young grad student, shaking hands with the institute’s founder, J.B. Rhine, hung in place of pride below her framed degrees.

      “Maybe I just wanted to visit my old advisor,” he suggested.

      She arched a skeptical brow. Dr. Ruth Lawson was a thin, birdlike white woman, her silver hair pulled back into a bun. She wore a sweater over a pink blouse, paired with cream slacks and sensible shoes. A no-nonsense air hung about her, which was one of the things that had made them a good match when he was studying for his doctorate.

      Well, that and the fact she’d been the only survival researcher left at the institute.

      “How is your research going?” she asked, instead of disagreeing with his assertion. “I suspect things at the institute haven’t changed much since I left.”

      “Not really.”

      She sniffed. “Hardly a surprise. It was Zener cards and dice rolls when I arrived, and the same when I left, except with computers added to the mix. Everyone wants something they can easily measure and shy away from the big questions of life and death.” She waved a hand. “But I’m preaching to the choir. Tell me about your research.”

      Nigel considered for a moment. “Have you ever known a medium?”

      Dr. Lawson froze, then put down her coffee cup carefully. “Is this what you came to ask me?”

      “Yes.” He hesitated, but she deserved a fuller answer. “I may soon be working with someone with a genuine gift. I’m not one-hundred percent positive, but close.”

      “They’re mostly frauds of course. Sometimes deliberate, sometimes simply delusional.” She sat back, a far-away look in her eyes. “But yes, I did research with a medium, once. She had an extraordinary talent.”

      He’d been under the impression no one at the institute had officially worked with a medium in seventy years. “Is there a paper I could read?”

      “I never published.” Dr. Lawson looked down at her hands. “Her name was Robin. She had been trained since a young age by another medium. At first I thought they might have been working together to fake things…but no.”

      Her wistful tone made Nigel sit up straighter. “What happened? Did you not get results good enough for publication, or…?”

      She allowed him to trail off into silence, then sat quietly for a moment, as if lost in thought. At last, she stirred and said, “We decided to investigate a haunting using what was at the time the latest technology to capture her results. This would have been in 1987 or so—before you were born, I imagine.”

      Nigel tactfully didn’t confirm her guess.

      “The haunting was in a house and had been escalating over time, as they tend to do,” she went on.

      “Because spirits draw from our energy to manifest, and so get stronger the longer they’re in contact with people,” Nigel said.

      “This isn’t a tutoring session, Taylor.”

      He winced. “Sorry, Dr. Lawson.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “We sent the family to a hotel and had the house to ourselves. Our objective was to demonstrate the existence of the spirit, its interaction with Robin’s gift, and to move it along to the other side. Things…didn’t go as planned.” She was silent for a long moment. “Robin died.”

      Nigel gasped, then caught himself. “Died?”

      “Thrown through a window by an invisible force.” Dr. Lawson closed her eyes, as if to block out whatever she’d seen that night. “The death was ruled accidental. I had results; I could have anonymized them and published, but it wouldn’t have been right.” She opened her eyes, and Nigel was shocked to see tears glittering on her lashes. “I never worked with a medium again after that.”

      “What happened to the spirit?”

      “Nothing. The family moved out as soon as they could. As far as I know, it’s still there. Waiting.” She laughed sadly. “Robin would have hated that. She believed her gift was meant to help the dead find peace. She wanted to free the spirit from what she saw as a prison of rage and pain keeping it trapped on this side of the veil. And look where that compassion got her.”

      Nigel felt his heart beating hard in his chest. Because if the rumors about the Matthews house were true, it meant there were spirits trapped there. Caught in the worst moment of their lives, unable to escape the trauma of their deaths.

      And angry, maybe. Angry at him.

      “Have you ever met Patricia Montague?” he asked.

      All of the wistfulness vanished from Dr. Lawson in an instant. She sat up straight, and her expression turned hard. “I have, actually. Why do you ask?”

      Nigel sat back, startled by her sudden shift in demeanor. “She offered me a grant. And she’s the one who found the medium. Potential medium, I mean.”

      Her face transformed into an expression he’d never seen on her before. Anger. “Stay away from Patricia Montague.”

      He stared at her in shock. “Why?”

      “You can’t trust her.” Dr. Lawson rose to her feet, paced the length of the room, then came back. “She’ll use you up and throw you away without a backward look.”

      Nigel hesitated, reluctant to press his mentor any further. “Her family donated to the institute up until the 1980s. That’s the same time period you worked with Robin, isn’t it?”

      He’d hoped it was a coincidence, but the haunted look on her face caused his heart to drop. “It was her fault,” Dr. Lawson said at last, after a long pause. “She pushed, and we didn’t want to disappoint her, and Robin paid for it with her life.”

      Fuck. But no—this wasn’t history repeating itself. Whatever had happened to Dr. Lawson and her medium had no bearing on today. “Thank you for the warning,” he said.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t, Taylor. Working with her…it’s not worth it.”

      “I don’t have a choice.” He met her gaze. “I’m not anywhere near getting tenure, and right now, Ms. Montague and her grant is the only thing standing between me and the unemployment line. No, not just her grant—her family name. A Montague taking an interest in parapsychology again…I’ve already had Dr. Ingles—he’s the head of the department now—drop by my office to offer his congratulations. I can’t back out now.”

      Dr. Lawson’s mouth was a harsh line. “Then why bother coming to me?”

      “I just wanted to know if you had any personal insight, any tips I could use. I’m sorry if I upset you.” He rose to his feet. “I should go. Thank you for the coffee.”

      She didn’t make any reply, until he’d turned away and grabbed his coat. Then she said, “Good luck, Taylor. And when it all goes to hell, give me a call. Maybe I can save you from yourself.”
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      Nigel’s palms were sweating by the time he made the final turn and the Matthews house came into view. 1834 Oak Creek Drive. The neighborhood was an older one, the houses on large lots screened by oaks. The Matthews house itself stood on a corner, giving it even more space than its neighbors.

      Twenty-five years ago, the area had been solidly middle-class, but it seemed to have slipped down the economic scale since he’d last set foot here. Or maybe he was just remembering it wrong, and the houses had always looked tired, with weeds in the gutters and overgrown bushes blocking the windows. No children played in the yards that he could see.

      He turned onto the cracked concrete drive of 1834, and the van carrying the OutFoxing the Paranormal crew pulled in behind him. He hadn’t given them the address, or even the town, just to make sure they wouldn’t have an opportunity to do any research ahead of time. Instead, they’d met for breakfast at a Waffle House at the nearest interstate exit.

      Tina and Chris had been all but bouncing in their seats with anticipation. Oscar seemed upbeat, smiling and chatting easily with their server, but Nigel still sensed an air of reserve around him.

      He hadn’t expected Oscar’s reaction when he’d asked about working with mediums. If Oscar was, as Ms. Montague suspected, a true medium, why would he react so negatively to such a harmless question? Did he think Nigel was somehow casting aspersions on him?

      It didn’t matter. They were here now, and, if Nigel was very lucky, Oscar really did have some ability.

      A fallen oak limb blocked the drive. As though even the property was trying to warn him from returning.

      Nigel climbed out of the car to drag it aside, but the thing was heavier than it looked and barely moved a few inches when he threw his weight into it.

      “Need a hand?” Oscar called from the van. Without waiting, he put the vehicle in park and hopped out.

      “I’ll grab this end—” Nigel started.

      Before he could finish his sentence, Oscar grabbed the middle of branch, lifted it with a grunt, and then dragged it out of the way with apparent ease. “Heh, no wonder you couldn’t shift it—it must weigh as much as you,” he called over his shoulder.

      The idea of Oscar picking him up and carrying him off made Nigel’s heart race. He blinked several times, before shaking himself with a silent curse. Oscar was technically working for him; it was completely inappropriate to have such thoughts.

      “Yes,” he said. “Ah, thank you.” He dove back into his car and hid his burning face behind the steering wheel.

      With the branch out of the way, they were able to pull up close to the house. Nigel shut off the engine and sat back. His hands were shaking slightly, so he clenched them into fists and forced himself to look directly at the house for the first time since they arrived.

      The state of disrepair shocked him, even though he’d seen photographs and a recent street view of the house. Somehow actually standing in front of it truly brought home just how bad it had gotten.

      The Matthews house was one of the oldest in the area, built in the early 1900s. Twenty-five years ago, it had worn its age well.

      Now, though, the white paint had peeled away, leaving behind only specks on the weathered gray boards. What had once been a tame hedge along the front walk had grown into a dense screen blocking most of the first floor from view of the street. The yard was a wilderness of grass and blackberry brambles, and poison ivy sent thick runners up the looming oaks.

      Surprisingly, the windows he could see from the drive seemed to be mostly intact. Decaying curtains still hung behind the glass, and he half-expected them to twitch aside and reveal a face.

      A face waiting for him.

      “Nice,” Chris said.

      Nigel jumped. He’d been so consumed by the house he hadn’t heard them approach. “Is it?” he asked.

      “I mean, compared to the places we normally go, sure.” Chris eyed the house with a professional air. “The roof isn’t sagging, at least on this side, so that’s a great sign.”

      “I see,” Nigel said, though he wasn’t sure he did.

      Oscar and Tina joined them. Tina had also set aside her excitement for a professional air, but Oscar seemed almost disturbed.

      “Weird,” he said.

      Chris frowned. “What?”

      “There’s no graffiti, and the windows are intact.” Oscar put his hands on his thick hips as he surveyed the building. “If we were way, way out in the countryside…but this is a neighborhood. Have you ever heard of an abandoned building in easy walking distance that teens have stayed away from?”

      Nigel felt a chill sweep over him, despite the summer heat saturating the humid air. “It’s haunted,” he said. “Supposedly.”

      Tina tied back her thick mass of hair. “Usually that sort of reputation attracts teens who paint pentagrams and light black candles inside. And we might still find that, but it’s definitely odd there’s not even a single ‘Hail Satan’ out here.”

      That hadn’t even occurred to Nigel, but thinking back on it, most of the abandoned buildings in the OtP videos he’d watched were covered in graffiti. Was this a good sign, or a really bad one? Or a little bit of both?

      “Right. So, ah, what first?” he asked.

      “Chris and I grab our safety equipment and head inside,” Oscar said. “We’ll do an initial sweep to figure out what parts of the building are stable. Though, if the roof’s as good as it looks, we could be in luck and the entire house is in great condition. At the same time, we’ll look for potential places to set up stationary cameras.” He paused and glanced at Nigel. “I don’t suppose you have any hints…?”

      “I don’t want to introduce any bias into our results.”

      “Don’t forget, we’ll want a room to sleep in,” Tina interjected.

      “Right, one feather bed coming up,” Chris said. “Queen-sized, naturally.”

      Oscar rolled his eyes. “We’ll find somewhere with enough space to put down our sleeping bags, don’t worry. While we’re gone, Nigel, can you help Tina unload the equipment from the van?”

      “Of course.”

      “Right.” Oscar gave the house a final look, then nodded. “Okay, Chris, let’s gear up.”
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      Oscar all but had to force his feet to carry him through the dying weeds and approach the house. Ever since he’d set foot outside the van, a feeling of dread had washed over him such as he’d never experienced. The sense of malevolent eyes gazing out from the windows pricked his skin, accompanied by a desire to run away and hide.

      “This place is creepy even in daylight,” Chris said from behind him. “I can’t wait to find out what’s up with it.”

      The wind picked up, and orange and yellow leaves streamed from the oak trees. If they got good footage and worked a few all-nighters, they might have enough time to get this out as a Halloween episode, as Tina had suggested. Somehow the thought didn’t cheer up Oscar as much as it should have.

      Speaking of footage. “Let’s go ahead and film the intro.”

      “You got it, boss.” Chris looked around. “I think if you stand about halfway up the walk, I can get a shot of you with the house in the background and no shadows on your face from the trees.”

      Oscar took up position and waited until Chris indicated they had the shot they wanted. He was already wired for sound to capture any thoughts on their initial exploration, so when Chris gave him the signal, he began.

      “This is Oscar Fox with OutFoxing the Paranormal, and I’ve got a special treat in store this week. For this exploration, we’re working hand-in-hand with the Duke University Institute of Parapsychology. Now this is a real honor, because it’s the first time in decades the institute has worked in the field with any ghost hunting group.” He half-turned, gesturing at the building behind him. “This is the house we’ve been asked to investigate. Now, as part of the scientific process, we haven’t been given any information about it beforehand.” He turned and beamed the brightest smile he could summon at the camera. “So let’s find out what—or who—might be waiting inside.”

      Like most houses from the early part of the 1900s, this one had an expansive front porch. With nothing to protect it from the elements, the porch was in bad shape. The haint blue ceiling sagged, and the floor at one end looked rotted.

      “Careful,” Chris said as Oscar tested the boards.

      The wood groaned beneath his sturdy boots, but held. Oscar cautiously made his way to the door, but this part of the porch remained solid. The front door had an old-style brass knob, and the oak panels were set with thick, leaded glass. At one time it had probably been beautiful, but now the glass was so covered with years of grime it was impossible to see inside.

      He took out the key Nigel had given him and tried it in the lock. The deadbolt protested, but drew back when he jiggled the handle.

      Even though the fall air was cool, Oscar found he was sweating. He wiped his brow and adjusted the OutFoxing the Paranormal branded cap that would keep spiders and dust from his hair. Then he pulled up the respirator hanging around his neck and put it on, glancing back to make sure Chris had done the same. They never knew what they were going to find in old, abandoned places: black mold, asbestos, flaking lead paint, or just plain dust.

      The door needed some encouragement to open; years of hot summers and damp winters had warped the frame. Beyond lay a small foyer with openings to the right and left, and a stairway directly ahead. Shoes covered in dust lined up along the wall by the door, as if waiting for their owners to return, and a child’s raincoat hung from a rack above.

      “It looks like they just walked away,” Chris said uneasily.

      “Maybe it was an eviction and they weren’t allowed to take anything,” Oscar suggested.

      “That, or something scared them into leaving quick.”

      Oscar shook his head. “We don’t know, so it’s best not to speculate wildly. Come on.”

      He stepped inside, and immediately the hair on his arms and the back of his neck rose, as though the atmosphere held an electrical charge. A chill ran down his spine, and the air felt thick in his lungs as a sense of dread washed over him.

      Somewhere on the second floor, a door closed softly.
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      “Shit!” Chris whipped their camera in the direction of the stairway, but nothing stirred in the shadows. “Did you hear that? Sounded like a door shutting.”

      Oscar rubbed at his arms. “Maybe opening the front door for the first time in so many years caused some sort of draft.”

      “Or someone could be squatting here,” Chris muttered.

      Oscar reached out and flicked the light switch by the door experimentally. Nothing happened. He hadn’t particularly thought it would—that was why they always brought a generator along—but sometimes it was surprising which buildings still had electricity. At least they wouldn’t have to worry about it affecting any EMF readings.

      He unhooked one of the flashlights from his belt and shined it around. “No footsteps in the dust,” he said. Clearing his throat, he called, “Is anyone here? We’re not here for you, just having a look around.”

      There came no answer, not even the creak of a board upstairs. After a long moment, Chris said, “I think you were right. There’s no one here but us.” They waggled their eyebrows at Oscar. “And the ghosts.”

      Oscar rolled his eyes. “We’ll look down here first,” he decided. “Just a quick sweep to check out how stable the building is, nothing thorough.”

      To the left of the entrance was a dining room, complete with a table that could seat six, and a china cabinet. A vase in the center of the table held faded silk flowers, now draped in spider webs. One of the chairs was pushed out, as if someone had just gotten up and walked away, though at least there was no rotting plate of dinner to complete the scene.

      “This might not be a bad place to camp,” Chris suggested. “We could use the table to set up the laptops and stack the chairs in the corner.”

      “I’ll run it by Nigel, if we don’t see anything better,” Oscar agreed.

      They passed through the dining room into a large kitchen decorated with a country vibe: oak cabinets, oak table, red checkered curtains faded by time. A couple of decorative plates hung on the walls, and broken ceramic showed where others had toppled to the floor. The window above the sink had leaked, and mildew covered the floral patterned wallpaper. A basket of decorative plastic fruit sat on the table, the apples and pears almost lost beneath a blanket of gray dust.

      There was a narrow room off the kitchen with a washer and dryer. Given the age of the house, Oscar guessed it had begun life as a pantry, then been converted to a laundry room much later. A hamper filled with clothes sat on top of the washer, as if still waiting to be put inside. The fabric had been reduced to tatters by the generations of mice that had turned the clothing into a nursery.

      “Ugh,” Chris said, wrinkling their nose. “You couldn’t pay me to touch that.”

      They exited down the hall beside the stairs and turned into the room to the right of the front door. It seemed to be some sort of rec room, which opened onto a den beyond. There was a TV with a vintage video game console hooked up to it, the controller buttons covered in dust. Chris immediately switched to their still camera and began to take close-ups of the controller.

      “I bet you could sell this on eBay to some nerd wanting to reclaim their childhood,” they said, adjusting the camera focus.

      “Are you that nerd?” Oscar asked.

      “Could be.”

      There was also a card table, a boom box, and a desk with a chunky computer on top. “I wonder if it still boots up?” Oscar said. “If there was power, I mean.”

      “Hard to say.” Chris finished taking pictures of the retro game console. “I mean, this place is in tons better shape than most buildings we go in. It’s a little too good, to be honest.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All this shit just sitting here, totally undisturbed?” They shook their head. “Most of it is worthless junk now, but computers were still pretty expensive in the 90s. You’d think someone would’ve tried to rob the place.”

      “Maybe it’s just a quiet neighborhood,” Oscar said, though it sounded weak even to him.

      “Or maybe people were too freaked out to even try it.”

      The den had a brick fireplace on one side, and an open entertainment center with an enormous TV on the other. The floral-patterned chairs had been extensively chewed on by mice, their stuffing spilling out onto the floor. The ceiling around the fireplace looked as though it had leaked, the wallpaper to either side peeling away in strips to reveal water-damaged wallboard.

      The couch appeared to have been made up for a bed, with pillows at one end and a blanket thrown back. As with the rest of the house, it looked as though whoever had slept here had simply gotten up and left.

      Chris turned on their flashlight and aimed it at the paperback books tucked into the entertainment center shelves. “Someone was a Stephen King fan.”

      “You’ll have plenty to read if you can’t sleep, then.”

      The den opened back into the kitchen, which meant that was the end of the first floor. They made for the staircase at the center of the house. One flight went up, while another went down, presumably into a root cellar or basement. That could wait; for now, Oscar started cautiously up the stairs. He tested each one before putting his weight on it, and made sure to keep as close to the wall as possible, where the steps would be strongest. They were made of solid oak, no doubt original to the house, and though they creaked and grumbled, they didn’t sag under him.

      “Stairs are solid,” he called down to Chris, who waited below for the all-clear. They never went up staircases together, just in case of a collapse, but as Chris had said this building was in vastly better shape than most they filmed in.

      Chris followed up as soon as Oscar set foot on the upstairs landing. The stairs let out onto a short hallway with four doors off of it. All the doors were closed, leaving the hallway lit only by the weak daylight from below.

      All of Oscar’s hair stood on end, and for a moment he was convinced someone else was in the hallway. Someone stood in the dark, waiting for him, just inches from his face. A squatter, maybe, who had shut the door and now lurked in the blackness.

      Oscar brought up his flashlight. The white beam cut through the shadows, revealing nothing except for a swirl of dust. No one there.

      It was all in his head. Just his imagination running wild. It was not the start of an episode.

      Then he noticed the floor in front of him. A huge, irregular dark patch stained the old oak. Whatever had spilled onto the floor had spattered onto the wall as well, even the ceiling above.

      “Holy shit,” Chris said, coming up behind him. “Is that blood?”
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      “Was someone murdered here?” Oscar demanded.

      Nigel tugged the sleeves of his oversized sweater down over his eternally cold fingers. He’d helped Tina remove equipment from the van, listening politely but without real understanding as she rattled off the technical specs of each piece. They were almost done when Oscar and Chris emerged from the house, Chris appearing worried and Oscar wearing a scowl.

      “I can’t give you any information that might influence your initial results,” Nigel said primly. “Not until tomorrow.”

      Oscar folded his arms over his chest. “Oh, I think the giant blood stain in the upstairs hall gave us plenty of information.”

      Nigel’s lips parted in shock. “It…I thought someone would have cleaned it up…there’s blood?”

      The house had never been sold, or at least, not until Ms. Montague had bought it at foreclosure. But he’d assumed the surviving family members would have taken some sort of care of it. Scrubbed away the blood, removed valuables, mementoes.

      But Oscar was shaking his head. “No one cleaned the upstairs hall, anyway. It looks like whoever lived here just left in the middle of their daily lives, without taking anything with them.”

      Nigel felt suddenly sick. “Oh. What about the bedrooms?”

      “One of the beds was completely stripped of everything, including the mattresses. The third had everything taken out of the closet and piled up on it.” Oscar shivered. “I didn’t look in the closet.”

      Oh God. Nigel struggled to keep a neutral expression. “What about the basement?”

      “We didn’t go in the basement or the attic yet.” Oscar’s expression sharpened. “Why the basement?”

      Damn it. But what did a slip matter, if there were still bloodstains to show where they’d died? He took off his glasses and pressed his cold fingers to his eyes. “Bad things happened here,” he said at last. “I’ll tell you everything tomorrow, I promise, but I’d like you to go forward tonight with only the knowledge you can glean from the surroundings and your equipment.”

      “How was the house otherwise?” Tina asked.

      “Mostly solid. It looks like the roof’s leaking around the chimney, though.” Chris pointed at the brick chimney just visible from this side of the house. “We’ll have to take a look at the attic before anyone goes wandering around up there, just in case the floor’s rotted in that area.”

      Tina blew a stray strand of hair out of her face. “Why didn’t you do that already?”

      Chris glanced at Oscar, who looked almost chagrined. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I was…startled…by the blood stains,” he mumbled. “Anyone would be.”

      Was that it? Or had Oscar sensed something?

      Even Nigel could feel the dark air hanging around the house, and he was certainly no medium. Of course, that could be nothing more than his mind playing tricks on him, his emotional connection to the terrible events of twenty-five years ago staining his perception of the place where they’d happened.

      He folded his arms tightly over his chest. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think there would be blood stains.”

      “Is this going to affect your research?” Tina asked. She sat down in the back of the van, scuffing her boots idly on the cracked concrete of the drive. “We know someone probably died violently here, which means our results might be biased by that knowledge.”

      “It isn’t ideal,” he allowed. “But we’re here.”

      “Might as well continue on, then,” Oscar said, visibly straightening his spine. “The dining room looks like a good place to camp, so unless Nigel has any objections, we can go ahead and set up there.”

      His heart clenched. For a moment, he saw again the stranger sitting at the table, eating food he’d taken from the Matthews’s fridge and cooked on their stove. A crooked grin, exposing stained teeth. “Hi there, sweetheart. Have you come for dinner?”

      “The dining room?” he repeated weakly.

      Oscar nodded. “It’s big, has a table for our stuff and chairs to sit on.”

      If Oscar was sensitive, he wouldn’t suggest sleeping somewhere with a dark atmosphere. It wouldn’t be pleasant, but Nigel had to keep his own reactions under control. He couldn’t bias their work. “That sounds fine.”

      While Chris and Oscar went ahead to move the furniture out of the way, Nigel grabbed as many sleeping bags as he could, and Tina loaded up on computers and cameras. As he followed her brisk steps up the walk, he found himself lagging behind.

      When he’d last set foot on these pavers, they’d been free of the weeds that now sprouted in every crack and crevice. Children’s toys had been scattered around the yard, and the white paint on the old wooden siding glowed in the sunlight.

      Evil had already been inside the house, though. Unseen and un-sensed, but there.

      The interior of the house was darker than he’d expected, though that was likely because he remembered it being brightly lit. Grime coated all the windows, even where the over-grown bushes outside didn’t block the view, and the sunlight struggled to get inside. The musty air stung his nose and made him sneeze; no wholesome smell of a living family lingered at all.

      But it was the same familiar wallpaper, now coming slowly unglued and peeling away from the walls. And that raincoat—it must have belonged to Mike, even though Nigel no longer remembered it specifically.

      “Are you all right?” Oscar asked from the door to the dining room.

      Nigel jumped. “Yeah—sorry. Just…looking around.”

      Oscar took the pile of sleeping bags out of his arms. “It’s a little overwhelming isn’t it? Probably more so if you know what happened here.”

      To put it mildly. “Yes. It is.”

      “Why don’t you sit down for a bit while we set up?”

      Nigel looked up. Oscar smiled down at him with gentle eyes, and he felt an odd warmth bloom in his chest. He swallowed thickly. “No, I, ah, I like to be helpful. I mean, I want to help out, not just sit around.”

      “I could use a hand plugging shit in,” Tina called from the dining room. “Oscar, can you get the generator out of the van? It’s heavy so I left it for you.”

      “Right, yeah,” Oscar ducked his head slightly, a light pink staining his cheeks. “Just, um, don’t overdo it, Nigel, okay?”

      He hurried out the door. Nigel watched him go, for a moment not even thinking about the house he was in or his history with it. He had an absurd desire to follow Oscar and watch him manhandle the heavy portable generator the same way he’d hefted the fallen tree limb out of the driveway.

      He shook himself sharply. They were here for a reason, not so he could ogle the poor man. Striving to put Oscar out of his mind, he turned to the dining room and went to help Tina.
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      “So how did you get interested in…what do you call it, survival research?” Oscar asked Nigel a couple of hours later. They’d set up a semblance of a command center where Tina could monitor audio and video feeds, laid out their sleeping bags, and broken out some ready meals for a late lunch. Oscar sat in one of the dining room chairs, now no longer at a table; Tina fiddled with the laptop while she ate, and Nigel and Chris sat cross-legged on the floor.

      Nigel looked up from where he’d been eating chana masala out of a bag with a plastic spoon. There was a streak of dust on his forehead, and his hair hung about his face in a wild cloud. The oversized sweater he wore threatened to swallow his small, thin frame.

      God, he was cute.

      “Me?” Nigel asked, then winced. “Oh, yes, of course.” He paused, seeming to consider his answer. “I suppose it’s in my blood, so to speak. My great-great-great grandmother was an early pioneer in what was then called psychical research. This was at the height of the spiritualist movement in America, when seances, ghost photography, and mediums talking to the dead were all the rage. Respected scientists worked alongside mediums, intending to answer the big questions of life and death.”

      “So she was a role model?” Chris asked. “That’s awesome.”

      “The family stories about her got me interested in the history behind parapsychology—that’s what I teach at the institute, actually.”

      “Do you think they were real?” Tina asked. “The spirit mediums, I mean.”

      “She certainly did. Though of course, she was very clear there were many frauds out there.” For some reason, Nigel looked straight at Oscar. “As for me, yes. Like her, I believe there are many frauds, but some people have a true gift.”

      Oscar shifted uneasily. “But sometimes it’s just delusions. Hallucinations, that sort of thing.”

      “It could be. Even absent any sort of mental illness, our perceptions are far more fallible than most of us prefer to believe.” Nigel looked back down at his meal in a bag. “I do think finding someone with a real gift of mediumship would be of immense help in my area of study, even if there’s little that can be done in the laboratory with it.”

      “Oh.” Was it possible there was something more to his episodes? What if Mamaw Fox hadn’t been crazy, but gifted?

      Dad’s disapproval loomed in his mind. “You keep talking like this, you’re going to lose all your friends, you hear? Then the men in white coats are going to take you away, and I’ll never see you again. Is that what you want?”

      The answer had been no then, and it was no still. He had a broken brain, and that was fine. Under control.

      Besides, who needed mediums when they had technology now? Modern technology that was reliable, that made sense. That offered measurements, numbers, to be analyzed.

      “We ought to get a move on setting those cameras up,” he said aloud. “The days are pretty short, and the light in here isn’t great to start with.”

      “Right you are,” Chris said, bounding to their feet. Oscar put his trash in the big bag they’d brought, then followed him. As he glanced back, however, he saw Nigel watching him, an inscrutable look on his face.
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      Nigel focused on the work of setting up the cameras to drown out his memories of the house as it had once been. At least the police had taken away the plate from the dining room table for evidence. No quarter-century old grilled cheese sandwich waiting to greet him.

      “We use tripods for everything,” Chris explained as they carefully adjusted the height on one. “The first rule of urbex is to leave everything the way we found it. That means no screwing in remote cameras, even if that would be easier on a shoot like this one.”

      “Right,” Nigel said. “So why are we putting one here?”

      They were in the far corner of the kitchen, with Chris almost against the wall as they adjusted the camera. “Oscar wants to get as much coverage of the place as we can the first night. If we find anything interesting in the footage, we might concentrate on certain spots tomorrow, but for now we’re trying to remain unbiased as to where any activity might occur.”

      “I appreciate your methodology.”

      Chris grinned. “Oscar thought you might.”

      Nigel’s face heated, and he ignored the comment. “What sort of cameras do we have here?”

      “Night vision, four of them in total. We can swap out for thermal, but we’ll use the handheld for that tonight, at least while we’re doing the first sweep.” Chris took off their cap and ran their hand through their hair, before putting it back on. “We’ll have audio pickups throughout the house as well. And of course I’ll be filming as much as possible with the handheld, and Oscar with the head cam.”

      The second stationary camera went in the rec room, arranged to shoot through the open door to the den and capture part of that room as well. The game console caught Nigel’s eye; were his finger prints still on the controller, beneath all the dust? God, he hadn’t played any sort of video game in so long…years at least. There was always something more important to do, another paper to read, another class to teach.

      Dread built inside him as they went up the stairs to the second floor. Oscar was already there, setting up some equipment on a small stand in the hall. “Make sure the camera is placed to catch this,” he said.

      “What is it?” Nigel asked.

      Oscar beckoned him over. “This is an EMF meter, to detect any anomalous electro-magnetic fields in the area. It also has a built-in thermometer to measure temperature fluctuations. We’ll be carrying some of these around with us as well, but given…” he gestured at the dark stain on the floor, the splashes on the wall. “This seemed like a good place to set them up.”

      “Right.” Nigel felt suddenly light-headed, and he put a hand out to catch himself on the wall. Mrs. Matthews had died right here. This was her blood.

      “Are you all right?” Oscar left off what he was doing and put a hand to Nigel’s shoulder. “Here, come on, let’s sit on the steps for a minute.”

      Nigel let himself be guided to the stairs. Oscar sat down beside him; their hips and shoulders touching. “Put your head between your knees if you need to, and take deep breaths.”

      “I didn’t think it would get to me like this,” Nigel admitted. “I didn’t expect…I thought the house would be empty, everything cleaned up and cleaned out.”

      Oscar nodded. He was a warm presence against Nigel’s side, and the faint scent of some spicy aftershave teased the air around him. “It can be tough,” he said. “Sometimes in these old buildings, you see things, fragments of people’s lives or their deaths, and you feel a connection. Or I do, anyway.”

      Likely because he was a medium. Nigel thought about making the suggestion, but decided against it at the moment.

      “In this case, though,” Oscar went on, “with actual blood spatter on the floor and walls, it’s way more intense. I’ve been trying to put it out of my mind, to be honest.”

      “I’ll try to do the same.”

      Oscar leaned lightly against him. “Let me know if I can do anything to help.”

      The words were spoken gently, sincerely, but nevertheless Nigel’s mind immediately went in a very different direction concerning the things Oscar might do for him. His face went hot. “Thanks. Ah, Tina said you’re an accountant for your day job?”

      It was an attempt to divert the conversation onto safer ground, for him at least. At the question, Oscar’s face lit up. “Oh yeah, I love working with numbers. Football was my ticket to a scholarship, but my real endgame was always to become a certified public accountant.”

      Nigel couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’re kidding me.”

      The big man ducked his head. “I know, I know, I’m the most boring person on earth.”

      The way he said it stopped Nigel’s laughter. It sounded like an accusation lobbed at him more than once. “I like it. No, really,” he said, when Oscar cast him a doubtful look. “Most people just sort of drift through life, but you have a real passion. I might not feel that passion myself, but it’s nice to see it.”

      “Oh.” Oscar sounded surprised. In the dim hallway, it was difficult to make out his expression, but Nigel thought he was pleased. “Thanks. What, uh, what are you passionate about?”

      The dusty air seemed suddenly so charged it should have set off the EMF meter. Nigel’s pulse beat at the base of his throat, and he was acutely aware of every place their bodies touched. It wouldn’t take much at all to lean forward and press his lips to Oscar’s.

      “Hey Oscar, where do you want the last camera?” Chris called.

      Oscar started. “Oh, um, I’ll show you.” He turned back to Nigel. “Feeling better?”

      Nigel wet his lips. “Yeah. Yes, I am.”

      “Good.” Oscar stood up and returned to Chris, the steps creaking under his weight. The space where he’d been seemed cold and empty, and Nigel tugged his sweater closer around himself.
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      Oscar smiled into the camera Chris held. “As you can see behind me, we’re all set up for a night of investigating this mysterious house. We’ve yet to explore in the attic or the basement, so we’ll be checking those out, as well as taking measurements in the rooms we’ve already been in. Joining our usual crew tonight we have Dr. Nigel Taylor, an adjunct professor at the Duke University Institute of Parapsychology.”

      The camera swung over to Nigel, who seemed a bit nervous to be in the spotlight.

      “Okay,” Oscar said. “We’ll edit in a voice-over about the history of the institute later. Maybe a brief interview if you’re willing, Nigel.”

      “I’m not really good on camera,” he protested weakly.

      Oscar gave him his most reassuring smile. “You’ll do fine—I’ll help you out.”

      The bloodstain on the upstairs hall had really affected the poor guy. Oscar hoped that was the worst they found in the house, though he worried it might not be. He really didn’t like the closet in the one room where they’d set up their fourth camera.

      He turned to Tina, who sat at the dining room table off to one side, the laptop monitor illuminating her face. “Everything looking good?”

      She nodded. “Feeds from all four cameras coming in loud and clear.”

      “Great.” He turned back to Chris and Nigel. “Do you have your walkie-talkies, flashlights, and extra batteries?”

      Chris nodded, but he wasn’t really asking for their benefit. “Do I really need a walkie-talkie in a house this small?” Nigel asked doubtfully.

      “It’s true there isn’t much chance of us getting separated in this sized building,” Oscar agreed, “but it’s always better to be safe than sorry. Better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it.”

      Nigel nodded his understanding. The smaller man had dressed according to the guidelines Oscar had sent to him: long sleeves and jeans, baggy enough to protect the skin from stray nails or other hazards found in decaying houses. Sturdy boots on his feet and a beanie covering his hair. Like the rest of them, he was now wired for sound.

      “Basement first,” Oscar decided.

      The single stairway stretched from basement to attic. The door to the basement steps swung open with an impressive creak that would sound good on the video. Oscar shone his light down on the stairs, which were noticeably narrower than the rest of the stairway

      They were dusty but looked sound. Still, you never knew. “I’ll go down first,” he said. “Then, if it’s safe, Chris will follow me. Nigel, wait until Chris is off the stairs before you start down, just in case. Oh, and step as close to the wall as you can—that’ll be sturdier.”

      He started down slowly and cautiously. The old oak stairs grumbled under his weight, but houses were build solid back in the day, and they held. Soon enough, he was at the bottom.

      The thin beam of his flashlight revealed a finished basement that had at some point in its history been converted into what would today be referred to as a man cave. Seventies-style paneling covered the walls, decorated with rotting pennants for sports teams and a mounted six-point buck’s head. The head was in bad shape, cobwebs strung between the antlers, and the flashlight reflected eerily in its dusty glass eyes.

      Shag carpeting full of dust covered the floor, its color a rusty orange. The furniture consisted of a pool table, a couch in front of a big TV, a mini-fridge, and an open gun safe that still had a rifle inside.

      Oscar jerked as a shotgun blast seemed to go off right beside him.

      The scream of the EMF meter in his hand filled the air, the lights flashing into the red for an instant, before dropping down. “Holy shit!” Chris exclaimed as they rushed up and focused their camera on the EMF meter.

      Oscar’s heart banged against his ribs as if trying to escape. There had been no sound of a gun firing. It was in his head; seeing the remaining rifle had caused his broken brain to conjure up a hallucination.

      It wasn’t real.

      Nigel let out a soft gasp. Oscar looked at where Nigel’s flashlight beam pointed. A big section of the carpeting had been cut away and removed, revealing the concrete floor beneath. Dark stains coated the nearest wall; he felt certain it was another spray of blood.

      “What the hell happened in this house?” Chris asked.

      A murder spree? A massacre? For a moment, Oscar wondered if he should just shut the investigation down, get them all away from this dark place.

      But no, that was ridiculous. They’d investigated places before where people were known to have died, sometimes badly. The only difference was the blood had been long gone, along with the possessions of the dead.

      “I’m going to do an EVP.” He unclipped the digital recorder from his belt and switched it on. “Is anyone here?” he asked, then waited to give anything unseen the chance to answer.

      The air seemed to get colder. He checked the temperature readout on the meter; from a baseline of fifty, it was dropping fast.

      “My name’s Oscar. Can you tell me your name?” Pause. “Did something happen to you here?”

      He shut the digital recorder off; Tina would go over the audio later. As he did so, Nigel said, “Is it getting colder?”

      “The ambient temperature has dropped ten degrees,” Oscar said, both for Nigel’s benefit and for later viewers. “It’s said cold spots can indicate spirit activity.”

      Nigel seemed to shake off his initial dismay over the blood. “The reason spirits cause cold spots is that they draw energy from their surroundings in order to act on our world. That energy can come from the heat in the air, from batteries, or even from us.” He looked at Oscar. “I wonder if something was gathering energy to speak?”

      “Let’s hope so.” Oscar said. “All right, let’s head back upstairs and continue on with the investigation.”
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      They didn’t pick up anything on the EMF meters in the kitchen, rec room, or den. As they climbed the stairs, Oscar could tell Nigel wanted to hang back. He looked worried; maybe he thought the blood would get to him again.

      Or maybe it was because he was the only one who knew what had happened here.

      The meter blipped in the hall, though it wasn’t as strong a signal as they’d gotten in the basement. Even so, there seemed to be an energy about the place, faint echos of panic and fear that plucked at his nerves. Though surely that was because of the blood stain—look at how badly it had affected Nigel earlier.

      Might as well try another EVP. “Is anyone here? My name is Oscar. Can you tell me your name? Did something happen to you here?”

      There didn’t seem anything more to be done in the hall, so he led the way into what seemed to have been the master bedroom. Dust coated everything, and mice had gotten into the huge double bed. Its covers were flung back, as if someone had jumped out of bed and then never returned. Clothing hung in the closet, a masculine style on one end and feminine on the other. Some of it might even be in good enough condition to be wearable, at least after a good wash.

      Off the bedroom was a small room that might have once been a nursery or the like, but had been converted to a sewing room. A dress form lurked near the window, an unfinished blouse still pinned to it. Sunlight had bleached the fabric from vivid blue to a pale gray on one side.

      Every surface was crowded with bobbins, ribbons, and fabric scraps. A big pincushion shaped like a tomato and studded with stainless steel straight pins sat atop the mess. Chris had taken several still shots of the abandoned items, as well as the dress form, earlier. In the light, the room had a sad air, but now the moving shadows caused by Oscar’s flashlight made the place feel ominous, as if something lurked amidst the clutter.

      “No hits on the EMF meter, and the temperature is steady,” he said for the benefit of the camera.

      Across the hall was a bathroom, the plastic shower curtain pulled halfway back, which at least meant there was nothing lurking behind it. Water damage turned one wall black with mold; the chimney must run behind it. The ceiling above was brown and sagging, and Oscar made a mental note to use caution in the attic above.

      He opened the medicine cabinet and shined his light over long-expired bottles of vitamins and aspirin. “Oh, look!” he exclaimed, beckoning Chris to get a closer shot. “You see the slot here in the back of the medicine cabinet? You find them a lot in bathrooms in old houses. People would use them to dispose of razor blades.”

      Nigel looked horrified. “You mean this wall is full of old razor blades?”

      “Oh yeah, it’s more common than you think. Some dentists back in the day would dispose of pulled teeth the same way—just pop them into the empty space inside the wall.” Oscar considered. “I don’t know which would be worse to find if you’re a construction worker knocking down a wall fifty years later. The razors are more dangerous, but a bunch of teeth would be creepier.”

      “Good God,” Nigel murmured. “I’ll take neither, thank you.”

      There seemed no need to take any readings in the bathroom, so they returned to the hall. Two last doors opened off of it, each leading to a bedroom. Oscar went to the one on the left first.

      The room looked like it might have belonged to a teenaged girl: boy band posters on the wall, a dresser scattered with lipstick and other cosmetics. A lamp shaped like a horse had fallen from the nightstand and broken into chunks of ceramic.

      The bed frame stood empty, bedding and mattress removed at some point, just as the carpet square had been cut up from the floor in the basement. Taken away as evidence by the police, maybe? He hoped he was wrong, but he couldn’t think of any other reason for it to have been removed, when everything else remained in place.

      The room didn’t feel particularly bad, or at least no worse than the rest of the house. The meter didn’t beep and the temperature remained constant, but he did a quick EVP session just in case.

      Which left the last bedroom and the attic.

      The door to the final bedroom was shut—had he closed it again, or had it shut itself sometime during the afternoon? He’d have to check the camera footage to be sure.

      He put his hand to the knob—then snatched it back. “It’s cold. I mean, really cold.”

      While Chris zoomed in on the knob, Nigel stood off to the side. His eyes were wide, shoulders hunched, arms crossed over his chest. He looked afraid, or maybe horrified, it was hard to be sure.

      “You can stay out here, if you want,” Oscar said gently.

      Nigel blinked, then shook his head. “I…I should go inside.”

      “Okay, but you can leave if you start to feel faint again.” Oscar put his hand on the knob a second time, took a deep breath, and opened the door.

      “Jesus, it’s like a freezer in here!” Chris exclaimed.

      Oscar angled the thermometer so the camera could catch the display. “Thirty degrees. That’s a good twenty degrees colder than anywhere else in the house, except for the cold spot in the basement.”

      “Yeah, well this is a lot more than a spot,” Chris muttered. Their breath turned to steam in the flashlight beam. “This is a whole-ass room.”

      “It could be because of a draft, or because the closed door keeps the room from warming up during the day,” Oscar said. “We’ll leave the door open and check again tomorrow afternoon, see if that makes a difference.”

      This was the smallest of the three bedrooms. Pictures of animals hung on the walls, along with a poster of a cartoon character who’d been popular when Oscar was a little kid. The bed was buried under a pile of child-sized clothes and shoes. The clothing was still on hangers, as if it had been removed by the armload from the closet.

      The closet door was firmly closed. Oscar started to approach it, when an overwhelming wave of fear swept over him, locking his knees in place.

      There was something in the closet, and it didn’t want him coming any closer.

      “I really don’t like this place,” Chris whispered.

      “You feel it too?” That was something, then. It meant it wasn’t all in his own head. He forced himself to take a step forward, then another.

      The meter in his hand began to scream, startling him so bad he dropped it on the floor. He picked it up and angled it so the camera could get the shot. “Look at that—it’s in the red and not letting up.”

      All the hair on the back of his neck stood on end. They’d never encountered anything that set the meter off like this before.

      He really, really didn’t want to open that closet.

      Oscar put his shoulders back and focused on the closet door. This was his job. He couldn’t let himself get spooked over a cold room and a shrilling meter. Swallowing heavily, he reached out and opened the door.

      The meter felt silent. The closet was empty, the carpeting that had been on its floor removed.

      There was nothing there.
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      Nigel’s chest tightened and his stomach roiled. Even he had sensed something wrong in the bedroom, as though something forcibly pushed back at him. Oscar’s skin had gone the color of cottage cheese, and Nigel hadn’t missed how shaky his hand was as he reached for the door.

      God, Nigel had expected something to happen while they were in the house, but not this fast and not this strong.

      “…don’t you agree that your personal involvement could lead to stronger manifestations?” Patricia Montague had asked. And he had agreed, but he’d never expected it to be like this.

      “I wish I’d thought to do an EVP,” Oscar said once they were back in the hall.

      “Nah.” Chris shook their head. “The meter would have drowned out any replies. I say we hit it again tomorrow without the meter.”

      Nigel wasn’t at all sure he wanted to hear what Mike would say. But this wasn’t about him, was it?

      “So, the attic next?” he asked, trying to keep his voice level. After Mike’s room, the attic was the place he least wanted to go, but he didn’t want to give away his reluctance to the others.

      Oscar nodded. “It’s the only room we haven’t been in yet, so stay back and let us go ahead, in case there turns out to be a problem with the floor. I didn’t like the look of the water damage in the bathroom.”

      “All right.” Nigel fell in behind as they made their way up the stairs. As they had when entering the basement, they went one at a time, with Oscar going first to make sure the steps held.

      Shadows seemed to cluster in the attic, though that might have been due to the junk stored there. Boxes of Christmas decorations, spare furniture, and half-completed woodworking projects Mr. Matthews had been going to finish someday but never did, formed a low maze through the single large room. Dust coated every surface, and the round windows at either end were so filthy they didn’t even reflect back the flashlight beams.

      Nigel felt as if something might jump out at them any moment. His fingers were freezing, but he didn’t dare put away his flashlight to warm them.

      “Look at all of this,” Oscar said as Chris panned the camera slowly around the room.

      “How’s the temperature?” Nigel asked. His voice cracked just a little, and he swore for letting fear get to him.

      Oscar checked it. “No change in temperature, and the meter is quiet. I’m going to go further in, so please stay well behind me just in case the floor isn’t stable.”

      They went further and further into the room. Nigel’s heart thudded so hard he was shocked it wasn’t audible, and the cold spread from his hands to his entire body. Oscar, however, seemed unperturbed, and all the instruments remained silent.

      “Okay, let’s stop here.” Oscar shone his flashlight into the corner over the bathroom and den. Unlike in the bathroom, the brick chimney was exposed here, and it was clear water had leaked in around the structure where it pierced the roof. The wall around it was badly damaged, and the floor stained dark with mold and rot. “I don’t trust that floor.”

      “Right.” Nigel swallowed against his dry throat. “So…any signs of a presence?”

      Oscar shook his head. “Nope. Everything is quiet up here.”

      That couldn’t be. But Oscar seemed relaxed, when he very much hadn’t been in the cellar and Mike’s room.

      Had he been wrong, and Oscar didn’t have a gift? Or was there just nothing here?

      Or was it—he—here? Hiding.

      Oscar peered at Nigel with concern. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. Just, ah, jumpy.” he forced a smile on his face.

      Oscar seemed dubious, but nodded. “It happens to the best of us. We’ll head back down to the command post and have some hot chocolate.”

      Nigel’s freezing hands seemed to ache, and he found his smile turning genuine. “That would be lovely.”
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      After making some hot chocolate on their camp stove, they chatted for a while to give everyone a chance to unwind. Oscar hadn’t missed the fact Nigel had been jumpy as a scared cat the whole time they’d been exploring, but with some warmth in his belly and some good company, most of the tension visibly drained from him. Not all of it—Oscar suspected he wasn’t the type to relax naturally—but hopefully enough to sleep.

      After using bottled water to brush their teeth at the kitchen sink, they went one-at-a-time to the van to change into comfortable clothes to sleep in and to make use of the camping toilet. Nigel returned wearing a worn t-shirt with a faded trans pride flag on it, sweatpants, and thick socks.

      He looked absolutely adorable. Which wasn’t something Oscar felt he could say to a man who was basically their employer. Nor could he offer the shoulder massage Nigel obviously needed.

      Well, not right now. But Durham wasn’t too far from Winston-Salem. Maybe they’d have a chance to meet up casually later.

      Once they were all regathered, Oscar told Nigel, “So the plan is that Chris and I will take shifts watching the camera feeds for the rest of the night. Tina, are you going to sleep or get started on the EVP analysis?”

      “Sleep, I think,” she said, muffling a yawn. “I’ll do that as soon as I wake up.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” Nigel asked.

      “Just get some sleep, doc,” Chris said. “I’ll take first watch, boss, and wake you up when I get tired.”

      “Sounds good.”

      They arranged their sleeping bags. Oscar ended up between Tina and Nigel. The only light came from the camera feed on the laptop; otherwise the darkness was complete. The house creaked all around them: the pop of wood as the outside temperature changed, the scratch of branches against the windows, the incessant gnawing of a mouse in a nearby wall.

      Tina was out and snoring practically the second her head hit the oversized pillow she’d brought along. The sound of tossing and turning came from Nigel’s direction. Eventually, Oscar rolled over to face him. “You all right?” he whispered.

      “Just uncomfortable,” Nigel whispered back. “It’s a hard floor.”

      “I’m guessing you don’t do a lot of camping.”

      Nigel let out a soft snort. “You could say that. I don’t enjoy bugs and poison ivy.”

      “It’s not all bugs and poison ivy. Just most of it.”

      That got a soft chuckle. “Do you camp?”

      “Not as much as I’d like. There’s not a lot of time for hiking and camping, between work and the show.” Oscar sighed. “Plus my last boyfriend went on a camping trip with a friend, they hooked up, and he dumped me.”

      “His loss.”

      Oscar found himself grinning. “I’d like to think so. I like your shirt, by the way. It looks comfy.”

      “It is.” Nigel plucked at the collar with his long fingers. “My mom bought it for me when I came out. I’ve washed it about five-thousand times since then, so it’s not really good for anything but sleeping in now.”

      Oscar considered asking about Nigel’s family, but he didn’t want to seem like he was prying, so instead he said, “Where are you from?”

      Nigel hesitated a moment, before saying, “Not far from here, actually. You?”

      “Marrow, West Virginia.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “That’s no surprise. I’d be more surprised if you had.” Oscar chuckled ruefully. “It’s been dying for longer than I’ve been alive. I couldn’t wait to get out, but my parents still live there.”

      “Are you close to them?”

      Was he? Could he be, when there were so many taboo subjects, so many things never to be spoken of? “Not as much as I’d like to be, I guess.”

      “I’m sorry.” Nigel put his hand over his eyes. “I didn’t mean to blunder right into a sensitive topic. This is why I’m terrible at small talk.”

      “No, no, it’s okay.” Oscar put a reassuring hand on his arm, tugging it down gently. “I don’t mind. And it’s not that I don’t have a relationship with them or anything. My dad got me playing football when I was still a kid, which turned out great for me.”

      Which was true enough, as it went. A full course of studies and the hard physical work of football had kept him distracted and tired from all the things he didn’t want to think about. Like how he sometimes heard voices, or got weird feelings. “I came out to them in high school, and they said they were okay with a gay son, but I always got the sense they were a little disappointed, too. Maybe if I hadn’t been an only child, but…” He shrugged awkwardly.

      “I’m sorry,” Nigel said softly. “You deserved better.”

      The sentiment caught him off guard; he’d never thought about it like that. “Oh. Thanks. I mean it.”

      “Sure.” Nigel seemed about to say something, then paused, as if changing his mind. “I should try to sleep. Thank you for talking to me.”

      “Not a problem.”

      They lapsed into silence, and after a few minutes, Nigel’s breath slipped into something deeper and more even. Now it was Oscar’s turn to lie awake, watching as Nigel slept. The faint light from the laptop just outlined the curve of his cheek, the line of his jaw.

      So not only was he cute, and smart, but easy to talk to. Something warm was growing in Oscar’s chest that he hadn’t felt in a long time. Certainly not so soon after meeting someone.

      He forced his eyes shut. This was a job, and Nigel was his employer. But after?

      Oscar fell asleep dreaming of the possibilities.
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      Chris shook Oscar awake around three in the morning. He sat up groggily; Tina and Nigel were still curled deep into their sleeping bags on either side of him. He climbed out of his own bag, grabbed a sweatshirt to pull over his sleeping shirt, and joined Chris near the laptop.

      “Anything?” he asked them.

      They shook their head. “All quiet, boss. If things were popping off, I would’ve had an easier time staying awake.”

      “Turn in, then; I’ve got this.”

      While Chris crawled into the sleeping bag on the far side of Tina, Oscar settled himself in the chair and turned his attention to the laptop. The screen’s brightness was as low as it could go without being off, so the glare didn’t blind him in the otherwise dark house.

      The four stationary night vision cameras displayed their feed in four different boxes on the screen: kitchen, rec room and den, upstairs hall, and creepy bedroom.

      Staring at unmoving video footage quickly became boring. Oscar’s mind wandered to tomorrow’s logistics. They’d go for breakfast at the Waffle House just off the interstate, then rest up while Tina went over the audio from the EVP sessions. Interview Nigel about the house, and—

      The camera in the upstairs hall flashed a low battery warning, before abruptly cutting out.

      Fuck.

      They’d made sure to charge all the batteries before they set up, but no technology was perfect. Suppressing a sigh, Oscar went to the charging station hooked up to the generator and grabbed a fresh battery. He’d just take it upstairs, pop it in, and be back down in a flash. No need to wake anyone else for such a quick trip.

      He tucked the battery into the pocket of his plaid pajama pants, turned on his flashlight, and made for the stairs. A thin trickle of moonlight came into the hall through the filthy windows of the two bedrooms on the left. The bathroom lacked a window, and the third bedroom, the one with the closet…

      Its door was shut.

      Had it been closed before? He cast his mind back to the footage he’d just been looking at, but he honestly wasn’t sure. He thought they’d left all the doors open after their sweep of the house earlier, but it was possible one of them had closed it out of force of habit.

      The end of the hall where the stationary camera stood seemed darker than it should. Was his imagination running away with him? Or was there something there?

      Oscar reached for the camera to pop out the drained battery, and a wave of icy cold suddenly rushed through him.

      It struck like a punch to the chest, staggering him back. His lungs burned as the air in them turned freezing, and he took in an involuntary, gasping breath. His heart sped, while at the same time his extremities went numb.

      Then it was gone, the air around him warming comparatively. But his body still felt in shock, his hands shaking too badly to replace the battery, his breath coming in short gasps. He stumbled to the stairs, no longer able to try and stay quiet for the sake of the sleepers below.

      “Oscar?” Chris called. “Where’d you go?”

      “H-help,” he managed to croak. “I need help!”
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      At Oscar’s weak call, Nigel grabbed the nearest flashlight and ran for the stairs.

      He wasn’t entirely certain what had woken him, only that he’d opened his eyes to find Chris sitting up, groggily rubbing their eyes and staring at the empty monitoring station where Oscar was meant to be.

      And wasn’t.

      Nigel’s flashlight beam fell on Oscar’s face; he squinted at the brightness. His lips had an alarming blue tinge, and he clung to the railing at the top of the stairs as if he’d fall without its support.

      “Something’s wrong!” Nigel called. “Oscar, hold on!”

      He bounded up the stairs to Oscar. “What happened?” he asked, grabbing one of Oscar’s trembling hands. “Shit, you’re freezing!”

      “C-Cold spot,” Oscar chattered.

      He’d never heard of a cold spot doing something like this. Nigel slid an arm around Oscar, supporting him. Not that there was a lot he could do if Oscar fell, considering the man had several inches and at least a hundred pounds on him. “Chris, grab one of the sleeping bags, please. We need to get him warm.”

      Chris rushed up a few moments later and draped a sleeping bag over Oscar. Together, they managed to maneuver him down the stairs and back to the dining room. Tina waited there anxiously, her eyes huge.

      “What can I do?” she asked.

      Chris helped Nigel lower Oscar to his sleeping bag. “If someone could get him a hot drink, it would help,” Nigel said. He zipped the bag up around Oscar as best he was able. “We’re going to get you warmed up, okay?” he asked. One of Oscar’s hands lay outside the bag, so he picked it up in his own and began to try and chafe some heat into it. Oscar’s skin was like ice, as if he’d been dipped in a freezing lake.

      “Thanks.” Oscar’s fingers twitched, then curled around his.

      Nigel’s heart seemed to lurch in a direction it wasn’t meant to, and he felt heat creeping up his cheeks. Oscar was probably just grabbing onto his hand out of reflex. That was it.

      He wrapped his other hand carefully over the back of Oscar’s, lending him what little warmth he had in his fingers. Oscar’s breathing went from short and sharp to more regular, and he closed his eyes. “Fuck me, I’m tired.”

      “Here.” Tina said. She’d heated some water on the camp stove and poured it over the instant coffee grounds. “Be careful holding the mug, okay?”

      Nigel reluctantly released Oscar’s hand and hovered anxiously while he took the mug from Tina. He took a cautious sip, then sighed and let the rising steam encircle his face.

      “What happened?” Chris asked.

      Oscar swallowed another sip of coffee, then cradled the cup in both hands, soaking in the warmth. “The battery on the stationary camera in the hall died.”

      Chris frowned. “It shouldn’t have. I made sure they were all fully charged before we set up.”

      Now that his immediate concern over Oscar’s health had begun to fade, Nigel felt worry of another kind creeping in. “Spirits can drain batteries for their energy.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that, but we’ve never seen it.” Chris looked at the other two for confirmation.

      “We’ve had some flashlights go out,” Tina reminded them. “And the feed on the head camera Oscar dropped down the well was buggy, like something was interfering.”

      Chris sat down cross-legged on the floor. “I know, but equipment can be temperamental. If ghosts were draining the batteries, they weren’t doing anything with the energy.”

      “Nothing obvious,” Nigel corrected. He wondered if the battery drains had correlated with Oscar sensing any presences, but decided against asking.

      Oscar shook his head. “I thought it was just a bad battery or something. I went up to switch it out with a fresh one, but before I could get there, this…this wave of cold passed through me. It was only for a second, but…”

      “But having all of your internal organs plunged into the equivalent of a snow bank sent you into cold shock,” Nigel said. Thank God Oscar hadn’t lost consciousness, or taken a fall down the stairs. If he’d been seriously hurt…

      According to Dr. Lawson, a medium had been killed, and she seemed to want to put the blame at Ms. Montague’s feet. But that was ridiculous; no one could have imagined they’d find such heightened activity here so soon.

      “We need to get a thermal camera on that hallway tomorrow night.” Oscar glanced at his watch, then swore. “My watch is drained, too. Something to keep in mind for later.”

      Tina shook her head. “You just got cold shocked by a ghost, and your first thought is about how to catch it on a thermal cam?”

      Oscar shrugged. “That’s what we’re here for. And I’m fine now.”

      Chris crossed their arms over their chest. “The problem is, if it was a ghost that drained the battery, what’s to stop it from doing it again tomorrow?”

      Nigel cleared his throat, causing them to look at him. “I think I have an idea.”
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      There was no way Nigel was going to be able to sleep after that, so he spent the rest of the night on video feed duty. No one suggested replacing the battery of the hall camera, so he couldn’t tell what might be going on there, but none of the other three showed anything of interest while he was looking at them. Nor did their batteries die.

      Tina stayed up as well, glued to a second laptop, headphones on while she listened to the EVP sessions, then started scanning through the earlier video footage. Her brows pinched tight in concentration, and she gnawed on her lower lip while she worked.

      When the weak light of dawn began to filter through the dirty windows, they called it a night. Oscar seemed recovered from his encounter, so they all piled into the van and drove to the nearest Waffle House. After ordering an enormous amount of greasy food, they took advantage of the bathrooms to do a quick wash-up, then settled in to eat.

      For a while, no one spoke, too focused on putting away as much hot, fresh food as they could. Eventually, though, Chris said, “So, doc, how do we keep the batteries from getting drained?”

      Nigel swallowed a bite of his pecan waffle, which was swimming in syrup, then chased it with another gulp of black coffee. “Salt has been used as a ward against spirits from time immemorial. Why it works has never been sufficiently investigated—there are theories about crystalline structure and the like, but as with the rest of survival research, cuts in funding mean—” He caught himself. “Sorry, you weren’t asking for a lecture about the difficulties of accessing grant money. If we surround each camera with a circle of salt, it should repel any spirits looking to drain the batteries.”

      “Like throwing a pinch of salt over your left shoulder to ward off bad luck,” Oscar said. He’d ordered a special consisting of a waffle, scrambled eggs, four slices of toast, grits, and bacon, and was currently using the toast to mop up the last remnants.

      “Exactly.”

      Tina finished her hashbrown bowl and pushed it away with a satisfied groan. “Okay, so we need to make a stop at a grocery store on the way back. How much salt do we need?”

      Nigel thought back to the cold spot that had—accidentally? Maliciously?—passed through Oscar, the dreadful air of Mike’s bedroom, the rotting attic. “Salt is inexpensive enough, so there’s no reason to skimp.”

      Tina’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re going to tell us about the house today, right?”

      He’d been trying not to think about it. “Right. Let’s get refills on our coffee, then head out once everyone is done. I’m interested to see if Tina found anything on the EVP.”

      Her suspicious look turned into a grin. “Save it for the camera, Nigel.”
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      A quick stop at the local warehouse store yielded a salt canister for each of them, plus a four-pound box that Nigel added at the last moment, and which earned him another suspicious look from Tina. Though he hadn’t realized it until they returned to the house, a much lighter air had settled over them all away from the structure. When Oscar parked the van back in the driveway, however, silence fell.

      “I swear it feels like something is watching us,” Chris muttered, leaning forward to peer through the window at the house.

      Oscar’s mouth tightened; if Nigel hadn’t been looking at him, he wouldn’t have noticed. He must be feeling something, sensing something.

      “What do you think, Oscar?” Nigel asked.

      Oscar started, then turned to him. “I think our perceptions aren’t half as reliable as technology,” he said firmly. “So let’s get set up so Tina can show us what she found.”

      It wasn’t the answer he’d expected. Was Oscar saying that because he didn’t want Nigel to think he was a kook or a fraud? But it had sounded as if he truly believed his own words.

      Should he challenge Oscar? It seemed more and more likely he’d have to. Or, not challenge—take him aside for a private talk. Maybe a short walk around the block later to ask him about his mediumship.

      The house remained as they’d left it. Chris and Oscar retrieved the stationary cameras; after swapping the battery out of one, Chris set it up to point at Tina, who’d taken a seat in front of her laptop. They put up a couple of small lights, fiddled with the angles, then picked up their handheld camera. “Okay, we’re ready on my end.”

      Oscar took up position at Tina’s right. “Nigel, get in here on her left, if you want.”

      He felt a bit nervous about being on camera—but at least for now, he didn’t have to do anything but react. Once he was in position, Chris signaled they were filming.

      “Any results from the cameras or EVP sessions?” Oscar asked for the sake of the cameras.

      “We didn’t get anything from the hall or the bedroom EVP sessions,” Tina said, “but the basement room was a different story. Listen here.”

      She’d pulled up an audio file. Oscar’s voice came in clear as he asked “Is anyone here?”

      A sound came from the speakers that might have been a whisper. Tina paused the recording and pointed. “Okay, see that waveform right after Oscar finishes speaking? Different sounds make different shapes—fabric rustles, doors closing, whatever. This is the shape of a human voice.” She pointed to some similar bumps that meant nothing to Nigel. “So are these. Accordingly, I focused on cleaning them up, and we have…”

      She trailed off and replayed the audio. “Is anyone here?” Oscar asked on the recording.

      This time, a man’s voice answered “Yes.”

      The hair on the back of Nigel’s neck stood up. Was that—could it be—Mr. Matthews?

      The audio continued. “My name’s Oscar. Can you tell me your name?”

      “Bob.”

      Oh God it was. It was Mr. Matthews, who loved to grill hamburgers in the back yard in the summer, and drove them to the ice cream stand in town if he wasn’t too busy.

      “Did something happen to you here?”

      “Protect.”

      Nigel grabbed the back of Tina’s chair. Oscar shot him a worried look. “Are you all right?”

      “Y-Yes.” Protect, Mr. Matthews had said. He’d run to the gun safe, trying to protect his family. Did his spirit know it had been in vain? Or was he trapped in those moments of terror, believing there was still a chance to save them?

      “Okay,” Oscar said. “We’ll cut that.” He turned his attention back to Tina. “What about the cameras?”

      She minimized the audio file and brought up some video clips. “The kitchen camera, and the one on the rec room and den were quiet all night. The hall camera’s battery drained abruptly at 3:24 am. But a few seconds after it died, the camera in the bedroom with the cold spot caught this.”

      The grainy green of night vision revealed Mike’s bedroom, with its pile of clothing on the bed. The door to the hall stood wide open for the first few seconds.

      Then it slowly swung shut. A moment or two later, the closet door also closed.

      Oscar let out a low whistle. “Well. What do you say to that, Dr. Taylor?”

      Nigel blinked; for some reason, he hadn’t expected to be asked his opinion. “It seems clear an unseen force closed both doors,” he said as his brain scrambled for something to say. “We’ll need to monitor the room further and try to rule out any natural cause such as air currents, but given the activity on the EMF meter earlier in the day, I’m willing to say it could be an incorporeal personal agency. A spirit, that is.”

      Oscar waited a moment, then said, “Cut. That was good.”

      Chris lowered their handheld camera. “What next, boss?”

      “I’d like to discuss what we’ve found so far,” Oscar said. “But I think it would be more helpful to have a bit of context.” He turned to Nigel. “I think it’s time you told us exactly what happened in this house.”
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      “There’s no reason to be nervous,” Oscar said soothingly. “Just look at me. Pretend we’re having a casual conversation, and there’s no camera here.”

      Chris had suggested shooting Nigel’s segment outside, where there was better light and the autumnal colors of the overgrown back garden would make for a more attractive background. A low wall of stacked stone offered a good perch for Nigel, and Oscar sat facing him on the trunk of a toppled tree.

      Nigel hadn’t said anything, but he’d seemed nervous the entire time they set up, standing off to the side with his hands deep in his pockets and his shoulders hunched forward. By the time he took his place on the wall, he looked so tightly wound he might snap.

      “I’ll try,” Nigel said, and moved his gaze from the camera to Oscar. “I’m not exactly a professional at this, though.”

      “You’ll do fine. And don’t worry, if you do screw up, it isn’t as though this is live,” Oscar assured him.

      Tina stood off to the side, within hearing range but out of camera shot. “The magic of editing will make you look like a pro, trust me,” she told Nigel.

      “Speaking of which.” Chris said, “I don’t suppose you have something to wear without a logo on it, do you, doc?”

      This morning, Nigel had put on a hoodie advertising a Raleigh brewery. Now he looked down at the hoodie as if he’d forgotten what he had on. “Oh, sorry, I’ll go get my sweater from yesterday.”

      “I’ve got you.” Oscar wore his OtP hoodie over a plain white t-shirt. He stripped it off, then held it out to Nigel, who looked slightly stunned. “It’s about five sizes too large for you, but it’ll keep you warm.”

      “Th-thank you,” Nigel stuttered. “But won’t you be cold?”

      “I run hot,” Oscar said, then patted his big belly. “Plus I’ve got plenty of natural insulation.”

      Nigel quickly peeled his own hoodie off, briefly revealing a long-sleeved tee beneath, before pulling on Oscar’s. As expected, it swallowed him whole. But as he burrowed into it, maybe soaking up the warmth it still held from Oscar, it looked…well, not good, exactly, but there was something nice about the sight of him wearing Oscar’s clothes.

      And when he gave it back, it would smell like him, a thought that made Oscar’s pulse quicken and throat tighten.

      He glanced away, face hot. “Um, ah. Anytime you’re ready, Nigel.”

      “Right.” Nigel huddled deeper into the hoodie, then visibly took a deep breath. When he exhaled, he looked up, seeming calmer. “The house before us was built in 1904 by a local judge, Harold J. Doyle. He lived in it until his death in 1938. Afterward it remained in his family until the late 1980s, when it was bought by a young couple raising a family.”

      Nigel paused and wet his lips. “Their names were Robert—Bob—Matthews and his wife Diane. They had two children, Jennifer and Mike.”

      Bob was the name from the EVP session. Though the sun shone brightly in the garden, Oscar felt as if a shadow had fallen over him. He had to resist the impulse to turn around and look at the house looming behind him.

      “Did the house have a reputation for being haunted?” he asked.

      “No.” Nigel shook his head emphatically. “There were no rumors or legends about spirit activity before the Matthews family moved in.” He looked as though he wanted to say more about the subject, but changed his mind. “The…incident…occurred in 1996. Jennifer was fourteen, and Mike was seven. I-I’ve forgotten how old Mr. and Mrs. Matthews were; I’m sorry.”

      “That’s fine.” Despite his increasing feelings of dread, Oscar kept his voice calm and soothing. “So what happened?”

      “Not much, at first. Little things.” Nigel’s eyes went slightly unfocused, as though he peered into another time. “Misplaced possessions that turned up in unexpected places, small objects disappearing. Knocking sounds with no apparent source, footsteps at night, that sort of thing.”

      This wasn’t going in the direction Oscar had expected. “A poltergeist?”

      “If only it had been.” Nigel’s shoulders hunched again. “Mr. Matthews searched for anything that might be causing the problem—a raccoon in the attic, maybe—but either he didn’t look hard enough, or the man secretly living inside their house hid too well.”

      “There was a man living in their house?” Tina exclaimed in horror. Then she clapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry, but that’s…”

      “Fucking creepy,” Chris supplied. “Yeah.”

      Oscar only became aware of his own tension when his neck began to ache. Judging by the bloodstains and missing carpet squares, this wasn’t a story that ended well. “Go on,” he prompted.

      Nigel swallowed hard. “The forensic investigators put together a likely reconstruction of what happened. A young man named Gary Jones had snuck into the house and been living in the attic and some of the wider spaces between the walls. He was there for at least a couple of weeks, though no one knows for sure exactly how long. Finally, on November 20, 1996, he came down from the attic. His first victim was Jennifer.”

      He paused, seemed to sink into himself. Clearly, the story was really affecting him. Oscar shifted from his seat on the tree to sit beside Nigel on the wall. It wasn’t exactly the best positioning for an interview, but they’d make do. “If you need to stop, we can,” he said.

      Nigel straightened a little. Their shoulders brushed, and Oscar had to resist the temptation to lean into the other man. That definitely wasn’t professional protocol.

      “I want to keep going,” Nigel said. He took his hands out of the hoodie’s kangaroo pocket and clasped them loosely in front of him. “The second bedroom, where the bedding and mattress were removed—that was Jennifer’s room. He stabbed her in her sleep. She must have cried out or made a sound, because Mrs. Matthews jumped out of bed and ran into the hall.”

      “Which bedroom was she in?” Oscar asked.

      “The first off the stair, the one with the sewing room attached,” Nigel confirmed. “There was a struggle in the hall, but she died there from stab wounds.” He swallowed. “They think Mr. Matthews had fallen asleep on the couch in the den. When he heard the commotion, he ran into the basement to get to the gun safe. Jones confronted him there, and Mr. Matthews died before he could get the gun loaded. M-Mike—”

      Nigel’s eyes were wide and a little wild, as though he were on the verge of a panic attack. Oscar started to call an end to the shoot, but before he could, Nigel said in a rush: “Mike, the youngest son, hid in his bedroom closet. That’s where Jones found him.”

      Chris and Tina both looked horrified. Oscar tried for speech but couldn’t find anything to say. Jesus, no wonder the energy around the closet was so dark.

      “What happened to Jones?” Oscar finally managed to ask.

      “The family was killed during the night. He just…hung out in the house with the bodies, as far as anyone could tell. The next afternoon, he went down to the kitchen, cooked a meal, and ate it.” Nigel wound his fingers together, knuckles going several shades paler. “After that, he returned to the attic and hung himself.”

      “Why did he do it?” Tina asked uncertainly. “Kill everyone, I mean?”

      Nigel shrugged. “There didn’t seem to be any motive. His father was unknown, and his mother died when he was young. He bounced around in the foster system, got in trouble with the law. Then he drove down here from Tennessee, murdered an entire family, and took any answers to the grave with him.”

      For a long moment, no one said anything. Then Chris panned the camera back to the house lurking behind them.

      “Well, fuck,” they said.
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      “So, the paranormal hotspots we’ve encountered so far are in the basement, where Bob Matthews died, and the bedroom and closet where the young son was killed,” Oscar said an hour later.

      It felt strange, to hear someone talk about the Matthews family here, in the place they died. Nigel almost felt as though they should have continued the conversation outside, as if it was impolite to the spirits trapped within these walls to reference the fact they were dead.

      After he’d told the story—well, most of the story—of the murders, everyone had needed a break. Chris brewed more coffee, while Tina re-listened to the basement EVP session, and Oscar scribbled down notes. Uncertain what to do, Nigel just sat quietly, enveloped in the warmth of Oscar’s hoodie.

      He knew he should offer to give it back. But it was soft, and it smelled like bay rum and warm skin, like Oscar. So instead he burrowed deeper into its folds and decided to wait until Oscar asked for it back.

      They all sat in a loose circle in the command center, a camera trained on them. Chris still had their handheld, but it sat in their lap for the moment, powered down so they could be a part of the discussion.

      “Right,” Tina said. “We picked up a voice saying ‘Bob’ and ‘protect’ in the basement. It seems to me the spirit of Mr. Matthews might still be hanging around.”

      “The boy’s bedroom is the most active place in the house.” Oscar took a sip of coffee. “The intense cold spot, the doors closing, the high EMF signal, and the drained camera battery all occurred inside or just outside the room.”

      “He’s still here,” Nigel said, and the words felt as though every letter was branded on his soul. After all these years, Mike was still trapped here, hiding in the room where he’d died. Eternally caught in the terror of that night, unable to move on.

      And it was all Nigel’s fault.

      “It seems like it,” Oscar agreed.

      Chris sat forward. “Five people died in the house, but we’ve only got two ghosts. Why is that, doc?”

      With some relief, Nigel fell into lecture mode. “There’s a lot we don’t know, but it’s obvious that not every spirit remains on this side of the veil. The vast majority move on to whatever comes next; otherwise, most of the earth would be haunted. It’s not always clear why some remain. Unfinished business is often cited as one reason. Sudden and violent death also seems to be at the root of many hauntings; some believe it’s because these spirits don’t realize they’re dead.”

      “So maybe Bob in the basement still thinks he has time to get his gun out and fight back,” Chris said. “And the kid is still trying to hide in the closet. But why not the others?”

      “I don’t know.” Nigel’s hands curled inside the sleeves of the overlarge hoodie. “Did Jen and Mrs. Matthews realize they were dead? Did they answer the calls of those who passed before? We can’t answer these questions with any certainty, which is why survival research has so far to go.”

      Oscar reviewed his notes. “Going by what you said, the girl, Jennifer, and the mother Diane died first. I don’t want to downplay what happened to them, but is it possible the drawn-out fear experienced by the father and the little boy left more of a…psychic imprint? On the space?”

      Nigel didn’t want to think of that. Probably no one else did, either, but it was what they were here for. “I wish I had an answer.”

      “Then we’ll just have to use this opportunity to try and figure it out.” Oscar leaned forward, and Nigel found himself doing the same, as though the other man’s aura drew him in with a physical tug. “I’d like us to try multiple approaches. If someone could do an isolation session in the basement, Chris could film someone else using a spirit box in the boy’s bedroom.”

      “I could try the basement,” Nigel said, feeling like a coward even as he did so. It wasn’t that he particularly wanted to have to face Mr. Matthews alone, but he couldn’t bring himself to go back into Mike’s bedroom.

      “Okay.” Oscar said. “Tina will monitor our feeds remotely from the command center, as usual.”

      “I’d like to set up a thermal camera in the hall, since that’s where you ran into the cold spot last night,” Chris said.

      Oscar nodded. “Good idea. Any other suggestions?” He looked around their small circle, but no one spoke. “Okay, let’s get to work.”
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      Two hours after dark, Nigel warily descended the stairs into the basement.

      He wore the lone head-mounted camera, set to night vision. A thermometer and digital recorder were both attached to his belt, to capture any temperature fluctuations or EVP. After he shut the door to the stairs behind him, the only visible illumination came from the small flashlight in his hand.

      The basement room didn’t hold nearly as many memories for him as the rest of the house. This had really been Mr. Matthews’s space, the place where he could watch sports and drink beer with his buddies on the weekend, while Mrs. Matthews stuck the kids in the rec room and retreated to her sewing nook. The 1950s-style heteronormitivity of the arrangement had baffled Nigel even when he was a kid, and didn’t make any more sense now.

      He’d never had cause to wonder until now if his friendship with Mike would have survived coming out. Would Mike’s spirit even recognize him now? God knew, he was a long way away from the little kid in skirts and pigtails.

      The glassy eyes of the mounted deer heads reflected his flashlight beam as he entered the basement room, and he felt his nerves draw tight. He took a deep breath—he couldn’t let his imagination run wild. Jumping at shadows wouldn’t help anything.

      He settled onto the floor, just beside the area of removed carpet. This hadn’t seemed like such a bad idea when he was surrounded by other people in the light of day. Now his heart was in his throat, and his hands shook.

      And it was about to get worse.

      Nigel carefully twisted the head of the flashlight until it went out. With no windows or other source of light, he might as well have been blind, so complete was the darkness in the room. His mind instantly conjured up visions of things lurking in the dark around him. Maybe just behind his back…

      No. He straightened his spine and carefully placed the flashlight on the floor beside him in the darkness. His throat had gone dry, so he swallowed twice before trying to speak.

      “Mr. Matthews,” he said aloud. Was it his imagination, or was it getting colder? He couldn’t see any of the instruments strapped to his belt, so it was impossible to say. “I’d like to talk to you. To make it easier for us to communicate, I’m going to have you turn this flashlight on or off when I ask you questions.” He took a deep breath. “If you’re here, could you please turn the flashlight on now?”

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then the light turned on.
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      Oscar’s steps grew slower and slower as he approached the dead boy’s bedroom.

      He hadn’t liked the place before he knew its history, and he liked it even less now. The aura of fear in the room wasn’t just his mind playing tricks on him this time.

      He didn’t think. Either way, he needed to get a grip on himself.

      This time, he was prepared for the icy cold of the doorknob. The room inside was like a meat locker; his breath steamed in the light from Chris’s camera. Pushing aside the sense of dread that grew stronger with every step, Oscar went to the closet and opened its door. The shadows inside seemed unnaturally deep, as if they devoured the light of the camera before it could penetrate too far.

      Oscar held the spirit box up so Chris could get a good shot of it. “If you’re new to ghost hunting, you might be wondering what this is,” he said for the sake of a future audience. “The spirit box is a nifty little gadget that constantly scans through radio frequencies to generate white noise. Since we know ghosts can manipulate energy, the theory is they can take advantage of the spirit box to form words and communicate with us directly.”

      Oscar crouched down, hoping to make himself less imposing to the ghostly little boy who might even now be watching. He turned on the spirit box, and a burst of static filled the room. “My name is Oscar, and this is Chris,” he said, directing his words at the closet. “We’re not here to hurt you. Can you tell us your name?”

      Something was watching him from the closet; he knew it, all the way down to his bones. But there was no answer on the spirit box.

      So maybe his certainty was only crazy.

      “Someone told me your name is Mike,” he said. “Is that right? Can you say it back to me?”

      Words abruptly broke up the spirit box’s static. “Be quiet. He’ll hear.”

      Oscar’s spine turned to ice. He exchanged a look with Chris; their eyes were as wide as his felt. “Who will hear?” he asked aloud.

      “Man.”

      Single words formed via the spirit box were usually disregarded; it was too easy to argue the syllable might just be random noise. “What man?” Oscar prompted. “Can you tell me about him?”

      “The bad man. Go away!”

      “Do you want us to go away, or the—”

      Oscar’s words were cut off by a roar of sound from the box. “Go away go away go away go away!”

      He fumbled the box, shocked by the shouting. At the same moment, the door to the hall slammed shut, followed by the closet door.

      “Fuck,” Chris said, then stopped, looking about frantically. “Is it just me or is it getting colder?”

      The spirit box died abruptly. A second later, the light on the camera flickered—then went out.

      The sense of something in the room with them became overwhelming. “We should leave,” Oscar said, but he was no longer sure which direction he was facing, toward the closet or toward the door. No light at all came in through the windows, and when he grabbed his flashlight from his tool belt, it failed to come on.

      “All the batteries are dead,” Chris said, and the sound of them clicking their own flashlight came from their direction. “We need to—”

      A breath whispered against Oscar’s ear. “Too late. He’s here.”

      His nerve broke, and he ran in the direction he thought the door lay in. Chris collided with him—or he collided with Chris—and they fumbled their way forward. The room was tiny, they ought to have reached a wall at least, but Oscar’s flailing hand met only with air. Were they stumbling in circles, or was the room itself twisting, warping—

      “The door!” Chris shouted, and a moment later Oscar’s fingers brushed the frame. He ran his fingers down it, found the doorknob, and turned it.

      Nothing happened.

      They were locked in the room. In the dark.

      And there was something in there with them.
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      Nigel froze, every instinct screaming at him to get the hell out of the basement and away from the dead trapped in this house.

      But no—this was why he was here. Why he’d come back to the Matthews house after all these years. Besides, what sort of survival researcher lost his nerve the first time he was alone with a spirit?

      “Just to make sure this isn’t an anomaly, could you please turn the light off again?” he asked, silently cursing the unsteadiness in his voice.

      The light turned off again.

      “All right.” Nigel’s palms were sweating, and he rubbed them against his thighs. “All right. Um.” For a moment, his mind blanked, every question he wanted to ask vanishing. He needed to calm down. “Okay. Last night, when Oscar talked to you, you said the word ‘protect.’ Are you still here because of your family? Turn on the flashlight for ‘yes’ leave it off for ‘no.’”

      The light turned on.

      The rational part of Nigel’s mind was ecstatic—he was getting real evidence of an incorporeal personal agency. To hell with his colleagues and their Zener cards, this was what parapsychology had been founded to study.

      The rest of him reeled with a mixture of grief and horror. Kind Mr. Matthews, trapped here in this house for decades, stuck in the most terrible moment of his life…he’d never deserved to suffer like this. No one did.

      Nigel wet his lips. The air was getting colder, he was certain of it now. “Is your wife here, too? Leave the flashlight on for yes, turn it off for no.”

      He expected it to stay on, if only because Mr. Matthews might not realize she’d died while he was trying to get his gun.

      Instead, it switched off.

      The darkness came as a shock, and he physically jolted. “Where is she?” he asked before remembering such an answer was far beyond the capabilities of the flashlight. “Is Jen here? Turn the light on for yes, leave it off for no.”

      Nothing happened. There was only the blackness and the cold, and the unseen presence in the room with him.

      “A-and Mike?” Nigel whispered.

      The light blazed on.

      God. Oh God. He’d known it, of course he had, but it still felt like a sledge hammer to the chest. Nigel swayed, gripping his knees. “Why? Why are you two still here? There’s nothing left to be afraid of, nothing left to protect against! Your wife, your daughter, the man who killed you—”

      The flashlight shot across the room and slammed into the wood paneling of the wall. It rolled, its beam flickering wildly, threatening to plunge the basement into darkness again. Nigel swore, and bolted for the stairs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Open the door!” Chris shouted.

      Oscar twisted the knob, but it refused to budge. “I can’t—it’s locked!”

      “From the outside? That doesn’t make sense!” Chris grabbed the knob, and Oscar let go. “Shit, why won’t it open?”

      The darkness in the room was complete, but Oscar was certain something lurked behind them. Something that wasn’t the spirit of a small, scared boy.

      A wave of malice seemed to beat against the back of his neck. It was right behind him now, breathing. Any moment he’d feel the touch of a hand on his neck…

      “It’s not real,” he whispered, even as Chris pounded on the door. But the words were hollow, meaningless, because obviously it was real. His imagination hadn’t drained all their batteries, slammed the doors, and locked them in the bedroom.

      Had it always been real?

      “Chris!” Tina shouted from the other side of the door, even as Nigel called “Oscar?”

      “We’re in here!” Chris yelled. “We can’t get out!”

      “Hold on,” Nigel called back.

      “What are you doing with that?” Tina said.

      Something hit the door, as though Nigel had flung a handful of sand on it. The oppressive air of the room abruptly lightened, and there was a click as the door latch opened.

      Chris practically fell out through the now-unlocked door; Tina caught them before they hit the floor. Oscar stumbled out after them, then turned and slammed the door. Whatever was in the room could stay there.

      He turned, but before he could say anything, there was a pair of arms around him, hugging him tight. “Are you all right?” Nigel asked into his shoulder.

      Oscar hugged him back. Nigel’s body was all angles and bone, and he smelled like dust and sandalwood. His long fingers clung to Oscar’s shirt, as if trying to anchor him here, keep him from drifting away with the ghosts.

      “I’m okay,” Oscar said into his hair.

      Nigel seemed to regain his composure, because he dropped his arms and took a small step back. Not much of one, though. “I’m, ah, glad,” he said, and the flashlight revealed the pink staining his cheeks.

      “Thanks for the rescue,” Oscar added. “What did—is that salt?”

      White crystals scattered across the floor in front of the door, kicked about and disturbed by their boots as they fled the room. “Nigel threw salt at the door,” Tina said. “And then it unlocked, and you two came out, so I guess it worked.”

      “Oh.” To be honest, Oscar hadn’t entirely believed something as simple as table salt would weaken a ghost’s power. “Wow. That was quick thinking.”

      Nigel’s face flushed again, but he looked pleased.

      “Yeah, thanks, doc,” Chris said, voice still shaky. “Can we go back downstairs now?”

      They all trooped back to the command room. Nigel poured coffee, and Oscar sat down, clutching his mug. Chris grabbed a blanket and draped it around their shoulders, as though the cold of the room had infected them.

      Nigel sat across from Oscar. “What happened?” he asked.

      “And how much of it did you record?” Tina added. “The feed dropped.”

      “Because all of the fucking batteries were drained,” Chris said with a shudder. “Every last one of them. Flashlights, camera, spirit box.” They shook their head. “That kid is scary.”

      “It wasn’t the kid.”

      Everyone looked at Oscar. “What do you mean?” Nigel asked in a quiet voice.

      Oscar turned to Chris. “Did you hear a voice say ‘too late, he’s here?’”

      Chris frowned. “No. Did you?”

      He ignored the question for the moment. “Did you…when we were at the door, did you sense something behind us? Something that wasn’t the boy, that was keeping us from leaving?”

      “I knew you were freaking out—I mean, so was I—but I didn’t hear a voice, or anything that made me think it wasn’t the kid.” The look they were giving him had turned to one of concern.

      Oscar took a deep breath. Inside his head, his father’s words clamored. “Don’t talk like that, ever. None of it’s real. Do you want to end up like your mamaw?”

      He’d spent his whole life afraid he was losing his mind, that he might end up shipped off to an institution like Mamaw Fox. And maybe he was disturbed; maybe he needed to be seen by a doctor, no matter how ashamed it would make his dad.

      But the closed door had been real, and so had the drained batteries. The door hadn’t just been stuck, either, otherwise it wouldn’t have suddenly opened at the touch of salt.

      A band seemed to ease around his chest, his breath coming freer than it ever had. It wasn’t just all in his head. It was real.

      “I know this is going to sound crazy,” he said. “But I think…I think I might be able to hear ghosts.”
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      “I think so, too,” Nigel said into the ensuing silence. “And for the record, so does Ms. Montague, the woman behind our grant.”

      Oscar’s head snapped up, mouth open. “What?!”

      Nigel leaned back instinctively. He hadn’t expected Oscar to look so upset, and wasn’t at all sure what had set him off. “Ms. Montague looked at your videos—well, probably not her, probably someone she hired—” God, he was babbling now “—and figured it out. There’s a fair amount of evidence—the video at the old farm house, for example, where you decided to try an EVP in the kitchen and got some answers that didn’t make sense. Except they did make sense; you just didn’t have access to all the information.”

      They were all staring at him now. Nigel shrank down into the folds of Oscar’s hoodie. “It wasn’t clear if you just didn’t realize, or if you were just trying not to come off as yet another crackpot on the internet…I was going to ask you first thing tomorrow, I swear.” He glanced at Tina and Chris. “I’m guessing this is news to everyone, though.”

      Chris rounded on Oscar. “So wait, boss, you’ve been sensing ghosts this whole time? And never told us! Why the hell would you keep something like that a secret?”

      “Because I don’t want to be crazy!” Oscar shouted back.

      Silence fell. Oscar rubbed his face, then let his hands fall. “Sorry, Chris. I’m not mad at you. One of my grandmothers—Mamaw Fox—ended up in the lunatic asylum in Weston when my dad was just a little kid. She saw things, talked to people no one else could see.” His big shoulders slumped. “She died there. I’ve always figured I’m just as crazy as she was.”

      “Or maybe she wasn’t mentally ill, at least not to begin with,” Nigel said quietly. “Maybe the things she saw were real.”

      Oscar’s face paled sharply, and Nigel could tell the thought hadn’t occurred to him before. “My dad got really mad when I would say anything that reminded him of his mom,” he said finally.

      “He was probably afraid.” Tina leaned forward and put a hand on Oscar’s arm. “He’d lost his mother; I’m sure he was terrified of losing his child as well.”

      “Probably.” Oscar sighed. “I learned to ignore it, most of the time. I knew any weird feelings, or glimpses of things out of the corner of my eye, were all in my head. If I could just not pay attention…but I suppose I wasn’t doing nearly as good of a job as I thought, if this Ms. Montague figured it out.”

      “I’m still mad you didn’t trust us enough to say anything,” Chris muttered. “But I guess I understand.”

      “I do trust you,” Oscar protested. “It’s me I don’t trust!” He let out a hard breath. “Facts and figures—that’s what we stick to. My brain is subjective, but numbers don’t lie.”

      “You and numbers,” Tina said with a thin smile. “The love story of the ages.”

      Oscar flipped her off.

      “I agree—with Oscar, that is,” Nigel clarified hurriedly. “To an extent—certainly anything I present or publish will be based on what our instruments find. But I do think Oscar’s talent has a great deal to offer.”

      Tina looked at Nigel. “So the woman who gave you the grant picked us out for you. Because of Oscar.”

      Oh God. “Not just Oscar,” he said weakly. “And she did understand I couldn’t force you to agree to work with me…I think.”

      Oscar put his head in his hands.

      “She’s an eccentric old woman,” Nigel said frantically. “But I’m not! You’ve all impressed me. Everyone here is providing valuable data.”

      Tina snorted. “Good to know.”

      “So what does this mean?” Chris asked. They tugged their blanket closer around their shoulders. “I mean, about Oscar.”

      “I don’t know,” Oscar said. “I’m not sure I even want to…you know. Use it.”

      He sounded so uncertain, Nigel’s heart ached. It might be better to give Oscar a few hours to process things, before he made any suggestions of his own. “Can you tell us what happened in the room upstairs?”

      Oscar’s throat worked as he swallowed. “We were using the spirit box—this part we should have on record. A voice was telling us to go away, to be quiet so a bad man didn’t hear. Then all the batteries drained and lights went out. And then I heard a voice, which Chris apparently didn’t, saying it was too late. The man was already there.”

      Nigel tried to keep his expression neutral, but inside he was curling into a ball. That was Mike in there, hiding in the closet. Being stalked by a “bad man.” “When I asked Mr. Matthews in the basement about the killer, the flashlight was thrown across the room by an unseen force,” he said, trying to keep his voice from shaking. “He’s still here. The murderer, I mean.”

      “Fuck me.” Chris’s eyes widened.

      “But we didn’t find any evidence of him in the attic,” Oscar protested.

      “Did you sense anything?” Nigel asked.

      Oscar flinched, but then shook his head. “No. Nothing. Maybe he isn’t in the attic?”

      “Or maybe he’s been hiding.” Tina’s mouth had settled into a grim line. “Isn’t that what he did, Nigel? Hide from the family, until he was ready?”

      Nigel shivered. “Yes. The thought had occurred.”

      She turned to Oscar. “Should we stay here? Is it safe?”

      Nigel’s heart lurched. “You can’t leave now!” He caught himself. “I mean, that is, you can, but please don’t. We’ve all had a bit of a scare, but no one’s been hurt. The data we’ve gathered is remarkable; it would be a shame not to take advantage of one more night.”

      “I’m with the doc,” Chris said unexpectedly. They’d apparently gotten over some of their original shock, because they sat up and let the blanket slide off their shoulders. “This is the best footage we’ve ever gotten. This video is going to put OutFoxing the Paranormal on the map.” They shrugged. “Besides, the salt trick worked. We just keep some with us at all times, and if things get too scary, we throw it and run.”

      There was a long moment of silence after. Nigel looked to Oscar, who appeared lost in thought. “What do you think?” he asked. “Shall we see this through?”

      Their eyes met, and something in Oscar’s expression seemed to soften. “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s see this through.”
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      Oscar volunteered to take first watch with the cameras that night. At Nigel’s suggestion, they’d laid down lines of salt across the doorways leading into the dining room before going to bed. Whether anyone else was reassured by the thick white lines, Oscar didn’t know, but it seemed a flimsy defense to him.

      He stared blankly at the laptop screen, nerves buzzing as though he’d downed an entire Starbucks worth of coffee. He’d told other people about seeing things, hearing things. Spoken the words aloud for the first time since he was a little kid.

      Nothing bad had come of it, he reminded himself. No one had mocked him; his friends hadn’t walked out and left him alone.

      Not yet, anyway.

      This was what came of expecting disaster his entire life; it was hard to believe when it didn’t happen. That opening up and exposing his greatest fears in front of other people wouldn’t end in catastrophe, eventually.

      Nigel had already known, though, or at least suspected. At first, Oscar had been upset, thought Nigel had come to them under false pretenses. But as he explained further, it had become clear he’d gone through with hiring them because he thought they were the best team for the job. Though Oscar still wished Nigel had said something.

      But when would he have? After Oscar vehemently denied ever working with mediums? He hadn’t exactly left the door open for such a conversation.

      Nigel hadn’t offered to return Oscar’s hoodie. Instead, he burrowed into it regularly, and Oscar was fairly certain he’d spotted Nigel giving the fabric a surreptitious sniff, a little smile touching his lips as he did so.

      And that hug! The memory brought blood to his cheeks, and to other places. Sure, Nigel had been worried—but he hadn’t latched onto Chris. He’d felt so nice, smelled so nice.

      Oscar would ask him on a date before they left. There was no point in waiting, and besides, no way was he letting his shot with Dr. Nigel Taylor pass by. Nigel was cute, sure, but he was smart, too. Oscar liked the way he talked, as though he’d just come from a lecture hall. But not in a bad way, like he was being pretentious, but as if he just loved sharing the things he was passionate about with other people.

      Where to ask him out? Or should he let Nigel suggest somewhere? Dinner and a movie was usually a safe bet…

      A blue shape began to take form on the thermal camera in the upstairs hallway.

      Oscar snapped to attention, staring at the cam. The blue blob of cold air seemed to approach the camera—then back away, as if startled by the salt circle they’d placed around it when they switched the batteries out. After a moment, the shape drifted toward the stairway down to the first floor and disappeared from view.

      Oscar’s attention shifted to the thermal cams in the kitchen and den. Nothing showed on either of them for what felt like a long time, and he started to relax.

      The cold blob drifted into view in the kitchen. As Oscar watched with mounting dread, it moved slowly but deliberately toward the arch connecting kitchen and command center.

      He looked away from the laptop screen toward the dark opening. At first he couldn’t see anything, likely because his night vision had been blinded by the glow of the monitor. But after a moment, a shape seemed to materialize out of the blackness.

      “Guys,” he squeaked, then cleared his voice. “Hey, guys? We have a visitor.”
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      Nigel snapped awake at the sound of Oscar’s voice. He sat up, heard Tina and Chris rustling in their sleeping bags. As for Oscar himself, he was staring fixedly in the direction of the darkened kitchen. Nigel followed his gaze, but couldn’t see anything.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, freeing himself from his sleeping bag.

      “There’s a man in the kitchen.” Oscar’s voice trembled, alarming Nigel in turn. “He’s just standing there, on the other side of the salt line. Watching us.”

      Chris squinted. “I don’t see anything. Let me get a flashlight—”

      “Not yet.” Oscar stepped away from the desk, toward the line of salt dividing their sleeping quarters from the kitchen. “Look at the monitor.”

      Nigel got to it first. The thermal camera in the kitchen clearly showed a dark blue blob, though it didn’t seem to have much shape so far as he could tell.

      “Something is sucking all the heat out of the air there,” Tina said, peering over Nigel’s shoulder.

      Nigel left the monitor to Tina and Chris, and moved to stand beside Oscar. The fine hairs on his arms and the back of his neck stood on end, and a feeling of dread began to build in his stomach. “Oscar, you said you see a man?” he asked, careful to keep his voice as calm as possible.

      Oscar nodded slowly. “Yeah. I haven’t seen anything so clearly in years.” He shivered, and Nigel had to resist the urge to put an arm around him. “He looks bad. Rotted, almost. Really thin, almost skeletal, and he has matted hair and beard.” Oscar licked his lips nervously. “There’s a rope around his neck. The other end is trailing behind—”

      There came the loud crack of breaking glass. Nigel jumped, Tina let out a startled shriek, and Oscar took an alarmed step back, throwing an arm protectively in front of Nigel.

      “What the fuck was that?” Chris asked.

      Oscar shook his head. “I don’t know—a window pane, maybe? He’s gone, though. Or at least, I can’t see him anymore.”

      “The cold spot is dissipating,” Tina confirmed in a shaky voice. “Jesus, that was creepy.”

      “You want creepy?” Chris asked. “What if we’d all been asleep? Would he have just stood there, staring at us?”

      Oscar shuddered. “Thanks for that mental image, Chris.”

      “Any time, boss.”

      “Even worse,” Tina said, “if we hadn’t had the line of salt to keep him out…what might he have done?”

      They were all silent for a moment. Then Oscar said, “I’m glad you insisted on putting that down, Nigel.”

      Nigel shrugged and ducked his head. “Oscar, could you write down your impressions of the figure? Or sketch it?”

      “I can’t draw a straight line, but I’ll write everything down.” Oscar picked up Nigel’s notebook. “In here?”

      “If you don’t mind. Just start on a fresh page.” While Oscar wrote, Nigel took out his phone and did an image search.

      Pictures of Gary Jones, the man who had murdered the entire Matthews family, weren’t easy to come by. There was a single mugshot taken about five years before he’d died, when he’d been arrested for trespassing when a homeowner discovered him trying to get a window open.

      “Okay, I’m done,” Oscar said, closing the notebook. “Anything else?”

      “Yes.” Nigel passed his phone to Oscar. “Do you recognize the man in this picture?”

      Oscar frowned, then slowly nodded. “Yes. He was a lot thinner and in way worse shape, but this guy’s facial structure looks the same as the ghost’s.”

      “Right.” Nigel wrapped his arms around himself for warmth. “Well, everyone, it seems as though we’ve been paid a visit by a murderer.”
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      No one slept the rest of the night.

      Instead, they took turns monitoring the cameras and reviewing the earlier footage from the bedroom and basement. Nothing else happened on any of the cameras, and as soon as the sun came up, they piled into the van and headed for Waffle House.

      After ordering coffee, Tina and Chris went to the restroom. Oscar sat staring blankly at the laminated menu, until Nigel touched the back of his hand. Oscar looked up and found himself staring into a pair of warm gray eyes.

      “Are you all right?” Nigel asked.

      Oscar lowered the menu. “I guess. I didn’t…I’ve never seen anything like…like last night.” Every time he let his thoughts stray, they went back to the man standing on the other side of the salt line. His features had been unreasonably clear, given the darkness of the room, like he wanted Oscar to see his matted hair and beard, the long nails like knives. The green lines of rot crawling across slipping skin, and the unholy laughter in the black pits of his eyes. “Are you sure it was real? That I’m not—not losing it?”

      Nigel’s fingers shifted, interlacing with Oscar’s. At the touch, Oscar’s heart began to pound and his mouth went dry. God, he wished they weren’t on the way back to the house after this, but instead on a date. He wanted to hold Nigel’s hand and grin at him like a lovesick idiot across the table, and not have to think about ghosts or murdered families for a few hours at least.

      But this was the job he’d taken. The job he’d chosen, in fact.

      “It was real,” Nigel said, voice calm and firm. “The cold spot was clear on the camera, and it moved with intelligence, toward us, stopping at the salt line, then eventually retreating the way it came. That’s not how air currents work; there’s no doubt in my mind the spirit was there.”

      “But you couldn’t see him.”

      “I’m not a medium.” Nigel lifted one shoulder wryly. “If a spirit becomes powerful enough, it could appear to me as a full-body apparition, perhaps even be caught on camera. But as a sensitive, your threshold for perceiving and interacting with it is a lot lower. However it is you can sense these things—and even after all this time, we still don’t really understand the science—you didn’t see the spirit with your eyes. Sight is simply the way your brain interpreted it.” He glanced down, then back up. “Or at least, that’s my theory. Short of sticking you in a haunted MRI machine, I have no idea how to prove it, though.”

      Oscar chuckled. “I don’t suppose there are many of those just lying around.”

      “Sadly, no.”

      “Well, well,” Tina said. Startled, Oscar dropped Nigel’s hand. “I thought something was going on with you two. Chris owes me twenty bucks.”

      Nigel’s face went pink, and Oscar’s ears were hot. “It’s not, that is, I mean—”

      “It’s professional,” Nigel said. “I mean, we’re professionals. Keeping things professional.”

      Tina snickered as she dropped into the seat beside Oscar. “Well that was certainly some professional handholding.”

      Oscar shot her a glare. “Tina…”

      “Oh, you know I’m just teasing.” She leaned over and whispered sotto voce, “I like him.”

      Nigel hid his face behind the menu. “I’m thinking about the hash browns, egg, and bacon combo,” he said, a bit too loudly.

      Despite everything else, Oscar found himself grinning through the rest of the meal.
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      Back in the dining room, they took the opportunity to grab a few hours of sleep while the sun was high. Nothing disturbed them, and after they got back up in the late afternoon and had the chance for coffee, Nigel sat down with notebook in hand.

      “All right, let’s talk about what we learned last night,” he said, striving to project as professional an air as possible.

      Not that he regretted holding Oscar’s hand; the man had clearly needed something to ground him. Nigel wanted to do it again, under better circumstances. Honestly, he wanted to do a hell of a lot more than that. But Tina’s interruption had been an unwelcome reminder that he was, for the moment, their employer. So long as he was in charge, representing the university, it wouldn’t be right to take things any further than offering comfort.

      Oscar sat down beside him, angling his body casually so that their thighs touched. Nigel’s mind instantly went blank of everything else.

      “We’ve all listened to and seen the footage from last night’s sessions, right?” Chris asked. They were inspecting and cleaning the lens of the hand cam. “Maybe I’m off, but it sounded like the dad was saying the mom and the daughter aren’t here?”

      Nigel forced himself to focus on his notes, rather than the warmth of Oscar’s thigh. “That’s how I interpreted it.”

      “But why?” Chris looked up from their camera. “Why would the dad and the son still be here, if the other two aren’t? And what about the killer?”

      “Do you have any thoughts, Oscar?” Nigel asked.

      “If you’re asking whether I sensed anything that might answer that, then no.” Oscar shook his head.

      “Is the dad trapped in the basement?” Tina asked. “The killer is apparently roaming around.” She made a face. “Lucky us.”

      “Since there haven’t been any traces of Mrs. Matthews and Jen—the daughter,” Nigel caught himself, “we can probably assume we’re dealing with only three spirits. All of them seem to retain some degree of awareness, as demonstrated by answering our questions and interacting with the devices.” He tapped his pen against the notebook. “We may have gotten as far as we can with the meters and spirit boxes. For tonight, I’d like to suggest something different.”

      “What?” Oscar asked.

      Nigel looked up and met his dark gaze. “A seance. If we want answers, who better to ask than the ghosts themselves?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Can I talk to you a moment?” Oscar asked. “Alone?”

      Nigel looked surprised. “I suppose.”

      Neither Chris nor Tina appeared happy about being excluded. Oscar felt a twinge of guilt at that, but the truth was he needed to think things through with a minimum of distractions. He stood up and went through to the kitchen, careful to step over the salt line, and from there into the back yard. Nigel followed him out.

      It was a beautiful fall day, the air crisp and filled with the dusty-sweet scent of fallen leaves. Orange and yellow leaves blazed against the clear blue sky, and squirrels rustled through the undergrowth, searching for acorns and hickory nuts. Just being outside the walls made some invisible weight lift from Oscar’s shoulders, and he took a deep breath. “Nice out here.”

      Nigel tugged the hoodie tighter around his thin frame. “Every other trans guy turns into a portable furnace on T, but I stay cold,” he grumbled. “But yes. It is pretty. Though I suspect that isn’t what you wanted to talk about.”

      Oscar swallowed. “Did you have the seance planned all along?”

      Nigel was silent for a moment. “Sort of,” he allowed at last. “I’d hoped you were a medium, but I had no idea how…fraught…a subject it was for you.”

      A part of Oscar wanted to laugh. When Nigel called him a medium, he felt like a fraud. He might not be in danger of being involuntarily confined to an institution, but after a lifetime of trying to convince himself his own experiences were false…well. It wasn’t easy to believe otherwise, even after all he’d seen this weekend.

      “I’m sorry,” Nigel added softly. “I didn’t know you, and I didn’t know what circumstances we’d find ourselves in. For all I knew, you were running a scam, doctoring video and audio. I didn’t think so, but I had to be prepared for the possibility.”

      “And now that you know me?”

      “Are you asking if I doubt you?” Nigel frowned up at him. “Because I don’t. I think you’re a very, ah, kind, capable man, who has more gifts than most people.”

      Heat rose to Oscar’s cheeks. “I don’t know about that.”

      “You’re a college football player, and an accountant, and a medium—”

      “The football thing was just to get out of my hometown,” Oscar protested, though he was secretly pleased. “Still…I don’t suppose you watched any of my games?”

      The look on Nigel’s face brought a burst of laughter from him. “Just joking,” Oscar said.

      “I might have,” Nigel protested. “I know you played defensive tackle.”

      “Which means…?”

      “Obviously, that you defend by tackling.”

      Oscar laughed harder, and after a minute, Nigel joined in. “All right, all right,” Nigel said when he recovered his breath. “My point was that you’re ludicrously talented, and I believe in you. Even if you don’t.”

      Oscar’s breath caught. “I…thanks.” He shifted from one foot to the other, fallen leaves crackling beneath him as he did so. “So this seance. What would it entail?”

      “It’s fairly straightforward.” Nigel adjusted his glasses. “We sit in a circle, holding hands. The light needs to be low, so no more than a candle and any small lights on the cameras. I suggest using both night vision and thermal cams if practical. As a medium, you’ll be leading the seance.” He must have caught some expression on Oscar’s face, because he put a hand to his shoulder. “If you want proof that this isn’t all in your head, that you are a spirit medium, then I think a seance would give you all the proof you’d need. Because I don’t want us to just talk to the spirits trapped here.”

      Oscar looked down at him in surprise. “What?”

      Nigel smiled, a bit sadly. “The spirits trapped here aren’t having a good time—I’m sure you’ve felt that. They belong on the other side of the veil. As a medium, you can help them get there. Imagine—by dawn tomorrow, the house might be empty of all the darkness that’s been trapped there for so long. Just an ordinary old building, not a blip on an EMF meter to be found.”

      Oscar considered, and Nigel gave him the space to think in silence. Even after everything last night, a part of him still felt guilty about confessing the things he saw and felt. As though he was just asking for trouble to strike, the way his daddy had always said it would.

      Maybe Nigel was offering him what he needed—a chance to really prove, to himself and the crew, that he wasn’t hallucinating, or delusional, or whatever the diagnosis would be. That it was real, that it had always been real.

      More practically, it might be the boost OutFoxing the Paranormal needed. Most ghost hunting shows just went to a location, made some videos, took some EMF readings, and left. But if OtP actually cleared the ghosts from sites, that would give them a way to stand out from the crowd. Maybe enough to get more, better, advertisers.

      “All right,” he said. “I’m in.”
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      After some debate, they decided to conduct the seance in the rec room. For one thing, it seemed to be neutral ground, not haunted by one spirit or the other. For another, it had a card table they could set up and position chairs around to form the circle.

      Nigel was desperately glad Oscar had agreed to proceed, for more reasons than one. The truth was, he thought it would be good for Oscar. Prove to him that he had a real talent, give him confidence.

      And the other, of course, being that maybe Mike could finally rest in peace. They’d have the seance, and through Oscar he’d have the chance to talk to Mike again. To ask forgiveness. And if moving the trapped spirits on wouldn’t undo his mistake, it might at least mitigate some of the overwhelming guilt that had gripped his heart since that long ago night.

      He hadn’t wanted to come here, but it seemed like Ms. Montague had done him a favor by pushing him into this.

      Nigel tacked thick curtains up over the windows, just to make sure no moonlight or stray headlights could disrupt the seance. Once that was done, he arranged the table and chairs, then went to his car and retrieved a candle and an inexpensive pumpkin-shaped holder he’d picked up at the dollar store. As far as he’d been able to find out, the color of the candle didn’t make any actual difference, so he settled on white as the most neutral. The candle went into the center of the setup, with the EMF meter and various sensors for temperature and barometric pressure around it.

      Finally, he grabbed one of the salt canisters and stowed it underneath what he intended to be his chair. Just in case.

      Once he was done, he left Chris to do their own set up and returned to the dining room. Oscar sat in one of the chairs, reading over the notes Nigel had given him. He looked up when Nigel approached and offered him a wan smile. “Seems simple enough,” he said, waving the printout Nigel had brought with him from Durham.

      “It should be.” There weren’t any nearby chairs left, so Nigel crouched in front of Oscar, looking up. “Thank you for doing this. I know it’s not easy for you, and I really appreciate you trying.”

      Oscar leaned forward. He looked as though he might say something, but instead only reached out and brushed a strand of hair from Nigel’s face. He didn’t remove his hand, though, but left his fingers lightly entwined with Nigel’s hair, just beside his face.

      Nigel’s breath hitched and his pulse quickened. He stared back at Oscar, lips parted, and it would take just such a small movement to kiss him…

      “Are we having dinner?” Tina asked as she walked in from the direction of the kitchen.

      They both jumped back guiltily. She arched a brow and looked back and forth between them. “Am I interrupting something?”

      “N-no, of course not,” Nigel said, though he could feel his cheeks burning. “And uh, no also to dinner.” He glanced at Oscar. “I’m not sure that it makes a difference, but some spiritual traditions believe in abstaining from ‘grounding’ activities, like food or…uh…”

      “Sex,” Tina supplied.

      “Yes, that.” He cleared his throat. “The belief is they tie one more closely to this world, and distance one from the spirit realm. Conversely, a hearty meal after spirit work is recommended, as a way of grounding oneself firmly in the flesh. Again, I don’t know if it’s true.”

      “But since I don’t really know what I’m doing, I might as well take all the help I can get,” Oscar said. “Though my growling stomach might frighten away the ghosts.” He rubbed at the stubble on his face. “When do we do this?”

      “We should wait until the sun is fully down.” Nigel glanced at the windows, where the light was already waning. “Night comes on early this time of year.”
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      Oscar’s nervousness grew the longer they waited for full night to fall. The vast amount of coffee he drank while waiting probably wasn’t helping his agitation, but he needed something to do with his hands.

      Once Chris finished with the cameras, they all sat and drank more coffee, until the last light struggling through the filthy windows had vanished. Nigel led the way into the rec room and lit the candle with a grill lighter.

      Ordinarily, an open flame in an abandoned building was a strict no-no. “Let’s not knock the candle over,” Oscar cautioned. “We don’t want to accidentally burn the house down.”

      “Hold on,” Chris said. “I’ll grab the fire extinguisher out of the van. Just in case.”

      They waited until Chris returned, slightly out of breath but holding a small fire extinguisher. “I’ll just stick it here against the wall,” they said. “That way it’s in easy reach.”

      “If we’re ready, then.” Nigel glanced from one of them to the next. “Oscar, can you please sit here? The cameras will mostly be on you, as the rest of us are just acting as a sort of battery for the spirits.”

      “Wait, what?” Tina asked with a frown.

      “Spirits need energy to manifest. That’s why we’ll hold hands,” Nigel explained, taking a seat beside Oscar. “It allows the free flow of energy through us and into Oscar, with whom the spirits will interact. That way he doesn’t have to only use his own energy.”

      “Oh.” She sat down on Oscar’s other side. “I suppose that makes sense.”

      “It’s perfectly harmless,” Nigel assured her. “You shouldn’t even feel it happening, unless you’re hiding mediumistic talent as well.”

      “Not that I know of.”

      Chris took the final seat. Any video footage they ended up using would be cut from the night vision and thermal cameras set up around the room.

      Assuming there was anything to see. What if Oscar failed to contact any of the spirits in the house? What if he did the seance wrong, somehow, and they just sat here in the candlelight holding hands for no reason?

      What if Nigel was wrong, and Dad was right, and—

      No. Now was not a time for doubt.

      Nigel put a piece of paper on the table in front of him, outlining the steps in the seance. They’d gone over it earlier, and Oscar had wondered even then if it would actually work. It seemed too simple; surely, in order to summon the dead, there should be more chanting or incense or…something.

      “Are you ready?” Nigel asked.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      Nigel flashed him a quick smile. “I think we’re going to have some great results. Just stick with the outline, and everything will be fine. Now, let’s all join hands.”

      Oscar hoped his palms weren’t too sweaty. Nigel’s fingers were chilly—the man really needed to put on some more body fat before he froze to death—and Tina’s warm. Oscar looked around the table and met everyone’s eyes in turn. The dancing flame of the candle made the shadows jump and only illuminated their immediate circle. They were an island of light amidst an ocean of darkness.

      And now he was going to ask some of those things in the darkness to join them.

      Not the killer, though; no one thought that was a good idea.

      Oscar took a deep breath and tried to clear his mind as the seance outline instructed. Too bad he’d never gotten around to trying meditation; maybe that would have helped calm the thoughts rocketing around inside his head.

      “We are here tonight to speak with Bob Matthews,” he said, and hoped he kept the nervousness out of his voice, since it wouldn’t look good on camera. “Bob Matthews, we welcome you to join us.”

      Nothing happened.

      Damn it. Oscar repeated the words, feeling like a fool. Maybe the spirit needed more instructions?

      “Draw energy from this circle,” he said to the close darkness pressing in around them. “I’m a medium—show yourself to me, and I’ll communicate for you.”

      A loud rap on the floor made Oscar jump, and Tina’s hand clench his more tightly. Chris’s eyes went wide.

      “Did that come from underneath?” they asked. “From the basement?”

      Nigel’s glasses reflected the lone flame, obscuring his eyes. “I think so. Keep going, Oscar!”

      All right. He was going to do this; they were going to get good footage, a good show, and hopefully good new advertisers. All he had to do was keep talking.

      “Join us here,” he urged. “Draw from our energy. Tell us why you’re still here.”

      A door slammed somewhere on the second floor. Everyone jumped, and Tina said, “I bet that was the boy’s bedroom.”

      “Let Oscar concentrate,” Nigel whispered.

      He wasn’t certain he could concentrate. The hair on the back of his neck prickled, and he felt as though something stood behind him in the shadows.

      The EMF meter on the table lit up, though they’d turned off the audio alarm. The levels fluctuated wildly, then began to creep higher.

      There was something behind him.

      The flame in the center of the table flickered, then turned an eerie bluish color. Someone gasped aloud. At the same time, the air against Oscar’s exposed skin went from cool to cold, to icy. God, hopefully the thermal camera was catching everything.

      The presence behind him seemed to grow…heavier? Was that the word? More solid in his awareness, perhaps.

      More pounding on the floor, loud and angry now. Oscar’s heart began to race, and Tina was gripping his hand so hard she was cutting off the circulation.

      “Talk to us!” he shouted, even though it wasn’t one of the phrases on the outline. “I’m here, so use me to talk since that’s what I’m supposed to be able to do!”

      An icy hand wrapped around the back of his neck. “Thank you for the invitation,” growled a voice in his ear. “I will.”
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      Oscar’s head snapped back, and his entire body went rigid. For a horrible moment, Nigel thought he was having a seizure.

      Then his head rocked forward, only the whites of his eyes showing, and Nigel realized it was far worse than that.

      A smirk warped Oscar’s mouth, its cruelty utterly alien on his lips. He looked straight at Nigel—how could he see with his eyes rolled back?—and said, “Hi there, sweetheart. Have you come for dinner?”

      Every muscle froze, even though his mind screamed in horror. He was transported back a quarter of a century, staring at the filthy man at the table, smelling the cloying scent of blood leaking down from above and up from below. Only this time he couldn’t get away; the monster already had him in its jaws.

      With a hollow laugh, the thing puppeting Oscar’s body lunged up, knocking back his chair and wrenching Nigel to his feet with an iron grip. It had let go of Tina, and she scrambled back, even as Chris shouted “What the fuck, Oscar?”

      “He’s possessed! It’s the killer—” Nigel had time to yell, before Oscar grabbed him by the other arm and hurled him through the open door and into the den.

      Nigel’s shoulder hit the floor hard, agony shooting through the joint and into his neck. He tried to scramble to his feet, but Oscar was on him in a second. The strength he’d so admired was suddenly turned against him, as he was hoisted into the air and pinned face-first against the wall beside the fire place.

      The water-damaged wallpaper felt slick against his cheek, like skin slipping on a corpse. The smell of mold filled his nose, his lungs, and he choked on it as Oscar—no, the killer, Jones—leaned an arm against his neck and began to push.

      “The one that got away,” Jones growled into his ear. “And here you are, back in my web, like a particularly stupid fly.”

      Oh God, he was going to die here. Already his head swam, between the mold and the pressure. He would lose consciousness, and end up strangled, and be trapped here along with Mike and maybe that was what he deserved but he didn’t want to die—

      The pressure against his neck vanished suddenly as Oscar stumbled back. Tina leapt away, though at first Nigel didn’t understand what she’d done. A strap of some sort encircled Oscar’s wrist, connecting by a cord to an alligator clip attached to the iron fire tools beside the fireplace.

      Oscar’s back arched. His eyes closed, his features flicked from cruel to kind and back again—and then he abruptly collapsed into a heap at Nigel’s feet.
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      Oscar sat in the van, the heater running and blankets wrapped around him. Exhaustion weighed down his limbs; he felt as though he could sleep for days.

      At least he’d finally stopped shivering. Even so, he felt cold in a way that went beyond the physical.

      Everyone else was outside the van, but their voices carried easily inside. “You said this was safe!” Tina shouted.

      “I thought it was!” Nigel sounded desperate to be believed.

      But Oscar was no longer sure he should believe anything Dr. Nigel Taylor said.

      “Why didn’t Bob Matthews answer us? Why was it some psycho killer instead?” Chris demanded.

      “I don’t know,” Nigel protested. Then: “Unless it was something to do with the way Oscar phrased things? Or his intent?”

      “What do you know, doc?” Chris asked. “I hope they taught you something at that fancy school.”

      “The Institute of Parapsychology doesn’t work with mediums, generally speaking,” Nigel said. “I thought I knew what to expect, and I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

      “You should be.” Tina grabbed the van door and swung it open. “Are you feeling any better, Oscar?”

      How to explain that he felt like something foul had brushed up against his very soul? As if he’d eaten something rotting and corrupted; even if he’d vomited it out, the aftertaste remained.

      “I feel better,” he said, which wasn’t quite a lie.

      Nigel stepped up beside Tina, ignoring her glare to focus on Oscar. “I’m so sorry,” he said, his dark gray eyes big, pleading. “I swear, I didn’t think this would happen.”

      “Didn’t you?” Oscar asked bitterly.

      Nigel’s brows went up, and he started to touch Oscar’s shoulder, before pulling his hand back. “God, no. I would never have put you in danger like that. Not…not on purpose.”

      Oscar hesitated…but no. He believed Nigel was sincere. One side of his face was smeared with nastiness from the rotting wall, but he seemed oblivious to his own trauma, truly focused on Oscar instead.

      Even so, Oscar turned his attention to Tina. “Good thinking with the ESD strap.”

      “The…?” Nigel asked.

      “Electro-Static Discharge strap,” Tina said. “Used when working on computers and other electronic components vulnerable to being zapped by humans carrying too much of a charge. Ghosts are electrical fields, so I thought maybe grounding Oscar would help.”

      “It did.” Oscar began to unwrap the cocoon of blankets surrounding him. “It let me toss him out.”

      “How did you exorcise yourself?” Nigel asked. Always the researcher.

      Oscar didn’t want to think about how it had felt, being a helpless passenger in his own body. His memories of attacking Nigel were blurry, mainly because he’d been so focused on trying to win back control.

      “This is dumb, but when I was playing football, one of the training exercises was pushing the sled,” he said. “I imagined the killer—Jones—was the sled, and I was going to push that motherfucker all the way across the field if I had to. Still, he was putting up too much resistance for me to make progress, until Tina slapped the ESD strap around my wrist.”

      “She gave you the strap,” Chris said.

      Tina turned on them. “Not the time for jokes.”

      Nigel was still watching him anxiously. Oscar finally met his gaze. “Are you wondering how much I remember? How much I picked up from Jones?”

      Nigel shook his head. “No. I’m worried about you. We should go to a hotel—”

      “Not until you explain some things, Dr. Taylor.”

      Silence fell. Nigel huddled into the hoodie he still hadn’t returned to Oscar. “Yes,” he said after a long moment. “You’re right. When we came here…I didn’t give you the full story. I didn’t tell you why Ms. Montague wanted us to come here, out of all the properties we might have investigated.” He looked up, long lashes spangled with moisture. “I didn’t tell you Mike’s murder was my fault.”
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      Nigel withdrew his hands deep into the sleeves of the hoodie, before hugging himself for warmth. There was none to be had, of course. He didn’t deserve comfort, and never had.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Tina asked with the sort of calm that presaged an explosion.

      “I grew up in the house across the street.” He nodded in the direction of the brick house, its street light just leaking through the overgrown foliage. “1833 Oak Creek Drive. Mike was my best friend.” Nigel swallowed hard. “Everything I’ve told you this weekend…it wasn’t dry facts from a police file. That is, some of it was. But I wanted…” he trailed off, uncertain how to continue.

      “Why was Mike’s death your fault, Dr. Taylor?” Oscar asked quietly.

      God. Oh God, he’d fucked this up so bad. Every hopeful thought about the future crumbled into dust at that cold “Dr. Taylor.”

      “Because I could have saved him, and I didn’t.” Nigel took a deep, shaky breath. “We were best friends, like I said. The same age, lived across the street, liked to play the same games…anyway. A couple of weeks before the…the murders, Mike started telling me about the odd things happening in the house. Objects disappearing and reappearing, that sort of thing. He was scared, and so was I. Which is why I shouldn’t have gotten mad at him.”

      Nigel bowed his head and pressed his fingertips to his forehead. “We stayed over at each other’s house all the time. He was supposed to stay with me the night of the murders. But we had a fight—fuck it was so stupid! He’d borrowed one of my toys and hadn’t returned it, and he didn’t want to go home and get it. We argued about it, and I got mad. So I told him if he was going to be that way, he could just go home and not come back.”

      “And that was the night he died,” Oscar guessed.

      “Yes. If I hadn’t…but I did.” Nigel took a deep, gulping breath.

      Oscar closed his eyes. “The killer…his ghost recognized you.”

      “I’m surprised—I’ve changed a lot.”

      “I doubt spirits are much concerned with physical appearance.”

      Nigel nodded. “Yes, of course. You’re right. Mike wasn’t at school the next day. By the end of the day, I wasn’t mad at him anymore—children are fickle creatures. I went across the street to see if we could at least play video games together. I thought if he was sick, his mom would still let us do that. I was over so often, I never knocked anymore. The door wasn’t locked, and I walked right in.”

      Nigel’s throat constricted, and his hands shook. “There was a man sitting right there at the dining room table. He looked scary—stains all over his clothes, and his hair all matted. And there was this weird smell…”

      “Holy shit, you saw the killer?” Chris gasped.

      A shudder ran through him. “He was eating something—a grilled cheese sandwich, I think. And he smiled at me and asked if I’d come for dinner.” Nigel took a deep breath, trying to push down the horror of the moment. “He scared me. I don’t know if it was how he looked, or the way he talked, or the fact he was this weird stranger just sitting there in Mike’s house…I just turned around and ran home as fast as I could. I came through the door in tears, terrified. Mom was worried enough to go across the street and check. The guy wasn’t at the table any more, but she smelled blood, and when no one answered her shouts, she got out of there and called the police.”

      “Oh hell, Nigel.” Oscar took a step toward him. “I’m so sorry.”

      Nigel could only shake his head. “I don’t know why Jones decided to go upstairs and hang himself after I left. Maybe he’d always intended to do it, and once I ran off, knew he only had a limited time to carry out his plan before the police arrived.”

      “Did you at least get therapy?” Chris asked.

      “You know, I don’t think it occurred to any of the adults that I might need it.” Nigel shrugged. “Little kids are resilient, isn’t that what they always say? We moved away within the year—Mom couldn’t take living across the street from a murder house.” He looked back toward the bulk of the abandoned home, barely visible against the dark sky. “But I never stopped thinking about it. My greatest fear was that it was haunted. That I’d condemned my best friend to be trapped here forever, in a moment of unimaginable terror, reliving it again every night…and I was right.”

      “You weren’t,” Oscar said, moving close enough to touch. Some of his warmth seemed to radiate across the inches of cold air separating them. “None of this was your fault, Nigel.”

      Why wasn’t Oscar listening? “I was the one who sent Mike home to be slaughtered, all because of a fucking toy!” he shouted, voice cracking. “I did that! No one else!”

      “You were a child!” Oscar said firmly. He grabbed Nigel’s shoulders, forcing him to face him. “Getting in a fight with a friend shouldn’t be a death sentence for anyone, and that’s on Jones, not on you.”

      Chris shifted from one foot to the other. “I mean, for all you know, Jones would just have waited until the next night, when everyone was home.”

      “You can’t know that,” Nigel replied.

      “Neither can you.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Oscar said. “Nigel, listen, Jones is the one who decided to kill everyone. His actions resulted in their deaths, and in this haunting.” Oscar shook his head a little, as if in wonder. “God, the courage it must have taken for you to come back here and walk through that door. That’s amazing.”

      Nigel opened his mouth in shock. And for some reason, out of everything, it was Oscar’s praise that shattered the last of his composure. He pulled his glasses off and pressed his other hand to his eyes, trying to stave off the tears. Then Oscar pulled him into a hug, and the tears won out.

      He clung to Oscar like a drowning man clutching a rock. Oscar was big and strong, but soft as well, and Nigel sank into him feeling, for the first time in a long while, protected. Safe.

      After a few minutes, he pulled himself together and took off his smeared glasses. Chris cleared their throat and held out a packet of tissues. “I got these out of the van for you.”

      “Thanks.” Nigel blew his nose, feeling embarrassed. “I didn’t want to come back, you know. Ms. Montague thought my personal connection might make the spirits more active.”

      “And you didn’t warn us?” Tina threw up her arms in frustration.

      Nigel swallowed thickly. “I was ashamed of my part in this. I didn’t want to admit…”

      Damn it, he wasn’t going to cry again. Oscar put an arm around him. “It’s okay, Nigel.”

      Tina looked up at the sky, as if asking for patience. “Oscar, you were possessed! You could have killed any one of us! It was really fucking scary, okay?”

      Oscar shivered. “I know, but that isn’t Nigel’s fault either.”

      “He’s the one who suggested the seance! He’s the one whose presence stirred up the killer!”

      “I didn’t think it would go the way it did! I had an outline!” Nigel protested. “I thought we’d contact Mr. Matthews and Mike, and convince them to cross over to the other side. And Jones as well, if it didn’t seem too dangerous. I never imagined he’d try to possess Oscar.” He looked up at Oscar’s round face. “I never meant to put you in danger, I swear.”

      “I know.” Oscar hesitated—then leaned down and gently brushed his lips against Nigel’s forehead.

      Warmth rushed through Nigel on a wave of relief. He hadn’t fucked everything up beyond repair after all. He leaned into Oscar, savoring his smell, his presence, everything about him.

      Tina sighed. “Fine,” she said, a bit begrudgingly. “So. I say we get a hotel tonight. Tomorrow, we come back in full daylight and grab the equipment still in the house.”

      Nigel tensed. “And just leave?”

      “What else can we do now?” Oscar asked. “I know you wanted to free the ghosts, but none of us have ever done it before.” He grimaced. “And I think it’s pretty clear we don’t know what we’re doing in that area, considering how the seance went. It isn’t that I don’t want to lend a hand. I just don’t think this is something OtP can help with.”

      Nigel’s heart plummeted. He’d been so sure they could release the ghosts in the Matthews house from their torment, send them along to whatever awaited them on the other side of the veil. “I understand.” He paused. “Just…let me reach out to my old advisor. I’ll send her an email tonight so she sees it in the morning. She worked with a medium in the past, and maybe she’ll have some suggestions. Nothing that will put Oscar in danger,” he added quickly. “Or the rest of us. Okay?”

      Chris and Tina both looked to Oscar. Oscar rubbed a hand over his face, then let it fall. “We aren’t going anywhere right away, since we still have to come back here and gather our equipment, even if we decide to drive back tomorrow. Go ahead and email your advisor, and we’ll talk about it after we have a good night’s sleep and some breakfast.”

      Nigel turned to the house. Was anyone watching them from its windows? “Very well. That’s all I can ask.”
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      They checked into a hotel on the interstate, adjacent to the Waffle House where they’d been eating breakfast. Nigel secured two rooms, each with double queen-sized beds. Tina and Chris opted to bunk together, which left Nigel to be with Oscar.

      Oscar wasn’t sure if Tina and Chris had made their choice to give him and Nigel space, or because Tina was still too upset about the situation to be around anyone but Chris. Either way, he decided to make the most of it.

      He showered first, letting the hot water soothe away the last of the cold still clinging to him, then brushed his teeth, took his meds, and changed into his sleepwear. When he came out, Nigel said, “I’m just finishing my email to Dr. Lawson. I told her everything.”

      And probably took on more than his share of the guilt. While Nigel headed into the shower, Oscar climbed into bed and stared at the ceiling, thinking.

      He’d been briefly pissed that Nigel hadn’t told them about his connection to the house and the murders…but hell, he could hardly blame the man. Nigel had been motivated by survivor’s guilt; Oscar didn’t have nearly as much an excuse for keeping his own concerns about seeing ghosts to himself.

      Nigel was a good guy—really good, and hopefully a bit of therapy would help him put his childhood trauma into perspective. He didn’t deserve to be hauling around that sort of misplaced guilt.

      The shower shut off. A few minutes later, Nigel emerged, toweling off his dark hair. He wore a loose pair of sweatpants, but had foregone his t-shirt, revealing a chest sprinkled with hair and sporting the pink scars of top surgery. He might be on the scrawny side, but damn, Oscar had to restrain himself from licking his lips.

      Nigel hung up the towel to dry, then turned toward the other bed. Oscar cleared his throat.

      “I was wondering…there’s enough space for us both, if you don’t mind a cuddle,” he said, indicating the side of the bed he’d left empty.

      Nigel paused, gray eyes widening, and Oscar instantly felt his cheeks go red. “Not to have sex!” he added hastily. “I mean, it’s way too early in our relationship, and we haven’t even talked about whether you’re even interested in sex, or any other boundaries, and I’m too exhausted to have that conversation anyway, and…” he trailed off.

      Nigel arched a brow, and a little grin touched his mouth. “We’re in a relationship, are we?”

      “Oh, God.” Oscar yanked the covers up over his face in embarrassment. “I didn’t think—fuck, I’m sorry, please forget I ever said anything. Or exist.”

      The mattress gave slightly under Nigel’s much lighter weight. “I’d like to pursue a relationship with you,” he said, so shyly that Oscar peeked one eye out at him. “I like you. I’ve wanted to climb you like a tree since the day in the coffee shop, and as for sex, I really, really want to have it with you.” Nigel’s pale skin flushed bright red. “But, yes, tonight isn’t ideal for either of us. But if you’ll let go of the covers, I’d like to join you underneath them.”

      Oscar unwrapped himself as quickly as he could and held up the comforter and top sheet. Nigel slid underneath, and the warmth of his body was so nice Oscar didn’t want to ever let him get out of bed again.

      Nigel faced him, lips once again in a little smile. “You blush as easy as I do. I thought college football players were swimming in sex.”

      “First, what a weird image, I hate it. Secondly, I was never one to go out partying all night.”

      “You had to study your accounting.”

      “Yes!” Oscar found himself grinning as Nigel burst out laughing. “You’re so mean. Just for that, I’m going to make you sleep in the ice machine down the hall.”

      “Then let me make it up to you,” Nigel said, and kissed him.

      Every part of Oscar’s body tingled in response. Nigel tasted of mint toothpaste, and he kissed with a confidence that made Oscar melt.

      “Wow,” he said, when their lips parted.

      “Wow,” Nigel agreed. “Do you want to be the big spoon?”

      “Yeah.” Oscar reached over and turned off the light, then wrapped his arms around Nigel. Nigel fit into him perfectly, and let out a happy sigh as the weight of Oscar’s arm settled over his waist.

      Despite everything else that had gone on tonight, this was the best thing that had happened to Oscar in a long time. Maybe ever.

      He closed his eyes and breathed deep of the cheap hotel shampoo Nigel had used on his hair, and let exhaustion overtake him.
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      Nigel awoke to the shrilling of his phone.

      The gray light of dawn barely leaked through the curtains, and Oscar’s arm was a reassuring weight around him. His heart did a flip—they’d slept together, cuddled close, and a part of him was so glad events had conspired to put them here in this bed together.

      The rest remembered why they were in a hotel, and not back at the Matthews house.

      Oscar stirred and grunted at the ringing phone. With a groan, Nigel reached out and fumbled it off the nightstand. He didn’t bother to put on his glasses, just thumbed “accept” and put it to his ear.

      “What kind of an idiot are you?” Dr. Lawson shouted in his ear. “You went into a haunted house with an untrained medium?”

      Nigel shot straight up. “Dr. Lawson,” he said, so Oscar would know who he was talking to. “Um, I—”

      “I thought you had sense, Taylor,” Dr. Lawson went on. “That’s why I took you on as my grad student. But now you’re working with Patricia Montague and endangering the lives of everyone on your team, especially your medium? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Nigel’s shoulders hunched. He’d never heard Dr. Lawson raise her voice like this, certainly not at him. “We used the basic seance formula—”

      “With an untrained medium—a real one, not a fraud,” she cut him off. “And therefore uniquely susceptible to possession.”

      Oh no. “They are?” He raked his hand across his face, swiping aside his hair. “But what I’ve read—”

      “Is about trained mediums. And even they can be hurt. Weren’t you listening when I told you about Robin?”

      He had been…but he’d also been so certain these circumstances were different. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize to me, apologize to the poor fool you got possessed.”

      Oscar put a hand on his shoulder, making Nigel jump. “She sounds upset.”

      Nigel held the phone a short distance from his face. “She is. And rightfully so. I put you in danger—”

      “Is he there?” asked Dr. Lawson, who apparently had better hearing than Nigel had given her credit for.

      “Ah, yes. We got a hotel,” Nigel said, his face heating.

      “Let me talk to him.”

      Nigel sighed and passed the phone to Oscar. “She wants to talk to you.”

      Oscar took the phone and listened. “No,” he said after a few seconds. “It wasn’t, and I won’t let you make Nigel feel guilty over this. He’s suffered enough.”

      For some reason, that made Nigel want to cry all over again. Instead, he let himself relax against Oscar, who absently hooked an arm around him and drew him in.

      “That’s not my story to tell,” Oscar said, apparently in response to some comment of Dr. Lawson’s. “No. Yes. I’m not sure. I don’t know how.” He paused for what seemed like a long moment. “I have to talk to my team first. Okay. Yes. I will. I’ll have Nigel text you the address. Bye.”

      He lowered the phone; Dr. Lawson had already ended the call. “What was that about?” Nigel asked cautiously.

      Oscar tossed the phone onto the nightstand and wrapped both arms around Nigel. “First things first,” he said, and kissed him.

      Neither of them had brushed their teeth, but somehow it was still perfect. “Good morning,” Oscar said when the kiss finished.

      Nigel leaned his forehead against Oscar’s. “Good morning. Now what did Dr. Lawson say?”

      Oscar’s shoulders shook in a silent chuckle. “So impatient. She’s coming down here.”

      Nigel pulled back. “What?”

      “She’s coming down here. And bringing the journal of a medium she knew—Robin, I think?”

      All the strength seemed to drain out of Nigel, and he sagged. “Why? Robin died decades ago; she didn’t have anything to do with any of this.”

      Oscar shrugged. “I gathered she thought the journal might help me? To protect myself, if nothing else. And maybe point the way if I decide to try again at the Matthews house.”

      “You shouldn’t.” Nigel shook his head. “I know what I said last night, but I wasn’t at my best.” He took Oscar’s hand in his. “If something happened to you…”

      “Then it would be my choice.” Oscar caught his chin, gently tipped his head back so their eyes met. “I’m an adult, babe. And I’m not a victim caught unawares. And I’m going to think things over very carefully. I’m considering my options, and I’m going to consult with Tina and Chris. Okay?”

      “Okay.” Nigel cocked his head to the side. “Babe, is it?”

      “Yeah,” Oscar said, and leaned in for another kiss.
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      Chris waggled their eyebrows at Oscar over the breakfast table. The hotel had a small continental buffet, and Tina and Nigel were still filling their plates. “Well?” they asked. “Did you get anywhere with the doc last night?”

      Oscar’s face blazed, and he threw a napkin across the table at Chris. “That’s none of your business!”

      Chris popped a French toast stick into their mouth. “You can’t blame me for being curious.”

      “Yes I can! And I am.”

      “So you struck out, huh?”

      Thankfully, Nigel and Tina returned to the table at that moment. Tina’s plate held a small mountain of bacon, but Nigel just had a bagel and a couple of half-frozen butter packets. Oscar worried he wasn’t eating enough…but he probably shouldn’t say anything, since he didn’t know for sure what Nigel’s relationship with food might be.

      “So we go back to the house, grab our stuff, and go home, right?” Tina said without preamble.

      “My former advisor is on her way down,” Nigel said quickly. “It’ll be a few hours, but we should wait for her.”

      Tina leaned back in her chair. “You wait, and we’ll head out.”

      Oscar sighed. “Tina…”

      “Oscar.” Tina shot him a hard look. “Last night proved we aren’t ready for this. If we ever will be. I’m not standing by while you put yourself in danger—or put Chris in danger, or me—just because you want to get in Nigel’s pants.”

      Nigel blanched. Oscar sat up straight, pushing his plate away and fixing his gaze on Tina. “That was uncalled for,” he said calmly. “Not to mention extremely unprofessional. And insulting on a personal level.”

      Tina wilted. “I…okay. Yeah. I’m sorry.”

      Oscar picked up his coffee cup. “Apology accepted.” He took a sip of the coffee; it was so bitter even sugar and creamer couldn’t save it. “I know you’re scared, and I’m not going to ask anyone to do something they don’t want to. We’re a team, not a dictatorship, so I say we put it to a vote. Two votes: one now, to decide if we stay to meet Dr. Lawson, and one after to determine if we keep going or pull the plug.”

      “You’ll get the money either way,” Nigel said, subdued. “The grant money, I mean. You’ve more than fulfilled your part of the study. If you want to leave, I won’t stop you.”

      “And you’ll go with us?” Chris asked warily.

      Nigel bit his lip and stared down at his bagel. “I…don’t know.”

      Fuck. Oscar took his hand. “Babe, please. I know you want to help Mike, but what can you do by yourself?”

      He sighed. “Probably nothing.”

      It wasn’t the most reassuring answer, but it would have to do for now. “Okay. Who wants to stay and wait for Dr. Lawson? By the time we finish up breakfast, check out, go back to the house, and start packing up our gear, it’ll only be a couple of hours before she gets here. So I vote we stay the extra time and listen to what she has to say.”

      “I vote we go as soon as we can,” Tina said, not unexpectedly.

      Chris looked back and forth between them, then shrugged. “I don’t think it would hurt to talk to her.” They glanced at Tina. “Sorry.”

      “All right, then.” Oscar sat back. “It’s decided.”
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      Patricia Montague called a few hours later. When Nigel answered, she said, “I’ve just had an earful from Ruth Lawson.”

      Oh God. Nigel stepped quickly out onto the porch.

      After coming back to the house, they’d packed up their camping gear and removed the kitchen camera. Oscar insisted on leaving the rest in place, just in case. If they didn’t stay, they’d still be able to get the others taken down by nightfall.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I emailed her for some advice, but I didn’t expect her to bother you.”

      “Has Ruthie told you of our previous involvement?”

      Ruthie? It sounded as if they’d known each other better than Dr. Lawson had let on. “A bit,” he answered cautiously. “You funded some of her work with a medium, right?”

      There was a long pause, and then Ms. Montague sighed. “I did, yes. Things didn’t go well. We might have gotten through Robin’s death together, but…well. Ruthie was angry, she wanted someone to blame, and I was right there. We haven’t spoken since, at least until she called me to accuse me of trying to get you killed.”

      “I see,” Nigel said, though he wasn’t entirely sure he did. At the very least, it sounded as though their relationship had once been close. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I only called to check on your progress, and to let you know that Ruthie’s assessment of my intentions is…colored, shall we say, by personal grievance.”

      Neither Ms. Montague nor Dr. Lawson were women he wanted to cross. Getting in between them wouldn’t end well. But here he was. “Dr. Lawson is on her way down here now. As for whether we’re going to continue on with the investigation…that’s really Oscar’s call. I don’t intend to leave, though,” he added quickly.

      “I wouldn’t have expected you to. Good luck, Dr. Taylor. And as I said, take whatever Ruthie has to say about me with a grain of salt.”

      She hung up. Nigel sighed and pocketed his phone. As he turned to go back inside, there was the crunch of car tires on leaves behind him.

      Dr. Lawson pulled up in a red hybrid, shut the car off, and flung open her door. “I’m too old to spend six hours in a car,” she complained as she climbed out with a groan. She wore a brown cardigan draped around her shoulders, but paired it with cargo pants and the sort of sturdy boots he’d never seen her wear before. On the passenger seat was a big expanding file folder and a canister of kitchen salt.

      Mentioning his conversation with Ms. Montague seemed unwise, so he only said, “Thanks for coming.”

      “I shouldn’t have had to.” Dr. Lawson fixed a glare on him, and he wilted before it. “What were you thinking, Taylor?”

      He stared at his boots, ashamed. “I have a personal connection to the location,” he admitted. “I may have not made the best decisions as a result.”

      She shook her head. “You know that will count against you in peer review. Why the hell would you risk contaminating your results—”

      “Ms. Montague suggested it, and I think she was right to do so.”

      Dr. Lawson’s lips tightened. “Of course she did.” Her gaze shifted over Nigel’s shoulder. “This the medium?”

      He turned to see Oscar had come up behind him. And if Dr. Lawson thought he was contaminating his results due to his connection with the location, what would she think if she knew he’d spent the night in Oscar’s arms?

      “Oscar Fox,” he said, and gestured. “This is Dr. Ruth Lawson. She’s retired now, but she studied survival research for decades.”

      “And finished off my career by advising a grad student with no sense,” she said.

      “I had an outline!”

      “That’s not fair, Dr. Lawson,” Oscar said. “Nigel’s done his best, just like the rest of us. It’s true last night went…not well, but we’re all new to this.”

      She eyed him for a moment, then nodded. “I like you, Fox. If you’re serious about pursuing mediumship, I can give you a few tips. And if you aren’t, I can give you some tips to keep the dead at bay, when you need to.”

      “Other than just denying they’re there in the first place?” he smiled, a bit ruefully. “I’ll take it.”

      “Ha! All right. Robin taught me a little—not that I have any gift, but she could at least show me how to center and ground.” She glanced at the house. “If you have any footage of the seance, I might be able to give you pointers, as well.”

      “We do,” Oscar said. “Let’s go inside, and I’ll introduce you to the rest of the team.”
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      Oscar felt as though he’d been transported back to his football days, watching a replay on the screen while the coach went over everything that could be improved point-by-point.

      “Here,” Dr. Lawson said, pausing near the end of the seance. “What were you feeling here?”

      Oscar cast his mind back. “Frustrated. It wasn’t working, and I thought maybe I wasn’t doing it right?”

      “You let your emotions get out of control.” She turned to him. Though she was half his size, if that, the look in her stern eyes was rather intimidating. “Spirits feed on energy, Fox, including emotional energy. You gave them a nice big boost by not keeping a clear head.”

      “But isn’t that the whole point of a seance?” Tina asked from where she stood behind him, peering over his shoulder. “To give the spirits energy?”

      “Good catch, Cabeza,” Dr. Lawson said, and Tina beamed. Oscar got the impression Dr. Lawson had spent a very long time with students in lecture halls. “But you want that energy flow under control. In a circle, that means letting go of hands if things start to go wrong. Your medium losing control of his emotions and feeding the spirit is the opposite of that.”

      Nigel sat on Dr. Lawson’s other side, looking miserable. Oscar wanted to reach out to him, but leaning around the formidable woman separating them felt awkward at best.

      “And here,” she went on, unpausing the video. “You stop addressing Bob Matthews, and instead offer an open invitation to use you. You basically asked any spirit in the area to possess you.”

      Oscar winced. “I didn’t realize at the time, but yeah. You’re right.” He paused. “So if I was to try again, I’d need to stay calm and watch my words a lot closer.”

      “You need to learn how to ground and center.” Lawson crossed her arms and leaned back. “That’s step one.”

      “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “Do you meditate?”

      He shifted awkwardly. “Ah, no.”

      She sighed. “Of course not. Centering is…Robin described it as finding the calm center of yourself. The place where you’re nothing but existence, without anticipation or fear. Grounding is feeling your connection to the earth, to the world beneath your feet. Put those together, and it’s a lot harder for a spirit to attack you.”

      “Oh!” He straightened in excitement. Maybe he did have some experience with this after all. “Okay, so it’s like waiting for a play to start.”

      She looked at him blankly. “What?”

      “Football? I played defensive tackle?” When she only shook her head, he said, “My job was to be a moving obstacle. To get in the offense’s way, make them spend effort stopping me instead of the other players, and…well, it doesn’t matter,” he added when she and Nigel both stared at him blankly. “What I’m getting at is, there’s that moment of time when things are about to start moving, but they haven’t yet. When you plant your feet, and while you’re alert to what the opposing team is going to do, there’s a sort of calm inside. A moment of pure focus. Everything is just potential right up until the play starts.”

      Oscar’s cheeks heated. He probably sounded like an idiot. “I’m probably wrong, but—”

      “No, that’s it.” Dr. Lawson leaned toward him. “Or at least, it sounds like it is. Not the path mediums normally take, but if it works, it works.”

      “I didn’t try it—I didn’t think to.” He swallowed. “Maybe it’s different for other players, too. I’ve always been a little weird.”

      Chris pretended to punch him in the arm. “That’s why we love you.”

      “I always worked to keep my emotions in check,” Oscar went on. “At an away game, people in the stands are booing and hollering every insult they can think of. I figured out in high school to ignore that, because if I got mad about some asshole shouting homophobic slurs, I’d make mistakes. Let the team down. Some players can channel their anger, but it just made me sloppy.”

      “I see.” Dr. Lawson drummed her fingers on the table. “You’ve already got some of the tools, then. They could probably use some refining, but the big thing now is remembering to apply them.”

      Tina propped an elbow on Oscar’s shoulder. “So what does this mean?” she asked.

      “It doesn’t mean it’s safe for a relatively untrained medium to intercede in this house,” Dr. Lawson said sharply.

      “But I could?” Oscar asked, uncertain what answer he wanted. “I could intercede? Get the spirits to move on?”

      “In theory. But you’d have to keep the killer from possessing you again, and I doubt he’ll just pass through the veil without a fight.”

      “Could we, I don’t know, trap him somehow?” Oscar spread his hands apart. “Or at least free Mike and Bob Matthews?”

      Dr. Lawson shook her head slowly. “From what you’ve told me, the boy is too afraid to leave. I’m not as sure of Mr. Matthews’s reason for staying—he may believe he’s protecting his son. Getting rid of their murderer might take the pressure off of the boy, but so long as he’s roaming the house, the child is trapped in a moment of singular trauma.”

      Nigel bowed his head. To hell with it; Oscar stood up, stepped around Dr. Lawson, and crouched by Nigel’s chair. “It’s not your fault,” he said, taking Nigel’s hand in his and rubbing it. “Okay?”

      Nigel sniffled. “It’s just…he’s been stuck here for so long, suffering…”

      Tina stole Oscar’s abandoned chair. “You didn’t say whether the killer could be trapped, Dr. Lawson.”

      “He could in theory,” Nigel said, before Dr. Lawson could answer. “There are accounts from the late 1800s of electrified wires being used to corral spirits. Spirits manifest as electro-magnetic energy, so in modern terms something like a faraday cage would likely do the trick.”

      Chris, who had been listening in silence, took a step forward. “Faraday cages are easy enough to make. Line a room with aluminum foil, lure the ghost in, and slam the door.”

      “Maybe.” Dr. Lawson looked skeptical. “But to get the ghost inside, you’d need some kind of bait.”

      Nigel looked up, mouth twisting ruefully. “Well,” he said. “Here I am.”
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      “Okay,” Oscar said. “Ready for our second vote?”

      He’d called a team meeting, and he, Chris, and Tina all went into the backyard to talk in private. The day was overcast, but the gray skies somehow made the yellow and orange leaves blaze all the brighter. A sweetgum tree near the corner of the property had gone completely red, every five-pointed leaf a bold stamp of crimson against the blue sky.

      Chris kicked at the fallen leaves around their feet. “It sounds really dangerous, boss. Not going to lie.”

      “Why am I hearing a ‘but’ after that?” Oscar asked.

      “Isn’t this why we started this gig in the first place?” Chris fixed their dark eyes first on Oscar, then on Tina. “The footage we’ve got here blows away anything I’ve ever seen. Sure, some people will never believe it isn’t faked, but this is real. Stopping now would feel wrong to me.”

      “Even if it ends up with someone hurt?” Tina countered. “I don’t even mean just us—Nigel is putting himself on the chopping block, possibly literally.”

      “He’s going to do it whether we’re here or not.” Oscar might not have known Nigel as long as he’d like, but that much was apparent. “I think he’ll be safer if we’re here. At the same time, none of us signed up for this.” He held up his hand when Chris started to protest. “OtP was about exploring abandoned sites for ghosts no one else has bothered to look for. We knew the dangers of entering derelict buildings and accepted those. Like it or not, this is something different.”

      Tina sighed. She leaned against the nearest oak tree; with her flowing skirts and scarf, she might have been some sprite just emerged from its bark. “You’re staying, aren’t you?”

      Oscar hesitated…then shrugged. “Yeah, I am. I want to find out about this part of myself I’ve spent my whole life denying. But even if I didn’t, I’m not leaving Nigel to face this alone. I wouldn’t even if I didn’t think there’s something worth fighting for between us.”

      She smiled. “No, you’d do it for any friend. Or anyone you thought you could help. You’re too nice for your own good, Oscar.”

      He scuffed his shoes in the leaves, echoing Chris. “I’m not.”

      “For what it’s worth, I’d like to stay, too.” Tina pushed herself off the tree. “I was against it, but Dr. Lawson really knows her stuff. I’ll spend another night in a haunted house that tried to kill us for the chance to pick her brain. And no,” she added, pointing at Chris, who had opened their mouth, “I do not have a crush on her. At least, not how you’re thinking. The woman has seen some shit, and I bet she has the best stories.”

      “I wasn’t going to say that,” Chris protested, unconvincingly. “But she’s not exactly in favor of us doing this.”

      Tina snorted. “And you think she’s going to drive back to North Carolina and leave Nigel to his fate? Please. She’ll call him an idiot while they’re both being dragged into hell, but she’ll be there to be dragged into hell with him.”

      “Let’s hope we can all avoid the ‘dragged into hell’ bit,” Oscar said. As he spoke, his heart lifted. “So we’re agreed? Everyone is staying?”

      Chris flung an arm around his shoulders. “Fuck yeah, I’m not letting you have all the fun.”

      “And you need someone to keep watch on all the cameras to warn you.” Tina slid her arm around his waist from the other side. “Plus edit all the footage together when you’re dragged into hell.”

      “What a series finale, though,” Chris said wistfully. They reached for Tina. “Bring it in.”

      They formed a tight triangle, all of them hugging each other. Trying to rid the house of its ghosts might be a fool’s errand, and a dangerous one at that…but Oscar had his friends backing him up, and that alone made him feel like he could do just about anything.
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      The rest of the day was a frenzy of preparation.

      Since Nigel was the one with the university’s credit card, he drove into town and loaded up on aluminum foil and salt. It would have been nice to get an ESD strap for each of them, but rural Georgia didn’t have much in the way of electronics shops, and even the nearest big-box store was a couple of counties away.

      They’d stayed. Oscar, Chris, even Tina. Despite everything, they’d chosen to stay.

      It scared him as much as elated him, to be honest. If it was just himself in danger, that would have been one thing. But if something happened to any of them, and he walked away unharmed a second time…

      He recalled again the hot breath against his ear, the ghost snarling through Oscar’s mouth. “The one that got away. And here you are, back in my web, like a particularly stupid fly.”

      No, if they failed, he wasn’t leaving unscathed again.

      When Nigel returned to the house, he discovered the washer and dryer pulled out into the kitchen, along with virtually everything else that had been in the pantry-turned-laundry room. “Remodeling?” he asked, putting down a bag brimming with boxes of heavy-duty foil.

      “Perfect timing,” Chris said, swooping in and grabbing the bag. “The laundry is the smallest room in the house, so the easiest to seal and turn into a faraday cage.”

      Oscar emerged from the laundry. “Unfortunately, it only has one door.” He leaned down to brush a kiss across Nigel’s lips, sending a thrill all the way to his toes. “But we’re going to leave an EMF meter in there to signal when Jones’s ghost enters—just step back out and slam the door, and we should have him.”

      It seemed too easy to be true. But, according to everything he knew, it should work. “And then?”

      “We’ll do whatever it takes to make sure the boy and his father know it’s okay to leave.” Oscar shrugged. “A seance if we need to, but after talking to Dr. Lawson, I’m hoping I can just envision a bright portal through to the other side and convince them to use it.”

      Dr. Lawson herself appeared from the front of the house, arms folded and an air of disapproval around her. “So the plan is—what? To have Nigel just sit in the laundry room by himself, until the killer’s ghost shows up and tries to murder him?”

      “I’ll call out to him,” Nigel said, though his heart quailed at the thought. “Hopefully he won’t need any more encouragement than that.”

      Her gaze sharpened. “And if he attacks you? What then?”

      No doubt she was thinking of her long-ago friend, hurled bodily through a window by an enraged spirit. “I’ll have salt in my pockets, ready to throw.”

      “And Chris and I will be nearby,” Oscar added, putting an arm around Nigel’s shoulders. “Plus you and Tina can watch over the video feeds.”

      Dr. Lawson’s nostrils flared. “I’m not sitting idly by, young man. I can fling salt easily enough.”

      Nigel wanted to protest—Dr. Lawson was old, she shouldn’t risk herself, she didn’t even approve of what they were doing. But he knew saying any of that out loud would only earn him a scathing glare. “Thank you.”

      “I still think the smartest thing to do would be get in our cars and drive away,” she said, looking down her long nose. “But as you won’t do the sensible thing, I shall stay as well. My retirement wouldn’t feel right if I left my last student to die.”

      “I’m not your student anymore,” he pointed out.

      “Don’t argue with me, Taylor.”

      He wanted to hug her for staying…but she’d never allow it. So instead, he only nodded his head once. “Yes, ma’am.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Nigel took up position in the laundry, stepping carefully over the foil lining the floor. “Be careful you don’t tear it,” Chris warned. “Any rips will keep the room from sealing.”

      The door currently stood open; the foil extended past every edge by several inches, in order to cover the crack between door and frame once it was closed. Nigel wore the headcam, and had a flashlight in one hand and an EMF meter in the other.

      “Are you ready?” Oscar asked from the doorway.

      Full night had fallen, and the house was dark except for their lights. So far, things had been quiet—but Nigel didn’t expect them to stay that way for long.

      “As ready as I can be,” Nigel said with a nervous smile.

      Oscar looked worried, but he only said, “Then I’ll take up position outside with Chris and Dr. Lawson. Just speak up if you need to communicate with us.”

      “I will.” Nigel swallowed against the dryness in his throat. “Good luck.”

      “I should be the one telling you that.”

      Oscar retreated to one of the three salt circles they’d poured in the kitchen, stepping behind the tripod-mounted thermal cam. Chris stood in another circle with the handheld camera, and Dr. Lawson in the third with an open container of salt in her hands.

      Hopefully the salt circles would divert Jones from them and help keep his attention focused on Nigel. They’d reinforced the salt lines across the dining room entrances, so Tina and the equipment should be safe in there. Nigel would be the only target Jones could reach, and the one he wanted most.

      It was going to work. Nigel just had to get the timing right. Wait until Jones was inside the room, then step out and shut the door without ripping the foil. Easy.

      His nerves drew tight as the seconds ticked by. The house was utterly silent, including the door to Mike’s bedroom, which they’d made sure to open. The sound of it closing would act as an early alarm to indicate Jones was coming.

      Or so they hoped.

      “Maybe you should call out to him?” Oscar suggested uncertainly.

      “We may need to be patient,” Dr. Lawson said. “Spirits seldom operate on the timetable of the living.”

      Nigel took a deep breath to calm himself. “In that case, it won’t make a difference one way or another.” He cleared his throat awkwardly. “Gary Jones! I know you remember me,” he called. “I’m here for dinner.”

      The hairs on the back of his neck prickled as the words left his mouth. He felt as though he was offering himself up for dinner to the spirit, a feast of energy to feed its already formidable strength.

      Nothing seemed to respond to his words, though.

      Time ticked by. Nigel repeated his invitation every five minutes or so, but the house remained quiescent. After an hour, fear was replaced by frustration.

      “I don’t understand,” he said at last. “Jones couldn’t wait to get ahold of me last night.”

      “Maybe I need to be the one contacting him?” Oscar suggested, glancing from Dr. Lawson to Nigel and back. “I could go in the laundry with you.”

      “Do not invite him to possess you,” Dr. Lawson warned.

      Oscar grimaced. “I’m not an idiot, and I’m certainly not going to put Nigel in danger a second time.”

      He joined Nigel in the laundry, stepping carefully on the foil. “Maybe we should hold hands? For the energy,” he added quickly.

      Nigel took both Oscar’s hands in his own, forming a small circle. Oscar’s fingers were warm and strong, comforting.

      Oscar took a deep breath, closed his eyes briefly, then opened them again. “Spirit of Gary Jones,” he called, “we’re here to speak to you. Join us at our circle.”

      Nigel automatically gripped Oscar’s hands tighter. But there seemed to be no response; the EMF meter remained dark and silent, and neither Tina nor Chris indicated any disturbances on the video feeds. Nor was there the sound of a door closing on the floor above.

      Oscar repeated the words again, then again. Another hour crawled past, but nothing answered.

      “Are we sure they’re still here?” Chris asked. “The ghosts, that is. Maybe Oscar knocked Jones through the Veil last night without realizing it.”

      Oscar shook his head. “No, or at least, I don’t think so. The house still feels…off, I guess? Inhabited by more than us. Though I suppose that could be my imagination.”

      Nigel squeezed his fingers. “No second-guessing yourself. I believe in you.”

      The flashlight beam picked up the blush on Oscar’s cheeks. “Oh. Thanks. So why aren’t any of them coming out to play?”

      “Dr. Lawson? Any ideas?” Nigel asked.

      To his disappointment, she said, “No. Other than the spirit is choosing to stay away. Some incorporeal personal entities don’t seem to have much in the way of either intelligence or agency. But everything you’ve told me suggests this one has a great deal of both.”

      “Great,” Oscar said. “Is it just going to wait us out? Does it know what we have planned?”

      Dr. Lawson shrugged. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t think so, but who can say?”

      “Very helpful.” Nigel rubbed his forehead. “All right. Maybe he’ll have a harder time resisting the bait if I go to him.”

      Oscar looked alarmed. “And do what?”

      “Lure him back down here where we can trap him.” Nigel shrugged. “I don’t know what other options we have.”

      “This is a bad idea,” Dr. Lawson warned.

      “You’re right.” Nigel stepped out of the foil-lined room. “Unfortunately, it’s the only one I have.”
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      “We need to go slow,” Oscar said. “The second we feel a temperature drop, or I get a bad feeling, we book it back downstairs. All right?”

      Nigel nodded. They stood together at the top of the staircase on the second floor. In the beams of their flashlights, his face took on a haggard cast, his mouth tight with worry. A part of Oscar wanted to call this all off right now. To take Nigel back to the hotel, back to safety. Back to North Carolina, even, and leave this house behind.

      But Nigel wouldn’t go, no matter what. And Oscar couldn’t take any more time off work; he needed to be on the road tomorrow. So whatever was going to happen, needed to happen tonight.

      He cast his mind back to Dr. Lawson’s hasty lessons. If Mamaw Fox had been trained, would she have avoided being institutionalized? Or had whatever coping skills she’d developed finally run up against something too horrifying to fight off?

      Maybe she’d even been possessed. God only knew at this late date, and he doubted his dad would ever be open to talking about it.

      He took a deep breath, then another, imagining they were on a line of scrimmage. He felt the solid wood of the old steps under his boots, the chilly air nipping his skin, smelled a trace of the hotel’s shampoo coming off Nigel’s hair.

      According to Dr. Lawson, this might have been enough, but he’d already been possessed once. So he visualized the best sort of defense around him that he could: helmet, cleats, all the myriad pads to protect his body from a hit. Football gear wasn’t precisely armor, but he’d never worn armor, and she’d said intent was what mattered.

      He could almost feel it settle around him, shielding him from the spirit. Maybe it was all in his head…but no. Nigel had told him to stop second-guessing himself.

      And he trusted Nigel.

      “Ready,” he said.

      They stepped into the hall with its ragged bloodstains on the floor and walls. Oscar concentrated; he thought he felt a presence in Mike’s bedroom. Not clearly, more like a whisper heard through a wall, but something.

      And that was all.

      “I don’t think the killer is down here,” he said, sweeping his flashlight along the hall. He unclipped his walkie-talkie from his belt. “Tina? Are you picking up anything on the thermal camera in the hall?”

      “Nothing,” she reported. “Well, nothing except for the two of you. No exceptionally cold blobs.”

      “Right. Let us know if it changes.”

      “Nah, I thought I’d let the ghost drag you into hell.”

      “I can always count on you.” He hooked the walkie-talkie back to his belt. “I guess that means we check out the attic.”

      Nigel wiped his palms on his thighs. “Yes.”

      Oscar leaned over and kissed the top of his head. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you. This time, I mean.”

      “I’m not going to let anything happen to anyone,” Nigel said grimly. “Not again.”

      “What if we take care of each, okay?”

      Nigel turned to the ascending stairs. “Should I go up first?”

      Oscar held in a sigh. “No. If Jones is going to show up, I can sense him before you can. Just stay close.”

      The stairs seemed to stretch out unnaturally long in the darkness, though Oscar knew that was because of his own nerves, not anything paranormal. They creaked and groaned beneath his weight, and whispered under Nigel’s lighter step. Oscar took yet another deep breath, focusing his senses on the world around him.

      They emerged into the attic. The junk stored in it threw wild shadows in the beams of their flashlights, and he strove not to jump at every phantom movement. Stepping carefully, he led the way through the crowded space, making for the shadows clustered around the brick chimney. The slickness of rot reflected their lights, and the rank smell of mold and decay permeated the air.

      Part of Nigel’s story of the house came back: Mr. Matthews had climbed these stairs, stood in this spot, searching for the source of the footsteps, of the missing items. The killer had been here the whole time, but Bob Matthews hadn’t been able to find him.

      Because Jones had been hiding.

      Oscar’s heart jolted into motion, and he took a reflexive step back. “Nigel—”

      A wave of icy-cold malice rolled out from the rotted section of attic, so strong it almost staggered him. Where before he’d sensed nothing, now he could feel a presence made of hate and rage.

      “He’s here! He was hiding!” Oscar shouted. “Move back, move—”

      With a deep groan, the rotting floor of the attic began to collapse.
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      “Shit!” Oscar shouted, leaping back and nearly knocking Nigel from his feet.

      The entire house moaned, like a thing in pain, and the stink of mold filled Nigel’s nose, coating his throat. An entire section of the attic floor around the chimney gave way, too eaten-through by rot to sustain itself any more.

      And the rot was spreading. The flashlight beam jerked in his shaking hand, but it revealed a black slick of mold spilling rapidly from the epicenter, tendrils reaching toward them.

      Oscar’s walkie-talkie crackled to life. “Run!” Tina shouted. “Get the hell out of there!”

      Nigel grabbed Oscar’s arm, hauling him toward the stairs. Oscar hesitated a fraction—he probably wasn’t a man used to running away—before common sense took hold and they fled the spreading rot together.

      As they pounded down the stairs, the temperature plummeted, and frost condensed on the walls and steps. The door to Mike’s room closed with a resounding slam, followed by the closet within.

      The slick stairs betrayed Nigel; one of his feet shot out from beneath him. Oscar’s grip on his arm saved him, keeping him from falling and practically carrying him down the last few steps into the hall.

      Fallen plaster covered the floor, and debris filled the doorway leading into the bathroom. One of the bathroom walls had come down altogether, and hundreds of rusty razorblades spilled out from the space inside.

      Oh fuck.

      “Down!” Nigel shouted before the razor blades shot up and at them.

      They went to the ground, and most of the blades embedded above them in the wall. Even so, stinging pain drew a line across Nigel’s cheek, and Oscar yelped. Nigel had time to hope his tetanus vaccine was up to date, before realizing they weren’t even close to being out of danger yet.

      A human shape appeared in the hall in front of them, gliding out of the door to the master bedroom. Nigel’s heart seized at the shroud that hung about it, before realizing it was the dress form, Mrs. Matthew’s unfinished blouse still pinned to it.

      “Nigel, salt!” Oscar yelled.

      The metal sliver of a needle embedded itself deep in Nigel’s shoulder, dangerously close to his throat. He bit back a shout of pain, digging in his pocket for the salt. But before he could get any, dozens of straight pins came howling out of the dark. He curled into a ball, reflexively grabbing at the pins stuck in his face and neck.

      “You have no power here!” Oscar yelled. “Go through the veil! Leave this place, and trouble the living no more!”

      Either Jones had run out of sharp pointy things to throw, or else the command held enough force to make him hesitate. Nigel groped in his pocket, grabbed a handful of salt, and flung it blindly in the direction of the dress form.

      Something seemed to howl, just beyond the limits of his hearing. Oscar winced, clasping his hands to his ears. Blood streaked his face, and half a dozen pins studded his cheeks.

      Fear and worry seized Nigel’s heart. He scrambled to his feet, trying to haul Oscar after him, as impossible a task as it was. “We’ve got a break! We need to run!”

      Oscar surged up and grabbed his hand. Together they fled to the stairs.
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      They hit the stairs, almost colliding with Chris and Dr. Lawson coming up.

      “Fuck!” Chris shouted at the sight of their bleeding faces.

      Oscar’s cheeks stung, and he was pretty sure one of the pins had gone deep enough to pierce through to his mouth. He yanked it out, biting back a curse of his own at the pain. Thank God neither of them had been hit in an eye. “What are you doing here? You need to get back to the salt circles!”

      “Tina said you were in trouble!” Chris protested, but they fell back. “And she was right. What happened?”

      Oscar dimly heard Nigel explaining, but something behind them stole his attention. Jones hadn’t expected the salt; it had hurt him, briefly. But he was regathering his tattered form, all the while feeding on their fear to grow ever stronger.

      “I saw your mind,” said a rough, low voice from behind him. “Last night. We have so much in common.”

      “Shut up!” Oscar snarled, certain he didn’t want to hear anything more.

      Nigel shot him a shocked look. “I was just—”

      Shit. “Not you—Jones.”

      Dr. Lawson’s eyes widened in alarm. “It’s talking to you? Don’t listen! Don’t—”

      A massive wave of force rolled down the staircase, hurling them all off their feet. Oscar’s shoulder slammed into the bannister, then a stair, then the wall. His flailing hands grabbed one of the bannister’s uprights, and he managed to arrest his fall before he came crashing down on the other three.

      All of the flashlights went out in an instant, batteries drained. Oscar swore and groped at the stairs. “Nigel! Chris! Dr. Lawson!”

      Dr. Lawson groaned. “Light…we need light…”

      The darkness seemed to press in at her words, a palpable thing. Something growled above them, and in the growl, Oscar made out words.

      “My father denied me,” Jones said, voice licking Oscar’s ear like a scaly tongue. “Claimed I wasn’t his. So I came to him, and now he’s with me forever.”

      Bile rose in Oscar’s throat. He tried to move, to stand up, but the intense cold settling over the stairwell stole his strength. He needed to do something—but what? If he’d had anything more than an hour of training from someone who wasn’t even a medium, maybe they’d have a chance. But as it was…he wasn’t enough.
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      A blast of white light filled the stairwell, shredding shadows and drawing a scream from something inhuman. The sudden illumination was blinding after the intense darkness; Oscar threw up his arm in front of his eyes. “What—”

      Tina stood at the foot of the stairs, aiming one of the film lights up at them, its cord trailing back to the dining room. “Now get moving, before it comes back!”

      They ran to the dining room and its salt barrier. Tina took up rear-guard, shining the film light in the direction of the staircase like it was a flamethrower for ghosts.

      A growl shook the house—or maybe came from the house itself, long and low and impossible.

      Oscar stumbled to a halt inside the salt barrier and put a hand to his face. His fall had torn out some of the pins, and blood streaked his cheeks and neck.

      “Hold still,” Chris said, and plucked out the remaining pins, then turned to Nigel and did the same. “What the hell happened up there?”

      “The killer was hiding, just like he did all those years ago,” Oscar said, voice shaking. “We ran, but he started throwing things. Razor blades, straight pins from the sewing room.” He swallowed. “He spoke to me. Said his father had denied him somehow. I think he meant Mr. Matthews?”

      “What?” Nigel asked in surprise. He looked terrible, handsome face masked in blood. “There was nothing about a link between Jones and the Matthews family in any of the police reports or news coverage.”

      “Family secrets?” Tina hazarded. “You said his father was unknown, and his mom died when he was young.”

      The entire house shook, the chandelier swinging overhead, dust and plaster raining down. Tina grabbed the laptop and hid under the table with it. “We have to do something,” she shouted. “Before the entire house falls on us!”

      “We need to leave.” Dr. Lawson gestured at the door. “Now. This thing is too strong for us to fight.”

      Not even Nigel argued this time. She nodded, stepped outside the protection of the salt, and gripped the doorknob.

      The door didn’t open.

      “It won’t turn!” she exclaimed. “It doesn’t want us to leave—”

      A living shadow boiled up behind her. Oscar glimpsed Jones’s face, purple and puffy from the rope around his neck. The rope stretched away behind him, disappearing through the floor.

      “Look out—” he started, but it was already too late.

      With horrifying ease, the killer’s ghost grabbed the older woman and threw her in the direction of the stairwell. She hit the bottom step with a sickening crack, followed by a cry of pain.

      Nigel ran to help her, Oscar on his heels. Nigel flung some salt at the ghost, and it disappeared, only to reappear an instant later a few feet away.

      “Have you come to have dinner with the happy family?” Jones asked in a voice like the creak of a hanging rope.

      Heart in his mouth, Oscar positioned himself between Jones and the other two. He pictured his gear all around him, protecting him from the darkness emanating from the spirit. “Stop,” he said, as authoritatively as he could manage. “Leave this place, spirit, and trouble it no more!”

      Jones laughed, mouth splitting open to reveal rotted teeth amidst the distorted purple flesh of his face. “Why should I leave the home of my father?” He tugged on the rope hanging from his neck and vanishing through the floor.

      As though there was something on the other end.

      “Whatever beef you have with Mr. Matthews, it’s over,” Oscar said, peripherally aware of Nigel helping Dr. Lawson to her feet. A whimper of pain escaped her, but he forced himself to remain focused on the spirit in front of him. “Time to move on.”

      “It’s never over, and never will be.” Jones’s head lolled to one side. “He denied me. You should understand—your father denied you.”

      Oscar didn’t dare turn his head to see whether Nigel had managed to get Dr. Lawson to safety. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Jones’s laugh was the groan of a wooden beam under the weight of a body. “I saw your memories. You had a birthright. A gift. And he forced you not to use it. Forced you away from the world of spirit and into that of flesh.”

      Were the others safe? Oscar ached to retreat, to flee the corrupted thing in front of him. Under the weight of Jones’s full attention, his teeth ached like he was biting aluminum foil and his guts felt like snakes twisting in his belly.

      But running wasn’t an option, not while they were stuck in the house, vulnerable. The only thing he could do was interfere with their opponent’s play.

      “I don’t understand,” he said.

      Jones’s hollow eyes glittered, and he ran a proprietary hand along the rope stretching down into the basement. “We’re the same, you and I. Walking the world between death and life. Uncomfortable. Inconvenient.”

      Like Mamaw Fox, tucked away in the asylum where no one could see her. Oscar swallowed. “You were a medium.”

      “Oscar,” Nigel hissed from the direction of the dining room. So he’d gotten Dr. Lawson back to whatever safety was to be found in this house.

      He didn’t dare look, didn’t dare risk Jones’s attention going to Nigel instead. He could only shift his weight a tiny bit at a time, readying himself to run.

      “I can show you how to do it,” Jones whispered, his voice echoing in Oscar’s skull. His nearly skeletal fingers played along the rope. “Leave behind the tasty morsel whose guilt and fear have provided me with such a feast, and you can have your revenge. Forever and ever.”

      “I see.” Oscar pasted a smile on, even as he readied himself to move. “But I’m going to decline your offer, because I’m not a fucking psychopath.”

      He bolted for the dining room and the salt line. But even though it was only feet away, he couldn’t outrun the dead.

      A rope seemed to snag around his neck, cutting off his air and yanking him back. His fingers scrabbled instinctively at his throat, but there was nothing to grab. People were shouting, and he thought Dr. Lawson yelled some kind of instruction, but nothing penetrated the panic of suffocation.

      “Then you’ll just have to join our happy family,” Jones snarled in his ear.

      Oscar’s legs went out, and he hit the ground hard on his knees. His vision darkened, and his lungs ached, and oh god he was going to die here…

      “Hey, fuckhead!” Nigel yelled. “Come and get me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Nigel’s heart pounded so hard his entire body shook with every beat.

      The shadowy smear that was Jones’s head whipped in his direction, and a low growl almost caused his nerve to fail. But Jones didn’t have infinite attention to spare, and Oscar drew in a long, gasping breath as the ghost’s hold slackened.

      Nigel took a step back. “That’s right,” he said. “I’m staying for dinner. But you’ve got to catch me first.”

      He ran, bolting through the rec room and den, making for the kitchen.

      The house groaned around him. Frost raced over the walls as Jones sucked up every available molecule of energy. The air pressure plummeted, popping Nigel’s ears painfully.

      His foot skidded on the frost condensing on the floor, but he caught himself. The awareness of something awful just behind him overwhelmed his senses, and he barely bit back a scream. Jones was toying with him, drawing things out, feasting on Nigel’s terror just as he had been the entire time they’d been here.

      “Come back, sweet morsel,” crooned a voice like a brick to the face. “My little half-brother misses you. Perhaps I’ll let you share his closet after you’re dead.”

      Nigel’s mind whited out with fear, but his feet kept moving, propelling him through the kitchen. Toward the open door of the laundry.

      This could still work. He could still trap Jones. He just had to get the timing right.

      His foot hit the foil covering the floor—and slipped. The foil ripped, an enormous, ragged tear, and Nigel hit the ground.

      He stared in horror at the tear. The faraday cage was destroyed. The laundry wouldn’t hold Jones.

      A presence loomed up just behind him, and Nigel knew he was as good as dead.
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      Oscar bent over, his entire body heaving as his oxygen-starved lungs begged for breath. The world spun around him, his head felt hot, and he wanted to collapse to the floor.

      But that wasn’t an option.

      Hands grabbed his arms, hauling him up. Chris held on to one side, and Tina the other, both of them pale with horror. “Come on, boss,” Chris said, and tugged him in the direction of the dining room. Dr. Lawson sat in one of the chairs, gripping her arm, her face white with pain.

      There was no sign of Nigel.

      “Nigel,” he wheezed.

      “Led it away.” Chris’s eyes were wild with fear, but they said, “You’re in no shape to help. I’ll go after him.”

      A rush of gratitude pushed some of the cold out of Oscar’s bones. But. “I’m the one who has to go, Chris. I’m the medium.”

      “Remember to visualize!” Dr. Lawson said. “You could have cut the rope around your neck if you’d imagined scissors and poured your energy into them!”

      Oscar felt a flash of irritation—he’d like to see her have that presence of mind when she was in the middle of being strangled—but pushed it down. Because she’d just given him an idea.

      “Stay here, and keep the salt on hand,” he ordered, and ran through the dining room to the kitchen.

      The laundry door stood open, Jones filling the space with his dark aura. A few feet in front of him, Nigel cowered, his body half-covering the hopelessly ripped foil on the floor.

      Every protective instinct in Oscar’s being screamed at him to get between them. But instead, he focused on the rope around Jones’s neck, its other end still extending through the floor to the basement.

      To the man he’d hated in life, and fed off in death.

      Oscar grabbed a knife from the dusty kitchen block. It wasn’t exactly what Dr. Lawson had suggested, but he had a lot easier time imagining energy pouring out of him into a physical weapon, rather than a purely spiritual one.

      This was going to work. He could do this.

      “None of this is real. You’re imagining things, Oscar. Stop telling stories, if you want to watch TV again before you’re eighteen.”

      All of the old words, the old doubts, rushed in like a tide eating away the sand castle of his certainty. Sure, ghosts were real—but what if he was the fraud? What if he didn’t have it in him, what if he was just pretending, what if the knife did nothing?

      “I believe in you,” Nigel had said.

      Oscar took a deep breath, focused all of his concentration on the knife’s edge, and cut the rope.
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      The cold was so intense, Nigel’s eyelashes froze together when he blinked. His lungs hurt, either from the icy air or lack of oxygen, he couldn’t tell the difference. Maybe ice was forming in his organs, frost coating the alveoli.

      “Delicious,” Jones whispered in his creaking voice. “But I suspect your body will cause your friends to feed me even better.”

      This was it. He was going to die on this floor, in this house where he’d formed so many wonderful memories, and a single one of terror that blotted out every ounce of happiness.

      Please let everyone else be all right. If they could just stick it out until morning, use all the salt, the lights, every trick at their disposal, they might make it out of here.

      He should never have involved them. Never drawn them to this place of blood and regret. But even now, he couldn’t regret meeting Oscar. Nigel closed his eyes, remembering the feel of Oscar spooned around him in the hotel bed, determined his last thought would be a firefly of joy amidst the terrifying night.

      Jones screamed.
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      Something gave beneath the edge of Oscar’s knife, though the feel was more sticky web than sturdy rope. Strands parted with surprisingly little resistance, and the end of the severed rope suddenly swung free from Jones’s noose.

      Jones howled as if in pain, backing away from the door to the laundry and from Oscar alike.

      And from the basement below, Oscar felt something start to move.

      “Robert Matthews, you are free!” he shouted.

      The corrupted shadow that was all that remained of Gary Jones seemed to shrivel, a balloon with the air let out. “No,” he grated, “no…”

      Another shape rose through the floor from the basement. The two spirits faced off, and the kitchen seemed to warp around them.

      “No,” Jones whimpered, shrinking back from the ghost of the man who might or might not have been his father. “You can’t do this to me! You can’t make me leave!”

      “Maybe not,” Oscar said. “But I can.”

      He dropped into a crouch, one hand extended to steady himself on the floor, and envisioned a glowing portal on the other side of Jones. To his shock, it glimmered to life, its silvery light shining on the ghosts even though it didn’t seem to touch anything else in the room.

      “Gary Jones,” Oscar said, “it’s time to pass through the veil. Leave this place, and trouble it no more!”

      And so saying, he charged.

      He moved fast, tackling Jones’s shadowy form and shoving him into the portal between worlds. Warmth flashed over his skin as he passed through along with the spirit. He came out the other side, barely catching himself before crashing into the kitchen wall…but Jones did not.

      For a moment, all was silent, still. The overwhelming sense of malice was gone from the air. “I think…I think that worked?”

      Nigel started to climb to his feet; Oscar went to him, thrust out his hand, and hauled him up into his arms.

      “Yeah,” Nigel said, clinging to him. “I think it did.”
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      Nigel kissed Oscar, desperate and relieved and a thousand other good things. Even to him, the air of the house felt lighter, as though a spring day had somehow replaced the October night.

      “You saved my life,” he mumbled against Oscar’s lips. “You’re my hero.”

      Oscar laughed breathlessly. “I’d rather be your boyfriend.”

      “Yes, please.” Nigel clung to him with all his strength. They were both alive. Jones was gone. The relief made him lightheaded.

      Oscar squeezed him back…then gently disentangled. He turned to the shadow still waiting in the corner of the kitchen. “You can move on,” he said, then paused. “Oh right. Of course.”

      Nigel tried to find Mr. Matthews’s features in the shadow, but there was nothing more than the suggestion of a face to his perceptions. “What did he say?”

      Oscar put his arm around Nigel’s shoulders, pulling him close. “Jones held Mr. Matthews—his father, or at least Jones thought so—in this world. And he kept the replacement son as well.”

      Oh god. “So that’s why Mrs. Matthews and Jen aren’t here.”

      “Yeah.” Oscar looked in the direction of Mr. Matthews. “I’m sure your wife and daughter are waiting for you. I won’t ask if you were guilty of what Jones claimed, but if you were, I think you’ve done your time.”

      Oscar’s arm fell, and he took Nigel’s hand. “Come on, babe. We’ve got something left to do.”

      As they emerged from the kitchen, Tina ran across the salt line and threw her arms around Oscar. “We watched on the thermal cam—you did it!” she shouted, so loudly Oscar winced.

      Chris joined in on the congratulations, and Nigel stepped away, giving OtP the space to celebrate. Dr. Lawson sat in one of the chairs, her face pale and slicked with sweat, so he went to her. “Your arm—”

      “Broken.” She grimaced. “I really think I need a hospital.”

      “I’ll drive you,” he started, but Oscar cut in.

      “Tina, Chris, can you take Dr. Lawson to the nearest hospital in the van?” He glanced upward, at the second floor. “Nigel and I have one last thing to take care of, and honestly, I don’t want to come back here if I don’t have to. We’ll pack everything into his car and meet you at the ER.” He brushed at the blood oozing from the pin holes in his cheeks. “Nigel and I should probably get looked at, too.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Chris said. “I’m not going to lie and pretend I want to stay here a second longer.”

      The front door opened with no problems, and they all saw Dr. Lawson into the van and made as comfortable as possible. Once they pulled out of the driveway, Nigel said, “You wanted me to stay because I’m your boyfriend, right?”

      Oscar took his hand. “I mean, yes. But you’ve got some unfinished business here.”

      Fuck. Nigel took a step back. “I…I don’t know…I can’t…”

      Oscar didn’t let go of his hand, but gently pulled him back. “It’s okay. Trust me.”

      Nigel wanted to protest. But… “Okay. I trust you.”

      Oscar brushed a kiss across his knuckles, then led him back into the house. The atmosphere was such a contrast from the heaviness that had filled it before, Nigel almost forgot to be nervous.

      They climbed the stairs to the second floor. The door to Mike’s room was open, as was the closet.

      Oscar sat on the edge of the bed, away from the piled clothing, and Nigel perched beside him. Oscar closed his eyes and tilted his head back, as if listening to a voice Nigel couldn’t hear. “Is there anything you want to say?”

      Nigel took a deep breath, tears gathering. “I’m sorry, Mike. I got you killed, and I’m just…I’m so sorry…”

      A sob wracked his frame, and Oscar tightened his grip on his hand. “It’s not your fault,” Oscar said, the timbre of his voice strangely young. “You didn’t scare me. And you helped chase away the bad man.”

      Nigel swallowed. This was Mike, his best friend so many years ago, speaking through Oscar. “If I’d known—”

      “But we didn’t. If Mama and Daddy didn’t figure it out, I guess no one would.” A pause. “They’re waiting for me, asking me to come along, but I wanted you to know. You’re my best friend, and a little fight doesn’t change that.”

      Nigel took off his glasses and pressed his hand to his eyes. “I…I know you’re going to be happy now, Mike. I know it.”

      “I know it too. Bye for now.”

      Nigel put his glasses back on and looked up. The sun had just cleared the horizon, and a single beam of light found its way through the grimy windows and fell across Oscar’s features. He was looking up, a joyful smile on his face, and something inside of Nigel uncoiled for the first time since he was a child.

      “Bye, Mike,” he said softly. “And thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      “See for yourself,” Nigel said to Patricia Montague a couple of weeks later. “I’m still going through the data, and it will take a while to decide what might be acceptable to publish, but…well. I somehow doubt that was your primary concern.”

      The OutFoxing the Paranormal team had come with him to the same upscale hotel where he’d first met their benefactor. Ms. Montague, dressed in a bright blue suit, poured them all wine; judging by the label, the bottle probably cost more than his month’s rent.

      A part of him wanted to ask her about her relationship with Dr. Lawson and the dead medium. But he doubted she’d answer such a personal question. As for Dr. Lawson, she’d flat-out refused to talk about it at all.

      Ms. Montague inclined her head slightly. “You’re not incorrect, Dr. Taylor. Let me say, I’m very pleased with the results you’ve communicated to me already. I’ve put a good word in for you in the right ears at the institute, and I’ve offered to fund your research for the next year. I’ll believe you’ll find your job is secure.”

      A weight lifted from his shoulders. “Thank you. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. Including pushing me to go back to the Matthews house.”

      “You’re very welcome.” She gestured to the large screen on the wall. “Am I to understand we’ll be watching the Halloween episode of OutFoxing the Paranormal tonight?”

      The release of the footage would cause some colleagues to doubt the validity of his upcoming paper, no question. The final confrontation with Jones consisted largely of disjointed film from his head cam, showing mostly shadows accompanied by shouting. The thermal camera footage was more compelling, but easier to accuse of fakery.

      But Oscar and the OtP team had earned this. Nigel didn’t have it in his heart to take anything from them, even if it drew criticism to his own publications. Especially since he now had guaranteed funding.

      “That’s right,” Tina said. “I edited the footage for viewing, but we brought copies of the raw data if you want them.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Ms. Montague’s gaze went to Oscar. “And are you a medium, Mr. Fox?”

      Oscar wiped his hands nervously on his trousers—Patricia Montague was an intimidating woman, and Nigel knew he still wasn’t entirely comfortable talking about his gift. “Yes. I guess you could say tonight is my coming out party.”

      Ms. Montague settled back in her chair, smiling. “Excellent.”

      The stream refreshed, showing that the OutFoxing the Paranormal Halloween Special was now available for viewing.

      They watched silently in their comfortable chairs. Oscar had his laptop out as well, to answer any comments from viewers that popped up. Nigel hadn’t yet seen the edited video, and found himself impressed by how expertly Tina had spliced the disparate footage into a coherent narrative.

      As the episode progressed, Oscar excitedly updated everyone on viewer counts. Nigel didn’t know anything about how many views a popular show should get on the internet, but from Chris punching the air in victory and Tina clinking her glass with Oscar’s, he gathered they were doing well.

      “Impressive,” Ms. Montague said when the video ended.

      “Of course people will claim it’s faked,” Nigel began, but she waved him off.

      “You concern yourself too much with the opinions of others.” Which was easy for her to say; she didn’t have to answer to a team of peer reviewers. “You should take pride in your work.”

      Oscar beamed. “Thank you. So what’s next?”

      “That depends entirely on you, Mr. Fox.” The sharp look in her eyes made Nigel wary. “I funded Dr. Taylor’s part of the research with a grant. I have also been known to fund the arts—for example, video production.”

      “Are you offering us money?” Tina asked, eyes wide.

      “Quite a bit, in fact.” She took a sip of wine, gaze never leaving Oscar’s face. “You can even choose the site of your next investigation without my interference.”

      Oscar bit his lip, then glanced at Nigel. “And what about Nigel?”

      “I’d prefer you work together, if that’s acceptable.”

      Oscar grinned. They’d had a real date last weekend—if you could call something a date that was still going on days later, with only a few breaks for Nigel to go to class and Oscar to grab some more clothes from his place. “Very acceptable.”

      “Good.” She sat back, clearly considering it a done deal. “Email me a list of what funding you need. I want you working with the best equipment possible, so don’t hold back. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have another meeting to attend to.”

      They made their way out into the parking lot. Once away from the disapproving eyes of all the rich people in the lobby, Chris punched their fist into the air. “Hell yeah! We’re on our way!”

      “Dr. Lawson warned me not to trust Ms. Montague,” Nigel said. He didn’t want to bring the mood down, but… “She’s got some ulterior motive.”

      “Obviously,” Tina said. “She’s not just handing out piles of cash out of the goodness of her heart. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t work with her.”

      They all looked at Oscar. He seemed lost in thought a moment—then shrugged. “She’s the reason we were able to make the Halloween Special in the first place. The views are going up by the minute—this is our chance to really make something out of OutFoxing the Paranormal.”

      “I understand,” Nigel said. “Your dream is coming true.”

      “Yeah, but it’s more than that. She’s the reason we went to the Matthews house. If we hadn’t, I’d still be thinking I was crazy instead of a medium.” He smiled, then, and caught Nigel’s hand, bringing it to his lips. “And I’d never have met you.”

      Tina snickered, but Nigel ignored her, meeting Oscar’s eyes. God, he cared about this man so much already. “You have a point,” he said.

      “So what will it be, Dr. Taylor?” Oscar asked, tugging him closer. “Are you in?”

      Nigel gave the only answer he could. “All the way.”

      

      
        
        The adventures of the OutFoxing the Paranormal crew will continue in Rattling Bone.
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