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            One

         
         Riley is being watched.

         
         He’s felt it for at least half an hour now, the insidious crawling of unwelcome eyes along his spine, prickling every inch
            of his skin. It takes everything he has to ignore it, monotonously stabbing orders into his register and doling out coffee
            without blinking.
         

         
         Riley is accustomed to staring. He has to be, looking the way he does. There’s a difference, however, between being stared
            at and being watched. He’s hoping if he ignores it for long enough, the latter might regress to merely being the former.
         

         
         Unfortunately, his co-worker doesn’t take the hint.

         
         “Hey,” Chantelle says as Riley hands her an empty cup, “I think you’ve got a fan over there.”

         
         At two in the afternoon on a Wednesday, the store is dead. There are maybe two other customers lingering about, and the street
            outside is barren of pedestrians. With nobody and nothing to act as a distraction, it’s hard to play at ignorance, but Riley
            is nothing if not stubborn.
         

         
         He doesn’t look up. The register buttons clack beneath his fingertips. “That’ll be three fifty,” he says to the businessman he’s serving. The man gives him a sweaty ten-dollar bill. Riley gives him the rustiest coins in the till in exchange. “Thank you for your patience.” 

         
         Chantelle waits for the man to walk away before continuing. “So, you wanna tell her that stalking the staff is against policy,
            or should I?”
         

         
         Finally, Riley glances up. Chantelle’s staring unabashedly over his shoulder, not in the least concerned by the paper cup
            awaiting filling at her elbow. “Leave it be,” he says. “If she wants something, she knows where to find me.”
         

         
         Chantelle makes a thoughtful noise. “I don’t know, doesn’t she seem familiar to you? I feel like I’ve seen her somewhere before.”

         
         Against his better judgment, Riley looks.

         
         It’s a woman. Dark skin, tightly coiled hair reddened like blood to match her lipstick. The dim cafe lights glint off her
            impractical sunglasses, a real movie-star-in-disguise vibe. Her black halter top shows off her toned arms, and when she catches
            Riley looking at her, she dips her sunglasses down her nose and smiles.
         

         
         She does look familiar. Riley can’t place her for the life of him. Going by the way she’s looking at him, she doesn’t have
            the same problem.
         

         
         Realization seems to hit Chantelle and she latches on to Riley’s sleeve, pulling frantically. “Oh my god,” she wheezes. “Riley,
            why didn’t you tell me you knew Jordan Jones?”
         

         
         Riley can count the number of people he knows on one hand. The name rings a bell, though. “Who?”

         
         Chantelle slaps at his arm hard enough to bruise. “Jordan Jones? As in Jordan Jones of Spirit Seekers?”
         

         
         Riley’s heart plummets to his feet.

         
         Used to be he could name every major ghost-hunting show on every network in America. These days, he does his best to stay
            out of paranormal chasing entirely. Too many associated triggers, as his government-mandated therapist would have said.
         

         
         Jordan Jones, though? Spirit Seekers? You’d have to live under a rock to not have at least heard of them. They’d been up-and-comers when he was still obsessed
            with the scene; three years devoted to streaming their show independently on their own website. Right before he’d stopped
            following industry news, he’d heard a rumor that they’d been signed by Netflix. Looking at Jordan’s expensive glasses and
            Hollywood-glamour attitude, he can only assume that it had more than panned out for them.
         

         
         “We’ve never met,” he says. “I don’t know the first thing about her.”

         
         “Are you sure?” Chantelle hisses, fingernails biting into his skin. “Because it looks like she’s coming over here, and I don’t
            think it’s for me.”
         

         
         Jordan slides smoothly out of her booth, approaching them before Riley can decide whether it’s worth it to retreat to the
            back room. She leans on the counter and says, “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”
         

         
         “Nope,” Chantelle breathes, starstruck. “I mean, can we help you, Ms. Jones?”

         
         She smiles again, the shiny whites of her teeth ghostly in the fluorescent lights. “I was just hoping for an espresso, if
            I could.”
         

         
         The businessman Riley had served earlier—who’s been waiting for his drink for five minutes now—pointedly checks his watch.

         
         Chantelle ignores him, fixated on Jordan. “Of course! For here or to go?”

         
         “Well, that depends.” Jordan’s gaze slips to Riley. “I’d rather hoped I could borrow your colleague for a small chat, if it’s
            not too much trouble.”
         

         
         “He would love to,” Chantelle says at the exact moment Riley blurts, “No thanks.”
         

         
         Chantelle shoots him a look, but Jordan doesn’t seem fazed. “It wouldn’t take longer than a few minutes, I promise. I’ll have
            you back behind the counter before your boss even knows you’re gone.”
         

         
         “I’m my boss today, actually,” Riley says. “That’ll be five fifty.”

         
         One of Jordan’s perfectly plucked brows climbs. “For a single shot of espresso?”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         “Your board says it’s an even four bucks.”

         
         “The board is wrong,” Riley says. “Six fifty please.”

         
         Chantelle hisses his name, but Jordan merely laughs. She slips her wallet from her back pocket and drops a twenty on the counter.
            “Keep the change,” she says. “Consider it a gesture of goodwill.”
         

         
         Riley doesn’t touch the bill. “I don’t need your money.”

         
         “Are you sure?” Jordan asks. “What about twenty-five thousand dollars?”

         
         Riley doesn’t blink. “That sounds like a very expensive coffee, even for us. If we’re charging prices like that, maybe you
            should be buying elsewhere.”
         

         
         Jordan doesn’t take the bait. “Just hear me out, Mr. Fox. I can promise you won’t regret it.”

         
         Riley doesn’t need to hear her out. From the second he realized who she was, he knew exactly what she’d come here for, and
            it wasn’t a fucking espresso.
         

         
         He doesn’t say anything. Beside him, Chantelle maintains a death grip on his arm. If she’s hoping to bully him into agreement,
            she’ll have to try harder than that.
         

         
         Jordan flashes him one more of her endless smiles and slips back to her booth.

         
         “What,” Chantelle says, “the fuck was that about?”
         

         
         Riley sighs. Chantelle is just that little bit younger than him—young enough that the gossip of the town from two years ago
            has probably blown right over her head. He liked that. It allowed him the pretense of anonymity, something he wasn’t always
            afforded these days.
         

         
         People don’t often approach him in public. Not anymore. But Riley is well accustomed to being a public spectacle of pity—well-meaning
            glances from the corner of grim eyes, curious stares when they catch sight of his scars, his name tag, his apathy.
         

         
         He’s out of practice with confrontation, but he supposes there’s no better time to relearn what was once second nature.

         
         He takes Jordan’s twenty and drops the change in the tip jar. Then he slams the register closed, unties his apron, and says, “I’m taking my fifteen minutes, okay?” 

         
         “You can’t just— Oh, would you stop clicking your tongue? I’m getting to you!”

         
         Riley passes by the businessman, ignoring the dirty look he shoots him as Chantelle finally starts on his latte.

         
         Jordan’s booth is tucked into the corner, where nobody can rubberneck over the seat backs. The choice of it is so intentional
            it rankles Riley something fierce. He drops onto the edge of the seat across from Jordan, arms folded tightly over his chest.
            “All right. You have three minutes. Go.”
         

         
         She slides a manila folder across the sticky tabletop toward him. When Riley doesn’t open it, she says, “I’m sure you know
            who I am, so let’s cut to the chase, Mr. Fox. My team and I have been given permission—finally—to investigate one of the most interesting paranormal cases in modern memory.”
         

         
         Riley’s stomach turns at her words, at the impersonal ring of them, as if everything that happened to him and his friends
            is nothing more than prime-time entertainment. He stares at her. “Cases.”
         

         
         To her credit, she seems to immediately realize her misstep. “We can call it whatever would make you the most comfortable,
            but the fact remains that an opportunity like this doesn’t come around every day, not even for people like me.”
         

         
         “That’s nice,” Riley says. “Two minutes twenty.”

         
         “You can understand, I’m sure, why I had to approach you.”

         
         “I wouldn’t call it approaching so much as staking out my workplace. Didn’t anybody ever tell you it was rude to stare?”

         
         Brutally, Jordan says, “I have to believe that you’re quite used to staring at this point.”

         
         Riley is. He doesn’t look in mirrors much anymore, but he feels his scars every time he speaks, the unkind pull of them over
            his cheek, across his mouth. The burn of them on cold nights.
         

         
         “Is this how you want to win me over?” Riley says. “By reminding me of the worst thing that ever happened to me?”

         
         Jordan reaches out. Her nails tap on the folder, a stuttering rhythm like footsteps in the dark. “Open the file, Mr. Fox.”

         
         Riley doesn’t blink. “No.”

         
         “I think you would agree that twenty-five thousand dollars for one night of your life is a generous offer.”

         
         “And I think you’re well aware that most of us have made our stance quite clear by now,” Riley says. “We just want to be left
            alone.”
         

         
         “Interesting you say that,” Jordan says, “because Miss Cho disagrees.”

         
         Riley is caught off guard. “What?”

         
         Sensing an opening, she continues, “I talked to Miss Cho before reaching out to you. She was quite amenable to our terms.
            Providing, of course, that you agreed to the proposition too.”
         

         
         Riley opens his mouth. He can’t think of what to say. He closes it again.

         
         Jordan pushes the folder nearer to him. Kinder this time, she repeats, “Open the file, Riley.”

         
         Trepidation eating at his heart, Riley does. What he finds inside does not surprise him, but it still steals his breath like
            a gut punch.
         

         
         It’s been two years since he last saw Dominic House, but the photo in front of him burns the passage of time away in a moment. The main building sits atop its hill, a sentry over the woods that surround it. Stretched twice as long as it towers tall, it boasts shattered windows and cracked roof tiles. It’s a recent picture; Riley can tell by the police tape wilting across the rusted iron of the front gate, browned with age. 

         
         Behind the first building, a second one peeks out, riding the crest of the hill it calls home. The chapel’s cross pierces
            the sky, blackened at the edges but still standing, resilient and immovable.
         

         
         Dominic House looms like a monolith; it looms like a god.

         
         Riley’s fingers tremble against the paper. He stuffs his hands in his pockets, but not quick enough. The smug look that flickers
            across Jordan’s face tells him she saw it. “How did you even get permission for this?” Riley asks. “Last I heard they still
            considered it an active crime scene.”
         

         
         “Actually, they officially designated it a cold case a month ago,” Jordan says. “And if you have the right connections, you
            can get anywhere.”
         

         
         Riley barely hears the second part of her sentence, he’s so busy tripping over the first. “They— What?”

         
         Jordan pauses in her spiel. “Oh. You didn’t know?”

         
         “I— No.” Riley’s throat feels thick. “I didn’t . . . I didn’t know.”

         
         Jordan looks at him silently. Then she gets to her feet, slinging her purse over her shoulder. “I can see that you need time to think about things,” she says. “My phone number is in the folder, as are all the details you need. I’ll be waiting to hear from you—sooner is better than later.” 

         
         Riley doesn’t look up. His gaze sticks on the photo of Dominic House. He stays quiet.

         
         Jordan sighs. “It was good meeting you, Mr. Fox. I’ll speak with you soon.”

         
         It’s a presumptuous thing to say, but Riley doesn’t correct her. She sweeps out of the booth and away. A moment later, there’s
            the tinkling of the bell at the door, and she’s gone.
         

         
         She’d been right. The whole conversation had been three minutes, maybe less. In her absence, Riley feels unmoored. He’s a
            shipwreck, sinking fast, and solid land feels an entire ocean away.
         

         
         Footsteps approach, and then Chantelle says, “So, what did she want?”

         
         It takes effort, but Riley rips his gaze from the photo. The afterimage of it lingers behind his eyelids. “Nothing. It’s fine.”

         
         He’s not quick enough to cover up the contents of the folder. Chantelle glances down at the picture in front of him and immediately
            pulls a face. “Oh, gross. That looks like something out of my nightmares.”
         

         
         A laugh bubbles in Riley’s chest. He spreads his fingers over the photo, but even half-hidden, it stares back at him, a blemish
            beneath his skin.
         

         
         “Yeah,” he says. “Yeah, mine too.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Before

         
         “When you said we should take a road trip during summer break, this isn’t what I pictured.” Colton sounded as unimpressed
            as he looked, feet kicked up on Vee’s coffee table.
         

         
         “What did you picture?” Ethan asked curiously. He had an arm tossed around Riley, the pair of them squeezed into an armchair meant for
            one. His free hand kept the laptop balanced precariously on Riley’s knee steady. Twice now, it’d nearly fallen, and both times,
            Ethan had been the one to save it. Two years of football had given him reflexes like a snake. Two years of no football and
            little exercise at all had given Riley no reflexes, period. “I mean,” Ethan continued, “you don’t even like long trips. You
            get carsick.”
         

         
         Colton scowled, flushing. “I don’t know. The beach, maybe? You know I’ve lived in Maine my whole life, and I’ve never been
            to the coast. Surely they have ghost stories by the sea.”
         

         
         “You’re barely going to manage an hour in the car without moaning about it, and you wanna take a trip across the state just
            to see the sea?” Riley asked skeptically.
         

         
         “Not stories like this one,” Vee said, ignoring Riley. She patted the top of the TV beside her. The slideshow Riley had painstakingly prepared glimmered across the flat screen, incongruent with the fine china and chintz of her living room. “This is our chance at really getting something good. Aren’t you sick of posting the same generic bullshit over and over again? How many times can we really make a video sneaking through a cemetery or rambling about the Amityville house before it starts going stale?” 

         
         Riley might have put the largely unnecessary slideshow together, but Vee had been the spearhead behind all the carefully cited
            research, as if their friends were going to shoot them down if they slapped a Wiki link at the bottom of the page and called
            it a day.
         

         
         To be fair, Colton looked like he might do it anyway, his sour face pinched. “I know this YouTube channel is your baby and
            all—”
         

         
         “Don’t call it that,” Riley protested. “It’s more than just a ‘YouTube channel.’”

         
         Colton continued as if he’d never been interrupted at all. “—but do we really have to waste our summer break on it?”

         
         They’d wasted a lot more than summer break on it at this point. Ghost Hawks had been up and running for nearly six months,
            and they hadn’t even broken the coveted hundred-subscriber milestone Vee had optimistically set for them on launch day.
         

         
         By now they’d filmed every haunted location around town from every possible angle and shared every urban legend or ghost story
            they could find from extensive trawling through Google.
         

         
         Ghost Hawks had gone from being a fun pet project with Riley’s best friends born of a mutual curiosity for the paranormal
            to something that kept him awake at night, wondering how long it’d take before they found something real. Something more than a few cheap scares in basements and cemeteries or the morbid retelling of another person’s tragedy a
            whole country away.
         

         
         So maybe his slideshow was unnecessary, and maybe Vee’s perfectly cited research was overkill, but if they ever wanted Ghost
            Hawks to be more than just a “YouTube channel,” as Colton had said, they needed to start venturing a little farther out than
            their own backyards.
         

         
         “It’s an hour out of town,” Vee wheedled. “It’ll take two days out of your busy schedule, max.”

         
         “You know that’s not true,” Colton said. “You’ll have us filming B-roll until all I dream about is the fucking scenery. Besides,
            who’s driving?”
         

         
         Vee smiled sunnily, hands clasped together. “I’m glad you asked.”

         
         Colton had been the first of them to turn sixteen and the only one to obtain his own wheels since. Something he was fond of
            reminding them at every available opportunity. The way Riley figured, if he was going to be unbearable about it, he might
            as well be unbearable in their favor.
         

         
         Catching on, Colton groaned. “Come on, really?” He turned to Ethan. “You wanna spend your break ghost hunting?”

         
         Ethan shrugged, the picture of benevolence. “Why not? It’s been fun so far, hasn’t it? Besides, Riley wants to go.”

         
         As simple as that. “Riley wants to go.” So they would. Riley tried not to look too smug.

         
         Vee said, “Riley, change the slide.”

         
         Riley did. The title card slipped away. In its place was another, this one accompanied by a picture of a building so old and crumbling, Riley was amazed it had stayed standing long enough to be photographed at all. Saint Dominic Savio’s School for Troubled Youths read the heading. On the next slide, Riley had transcribed its history in neat twelve-point font with accompanying WordArt.
            Outdated, maybe. But fun.
         

         
         It was quiet for a second as the others read through it.

         
         “Huh,” Ethan said. “The WordArt’s nice.”

         
         “You know what’s not nice? The five missing kids and the priest.” Despite his words, Colton migrated his feet from the coffee
            table to the floor. He leaned forward, squinting at the TV.
         

         
         Riley tried not to be smug about that too. Sometimes Colton liked to complain just for the sake of complaining. Beneath it
            all, he was just as invested as the rest of them. He’d been the one to suggest starting the channel, after all.
         

         
         Riley clicked to another slide. This one had photos of the missing kids, complete with matching bios. One photo was significantly
            larger than the other.
         

         
         Colton whistled. “Who’s the kid who looks like he just lost a fistfight with his own authority issues?”

         
         The boy glowered out of the screen, sixteen at most but built like a tank. Bruises darkened his blue eyes, and his cheekbones
            were scraped red from punches he’d taken rather than thrown.
         

         
         “That’s Jacob Smith,” Vee said. “He was the eldest of the missing kids and the prime suspect in the case. Newspapers said
            he had no friends and butted heads with all the teachers, not to mention the priest.”
         

         
         “And who’s the priest?” Ethan asked.

         
         Riley flipped a slide. A young man stared back at them, eyes big and solemn, white collar nestled around his throat. His dark hair was neatly brushed aside to make way for his kindly face. “Father Thomas,” Riley said. “He stayed behind to look after the kids who didn’t go home over break. Disappeared with them.” 

         
         “And they have no clue what happened?” Colton asked skeptically. “Nothing at all?”

         
         “This was decades ago,” Vee said, quite sensibly. “You think the police are incompetent now? Imagine what they’d have been like then.”
         

         
         Ethan said, “Their parents wrote them off as ‘troubled kids.’” The face he pulled as he bookended that with air quotes made
            his distaste of the term clear. “I’d be surprised if they investigated much at all.”
         

         
         “They shut Dominic House down after the disappearances,” Vee added. “I guess the reputation was too much to deal with.”

         
         A shiver spun down Riley’s spine. From the screen, Father Thomas stared back at him, patient and benevolent in his frozen
            moment of time. Riley clicked once more, and the photo vanished into darkness, just like the man within it. Unnerved, he cleared
            his throat. “So? Haunted enough for you?”
         

         
         Colton pretended to consider it, fingers tapping at his chin in thought. He heaved a put-upon sigh that sounded disjointed
            in such a young body, a sound he’d picked up from somebody at least twice his age and made his own. “I guess. At the least, we’ll get some interesting footage of a creepy house. That always makes for good content. You were right, we’re just rehashing the same things over and over on the channel at this point; we need something new.” 

         
         Vee and Riley high-fived. Riley turned to Ethan with pleading eyes.

         
         Ethan smiled at him. “You know you have my vote. What else would we do with our summer break?” he teased. “Besides, where
            you go, I go.”
         

         
         Colton made gagging noises in the background, but Riley scarcely noticed—he was too dizzy with affection.

         
         “Yeah,” he said, and it felt true then—would feel true two years later, even if he didn’t know that yet. “Where you go, I
            go.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         Ethan’s mom hadn’t even shown up after the cops called.

         
         It’s funny, of everything that happened that night, Riley remembers that the clearest. Sitting in the back of an ambulance
            as paramedics tried to piece his face back together, Vee sobbing in the distance, Colton already en route to the hospital.
            The unlucky officer who’d found them pacing up and down the cracked sidewalk, phone to his ear as he said, “I understand,
            Mrs. Hale, but your son is— No, I can’t call back. We need you here. There is the possibility that we could be looking at
            a missing person case. We need you to— Mrs. Hale? Mrs. Hale?”
         

         
         That’s what Riley takes away from Dominic House. That’s what he takes to his nightmares. His face falling from his skull and
            a stranger parroting “Mrs. Hale? Mrs. Hale?” over and over and over again for the rest of his life.
         

         
         Nobody had told him the case was cold. He wonders if they’d even told Ethan’s mom. If she’d even cared.

         
         When Riley gets home, the apartment is dark. He hangs his keys on the empty hook by the door, kicking his boots to a puddle
            by the faded welcome mat. “Mom?”
         

         
         Nobody answers him.

         
         Riley heads down the hall, flicking every light switch he passes. In the kitchen, he finds a note pinned to the fridge.

         
         Working night shift. Will be home tomorrow xx

         
         Beneath it is a set of instructions for cooking dinner that his mother, quite ambitiously, thinks Riley ought to follow. Instead,
            Riley slaps together a sandwich. The bread’s stale; his mother has been too busy to go grocery shopping lately, and Riley
            keeps forgetting. The sandwich hangs from his mouth as he scribbles a reminder on the bottom of the note for whichever of
            them sees it first, leaving it pinned where it is.
         

         
         The kitchen table is a cluttered mess of magazines and unclean plates. Riley pushes aside the debris, dropping Jordan’s folder
            into the free space, and then sits in one of the mismatched chairs.
         

         
         He takes a bite of his sandwich. It tastes about as appetizing as it looks. At least, he supposes, he won’t have to worry
            about losing his appetite.
         

         
         He opens the file.

         
         He’s more prepared this time. He flicks past the initial photo without pausing, Dominic House a fleeting glimpse of shadows
            and no more. Behind it he unearths a collection of media releases from the immediate aftermath, and somehow, even more than
            the photographs, looking at them makes him uneasy.
         

         
         He thumbs through everything. His own name jumps out at him, Vee’s name. Colton’s most of all.

         
         Unsurprising. Colton had been the only one unable to keep his mouth shut when the tabloids came knocking.

         
         Colton’s role in the media circus that haunted them after Dominic House is an old wound by now, just like everything else. All the same, it doesn’t stop irritation souring his mood, and Riley tosses the press releases aside, finally finding Jordan’s proposition. It’s written in neat little bullet points, concise and informative. Above, the Spirit Seekers logo leers, the spooky font incongruous with the official report it heralds.
         

         
         
            	Permission for access to the retired Saint Dominic Savio’s School for Troubled Youths has been granted for August 17 to August
               18, 2022. 
            

            	All team members will undergo a safety induction prior to filming and—

         

         That was a solid month later than they’d gone last time. Riley can’t help but wonder if maybe production wanted to avoid the
            stigma of the Spirit Seekers heading out on the anniversary of a very real tragedy. Or maybe Jordan Jones just didn’t like
            filming during the peak of summer. Who knows.
         

         
         Riley finishes his sandwich and flips the page. The next one doesn’t make him feel any better.

         
         
            	—agree to pay the designated fee of $25,000 USD to the nominated beneficiaries (Miss Evelyn Cho, Mr. Riley Fox, Mr. Colton
               Pierce) for their agreement to return with Spirit Seekers to Saint Dominic Savio’s School for Troubled Youths.
            

         

         Riley closes the folder. Seeing it written out does not make it feel more real. What does feel real is the ghost of fingers
            on his face—the drag of his flesh ripping apart, blood warming his skin.
         

         
         Riley presses a hand to his cheek. It comes away clear, like he’d known it would.

         
         His therapist, back when he had one, told him that the scars would fade with time. Not the physical ones but the phantom ache
            of them bleeding into life across his skin.
         

         
         It wasn’t the first thing she’d been wrong about. Not the last, either.

         
         Riley gets to his feet, abandoning Jordan’s folder on the tabletop, bracketed by dirty mugs and ancient magazines. He leaves
            the lights on as he goes, as he slips into his room, closing the door behind him.
         

         
         Unlike the rest of the house, Riley’s bedroom is orderly to the point of military precision. Shoes lined up like soldiers
            beneath his sagging clothes rack, desk tucked in the corner boasting a stack of pristine, unopened community college magazines.
            His mother has spent the past year pointedly dog-earing tech courses in every college pamphlet she could find. They sit atop
            the magazines, equally untouched.
         

         
         Riley throws himself onto his bed. As he goes, his elbow knocks against his bedside table, and he scrambles to keep it from
            sending everything scattering to the floor. His lamp wobbles but remains upright. The photo frame tucked behind it isn’t so
            lucky. It topples to the carpet before he can make a grab for it.
         

         
         For a moment, Riley holds the table steady, staring at the fallen frame. He lets out a shaky breath, loosens his grip on the
            table, and reaches for it.
         

         
         The glass is smudged but unbroken. Beneath it, a younger Riley smiles out, face smooth and unblemished. His hair had been shorter then, barely curling past the nape of his neck, and his right ear boasted a single piercing instead of several. 

         
         He’s so young and bright that it’s like staring at a stranger. His arm is tossed around the person next to him, and Riley
            swallows, gut lurching.
         

         
         Don’t, he coaches himself. Not tonight, not after today. Don’t do that to yourself. Don’t, don’t, don’t—

         
         He can’t help himself. The only thing worse than Riley’s impulse control is his self-destructive streak. He looks.

         
         Ethan grins back at him, the impossible blue of his eyes bright in the camera flash. His dimples are on full display, blond
            hair windswept. Boy-next-door handsome and clinging to Riley like it was as natural as breathing.
         

         
         Riley’s heart hurts, and even after two years, the ache of loss that has eased but never vanished sets its hooks into him
            and rips anew.
         

         
         His hands are shaking as he sets the frame back on his bedside table. The glass glints in the lamplight, turning the white
            of Ethan’s skin sallow. Riley hesitates, then reaches over, turning the frame face down. The relief is instant and palpable.
         

         
         He settles against his headboard, pulling his phone from his pocket. His call history, when he opens it, is bleak. Other than
            his mother and work, there’s only one number within, and Riley dials it immediately.
         

         
         The phone rings. Once. Twice. The line clicks.

         
         “I was just thinking about you,” Vee says.
         

         
         “I’ll bet,” Riley says. “Do you know who came by my work today? I’ll give you three guesses. The first two don’t count.”

         
         “I’m not sorry.”

         
         “For what?” Riley asks. “The list of things you could potentially be not-apologizing for is kind of long right now; you’re
            going to need to clarify.”
         

         
         “For not warning you. I knew if I did, you’d find a way to weasel your way out of seeing her.”

         
         Probably not wrong. It doesn’t make Riley feel any better. “So you thought Jordan fucking Jones propositioning me in the middle
            of my workplace would go over so much better?”
         

         
         “Propositioning you? Sounds like we had very different conversations.”

         
         Riley’s patience, which has withstood enough today already, is dangerously close to fraying. “Vee.”

         
         Vee sighs static down the line. “Did you let her explain herself at all, or did you just immediately kick her out?”

         
         “The folder sitting in my kitchen indicates I more than let her explain herself.”

         
         “Have you read it yet?”

         
         “Twenty-five thousand dollars to the nominated beneficiaries for their agreement to return to Saint Dominic Savio’s School
            for Troubled Youths,” Riley drawls. “Yes, I read it.”
         

         
         Vee doesn’t immediately respond. Riley can practically hear how carefully she’s sorting through her words, trying to string
            together a sentence gentle enough not to tip the precarious balance of their conversation over the edge.
         

         
         She didn’t used to have to tread so carefully around him. It’s amazing what trauma can do to a person.

         
         Be gentle, Riley coaches himself. Don’t lash out. Don’t start a fight.

         
         Vee says, “I think this could be good. For all of us. Think it through.”

         
         “I don’t need her fucking money,” Riley snaps, and then grits his teeth. So much for gentle.

         
         Vee is unperturbed and, without missing a beat, replies, “Yes, you do. And so do I. College is right around the corner, and
            it’d be a big help. But that’s not what I meant, and you know it.”
         

         
         “You know what I know?” Riley says. “That all three of us agreed we’d rather die than go back there again.”
         

         
         “You can’t hold me to something I said when I was sixteen,” Vee says. “We were kids, Riley. We were just scared fucking kids.”

         
         Riley doesn’t want to think about that. He’s worked hard over the years to push that part of himself away, that terrified
            sixteen-year-old who was just that: a scared fucking kid.
         

         
         Sometimes he doesn’t feel as if he’s succeeded at all.

         
         Instead, he asks, “Have you spoken to Colton?”

         
         “Have you?” Vee shoots back.
         

         
         “I’m not the one meeting with TV crews, selling the rights to our life story.”

         
         “This isn’t our life story. This is one thing that happened to us years ago.”

         
         Riley laughs. “Right. So it’s wrong when somebody else talks to the media but fine when you do it?”

         
         A lingering pause. When Vee speaks, her tone is chilly. “Jordan spoke to him. He already signed on. Said he’d be there even if we weren’t.” 

         
         “Colton going where the money is. Big surprise there,” Riley says.

         
         “Don’t act like you’re above it,” Vee warns. “I’ve seen your apartment. You’re not exactly set to rise through the tax brackets,
            are you?”
         

         
         Riley’s mouth twists into something approaching a smile. “If you’re hitting to hurt, try aiming lower than that.”

         
         Silence. Vee sighs again, less tense, more exasperated. “You know I don’t want to do that. I don’t want to hurt you at all.”

         
         “Of course I know that,” Riley says, and he does. Vee isn’t like him—it’s why he’s always loved her the way he does. The last
            defensive edge of his irritation flakes away beneath that reminder. “It’s fine. I was taking it too far.”
         

         
         “I don’t care if you insult Colton,” Vee confesses. “I was just . . .”

         
         “You want me to agree to come,” Riley says.

         
         “No,” Vee says. “I want you to want to come. Does that make sense?”
         

         
         It does. Riley doesn’t reply.

         
         Vee continues, softly, “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think it was worth it. For all of us. Even Colton.”

         
         Weary, Riley grinds the heel of his palm against his eye and asks, “What could possibly make it worth it, Vee?”

         
         “How much do you remember about what happened? Really remember, I mean.”
         

         
         Claws in his face—the flash of fire climbing the walls. Blue eyes glimmering in the flames. Fingers, white like bone, drawing Ethan into the shadows of the cross above. 

         
         Riley squeezes his eyes closed. The memories flicker, unreliable. “Sometimes too much,” he admits. “Sometimes . . . Sometimes
            not enough.”
         

         
         “I want to know what happened,” Vee says. “I want to know how much of what I remember from that night was real. What do you
            want, Riley?”
         

         
         There’s a list of things Riley wants to remember about that night. A list of things he wants to know. Things he thinks about
            when he lies in bed, staring at the ceiling and waiting for the nightmares to set in, waiting to be sitting in the back of
            that ambulance once more, listening to the endless circle of Mrs. Hale? Mrs. Hale?

         
         Mostly, what he thinks about is this: Four people walked into that house. Three people walked out.

         
         Riley should be going to college next month. He hasn’t told anybody that he never even applied. He doesn’t know what he’s
            planning to do otherwise. He does know eighteen is too young to spend every day of your life getting up to go to a job you
            hate, unable to think about anything but all the chances you missed.
         

         
         Riley wants the same thing he has always wanted. To find out the truth of what happened to his damn boyfriend.

         
         “It won’t just be us there,” Riley says.

         
         It’s not a capitulation, but Vee rushes toward it eagerly nonetheless. “It’ll just be Jordan and the other two Spirit Seekers.
            They’re a small team. It won’t be all that bad.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t matter if there are three people or a thousand; we’re going to be all over the TV.”

         
         “Isn’t that what you always wanted?” Vee teases. “Sixteen-year-old Riley would be delighted.”

         
         “Sixteen-year-old Riley thought a YouTube channel with thirty subscribers was the big leagues,” Riley says dryly. “It didn’t
            take much to impress him.”
         

         
         “Well, as somebody who was actually friends with sixteen-year-old Riley, I can tell you that’s factually untrue; he was just
            as much of a snob at sixteen as he is at eighteen.”
         

         
         Despite feeling like he’s gone ten rounds with an emotional heavyweight, Riley can’t help but smile. “Thank you for putting
            up with him for that long. It sounds like he’s lucky to have you.”
         

         
         “He can be a pain in my ass, but I guess he’s worth it.” Vee pauses. “So . . . ?”

         
         “Yeah,” Riley says. “I’ll sign Jordan’s stupid contract. I’ll do it.”

         
         “Thank you,” Vee says. “Really, thank you, Riley.”

         
         “I’m not doing it for you,” Riley says, honestly.

         
         “I know. I’m grateful anyway.”

         
         “Yeah, yeah,” Riley says. “You should stop while you’re ahead, before you talk me out of it.”

         
         Vee laughs. “All right. I haven’t seen you in a few weeks. It’ll be nice to see your face again, at least.”

         
         Riley stamps down on the way his stomach turns. “Yeah, you too. Good night, Vee.”

         
         “Good night, Riley.”

         
         He hangs up. After making his decision, he expects his world to look different somehow. It doesn’t. He’s still just Riley,
            alone in his empty room, in his empty apartment.
         

         
         He glances back to his bedside table. After a second of hesitation, he rights the downed frame. Ethan smiles back at him—young, now and forever. 

         
         Riley waits for his hands to shake. For his scars to ache. They do not. Somehow he isn’t surprised.

         
         Deep down, Riley had always known Dominic House wasn’t done with him. Deeper than that, he’d always known the opposite too.

         
         He wasn’t done with Dominic House either.

         
         His hand white knuckles around the photograph. The glass is cold to touch.

         
         He wonders if it’s cold in Dominic House. It’s summer now. Summer again, even. Somehow he thinks that matters very little.

         
         Riley has spent the past two years being told that Ethan is gone. The internet called him missing, his parents called him
            a runaway, and their friends called him dead.
         

         
         Ethan Hale is gone, the world said, and Riley should just move on.
         

         
         Is Ethan cold? Is he lonely? Does he think about the night Riley left him behind half as much as Riley does?

         
         Ethan isn’t missing. He isn’t a runaway. He isn’t dead.
         

         
         None of them had been there that night. Not in the end, when it was just Riley, Ethan, and one more awful, awful thing as
            the chapel burned down around them. None of them fall asleep at night picturing blue eyes and fire.
         

         
         Riley sets the frame down with a clatter. The shakes are back finally. Riley had known it was only a matter of time.

         
         He rolls over, staring out the window to the quiet night.

         
         Is he really going to do this?

         
         He’s not looking, but he feels Ethan’s smile all the same. Time has drained the warmth from it, but he remembers it still.

         
         Fuck, he misses it still.

         
         Riley rolls over again. He grabs up his phone. He dials. The phone picks up on the first ring. “Hello?”

         
         “I’ll do it,” he says, no preamble at all. “Don’t make me regret it.”

         
         Jordan makes a delighted sound. “I’m glad to hear it. If you could come by the address in the file tomorrow, we can do the
            safety induction, sign some contracts. Is that okay with you?”
         

         
         Riley’s meant to be working tomorrow. “That’s fine by me.”

         
         “Excellent. I look forward to—”

         
         He hangs up. Something tells him Jordan won’t take it personally.

         
         Drawn like a magnet, he looks to the photo.

         
         Yeah. He’s fucking doing this.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Before

         
         The night before they were due to head to Dominic House, the group piled together into Ethan’s tiny, empty house.

         
         His parents were out for the night, as they usually were. Ethan’s relationship with them had been strained since he’d stopped
            accompanying them to church as he got older, but after he and Riley had started dating, it’d deteriorated into no relationship
            at all.
         

         
         Ethan claimed this didn’t bother him. Riley knew better.

         
         But that night was a good night. They ordered pizza and spent a couple of hours going over their game plan—what they wanted
            to film, where they planned to go on the grounds, what Vee would say when she narrated their adventure.
         

         
         All of Vee’s careful research had been clipped down to the most salient points—the missing kids and priest, Dominic House’s
            use as a semi–halfway house, the overbearing Catholicism of it all. The stuff that would sound great as they walked its haunted
            corridors, showcasing all its ancient, imposing glory.
         

         
         Not for the first time, Vee protested being the designated face of Ghost Hawks. “Make Ethan do it,” she said. “I do it every
            time, and he’s good at stuff like this.”
         

         
         “No, I’m not,” Ethan said. “If you put me in front of the camera, I’ll be reading off cue cards the whole time.”

         
         “You can’t do that,” Vee snapped. “We need to appear educated!”

         
         “And that’s why you should do it,” Ethan said. “It’s good for consistency if you remain the face of the channel, too. Besides, I thought you bought
            a new skirt for this.”
         

         
         Vee flushed and shoved a piece of pizza in her mouth to avoid answering.

         
         At some point, they tossed old horror movies on the TV, sprawled across the living room as they chattered back and forth.
            Riley had gotten a new camera a few weeks back; this trip was the first time he’d be able to use it for the channel. Ethan
            very patiently let Riley show him all the fanciest settings and specs even though Riley knew the tech side of their little
            production bored him. Ethan was good like that.
         

         
         Eventually, enthusiasm petered out under exhaustion. Vee fell asleep on the sofa with half a slice of pepperoni in her hand.
            Colton was out like a light atop the patchwork rug on the floor, the TV painting glimmering blue pictures of murderers and
            monsters across his skin.
         

         
         Ethan got to his feet, finger to his lips for silence. He pulled an afghan from the back of the sofa, shaking it out over
            Colton like a snowdrift, and then took Riley’s hand, hauling him up, tripping over Colton’s socked feet as they rounded the
            couch again and rushed to Ethan’s room. Inside, Ethan clicked the door closed, drowning out the soft murmur of the TV. There
            was just enough moonlight seeping through the open curtains to see
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