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			Chapter 1

			Batter Up!

			Cadence Riley skipped back a step to dodge the baseball bat that whizzed by her head, missing her by a mere inch.

			“Get out!” yelled the ghost of the elderly woman swinging the bat. She advanced past the king-sized bed in the main bedroom, forcing Cadence away from the walk-in closet in which she had found the old lady. She kept swinging and Cadence kept ducking as she walked backward through the dim room, closer to the door to the hallway.

			Even though the bat was made solely of spirit energy, instead of wood or aluminum, it would have hurt Cadence as if it had been the real deal since she, too, was a ghost. Irene Woods swung the bat again, and again, Cadence danced back out of the swing’s arc. Irene grew frustrated as her bat did not connect, and the old woman gave a grunt of frustration.

			“Get out of my house!” the old woman yelled in anger.

			“It’s not your house anymore,” Cadence said, trying to stay as calm as she could under the circumstances.

			“The hell it isn’t!” Irene shook her head in denial. “It’s mine, and no squatters are going to make me give it up! My husband and I built this house from the bottom up. I’ve been here fifty years. It’s mine!” She stomped her foot in frustration and vanished from the room. Cade rolled her eyes at the woman’s temper tantrum and left the main bedroom of the house to find her partner, Snow. He had tasked himself with watching over the paranormal team that was there, at the behest of the current owners, to investigate. It didn’t take Cadence long to find him, as he was just down the hall in another bedroom.

			Derrick was the youngest of the paranormal team and was still in college. He was busy setting up a camera in the bedroom that the twin boys of the family shared while Lauren, the team’s psychic, was sitting on the bottom mattress of their bunk beds. The young man angled the camera toward the bed, then flipped the viewfinder screen closed once he was satisfied. His hazel eyes glanced over toward Lauren in concern, and he ran a hand through his short, curly, light brown hair as he tried to think of something to break the silence. “So, … how old did you say this place was again?”

			“Do you even listen to the briefings?” Lauren said, irritation plain in her voice; it was obvious her annoyance was directed at Derrick and not the stuffed animals she was moving toward the end of the bed so as to make more room for herself. “It’s sixty years old. It was built by Howard and Irene Woods when they had just gotten married. He died twenty years ago; she died ten years ago. And if you ask why we are here, I will throw something at you.”

			Derrick grinned at her and shook his head. “Nah, that I know; reports of curtains opening and closing, TV going on and off, things being tossed around, and the kids being yelled at by someone who isn’t there.” Derrick moved toward the door but paused in the door frame, then looked back to Lauren. “Do you think they’re here tonight?” he asked.

			The pleasantly plump woman, who was in her late thirties, looked up at the unexpected question, as this was something they had gone over in their briefing before coming to the home. “The family? No, they went to stay with boys’ grandparents,” she replied, distracted as she readied herself to attempt communication with whatever was here. She pushed a few stray strands of her long, wavy, black hair from her face so they would stop tickling her nose.

			“No, not them. The ghosts from Lexington that we helped, the ones that talked to you. This is the first investigation we’ve done since then.”

			Lauren stiffened; an involuntary shiver went through her as she recalled that night at Lexington Asylum. It had been the first time she had channeled a spirit, or let one channel through her, since she had been a teen. The event at Lexington was when she learned her ex-husband Dan had died. She had then watched, unable to help, as he was consumed entirely by a shadow creature. The images still haunted her, and she still had nightmares about it. It had taken her almost six months to deal with Dan’s death and trust herself to go back into a situation like this. She honestly still wasn’t sure she wanted to continue investigating, but between Aiden’s cajoling and the desperate pleas of the family for help, she had reluctantly agreed.

			“I don’t know. Ask Aiden; he’s the one they talk to,” she replied tersely. Aiden was the team’s tech guy. He was also the one that Cadence and her partner, Osmund Snow, spoke to the most.

			“I see Lauren is still pissed,” Cadence said, her voice quiet as she watched the interaction between the two living investigators.

			“Well, her last experience didn’t exactly go well, now did it?” Snow’s English accent was crisp and elegant as he spoke. “The poor woman went through quite a shock, what with everything that went on that night. To be in the position of confronting a non-human creature, then to see through your eyes as her ex-husband was ripped apart in spirit form mere seconds after she found out he had died.”

			“Yeah, I know. I don’t begrudge her anger. I just wish I didn’t feel like it was directed at me. I’m not the one who summoned that creature. Her ex-husband was.”

			“She’ll get over it in time, Cadence. That’s all anyone needs; time. And it is wonderful to see that despite all that happened, she hasn’t given up on helping people.”

			“True,” Cade said with a sigh.

			Derrick had caught Lauren’s tone and frowned, looking over at her. “Lauren, you know—” he began.

			“I’m fine,” she said, interrupting him. The speed of her answer and her readiness to cut him off indicating she was anything but. “You have the camera all set?” she asked. She wanted to switch the topic before the conversation progressed too far down a road she wasn’t ready to go down yet.

			“Hmm? Oh, yeah,” he replied, nodding as he let the topic drop.

			“You should probably go see what you can get from the living room since that’s where they first noticed things happening with the television and the curtains. Get another camera from Aiden and see what kind of evidence you can get.”

			“You sure?” He did not feel right leaving her alone.

			“Yeah,” she said, trying to give him a convincing smile. “I’m sure. It will be easier for me to do my thing without you in here messing with my senses.”

			Derrick sighed and turned away, heading out the door. Cadence dodged backward out of his way. She was an athletic, thirty-year-old woman, or had been when she was alive. Her dark blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail and bounced a bit as she moved back. The chuckle of her partner drew her attention.

			“He can pass through you, you know,” Osmond Snow said as he gave her a wry grin. Salt and pepper hair framed a face that made it impossible to tell his actual age. Cadence had initially guessed he was somewhere between 30 and 50. Though she had never asked him specifically, she pegged him in his mid-forties since he had once spoken of having children when he died.

			“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered in return. “Whether the breathers can or not, it’s still creepy as hell. It feels weird, too.”

			“Is Mrs. Woods still in the master bedroom?” Snow asked, looking down the hall toward the room in question.

			“No,” Cadence replied. “After trying to attack me with a bat, she vanished.”

			Snow sighed and shook his head. “I think we should locate Mrs. Woods before the poor old lady does something horrible, and we have to ask Aiden to bury evidence again.”

			“Why didn’t she go through processing when she died?” Cadence and Osmund left the children’s bedroom and looked up and down the hall.

			“Apparently, her attachment to the house was so strong that she never bothered leaving. She had been a housewife since she and her husband had built the house. With nowhere else she needed to go, aside from the usual jaunts to the store, she just chose to stay. The poor woman fell asleep one night and died in her sleep. In her mind, she woke up the next day and simply continued on,” Snow explained.

			 “Which, I guess, explains why we didn’t know about this place?” Cadence asked. She and Snow had been in their office when one of the spirits who worked in the observation bay had come in and advised them of the situation. The ghosts who worked in the observation bay kept an eye on all kinds of things in the territory that Snow and Cadence were responsible for covering. This wasn’t the first time one of them had come in with an urgent or surprise case.

			“Yes.” Snow nodded. “It’s a good thing they caught what was going on with our paranormal group. If they hadn’t noticed Aiden and the others gearing up to go out, we wouldn’t have known to be here.”

			“True. Still, it would have been nice if we’d had a little downtime between getting back from the Eberly house and coming here.”

			“I’m sorry, Cadence. Are you annoyed because they interrupted time with your brother, or time with your boyfriend?” Snow’s tone implied he was teasing, as they made their way down the stairs.

			Cade promptly rolled her eyes and sighed. “Oh, for the love of God, Ramon is not my boyfriend. We’re friends. And look at you, getting more sarcastic as time goes on. Face it, Ozzie, I’m rubbing off on you.” Ramon was an orderly at Lexington Hills who had been murdered by a patient when he was a young man. He had taken a liking to Cadence, but she had been doing her best to keep him at a distance. Her brother was also a ghost, having been murdered in a massacre at his college dorm house.

			Snow made a derisive noise at her comment and led Cadence past where Derrick was setting himself up in the living room and out to the garage, where Aiden had set up his so-called central command. Shelves lined either side of the garage, filled with various boxes and plastic tote tubs. There were black stains on the concrete where the cars usually parked, though neither was there, and the faint smell of gasoline and motor oil lingered in the air. In the open area vacated by the family’s automobiles was a large folding table that held a bank of computer screens. At the table sat Aiden in an uncomfortable-looking folding chair.

			He was a tall, lanky man with shaggy hair that he was apparently letting grow out, as it almost reached his shoulders now. Warm brown eyes kept watching the screens as one hand rested on the computer mouse. Two splashes of color beside the mouse caught Cadence’s attention, and she smiled. Ever since he had started working with Snow and Cadence, he had begun keeping two felt pieces by him when he was by his computers or doing anything vaguely associated with the paranormal. They had agreed that if they were around, they would let him know. So, he had a white felt snowflake marked “Snow” for Officer Snow to knock off the table and a green felt clover marked “Riley” for Cadence to knock off.

			Cade laughed and looked over at Snow. “I thought he would just keep those at home. I didn’t think he would bring them here.”

			Snow chuckled. “I suppose we should let the old chap know we’re about, eh?” The two ghosts made their way to the table. Cadence pulled the felt clover off while Snow brushed the snowflake to the floor. Aiden jumped at the unexpected motion.

			He arched a brow and bent down, picking them back up. “No cameras in here, no recorders,” he murmured. “Guys, if that’s you, do it again, so I know it wasn’t just the air conditioning or something.”

			He put them down, and as soon as his hands left the felt pieces, the two spirits smacked them off the table once more. Aiden grinned.

			“Sweet.”

			“What’s sweet?” Derrick asked, coming into the garage.

			“Oh, nothing, I was just talking to myself,” he said. He knew if he told Derrick the spirits were here, the kid would blab it to Lauren. It had taken a lot of convincing for Lauren to come, and he didn’t want to upset her now. “How is all of the setup going?” Aiden switched the topic as he picked the felt pieces up again and pocketed them this time.

			“We’re about done. I have the DVR cameras set up in the upstairs hall, the kid’s room, living room, basement, and kitchen. Got an extra EMF for me? Lauren thought we should split up, so she has the other one upstairs in the kids’ room.”

			“Yeah,” Aiden said as he rose from his chair. He went to a plastic case and opened it, pulling out a Mel Meter. “There you go; temperature and EMF all in one. Hey,” he paused and gestured to the ceiling. “How’s she doing?”

			“Well, she’s here,” Derrick said with a shrug. “That’s progress, right?”

			“Yeah,” he said with a nod. “I just want to make sure this isn’t too much for her. You and I could have done this on our own if push came to shove. I think helping the kids out is what convinced her to do it, though. I just hope we’re doing the right thing, making her get back on the horse.”

			“I hope so, too, but ... she seems the same, you know?” Derrick shrugged. “Angry, shaken, not talking unless she has to.”

			Snow and Cadence left the two men in the garage. “I’ll check out the basement; you go back upstairs to the master bedroom. See if she is hiding up there once more,” he said.

			Cadence nodded and made her way back to the stairs. She peeked back in on Lauren, who was sitting on the bunk bed still, her eyes closed, slowly opening herself up. Lauren picked up her head suddenly, and without opening her eyes, looked straight at Cadence.

			“Hello?” she asked quietly.

			Cadence didn’t reply, not wanting to engage with the skittish psychic. She turned and continued down the hall, looking for Irene. It didn’t take long to find her. She was in the main bedroom, quietly seething.

			“Now who is here?” she muttered to herself as she sat, rocking back and forth on the foot of the bed, staring straight ahead. “More people, more people are here now. Scaring them away by bothering their brats was supposed to work, but no. They bring in more people to muddy up my house. Guess I’ll have to deal with this the old-fashioned way.”

			She got up from the bed and went to the large walk-in closet. The light in the closet went on and Cadence frowned; it would be likely someone would notice that. 

			“Mrs. Woods,” Cadence called. The old woman’s head popped out of the closet.

			“Who’s there?” the old woman called crankily, her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

			“You don’t need to scare them. They’re just a nice family,” Cadence suggested.

			The old woman frowned and disappeared back into the closet. “Where’s my baseball bat?” she asked herself. “These infernal people keep moving my things.”

			“Mrs. Woods, come on now, there’s no need for that.” Cadence had no intention of letting the woman bring the bat into the situation again.

			“No need?” the woman said, incredulity tinging her voice as she exited the closet. In her hands, she now carried the same ghostly baseball bat that she had tried using on Cadence before. “Of course, there’s need. I tried to be nice and let that family stay, even though they don’t have my permission to be living in my house. But now they’ve taken to tearing down walls and trying to change things. This is my house! My house! I still live here! They can’t do this kind of thing without my permission!”

			Snow made his way into the main bedroom. “They’ve seen the light,” he warned Cadence under his breath. Sure enough, she heard footsteps coming.

			Lauren was the first one in since she had been just down the hall. She was followed quickly by Derrick. Lauren closed her eyes for a moment, audio recorder in her hand, while Derrick panned the camera around the room. The psychic took a sharp breath.

			“You okay?” Derrick asked, as he looked at her with worry.

			“Spirits,” she replied. “More than one spirit, but one of them is furious.” She frowned.

			She moved forward and put the recorder on the bed. “We would like to communicate with you,” Lauren said calmly.

			“Oh, I’ll communicate with you, missy!” Irene said as she hefted the bat above one shoulder.

			“Woah, woah, woah,” Cadence said, her voice quiet, but firm, as she put a restraining arm on the woman. “You are not going to hurt her.”

			“I WANT THEM OUT OF MY HOUSE!” Irene yelled at Cadence. She then turned to look at Lauren. “GET OUT!” she shouted.

			Snow and Cadence frowned at each other, knowing that this would be a nice little Class A EVP for Aiden to have fun with. Nothing they had to worry about yet unless the woman’s anger made her appear on film.

			“Who are you? What is your name?” Lauren asked. She was completely unaware the dead octogenarian was ready to try to knock her block off with the spiritual energy equivalent of a Louisville Slugger.

			“I am the owner of this house, missy!” Mrs. Woods stated. “That’s who I am!”

			“What do you want? Why are you scaring the children?” Lauren continued after a moment.

			“What I want is for you all to LEAVE!” she yelled again.

			“Mrs. Woods, come now,” Snow ventured, being careful to keep his voice pitched to a calm, quiet level. “Put the baseball bat down.” He managed to get the spirit-made bat away from the woman, and he set it back in the closet.

			Derrick walked too close to where Cadence and Mrs. Woods stood, and the Mel Meter spiked, giving out a squealing alarm.

			“Got a spike!” he called out needlessly. “It went from a zero to a point eight. The temperature is dropping, too! Down to 62 … 60 … EMF is up to a 1.2.” He focused his camera on the piece of equipment he was holding to get a visual recording of his readings.

			Cadence frowned, annoyed with the old lady now, but not worried like she would have been when she was brand new. She moved the old lady back, away from Derrick. For his part, the young man was annoyingly persistent in following the cold spot as it moved across the room. Snow saw Derrick following Cadence and shook his head at the boy’s determination. He flicked off the closet light. He was rewarded when Derrick ran to the closet to see if he could get evidence there, but by the time he got there, Snow had moved.

			“Almost feel bad about that,” Snow murmured to Cadence. “It’s like pretending to throw a stick for your dog to chase and watching him run off while you hide the stick behind your back.” Cadence chuckled quietly.

			“Are you aware you are dead?” Lauren asked, trying to ignore Derrick, grateful when he moved to the closet and the squealing alarm of the Mel Meter stopped.

			“I’M NOT DEAD!” Irene screamed in fury.

			“I’m afraid you are,” Snow replied quietly to her.

			She looked at Snow, anger burning in her eyes. “No, I am not!”

			“Really? When was the last time you saw your kids or grandkids?” It was Cadence who asked this.

			Irene frowned, thinking about it.

			“Or the last time you had to go to the grocery store or talked to a friend on the phone?” Cadence asked, adding to the things Mrs. Woods had to ponder.

			“Kids are busy,” she frowned. “They don’t have time to bring the grandkids over.”

			“Or call you?” Snow ventured.

			Irene frowned. “I’m not dead,” she said, sounding less sure.

			“Seems to have died down,” Derrick said.

			“You go back to the living room. See if you can get anything,” Lauren instructed him. “The kids’ room is covered; I left a recorder in there, along with the DVR camera. I’d like to stay here. See if I can get anything else.”

			“I know a place that will be safe,” Cadence said. She grabbed Irene’s and Snow’s arms and teleported them to the attic of the house. There were no cameras set up in here, no investigators to try to follow cold spots or EMF spikes. The smell of warm dust was heavy up here as they stood among forgotten boxes and furnishings. The attic was mostly untouched by the new family and contained a lot of things that had belonged to Mrs. Woods. To one side was a large portrait of her, her husband, and their three children done in oil paints. The children were little and the couple was young. The happiness of the family in the painting was unmistakable and genuine.

			“Good thought,” Snow said with a nod of approval. They could talk and try to reason with the woman without interruption or distraction.

			Irene looked in between the two of them and frowned once more. “I am not dead.”

			“I’m sorry, ma’am, but yes, you are,” Cadence said.

			“I am not dead,” Irene persisted, but her tone was petulant and far less confident than it had been before. It seemed more a statement borne out of stubborn determination than true conviction. Her eyes moved to the portrait of her young family, and she frowned.

			Cadence looked at Snow and arched an eyebrow. “I’m going to check on the others. Maybe you can get somewhere with her.” Snow nodded, and Cadence left the attic.

			Cadence passed by Derrick in the living room. He had returned there as instructed and was taking advantage of the comfy green couch as he tried to conduct his own EVP session. There was a green glass bowl on the end table next to him filled with potpourri, which made the room smell like flowers. Cadence resisted the urge to tousle Derrick’s curly hair just to mess with him. While funny, however, it would not be worth the energy it would take.

			She made her way to the garage where Aiden sat and she watched the monitors over his shoulder. Lauren had gone back to the kids’ room since the activity in the main bedroom. It seemed that Snow was succeeding in keeping Irene distracted, as she hadn’t reappeared. Finally, Derrick got up from the couch and made his way back upstairs to Lauren.

			“You get anything else up here?” Derrick leaned against the doorway to the boys’ room as he talked to Lauren.

			“No,” she said with a sigh, rising from the bed she had been sitting on. Lauren stretched, then looked back over to the young man. “What about you? You have any luck downstairs?”

			“Not a bit,” he said with a shrug. He nudged a toy car that was on the floor with his foot. “Maybe the bedroom thing was all it was going to do tonight.”

			“Maybe,” Lauren said and grabbed the recorder off of the dresser. “Let’s go see what Aiden wants to do.”

			Cadence popped back up to the attic. Snow made his way over to her, leaving Irene looking at an old, framed wedding portrait of her and her husband.

			“They’re going to talk to Aiden. They haven’t gotten anything since the bedroom, so they may pack it up,” she told her partner.

			“Follow them,” Snow said. “I’ll stay with her for a few more minutes.”

			“Any progress?” She glanced back over to Irene as she asked Snow.

			“Hard to tell yet, but I think perhaps,” he said in reply.

			“Could we get her classified as a haunting spirit? She seems attached enough to the house to qualify, I would think,” Cadence said.

			“Possibly,” Snow admitted after a moment of thought. “But with her reaction to the family currently living here, she might be deemed more of a dangerous, haunting spirit. That comes with a whole other set of problems, and to be frank, I am more of the opinion that she should be allowed to move on and be with her husband.”

			Cadence nodded and teleported back into the garage. Aiden had set out his little felt pieces again, Cadence noticed. She moved to the table, knocking the green felt clover off the table just as Lauren and Derrick entered the room.

			Aiden picked the clover up off the concrete floor as he turned to regard his friends coming in. “What was up with the bedroom light?” He had seen the light go on in the stationary camera they had set up in the hall.

			“Something was in there. I was getting mad readings!” Derrick said, his voice portraying his excitement at that.

			Lauren just shrugged and handed Aiden her audio recorder. “I was getting spirits in there. One was very angry. But after the light went out, there was nothing else.”

			Aiden nodded. “Let’s pack it in, then. It’s almost three in the morning. Derrick, want to go get the stuff from upstairs?”

			“Sure,” the college student said as he nodded, handing over the Mel Meter and his camera to be packed up.

			Aiden looked expectantly at Lauren as Derrick left the garage. “So?”

			“What?” she asked as she began to busy herself with unplugging things and coiling up cords.

			“Are you okay?”

			“And that makes like the hundredth time one of you two has asked me that tonight,” she said with a grumble of displeasure.

			“Well, we’re worried about you,” he said, shutting down his computer and unhooking things from his setup.

			“Thanks. I’m okay.”

			“You seem mildly pissed,” Aiden said.

			“I’m not pissed!” she snapped in anger. Aiden gave her a pointed look at the tone of her reply, and it made her stop. “It’s just … I don’t know,” she said with a weary sigh. 

			“Yes, you do. You’re still mad at Cadence and Snow for letting Dan die.”

			Lauren looked over at him sharply as Cadence held her breath, waiting to see where this would go. Lauren sighed. “Look, I know technically they didn’t let him die. He had a heart attack. But I saw his ghost, his spirit. I saw that woman reach out with some kind of glowing knife and cut him. Then that shadowy creature went after him like a shark after a bloodied swimmer.”

			“Just so we’re clear, you do know he helped call that shadow creature, right? He brought it into being. The heart attack he had was caused by that thing.”

			“Yeah, I know,” she said, a tear slipping from her eye before she wiped it away in an angry, jerky gesture. She then returned to coiling up the cords. “It just still hurts.”

			“I know,” he said gently. He walked over to Lauren and put a hand on her shoulder. She stopped coiling the cords and stood still for a moment as she tried to get ahold of her emotions. “But I also remember you guys helping out a grieving young man that was pissed off to no end that the woman he loved had been murdered. I’m here for you, Lauren. Just like you guys were for me. You know I won’t bullshit you, but trust me, while it may never stop hurting, it does ease up so you can breathe again. I promise.” He paused and then decided to add the one thing he knew she needed to hear, but wouldn’t want to acknowledge. “And you need to forgive yourself.”

			She put down the coiled cord harder than she meant to. “Excuse me?”

			“You need to forgive yourself,” he said again, turning to close a case that was packed up. “See, my anger? It came from me blaming myself for what happened to Bethany. Maybe if I had gotten to her work earlier and not been late, she wouldn’t have been taken. If I had driven around more looking for her, maybe I could have found her, have saved her.” He shrugged to Lauren.

			“See, I figure you’re blaming yourself for not having taken him more seriously when he said something was following him. For not checking on him sooner because we all kind of just thought he was hiding from us for being a coward that night he ran out of the asylum. I also figure maybe you’re mad at yourself for not stopping Cadence from lashing out at him with the knife.

			“Thing is, we’ll never know. And it’s very probable, especially in Dan’s case, that nothing would have changed. He still would have died, and the spirits still would have had to find a way to deal with that shadow thing before it went out and killed other people. At least with the way it did go down, he was able to atone for what he did. It sucks, but he ended up doing the right thing.”

			Lauren frowned as a couple of silent tears slid down her cheeks. Snow rejoined Cadence unseen, following Derrick back in. “I guess,” Lauren said, looking down to the floor and admitting to herself that Aiden was probably right.

			Derrick stopped, looking between them. “Is everything okay?” His voice betrayed uncertainty.

			“Yeah,” Aiden said as he took the equipment from him. “We’re good.”

			“What did I miss?” Snow asked as he approached Cadence.

			“Aiden, helping Lauren to accept the fact that she’s not to blame for Dan,” Cade said.

			“Good,” Snow said with a nod. “She needed to hear that.”

			“How is Mrs. Woods?”

			 “Confused, I think. The poor woman is quite stubborn in her opposition to accepting the fact that she has died. We may do well to bring Miss Saxon in on this.”

			“Bethany?” Cadence could not keep the surprise from her voice. “You think it’s a good idea to bring her in on a case Aiden is investigating?”

			“I don’t see the harm. Miss Saxon can help Mrs. Woods accept things, and she is very good at what she does. I think she and Aiden have both moved on from the worst of their heartbreak over each other.”

			Cade shrugged as the group began lugging their equipment out to the van. “I guess,” she said as they turned to follow them, getting into the back of Aiden’s van with the equipment.

			“Well, this should go smoothly at least,” Snow offered, climbing into the van after her.

			“What do you mean?”

			“What evidence do they have? A video of a light turning on and off? Some temperature and EMF fluctuation? Some probable EVP voices? I doubt they have anything damning. Nothing we’ll have to ask him to cover up.”

			“Oh good, so we can go home, then,” she said with a grin.

			“We still have to be able to say we’ve done this part of it for the paperwork,” he chided. “Work before play, Cadence.”

			“You are no fun, Ozzie,” she said as she pretended to pout.

			“Ah, good; you must not be rubbing off on me as much as you thought.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Dreaming Path

			Aiden had moved since they had last visited him six months ago. He had left the one-bedroom walk-up apartment he had occupied for so long and moved into a two-bedroom apartment in a different building. In the old apartment, all of his equipment had been strewn throughout the living and dining rooms. In this apartment, however, all of the paranormal group’s equipment occupied the second bedroom. His computer desk was set up on one wall of the bedroom, while heavy-duty storage shelves lined the opposite wall to neatly store the ghost hunting paraphernalia.

			“Nice place,” Cadence said as they roamed the apartment while its occupant put equipment away.

			“Indeed, a bit nicer than the last one,” Snow said with a nod of agreement.

			“Seems incredibly familiar to me, though,” she said with a frown, looking around.

			“Perhaps you have been here before?”

			“Who knows?” she said with a sigh. “I went to a lot of places as a cop.” She kept looking around, the familiarity of the place bothering her. It took a few minutes for her to realize that she had, in fact, been there before. There had been a murder investigation here a few years ago. She had been a beat cop at the time, not a detective, so her role had been to secure the scene and keep curious onlookers out. “So now we just amuse ourselves until he reviews the evidence,” Cadence said, looking back over to Snow and he nodded. She watched Aiden put the felt clover and snowflake on his desk and look around the room.

			“You guys here?” he asked.

			“Should I?” Cade looked at Snow as she spoke.

			Snow shrugged. “We might as well give the fellow a heads up. That was our agreement, after all.”

			Cadence nodded and knocked the felt objects off of the desk. Aiden grinned and picked them up. “This is so cool.” He chuckled to himself. “I’ll check the stuff over in the morning, but right now, I need to get some sleep. Feel free to turn on the TV if you want to watch it.” He left the room, heading to his bedroom.

			“Nice of him to offer,” Snow said. “That should help alleviate your usual boredom.”

			Cadence shot Snow a look and shook her head. “Sure, sure, make fun of the new girl. Besides, it’s not like I can turn the damned thing on. You’re the one who is good with the electronics.”

			“Actually, I was thinking that if you could set aside your electronic whims for a time, I might teach you something.”

			“And what would you be teaching me tonight, oh Jedi Master?” Cadence said with a wry grin.

			“I’m no Jedi Master,” Snow said with a shake of his head. “I could never pull off the brown robes, or the green skin, for that matter.”

			“Obi-Wan didn’t have green skin, and I kind of figured that reference would go over your head.”

			“Everyone knows Star Wars, Cadence, even the dead.”

			“If everyone knows Star Wars, then how come you didn’t know about Obi-Wan?”

			“Oh, I know about him. I just always thought of myself as more of a Yoda type.”

			“You consider yourself to be more like an 800-year-old Jedi Master?” Far too many mildly insulting comments sprang immediately to her mind and she couldn’t decide on which to reply with so, she simply chuckled and smirked. “Far too many snarky comments and way too little time. So, what did you want to teach me?”

			“I think you’re ready to dream-walk on your own,” he replied, ignoring her sarcasm.

			“Really?” She couldn’t mask the surprise in her voice. Every time she had broached the subject of learning to do it on her own before, he had always demurred. He seemed to prefer to shove the topic off for another time.

			Snow nodded with a smile. “Indeed. Once he falls asleep, I’ll tell you how to go about it.”

			“Is it difficult?”

			“I don’t think so, but then I’ve had a few decades of practice. You should be able to pick it up in one night. You’re a bright student,” he said with a shrug. They left the computer room together and made their way to the main bedroom.

			“He’s not asleep yet,” Cadence said as they entered. Aiden was just settling down into bed.

			“It’s very late. I’m sure it won’t take long,” Snow said to reassure her. “In the meantime, it’s important that you get your mind in the right frame.”

			“And how do I do that?”

			“When we usually do this, you entrust your mind to me, correct?”

			“Yeah,” she said.

			“Well, to do this, you will be moving your consciousness yourself rather than entrusting me to do it for you. You will place yourself in Aiden’s mind rather than me doing so. You’ll take his hand as you usually do, to form the connection, and then move your mind into him.”

			“Why do I get the feeling that it’s going to be trickier than I had imagined?”

			“Isn’t everything?” he said in reply.

			“Touché.”

			“To begin with, you’ll need to move your consciousness into him, but the hard part is leaving a piece of your mind behind, like a kind of tether to yourself. You have always followed my touch, so to speak, to return to yourself; you followed my mind, my consciousness. Without me as a go-between, you have to rely solely upon yourself.”

			“What happens if I don’t find a way back to myself?” She was concerned about how badly this could foul up.

			“Well, for now, I am here. If I think you are taking too long, or if I sense there is trouble, I can come to get you, in a manner of speaking.”

			Cadence took a deep breath. “Alright. Well, I guess there’s no time like the present.” She frowned, though, suddenly not so sure that she needed to learn this just yet.

			“If you would rather wait, we can,” he offered.

			“No, no, it’s fine. I’m not sure why I thought it would be easier, but I did,” she shrugged. “But hey, what’s the worst that could happen, right?”

			“Without me here as a safety net? Without knowing what you are doing? You could lose yourself permanently in his subconscious. Become a ghost of his dreams.”

			She gave him a disheartened look. “It was a rhetorical question,” she said with a slight whine in her voice.

			“Ah, right.” He looked down to the floor and cleared his throat before lifting his ice-blue eyes to her again and giving her a somewhat sheepish smile. “Sorry.”

			Cadence sat down on the bed with a sigh. Aiden had fallen asleep; his breathing was deep and even. Cade frowned slightly and took his hand.

			“Relax,” Snow urged. “I’m here. Nothing will go wrong.”

			Cadence nodded, reassured a bit, but still not thrilled at the prospects of all that could go wrong.

			“Close your eyes and just relax for a moment. You’re too tense about this now to get anywhere.” She took a deep breath and forced herself to try to relax. There was nothing to get worked up about, she told herself. Snow was here; he wouldn’t let anything go wrong. Once Snow could see her relax a bit, he continued.
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