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Origins

Jamis is still healing from her last adventure when
she’s pulled into another dangerous mystery.

There’s an inherited house in the middle of the
Arizona desert and a strange spirit visiting the new owners at
nighttime, repeating, “She knows.” There’s a living person creating
mayhem. There’s a demon whispering in Jamis’s ear. Behind it all is
a woman Jamis only glimpses in shadows.

Somehow, it’s all connected to Jerome, Arizona, where
Jamis witnessed a terrifying vision years before. Jamis is about to
learn her path wasn’t arbitrary and the truth of her origins as a
ghost hunter. But will she and her new relationship withstand the
answers she finds?
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Jamis felt a twinge in her stomach, then a hand on
her shoulder and heard a faint cry. She spun toward it. There was
nothing behind her but an exquisite view of Jerome, Arizona. Old
buildings were transformed into art studios, hotels, and
restaurants. The town was built up and down mountains, perched on
the edges of declines so sharp a wrong step meant death. The early
settlers were brave to build in such a place. Time and modernity
had softened its edges, made the roads into town more manageable,
and the pathways safer. But it still felt perilous, as if a wrong
step could end it all.

The sun had set just a few minutes before. It was
not dark and it was not light. Her vision had not adjusted. There
was no one behind her. Had she felt something? Or was it her
overactive imagination? She should keep walking, get dinner with
Maggie, go to bed, enjoy her vacation. Not create problems where
there were none. Maggie would accuse her of sabotaging their one
weekend away in over a year. It wasn’t intentional. Jamis couldn’t
always control her moods.

She’d ask if Maggie heard something. If not, it was
her mind, making something out of nothing. Not being able to trust
her own mind and perceptions hurt.

“Did you hear something?” Her gaze was fixed on the
distance.

Maggie continued up the road and turned around. “No,
why?”

“You didn’t hear someone call for help?” Maggie had
not even noticed she was no longer next to her. What was she doing
with her? She was afraid to let go. It was a humbling thought.

“No. Don’t do this. I just want a nice weekend.”
Maggie came toward her. “Please.”

“I’m not doing anything. I’m confirming,” Jamis
said.

“Well, it’s confirmed. I heard nothing.” Maggie’s
eyes flashed with something, and to Jamis, they looked hard. Jamis
saw it and turned away. Maggie was always certain about her
thoughts, feelings, and perceptions. Everything was order, control,
and reason. It was exhausting.

Jamis didn’t acknowledge Maggie’s opinion. If she
didn’t want it, then why did she ask? “I just thought I heard
something.”

“Well, you didn’t. This is the stuff I’m talking
about. You really need to find someone to help. I’m concerned about
you hearing and seeing things,” Maggie said.

“Yeah, well, so am I,” Jamis said. There was this
sensation, somewhere between her navel and breastbone, that made
her feel like someone needed her. It felt like an urge to move,
swerve in traffic, or jump. They continued to the hotel in
silence.

“I think it’s because you didn’t know your mom was
dying. This feeling you have that people need your help.” Maggie
pushed into the door with her shoulder. The lobby of the hotel was
dark, lit only by faux oil lamps. Their steps echoed and the wooden
floors creaked. Jamis paused to look at a black-and-white photo on
the wall. It was a group of coal miners posed in front of a mine,
circa 1885. Their faces were blackened with soot and hardened with
labor.

“Are you going to respond?” Maggie waited by the
reception desk, hand next to the bell, waiting to summon help.

“Probably not. Not in the mood to psychoanalyze why
I’m so damaged,” Jamis said. She should tell Maggie it was better
they go home, split up now.

“I didn’t say that. I’m just suggesting these things
you see have a root in observable phenomena,” Maggie said.

“Thanks, Dr. Maggie. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Jamis,” Maggie said, but before she could continue,
Jamis interrupted.

“Don’t. Just get our room. Let it go.” Jamis left
her in the lobby and explored the lower floor of the hotel. The
long hallway was lined with photographs and antique couches. She
bent to sit on one and felt like she was going to fall, it was so
low to the ground. It was probably not intended for a six-foot-tall
person. Humans were not quite as big in the 1800s. Antibiotics,
vaccines, and modern farming practices made Jamis a lot bigger than
her human ancestors, and she was grateful for them, even if she
felt like a giant, knees bent almost up to her chin.

The mirror on the wall across from her reflected her
angst back. There were dark circles under her eyes. Her skin was
pale, and her black eyes looked like deep caverns in her face.
Maybe Maggie had good cause to be worried.

She’d not slept well in months. Her mother’s
constant presence in the corner of her bedroom made rest difficult.
She fled to Maggie’s apartment to sleep, until her mother followed
her there a few weeks before. Her mental state was deteriorating,
and Maggie knew it. Maybe this antagonism she felt for Maggie was a
projection of her own terrible state. She was a mess.

Maybe she should pay attention. She looked terrible.
She undid her ponytail and tied her hair back in a loose bun. She’d
rest tonight. Sleep. Try to be kinder and more present with Maggie.
Think about getting some help when they got back home. Enjoy the
scenery. Jerome was rich with vivid architecture, nature, and
history.

The dark carpet caught her attention. Swirls of
faded color mixed in with dark red. It was probably striking once.
She heard the low murmur of Maggie’s voice and left the couch,
drawn to a painting at the end of the hall. It was a portrait of a
man and woman. The man was nondescript. He was an average white man
in his late fifties, with sandy brown hair. But the woman was
striking, with dark black hair and bright blue eyes. There was
something familiar about her. Jamis stared and put her hand on the
plaster wall to lean closer to the painting. Was there a flash in
her eyes, behind the blue?

Then the wall gave way and disappeared and Jamis
stood on the edge of the hill, a sharp incline below her. A man ran
toward her and she froze. There was fog outside and it was day, not
dusk. A figure wearing a long black dress trailed behind and then
swallowed him, somehow, pulling him into her. The figure stopped at
the bottom of the incline and looked up at her. For a moment, it
was hundreds of feet away, and then it was right in front of her
face.

Jamis screamed and jerked backward, threw her
backpack at it and stumbled back to the middle of the hallway,
trying to find solid ground. There was still no wall. A vague
outline of a man was present inside the dark figure. Jamis heard
screams and they abruptly stopped. The figure threw back the black
veil covering its face, but Jamis couldn’t see it. Darkness swirled
around its head.

Jamis scrambled away, crashed into the wall, and
fell into Maggie who raced toward her.

“My God. What’s wrong?”

“Go, get out of here. The wall is gone,” Jamis said,
pushing her forward. Maggie refused and moved down the hallway.

“What are you talking about?” Jamis ran into the
lobby. The wall was there, the figure gone.

“There was something there. And the wall
disappeared,” Jamis said. Maggie sighed, picked up the backpack,
and went up the stairs. “Did I break you?” Jamis called after her,
but Maggie ignored her. Jamis watched her go and closed her eyes.
When she opened them, the figure was back and lifted its hand to
the space where a mouth should be, like it was blowing a kiss. Then
it flickered out of existence.

The painting on the wall glowed for a moment, moved
from side to side, then rested, askew.

There was something there and Jamis knew it.
Something had just happened to her and she’d find out what it was.
Jamis followed behind Maggie, a new certainty inside. She wasn’t
crazy. She’d prove it.


Chapter One

The floor under her feet split and Jamis dropped. She
hit the dirt below with a thud and a groan. Dust fell from above
and she closed her eyes and mouth to avoid it. She rolled to her
side, pulled her knees up to her chest, and held still. After a few
moments, Jamis opened her eye closer to the ground. There wasn’t
much to see. After a few more moments, she opened her other eye,
relaxed her legs, let her knees drop, and rolled onto her back. The
floor above had split under her weight. Pieces of wood dangled
above her and she shimmied to the right, out from under them in
case they fell.

The room around her was dark, but light from above
made a path in front of her. She pulled her iPhone from her pocket
and turned on the flashlight. There was an open doorway, and dust
covered crates and shelves filled with bottles of alcohol. Lanterns
hung on the wall. She pushed to her feet and grabbed her side. Her
ribs, just freshly healed, screamed with pain. For a terrifying
moment, she was afraid they were broken again. As she caught her
breath, the pain lessened, and then disappeared into a dull
ache.

Now on her feet, Jamis spun around the room with her
phone light. She’d fallen into a small room underneath the tunnel
she’d impulsively decided to visit.

“Go visit one of Sage Creek’s tunnels, I said. That
will be so much fun. I need to get out of the house.” Jamis spoke
out loud to the empty space and brushed dirt from her clothes with
her hand. “I did not say, oh, gosh, today I want to plummet what,”
she looked above her, “ten feet at least. Why does this shit happen
to me?”

She wiped dust from her clothes and walked into the
path of light shining from above. There was a larger group behind
her. The tour guide recognized her. “Oh, I can go alone. Is that
okay? I’m a professional, after all,” she said to the empty space
around her, repeating what she’d told him.

“Help,” she cried upward, hoping they’d hear
her.

She pointed her flashlight at the doorway. She could
text Johnna, her girlfriend of just three months, but didn’t want
her to know she’d fallen. She queried up the chain of text messages
with Sapphire, her friend and the town archivist. She’d met her a
few months earlier and together, they solved a twenty-five-year-old
murder. It involved a poltergeist, Johnna’s mom, and ended up with
Jamis in the hospital. But she’d met Johnna, Sam, and Carmen, and
possibly, for the first time in her adult life, a family.

Help. I’ve fallen in the tunnel beneath the old
Woolworth building. I think someone will come, but if they don’t,
can you please rescue me? She hit send. She had just one bar of
service and held her breath as the blue line crossed the top of the
screen. She smiled when it showed sent, the message traveling the
ether to Sapphire.

Then there was a tall figure in the doorway about
ten feet from her. One moment she was alone and the next, she
wasn’t. “Well, hell,” she yelled as she jumped back and turned the
light on the figure. It looked like a man, over six foot four, in a
long, dark coat, with a tall hat.

“Who are you, Abraham Lincoln?” He didn’t move. “Are
you a person or a ghost?” Still no movement. She walked toward him,
flashlight up. The light fell on his eyes and they glowed red. He
smiled, his lips curled up and back, showing his moss covered green
teeth. He lurched forward and opened his mouth. A black cloud
emptied from it, like water falling from a bucket, and then swirled
around him like a cloak. Jamis screamed.

The dark figure moved toward her in a fluid movement
of shadows and smoke. She felt him settle over her like a hand
covering her mouth, trying to suffocate her. She gasped for air and
her knees buckled. Her phone dropped as she fell. Frigid cold
seeped into her bones and she flailed against it and struggled to
stand. Her sore ribs screamed again.

Jamis closed her eyes against the assault and
centered her breath in her stomach and thought about Johnna.
Thought about climbing from the guest bed over a month ago and
sliding into her bed. Jamis hadn’t slept alone since. She thought
about their legs tangled in bed the night before, talking about
their next day. She’d told her she was going to get out of the
house, take a walk, look at the tunnels as they opened for summer.
Jamis thought about Johnna climbing from bed to run, the sound of
the shower running later, and the kiss she’d given her before
leaving for the day.

Johnna, she thought, and pushed up to her feet. The
dark cloud flew off her, as if in pain, and resettled back into the
figure in the doorway. “What am I doing down here? I could be doing
anything. Why am I down here with you?”

She shook her arms and kicked out her feet. “What
the hell were you doing to me? That was so rude.” He shimmered in
and out of phase and then solidified. “I have an amazing
girlfriend. She saves animals and doesn’t eat them. She has these
long legs, muscular from running, and she cooks. She always smells
good, has an adorable dog, and operates on kittens. And I’m down
here with you?”

The figure rose up in the doorway, creating wind
that raged at her. Jamis jumped up and down, pumped her arms in
front of her. “Oh no you don’t. I’ve been through this before. I’ve
been avoiding getting myself into these situations. I’m so bored I
can’t stand it, but I’m abstaining. Now, here you come. I don’t
think so. Shut up. Your hat is stupid,” Jamis said and threw dirt
at the figure.

It raged toward her before pulling back to disappear
into the hallway from where it came. She jumped up and down. “God
damn. That was scary.” She lifted her head to the hole in the floor
and screamed, “Someone help me.”

“Oh my God, ma’am, are you all right? Where are
you?” A young man crouched down on his hands and knees. It was the
tour guide who’d let her go ahead. His head cast a shadow in front
of her.

“I fell through the floor, and now I’m under it.
That’s where I am. Please get me out,” Jamis said.

“I have to call nine-one-one. I don’t know how to
get you out.” Jamis covered her face with her hands. The paramedics
in town were going to get sick of her. “Don’t go anywhere. I’m
calling right now.”

“Where would I go?” she asked and glanced at the
open doorway. It was empty.

✥ ✥ ✥

The fire department had stuck a ladder down in the
hole and she climbed out. For her drama, it was pretty
anticlimactic. Sapphire rushed in just as a firefighter helped her
from the ladder. She fussed over her for nearly twenty minutes
before she was satisfied Jamis wasn’t injured again, and then left
to return to work.

Jamis fled the scene, even though photos were likely
already blowing up social media. Buzzfeed probably had a story:
“Famous ghost hunter Jamis Bachman, formerly of television show
Ghastly Incidents, saved from a cellar in Sage Creek, Utah,
just months after nearly dying while wrestling with a
poltergeist!”

She was driving Johnna’s powder blue 1980 Ford
Bronco, and climbing into it made her feel a little bit better. It
was just cool, and after being helped from a hole in the ground by
a dozen firefighters, she needed cool.

Jamis glanced in the rearview mirror and jumped.
There was a woman in a white bonnet in the back seat. Her skin was
grayish green and cracked in the middle of her forehead and on her
left cheek. Jamis could see her teeth through the hole in her skin.
Black tears ran from her eyes. She opened her mouth but no sound
came out. Jamis spun around in the seat. There was no one there.
She hit the steering wheel with her fists.

“Holy hell.” A couple on the street stopped to look
at her. She smiled and waved. “Ghost in my back seat,” she said and
put the Bronco in drive. It didn’t have air conditioning or she’d
roll the windows up to avoid having to explain anything to
anyone.

At the stop light, she glanced in the mirror. The
woman was back. “You’re kidding me.” She held eye contact. “You
can’t follow me home. You just can’t. You have to get out of the
car. I can come back and talk to you later, but you can’t come to
Johnna’s house.” The woman opened and closed her mouth. “I’ll pull
the car over.” The woman screamed before unfurling from the back
seat in a haze of blue. Her phone rang. It was Johnna. “You better
go,” she yelled out her window as the blue smoke retreated. She
slid the button to answer. “Hi.”

“Sapphire just told me you fell into an abyss of
never ending darkness where a black cloud tried to assault you. Is
that true?”

Jamis turned right. “Are you wearing scrubs?”

“Don’t deflect,” Johnna warned her.

“Really. It would be nice to think about.”

“Yes, but don’t get frisky. Someone just brought in
a box of kittens and they’re watching me. It feels wrong,” Johnna
said. Jamis laughed while thinking about Johnna’s strawberry blond
hair pulled on top of her head to keep it out of the way. “Really,
Jamis?” Her bright green eyes and perfect smile. “Are you still
there?”

“I was thinking about your smile. I’ll tell you
about it when you get home. When are you coming?”

“Around six,” Johnna said. It was almost three hours
away. Johnna paused again, her even, calm tone soothing and
peaceful. “An endless abyss is what she said.”

“I’ll see you when you get home, and I love you.”
She said this quickly and hung up the phone before Johnna could
respond. What would she do if Johnna didn’t say it back? A few
moments later, her phone chirped. She paused at the stop sign to
look at her phone. There were two texts from Johnna.

I love you too.

An endless abyss of darkness and black smoke?

Jamis replied. I should have stayed home.

But she was out now, amped up and needing company.
In the few months since she almost died solving the murder of
Stephanie Gardner, the poltergeist, and accidental death of
Johnna’s mom and brother, Jamis had turned inward and deactivated
her social media. Her physical recovery was long and hard. Broken
ribs were something she never wanted to experience again. The
headaches from her concussion were confusing, and for a few
frightening moments, she thought jaw surgery was in her future.
When she’d stepped off the plane in Salt Lake City, Utah, in March
she had no idea what was to come.

But Johnna had nursed her back to health with
presence, love, and a place to stay. During that time, Sage Creek
had become the closest thing to a home she’d ever known. Jamis
asked Johnna daily if it was time for her to leave, but the answer
was always no, not yet. By all logical considerations, it seemed
too soon to live together. They’d just met, lived through a
traumatic and tragic set of circumstances together. Jamis worried
over the situation, even as she struggled to move on from it. Was
Johnna repeating a pattern of caretaking with her? Was Jamis going
to get restless and flee when she was well? The questions went
unspoken, but they haunted Jamis. When she tried to talk about it,
Johnna only said, “I choose to trust this process and us. I choose
to trust you.”

It was so genuine and earnest Jamis had a hard time
accepting it. But she was trying. She checked in the rearview
mirror for passengers. Without a lot of thought, Jamis decided to
stop by and see Detective Daniels, check on the progress of
Stephanie’s case. She parked in front of the police station and
trotted up the stairs, holding her ribs and bruised side. The
receptionist behind the counter recognized her and picked up the
phone to ring the detective.

Jamis waited by the front windows, watching the cars
pass on the street, strangely soothed by the constant movement. The
traffic wasn’t heavy but it was steady. She didn’t even miss Los
Angeles, though she spent most of the last ten years there. The
mountains surrounding Sage Creek were breathtaking feats of nature,
blocks of rock cascaded across the horizon, like castles rising
from the earth. The dirt was red, orange, tan, and brown. Sagebrush
and pine intermingled. It was the most beautiful place she’d even
been, and she panicked with the idea of leaving it and Johnna. The
loss would be too much to handle so she would trust this and Johnna
and learn from her example.

“Jamis,” a voice spoke behind her and she spun to
face it.

“Detective Daniels,” Jamis said.

“Pete, please. What’s up?”

“Just checking in,” Jamis said.

“The wheels of justice move slow,” Pete said.

“But they’re moving?”

“Yeah. Your friend is coming down in a few weeks to
help with the autopsy,” he said.

“Maggie is coming?” Maggie, her ex-girlfriend and
great lost love. Or so she thought for years until life showed her
different.

“You didn’t know?” Pete waved for her to follow him.
She settled into a chair in his office.

“No, but we don’t talk regularly,” Jamis said.

“It just happened today, so I thought that was why
you stopped by. Maybe you heard. I called her,” Pete said.

“But not me?”

“Trying to avoid any impropriety, being cautious,”
Pete said, unapologetic. Jamis accepted it. “The bad news is we got
a bit bogged down trying to exhume her body. That gave Dan Abbey
and his attorney time to bury us in motions and suits. But we are
there, finally.”

Dan Abbey had participated in the murder of
Stephanie Gardner and failed to destroy the evidence, leading to
Jamis’s final confrontation with him and Bobby Reynolds, the other
perpetrator. Had it not been for Carmen, an acquaintance and now
friend, she’d have died. Like so many small towns, the lives of
those involved had intersected with the murder and Jamis’s
investigation. When Jamis tried to really understand the magnitude
of all that happened, and the synchronicity that brought her to
Sage Creek, she was humbled and overwhelmed.

Instead, she focused on something else. There was a
photo on the desk of Pete with a woman and two kids. Jamis pointed.
“Your family?”

He put the photo down on its face. “Used to be.
Divorcing.”

“Awkward,” Jamis said.

“I should move the photo, but I can’t stand the idea
of it,” Pete said. Neither one of them knew what to say. He changed
the subject. “How’s Johnna?”

“Good,” Jamis said, smile wide.

“Probably shouldn’t screw that up. Keeper,” he
said.

“Tell me about it,” Jamis said. Then, spontaneously,
“Want to hang out sometime?”

Pete made eye contact. “Are you bored?”

“Yeah, I am, totally,” Jamis said, the honesty of
her answer surprising her.

“Maybe get back to doing what you do. You do it
well,” Pete said.

“Does that mean you don’t want to hang out with
me?”

“I’m on the fence,” he said.

“Should my feelings be hurt you don’t want to hang
out with me?”

He shrugged. “Not my problem.”

Jamis laughed and purposefully knocked the cup of
pens off his desk. “And that’s not mine,” she said and blew him a
kiss. His laughter followed her out of the station.


Chapter Two

When Jamis arrived home, she showered and changed her
clothes. She considered making dinner, but the stove was gas and
Jamis continued to be intimidated by it. Instead, she called for
Chinese delivery. She took four Ibuprofen and stretched out on the
couch, wishing she had social media to scroll. Maybe the detective
was right and it was time to get back to what she did. She turned
on the television and drifted into a Netflix original.

Around six, the crunch of gravel in the driveway
alerted her that Johnna was home. She moved toward the back door,
unable to wait inside to see her, but stopped to check her
appearance in the microwave glass. She’d cut her hair off during
her recovery with a pair of scissors. It wasn’t the best haircut,
but it gave her some relief. Sapphire fixed it into a more
attractive short style later and she liked it. She washed it and
thought little else of it when she was done, the natural curls of
her hair holding enough form that the cut actually looked hip.

When she’d not seen Johnna for any length of time
and anticipated her arrival, her heart hammered. Outside, Virginia
zoomed into the yard, did her business, and saw Jamis step outside.
She ran at her, careening into her with so much force, they both
stumbled. Jamis picked her up and Virginia licked her face.

“She had more manners before we met you,” Johnna
said.

Jamis laughed, put Virginia down, and took Johnna’s
hand, pulling her toward her. Jamis wrapped her arms around
Johnna’s waist.

Johnna held her face with both hands. “An endless
abyss of darkness?” Jamis kissed her. “You’re trying to distract
me,” Johnna said.

“Is it working?”

“Yes. But only momentarily,” Johnna said.

“Just momentarily?”

“Fine,” Johnna said, pliantly leaning into her.
“Maybe I’ll give you forty.”

“Just forty?” Jamis said as she lifted Johnna up the
stairs into the house.

✥ ✥ ✥

Jamis sipped her Diet Coke and shifted to be more
comfortable on the couch. Now that a few hours had passed, she
ached more from her fall. Johnna saw her grimace and rubbed her
back, concern on her face. “Are you going to chase another
poltergeist and almost get killed?”

“I mean, at least, I don’t plan to. I’ll never go
back to the Woolworth’s, I promise.”

“What happened?” Johnna rubbed her back in slow
circles and Jamis looked at her from the corner of her eye. Johnna
smiled. “You’re avoiding eye contact.” Jamis grinned, and Johnna
touched a dimple. “Come on.”

“What if you think I’m crazy? I spent my whole adult
life chasing ghosts and only found proof in spurts and spits. Now,
I see them everywhere. I mean, I saw them before, but now it’s
different, constant. It used to be mostly pretend for ratings.
Then, it was fun for social media. As much as I wanted proof, it
never came. I was just running in place. Then, I meet you.” Jamis
paused, took a breath. “Now, I have something to lose.”

Johnna kneaded her neck, sat forward, and wrapped
her arms around her, chin on her shoulder. “I want you to share
with me.”

“I went ahead of the group, which wasn’t a good
idea.” Johnna laughed, arms still around her, and Jamis told her
the rest of the story.

“Are you sure you can let this go? This angry mean
guy? All dark and smoky? Do you want to follow up on it?”

“I don’t know,” Jamis said. “I don’t want to get
sucked into anything. I was thinking about heading back to San
Diego. I have an apartment there. All my stuff. I could move it
here, get a place.”

Johnna quieted, chin on Jamis’s shoulder. “Is it too
early to live together? Do you think?” Jamis shrugged, hands up.
“I’ve never lived with anyone. Have you?”

“Yes. Once. It was a disaster. Mostly because I was
a disaster.” Johnna nodded, not pressing for more. She never
pressed for more. Jamis sometimes wished she would, but it wasn’t
in her nature. If asked to describe Johnna, Jamis would say she
“allowed.” If Johnna needed to move a mountain, she wouldn’t blow
it up. She’d wait for water, wind, and time to erode the surface,
assume there was life to be lived on the side where she stood,
probably set
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