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​Chapter 1: The Midnight Call

[image: ]


THE ANTIQUE BRASS BELL above the door of Rose Cortez Paranormal Investigations chimed softly in the pre-dawn darkness. Rose Cortez looked up from the case files scattered across her mahogany desk, her emerald eyes reflecting the flickering candlelight. The rose tattoo on her forearm seemed to pulse with its own life as she stretched, working out the kinks from hours of research.

"Still up?" Lana's voice drifted from the back room where she'd been cataloguing their latest collection of blessed artifacts and protective charms.

"Someone has to keep track of the supernatural crime wave sweeping Chicago," Rose called back, running her fingers through her auburn hair. "Three more reported hauntings this week alone, and that's just the ones desperate enough to call us."

Lana Langly—though most people knew her simply as Lana or sometimes Lily—emerged from the storage room carrying a silver crucifix that gleamed despite its obvious age. Her blonde hair caught the warm light as she settled into the chair across from Rose's desk. "Dana called earlier. She and Sylvie are both coming home for dinner Sunday. Sylvie's bringing someone new."

"New boyfriend?" Rose raised an eyebrow. At twenty-two, Sylvia Olivia was the younger of Lana's daughters and had inherited her mother's gift for attracting both the living and the dead.

"She was coy about it. Just said 'someone who understands our work.'" Lana set the crucifix down carefully. "Could be interesting."

The phone's shrill ring cut through their conversation like a knife through silk. Rose glanced at the antique clock on the mantel—3:17 AM. Nothing good ever came from calls at this hour.

"Rose Cortez Paranormal Investigations." Rose's voice was professionally calm despite the late hour.

"Please..." The voice on the other end was barely a whisper, female, trembling with fear. "I don't know who else to call. The police think I'm crazy, but I know what I saw. What I'm still seeing."

Rose grabbed a pen and pulled a fresh notepad closer. "What's your name?"

"Margaret. Margaret Whitmore. I live at 1847 Ashford Avenue in Lincoln Park. Something terrible happened here, and now... now they won't leave me alone."

Lana leaned forward, her psychic senses already picking up the residual terror bleeding through the phone line. She nodded at Rose, confirming what they both already knew—this wasn't a prank or a desperate plea for attention. This was real.

"Margaret, I need you to listen to me very carefully," Rose said, her voice taking on the gentle but authoritative tone that had helped her guide dozens of clients through supernatural crises. "Are you in immediate danger right now?"

"I... I think they're sleeping. The sounds stopped about an hour ago. But they'll be back. They always come back when the clock strikes four."

Rose checked the time again. Forty-three minutes.

"We're on our way. Keep your lights on, stay away from mirrors, and whatever you do, don't try to communicate with whatever is there. Do you understand?"

"Yes. Please hurry."

The line went dead.

Lana was already moving, gathering their emergency kit—blessed salt, iron crosses, sage bundles, holy water from three different denominations, and the special silver-backed camera that could capture spectral manifestations. "Ashford Avenue. That's the old Blackwood district."

Rose felt a chill run down her spine. The Blackwood district had been built on land that was problematic long before Chicago was even a city. The Potawatomi had avoided the area, claiming it was cursed. In the 1800s, it had been the site of multiple unexplained deaths and disappearances. Even now, in the twenty-first century, the real estate turnover rate was suspiciously high.

"Remember the Hendricks case three years ago?" Lana asked as they loaded their equipment into Rose's vintage Mustang.

"Different street, same area. The family fled in the middle of the night and never came back." Rose turned the key, and the engine roared to life. "Left everything behind, including their dog."

The drive through Chicago's empty streets was eerily quiet. Even the usual urban background noise seemed muted, as if the city itself was holding its breath. Street lights flickered as they passed, and more than once, Lana caught glimpses of shadowy figures in her peripheral vision that vanished when she turned to look directly.

"The veil is thin tonight," Lana murmured, unconsciously touching the small silver pendant at her throat—a family heirloom that had been blessed by seven different holy men across four different faiths.

1847 Ashford Avenue was a stately Victorian house that had seen better days. The wraparound porch sagged slightly, and several shutters hung at odd angles. But it was the windows that caught their attention—every single one blazed with light, as if someone was desperately trying to hold back the darkness.

As they approached the front door, Rose noticed the subtle signs that marked a house under supernatural siege. The grass in perfect circles around the foundation was dead, despite the late autumn season when everything else was merely dormant. The old oak tree in the front yard was leafless on the side facing the house, while the opposite side still held its autumn colors. And there was the smell—not quite decay, not quite sulfur, but something wrong that made their protective instincts flare.

Margaret Whitmore answered the door before they could knock. She was a woman in her early forties, with graying brown hair and eyes that held the haunted look Rose had seen too many times before. She wore a bathrobe over flannel pajamas, and her hands shook as she gestured them inside.

"Thank God you came. I was starting to think..." She trailed off, wrapping her arms around herself.

The interior of the house was a stark contrast to its deteriorating exterior. The furniture was expensive and well-maintained, the hardwood floors gleamed, and original art hung on the walls. This was clearly someone who took pride in her home, which made the current situation all the more devastating.

"Tell us what happened," Rose said, settling into an antique armchair while Lana perched on the edge of a Victorian settee, her senses extended and alert.

Margaret perched nervously on the edge of her sofa, constantly glancing toward the grand staircase that dominated the front hallway. "I inherited this house from my great-aunt Cordelia six months ago. She lived here for sixty years, and as far as I knew, she never had any problems. But three weeks ago, things started... changing."

"What kind of changes?" Lana asked softly.

"At first, it was small things. Doors that I knew I'd closed would be open. I'd hear footsteps upstairs when I was down here alone. Cold spots that would move around the house like someone was walking through. I told myself it was just an old house settling, you know?"

Rose nodded encouragingly. It was always the same—people trying to rationalize the irrational until they couldn't anymore.

"But then I started seeing her." Margaret's voice dropped to a whisper. "A woman in a white dress, always in my peripheral vision. She'd be there when I looked in mirrors, standing behind me, but when I'd turn around..." She shuddered. "Nothing."

"Did she seem to be trying to communicate with you?" Lana asked.

"Not at first. But three nights ago, everything escalated. I woke up to the sound of screaming—horrible, agonized screaming. I thought someone was being murdered in my house. I grabbed a baseball bat and searched every room, but I was alone. Completely alone."

The antique grandfather clock in the hallway began to chime the half hour. Three-thirty.

Margaret's face went white. "It's almost time. They'll start again soon."

"They?" Rose leaned forward.

"The woman in white isn't alone anymore. There are others. I've seen at least three different figures, and there are sounds... voices whispering things I can't quite make out, but they sound angry. And the smell—"

A loud crash from upstairs cut her off. All three women froze.

"Margaret," Rose said quietly, "I need you to stay down here with Lana. Don't follow us upstairs no matter what you hear, do you understand?"

Margaret nodded mutely.

Rose and Lana exchanged a look, then Rose pulled a small digital recorder from her kit. "Time is 3:32 AM. Rose Cortez and Lana Langly investigating reports of multiple apparitions at 1847 Ashford Avenue."

They climbed the stairs slowly, Rose's hand trailing along the polished banister. The temperature dropped noticeably with each step, and by the time they reached the landing, their breath was visible in small puffs.

The upstairs hallway stretched before them, lined with closed doors. The hardwood floors that had gleamed downstairs were covered here with a thick layer of dust that hadn't been there when they'd first arrived—dust that showed the clear impression of bare footprints leading from room to room.

"Do you feel that?" Lana whispered.

Rose nodded. There was a pressure in the air, like the moments before a severe thunderstorm, but heavier. More malevolent. Her rose tattoo had begun to burn—a sure sign that they were dealing with something more dangerous than a simple residual haunting.

Another crash, this time from behind the door at the end of the hall.

They approached carefully, Rose leading with a cross held at ready, Lana following with the silver-backed camera. The door stood slightly ajar, and through the gap, they could see flickering movement—shadows dancing on the walls despite the bright electric lights.

Rose pushed the door open.

The master bedroom was in chaos. Furniture had been overturned, pictures torn from the walls, and the mirror above the antique dresser was spider-webbed with cracks. But it was what they saw in the reflection of those broken mirror pieces that made them both stiffen.

Three figures stood in the room with them—a woman in a tattered white dress, her face twisted in anguish; a man in what appeared to be a military uniform from the Civil War era, his eyes black holes in a face pale as marble; and a young girl, perhaps twelve years old, whose head hung at an impossible angle.

In the mirror fragments, the figures were clearly visible. In the room itself, they cast no reflection, but the temperature continued to plummet, and Rose could feel the malevolent attention focused on them like a physical weight.

The woman in white opened her mouth, and the scream that emerged was like nothing human—raw anguish mixed with rage and something else. Hunger.

"Lana, the camera!" Rose shouted over the supernatural wail.

The flash illuminated
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