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Her first case. A missing boy. Sometimes being a rose is the hardest thing.
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​INTRODUCTION: The Gift
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The diamond rose pin caught the November morning light, scattering tiny rainbows across the cluttered desk of Rose Cortez Paranormal Investigations. Sylvia Olivia Langly—Sylvie to everyone who mattered—stared at it like it might bite her.

"It was your grandmother's," Lana said softly, settling into the chair across from her youngest daughter. "She wore it on every case for forty years. Never once did it fail to bring her home."

Sylvie reached out tentatively, her fingers hovering just above the delicate piece of jewelry. The rose was exquisite—petals formed from tiny diamonds that seemed to glow with their own inner light, set in white gold that had been worn smooth by decades of use. It was beautiful. It was terrifying.

"Mom, I don't know if I'm ready for this."

"Nobody's ever ready, sweetheart." Lana picked up the pin and held it out. "But you've been preparing your whole life, whether you knew it or not."

Sylvie thought back to that first time—she'd been seven years old, standing in the backyard of their old house on Maple Street. Dana had been nine, practicing cartwheels and complaining that she was bored. And then Sylvie had seen her.

The old woman in the garden, smiling and waving, wearing a dress that looked like it belonged in an old photograph. Sylvie had waved back, asked her name, offered to show her the flower beds her mother had just planted.

Dana had looked at her little sister like she'd lost her mind. "Sylvie, there's nobody there."

But there had been. There absolutely had been. And when Sylvie had described the woman to their mother—the silver hair, the floral dress, the sad eyes—Lana had gone pale and pulled out an old photo album.

"That's my Aunt Maureen," Lana had whispered. "She died three months ago. You never met her."

That had been the beginning. The moment Sylvie realized she was different, that she could see things others couldn't, feel things that had no business being felt. The dead didn't rest easy around Sylvia Olivia Langly—they sought her out, drawn to her gift like moths to flame.

Dana had been furious at first. "Why does she get the cool powers? I'm the oldest!"

But as the years went by and the reality of Sylvie's abilities became clear, Dana's jealousy had transformed into something else. Concern. Worry. Eventually, distance. Dana had gone off to college, buried herself in psychology textbooks and "normal" academic pursuits, determined to build a life that had nothing to do with ghosts and psychic impressions and the weight of seeing too much.

Sylvie had stayed. Had apprenticed herself to Rose Cortez, learning the trade from Chicago's most respected paranormal investigator. Had taken the small cases, the residual hauntings, the confused spirits who just needed someone to help them find their way home.

But always with supervision. Always with Rose or her mother nearby. Never alone.

Until now.

"The pin means you're officially one of us," Lana continued, pressing it into Sylvie's palm. The metal was warm, almost alive. "One of the Roses. We protect the innocent, we bring peace to the restless, and we never—ever—turn away someone who needs help."

Sylvie closed her fingers around the pin, feeling its weight. It was heavier than it looked, as if it carried the accumulated responsibility of every case, every spirit, every scared person who had ever walked through that door seeking answers.

"What if I mess up?" The words tumbled out before she could stop them. "What if someone needs help and I can't give it to them? What if I'm not strong enough?"

Lana reached across the desk and took her daughter's free hand. "Then you call for backup. You ask for help. You remember that being a Rose doesn't mean being invincible—it means being brave enough to try even when you're scared."

"Is Dana ever coming back?" Sylvie asked quietly. "To the family business, I mean?"

Something flickered across Lana's face—hope mixed with resignation. "Your sister needs to find her own path. Maybe it leads back here, maybe it doesn't. But that's not your burden to carry, sweetheart. You have to decide what you want for yourself."

Sylvie looked around the office that had become her second home. The walls were covered with photos of resolved cases, letters from grateful clients, protective charms from a dozen different spiritual traditions. Rose's desk was cluttered with research materials about her current investigation in Madison—something about a theater that kept replaying the same tragic scene from 1923. Her mother's corner was organized chaos, files and herb sachets and blessed candles arranged in a system that made sense only to Lana.

And there, in the corner by the window, was Sylvie's small desk. The one Rose had set up for her three years ago when she'd first started learning the trade. It was neat, almost obsessively so, as if Sylvie was afraid to take up too much space, to presume she belonged among these women who had been fighting supernatural battles for decades.

"I want this," she said finally, surprised by the certainty in her own voice. "It's hard, and it's scary, and sometimes I wish I could just be normal like Dana. But when I help a spirit find peace, when I can look a terrified client in the eye and tell them I'm going to fix what's wrong... that feels right. That feels like what I'm supposed to be doing."

Lana smiled, and there were tears in her eyes. "Then welcome to the Roses, Sylvia Olivia. Officially."

Sylvie pinned the diamond rose to her jacket, right over her heart. It caught the light again, and for just a moment, she could have sworn she saw her grandmother's face reflected in the stones—smiling, proud, and maybe a little worried.

The office phone rang, shattering the moment. Lana reached for it, then paused.

"Your pin. Your call."

Sylvie's hand trembled as she picked up the receiver. "Rose Cortez Paranormal Investigations. This is Sylvie speaking. How can I help you?"

The voice on the other end was desperate, breaking, barely holding together. "My son is missing. The police are dragging the lake. But he's not dead. I know he's not dead. I can feel him. Please... please, someone told me you could help find people when nobody else can."

Sylvie grabbed a pen, her training kicking in even as her heart hammered in her chest. "Sir, I need you to take a deep breath. What's your name?"

"Robert. Robert Mitchell. My son Tommy... he's been missing for three days. He vanished during a school field trip to Whispering Pines Forest. Just... vanished. Like he was never there."

"Whispering Pines," Sylvie repeated, writing it down. Something about the name made her skin prickle. "That's up near Rockford, isn't it?"

"About two hours north of Chicago, yeah. Please, I'll pay anything. The police think I'm crazy, but I know my boy is still out there. I can feel him calling for me."

Across the desk, Lana was shaking her head slightly, concern etched on her face. A missing child. A father's desperate plea. This was exactly the kind of case Rose usually handled personally. The kind where mistakes could cost lives.

But Rose was in Madison. And this father's voice held the kind of desperation that couldn't wait.

Sylvie touched the diamond rose pin, feeling its warmth against her chest.

"Mr. Mitchell," she said, her voice steadier than she felt, "I'm going to help you find your son. Tell me everything."

As Robert Mitchell poured out his story—the field trip, the moment Tommy had wandered away from the group, the search parties that found nothing, the police who were starting to give up hope—Sylvie felt something shift inside her. This was it. Her first real case. Her first chance to prove that she belonged among the Roses.

Her first chance to fail spectacularly if she wasn't good enough.

She looked at her mother, who was watching her with a mixture of pride and fear. Lana nodded slowly, giving permission for what they both knew was about to happen.

Sometimes being a rose was the hardest thing in the world.

But Tommy Mitchell was out there somewhere, scared and alone and calling for help.

And Sylvie was going to find him, or die trying.
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​Chapter 1: The Desperate Father
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Robert Mitchell arrived at the shop just after dawn, looking like a man who hadn't slept in days. Which, Sylvie supposed, he probably hadn't. His eyes were red-rimmed and hollow, his clothes wrinkled like he'd been wearing them for the entire three days since his son had disappeared. His hands shook as he set a folder of papers on the desk between them.

"These are all the police reports," he said, his voice hoarse. "Search grid patterns, witness statements, everything. I made copies. The detective said I was 'too involved' in the investigation, told me to go home and wait. But I can't. I can't just sit there while Tommy is..."

He couldn't finish the sentence. Didn't need to.

Sylvie had spent the hours since his initial call preparing. She'd pulled up maps of Whispering Pines Forest Preserve, researched the history of the area, even called a friend from college who worked for the Park Service to get details about the terrain. The forest covered nearly ten thousand acres of dense Illinois woodland, with hiking trails that wound through ravines and around glacial lakes left over from the last ice age.

It was the kind of place where a small boy could easily get turned around, lost, hurt. The kind of place where search parties could walk right past someone and never know they were there.

But it was also the kind of place that showed up in paranormal investigation databases with disturbing frequency.

"Mr. Mitchell," Sylvie began carefully, "I need you to tell me everything about the day Tommy disappeared. Not what the police reports say—what you remember. What your gut tells you."

Robert looked at her then, really looked at her, and she saw the moment he registered how young she was. Twenty-two years old, blonde hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, wearing jeans and a sweater with the diamond rose pin glinting over her heart. She looked more like a college student than an experienced paranormal investigator.

"How old are you?" he asked bluntly.

"Old enough to know that when a father says he can feel his son calling to him, that means something," Sylvie replied. "You told me on the phone you know Tommy's still alive. Why?"

Robert's hands clenched into fists on the desk. "You'll think I'm crazy. The police already do."

"Mr. Mitchell, I spend my days talking to dead people and investigating houses that are genuinely haunted. I promise you, nothing you say is going to sound crazy to me."

He let out a shaky laugh that held no humor. "I dream about him. Every night since he disappeared. He's calling for me, saying 'Dad, I'm here, I'm right here, why can't you find me?' And I wake up and I know—I just know—that he's not dead. He's somewhere. Somewhere close. But somehow nobody can see him."

Sylvie felt the familiar tingle at the base of her skull that meant her psychic senses were picking up on something. "Tell me about the field trip. Every detail you can remember."

Robert pulled out a crumpled school permission slip from his jacket pocket, smoothing it on the desk like it was precious. "Fourth grade field trip to Whispering Pines. Educational program about forest ecology and local history. Thirty kids, four adult chaperones including their teacher Mrs. Patterson. They were supposed to hike the Green Trail Loop—it's two miles, very well-marked, used by school groups all the time."

He pulled out his phone and showed Sylvie photos from the morning of the trip. Tommy Mitchell was a small boy for eight years old, with dark hair and his father's serious eyes, smiling at the camera while wearing a bright red jacket and a backpack decorated with superheroes.

"They left at nine AM. By eleven, they'd made it to the halfway point—there's a scenic overlook where the kids usually eat their snacks. That's where the teacher did a headcount and realized Tommy was missing."

"What did the other children say? When was the last time someone saw him?"

"That's the weird part," Robert said, his voice dropping. "None of them remember seeing him after they entered the forest. Not a single kid. They all remember him being on the bus, remember him being excited about the trip. But once they started hiking... it's like he just wasn't there anymore."

Sylvie made notes, her hand moving quickly across the page. "What about the chaperones?"

"Mrs. Patterson swears she counted thirty kids when they started the hike. She has a clipboard with all their names checked off. But when she counted again at the overlook, there were only twenty-nine. She thought she'd miscounted the first time, that Tommy must have stayed on the bus or not come on the trip at all. But his backpack was found on the trail."

"Where?"

Robert pulled out a map of the forest, pointing to a spot about a quarter mile from the trailhead. "Here. Right near the old ranger station."

Sylvie felt that tingle again, stronger this time. "Tell me about the ranger station."

"It's been abandoned since the seventies. There was a fire, some kind of tragedy. Now it's boarded up, condemned. The Park Service keeps threatening to tear it down but never does. The hiking trail goes right past it."

"Have the search parties checked inside?"

"Of course. First place they looked. The doors are all boarded shut, windows covered. No way a kid could get inside. But they broke in anyway, searched every room. Nothing. Just dust and old furniture and..." He trailed off.

"And what?"

Robert's face had gone pale. "One of the deputies, Officer Martinez, she said the place gave her the creeps. Said it felt like someone was watching her the whole time she was in there. She's a good cop, not the type to spook easy, but she refused to go back inside for the second sweep."

Sylvie sat back in her chair, processing. A child who disappeared without anyone noticing. A father who dreamed of his son calling for help. An abandoned ranger station with a tragic history. Search dogs that lost the scent at a specific point, as if the boy had simply ceased to exist.

This wasn't a case of a lost child wandering into the woods. This was something else entirely.

"Mr. Mitchell, I'm going to be very direct with you. The kind of work I do, the kind of investigations my family conducts—we deal with situations that can't be explained by conventional means. Situations that involve..." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "Things that most people don't believe in."

Robert's eyes met hers, and she saw no skepticism there. Only desperate hope. "You think something supernatural took my son."

"I think," Sylvie said carefully, "that there's a reason the police can't find him. And it might not be because he's dead. It might be because he's somewhere they're not looking. Somewhere they can't see."

"Like where?"

Sylvie thought about the pocket dimensions she'd read about in Rose's case files. Places that existed alongside the normal world but weren't quite part of it. Thin places where the barrier between reality and something else grew weak. Haunted locations that didn't just trap spirits but could trap living people too, under the right circumstances.

Or the wrong ones.

"I need to see the forest," she said. "The ranger station. I need to walk the trail where Tommy disappeared."

Robert was already standing, grabbing his keys. "When can we leave?"

"Now. But Mr. Mitchell, I need you to understand something. What I do... it's not an exact science. And I'm still learning. My mentor, Rose Cortez, she's handled hundreds of cases like this. She's on another investigation right now, but I can call her, ask her to—"

"No," Robert interrupted. "The police have been searching for three days. Three days while my boy is out there, scared and alone, calling for his dad. I can't wait any longer. If you think you can find him, please. Please, I'm begging you. Try."

Sylvie looked down at the diamond rose pin on her chest. In the morning light streaming through the office windows, it seemed to glow with encouragement. Or maybe that was just her imagination.

She thought about calling her mother, asking for backup. Thought about waiting for Rose to return from Madison. Thought about all the very sensible reasons why a twenty-two-year-old psychic investigator on her first solo case should not drive two hours into the woods to hunt for a missing child who might be trapped in another dimension.

Then she thought about Tommy Mitchell, eight years old, wearing a red jacket and a superhero backpack, calling for his father in dreams because maybe, somehow, that was the only way he could reach out.

"Let me get my equipment," Sylvie said, standing. "We'll take my car. I'll need you to tell me everything you can remember about Tommy on the drive up. His favorite things, his fears, anything that makes him uniquely himself. If he's where I think he might be, that information could be crucial."

As she gathered her investigation kit—blessed salt, iron filings, a digital voice recorder, her grandmother's old compass that pointed toward spiritual disturbances instead of north, and a dozen other tools of the trade—Sylvie's phone buzzed with a text from her mother.

"Be careful. Trust your instincts. Call if you need anything. I love you."

Sylvie responded quickly: "I love you too. I'll be safe. I promise."

She hoped that was a promise she could keep.

The drive to Whispering Pines took exactly two hours and seventeen minutes, and Robert Mitchell spent every one of those minutes talking about his son. Tommy liked dinosaurs and hated broccoli. He was shy around new people but loyal to his friends. He'd recently become obsessed with magic tricks and kept trying to make coins disappear, usually dropping them and having to search under the furniture. His mother had died from cancer when he was five, and he still slept with the stuffed elephant she'd given him on her last birthday.

"He's a good kid," Robert said as they turned onto the county highway that led to the forest preserve. "Quiet. Thoughtful. Sometimes I worry he's too sensitive, you know? He feels things deeply. Got upset last month when we had to cut down the old oak tree in our backyard. Said he could feel the tree was sad about dying."

Sylvie's
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