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Prologue
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I HOVER ABOVE, WATCHING my masterpiece unfold. Flashing lights from dozens of emergency vehicles cover the town square in a frenetic blue and red pattern. News reporters crowd around the front of the building, lying in wait for a glimpse of the macabre. Stretcher after stretcher is wheeled out, full black body bags their cargo. The massacre occurred as school was letting out for the day. Now it’s close to midnight and the mess is far from being cleaned up. 

Grief, anger, guilt and blame build in the air and swirl around me. I breathe it all in.

As the night wears on, the crowd dissipates. I grow tired of watching. My work here is done. Another town on the horizon is begging for disaster. 

In my free form I’m a mist. If people catch a glimpse of me it’s fleeting; a shadow or dark cloud passing over the sun. I can still move objects in my natural state, cause goose bumps to ripple across skin, but once I find a body to manipulate, that’s when the fun really begins. 

Humans make perfect puppets. They’re so malleable, emotional and weak. 

My last target had been ideal - a sophomore boy recently dumped by his girlfriend. I sensed his confusion and rage before I even saw him. The inner turmoil led me right to the boy. It was so easy for me to slip inside and take control. He didn’t resist because deep down, I think he wanted to project his pain on others. In a rural town where every other household has a gun, his home wasn’t any different. Just like the other towns, this one would be left wondering how such a terrible tragedy could have happened. Why didn’t peers, teachers or the boy’s parents pay attention to the warning signs? I laugh because the blame will be placed elsewhere. 

This had been too easy and my enjoyment is wearing off far too quickly. I crave a challenge. 

***
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ADELE KNEW SHE WASN’T alone in her bedroom before opening her eyes. Whimpers, screams and moans of people in distress crowded her ears. She pressed her head into the pillow, hoping for a few more minutes of sleep, but knew that wasn’t going to happen. Just like before, the noises grew louder, demanding her attention. 

She opened her eyes. 

Even though her bedroom was dark she could see them. Each person was wrapped in an ethereal glow. Almost every available space in the room was occupied and every face directed at her. Some of the faces were streaked with blood, others were completely unrecognizable. Identifiable features such as cheekbones, noses and eyes were obliterated by whatever heinous act had ended these people’s lives. 

This was the third night in less than two months where Adele had awoken to a scene like this and she recognized the dark energy pulsating around her. The energy had an odor, too; not sulfur, more like burnt tires. It was cloying, heavy and pressed against her chest. She sat up, pulling the patchwork quilt with her. Chills shook her body, but not because she was cold.

She was terrified. 
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ADELE SAT AT THE DINING room table, slowly stirring honey into her tea as she stared vacantly at the morning news. Her eyes burned from lack of sleep and her thoughts were elsewhere, she completely ignored the ghosts crowded in her kitchen. She thought back to when she and her sister were just two little girls, identical from their light blonde ringlets down to the clothes they wore. They used to sit around the child’s size table in their room with stuffed animals propped up in chairs, a plastic tea cup and saucer in front of each of them. She saw the memory as if she was in the room observing from the outside. She and Amelia were busy chattering away. Their matching bracelets, adorned with Little Mermaid charms, jingled when they waved their hands in the air as they talked, ever the exceptional tea party hosts. But it wasn’t the animals who the girls were talking to. 

This was a similar sight to behold in the Gray household. At first her parents thought she and her sister had very colorful imaginations, and along with it came a slew of imaginary friends. When Adele told them the story about Mary who lived on a farm in Kansas, especially the details about the tornado that ruined her family’s farm, her parents suspected this was the result of seeing The Wizard of Oz. Little did they know that Mary had been a real person and her spirit had found the Adele and Amelia. 

The Grays waited for the phase to pass. Only as Adele and Amelia grew up, they didn’t leave their imaginary friends behind. 

Lost in the memories, Adele stopped stirring her tea, remembering her first public moment when she realized she wasn’t normal. It was the second week of kindergarten when Adele asked Corey Smith why he brought his grandmother to school and that it wasn’t polite to ignore her. Corey burst into tears and ran to the teacher. Adele didn’t know that Corey’s grandmother had just passed away. 

By the time they reached high school, Adele and Amelia, who called each other Milly and Dilly, knew they were psychic mediums and together they had started to learn how to control their abilities. Unfortunately it wasn’t completely controlled.

An attempt during their sophomore year to help a spirit, who haunted the boy’s locker room, caused them to be expelled. Trespassing, breaking and entering, plus some other items were thrown in when ‘just being plain strange’ didn’t count as grounds for expulsion, according the school board. 

With their long blonde hair, stormy gray eyes, dancer’s physiques, and the mystery of being new, the sisters were accepted at their new school, at first. High school was hard enough and for Milly and Dilly, who were constantly distracted by ghosts, their novelty wore off fast.  Soon, they were considered even too strange to be accepted by the nerdier cliques, so they kept to themselves. An already close bond, formed in utero, became even closer. 

It wasn’t until the first semester of their senior year of high school when Adele and her sister decided to attend different colleges. They both felt the need to form a separate identity. After graduation, Adele attended Arizona State University and Amelia ventured out of state to USC San Diego. This separation proved to be deadly. 

Adele tried to stop her thoughts. She didn’t want to remember because this memory caused almost physical pain, but it was too late. Her brain was basically a runaway train. It happened almost ten years earlier, but her recall of that afternoon made it seem like it had just happened. 

Adele was just finishing up her shift at the campus bookstore when the pain hit both of her wrists. It was so sudden and severe that she gasped and dropped the stack of books she had been carrying. 

“Are you okay?” A male student asked as he bent over to pick up the books. Adele went to grab them, but a steady numbing burn prevented her from actually being able to grip them. Her wrists might as well have been broken.

“I don’t know what’s wrong. Can you just set the books over there?” She gestured towards an empty shelf. The student complied and even in those few moments, Adele began to get lightheaded. She swayed slightly and the guy turned just in time to catch her before she folded to the floor. Noises sounded very far away and her vision blurred, the bright fluorescent lights overhead merged into a solid white mass, but darkness was quickly seeping in and graying out the edges. She had a vision of legs partially submerged in bloody bath water, knee caps jutting out like islands. Light brown hair draped over shoulders, strands floating on the surface of the water like some bizarre kelp. Adele whimpered, struggling to see more. 

“Hey, stay with me,” the student said. He held Adele’s hand and called out for help.  

The numbing sensation spread throughout Adele’s body and she felt weightless, empty. The view of her vision expanded to the rest of the bathroom and Adele recognized the surroundings. “Something’s wrong with Milly,” she whispered to the guy holding her hand. 

“What? Who’s Milly?” he asked, but Adele didn’t respond. She’d already slipped into unconsciousness.

When Adele awoke in the hospital, her parents were there huddled over her bedside, their faces pinched with worry. Adele’s mom’s eyes were ringed in shadows and puffy from crying. Her father seemed to have aged twenty years since she last saw him the weekend before. Her sister, Amelia, was on the other side of the bed. 

“What happened?”

“Oh, Adele!” Her mom cried and fresh tears spilled down her cheeks onto the rough cotton blanket Adele was cocooned in. “I’m so sorry!”

“Sorry? Why, what’s wrong?” Adele did a quick mental and physical assessment. Aside from a headache and slight case of heartburn, she felt fine. Her mom, overcome with sobs, didn’t answer.  “Milly, what are you doing here? How long was I out for?” 

Adele’s parents both gasped and she barely heard what her sister said.

“I’m dead, Dilly.”

“What?” She attempted to sit up, but a wave of dizziness prevented her.

Amelia’s gray eyes were dark with sorrow and a sense of guilt radiated off of her. “It’s true. I committed suicide.”

“Suicide?”

“Yes,” her father answered. Adele turned her head back to look at her parents. “We received the call from the USC Medical Center seconds after we got the call about you. 

“I don’t understand. Why, Milly?” Adele’s headache was growing worse from all of the back and forth. 

“It was stupid, I know that now, but it’s too late.” Milly sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. “Jeremy broke up with me. He hated that I could never give him my full attention. You know how it is though. Ghosts are always distracting us.” 

Adele nodded in understanding. Dating never came easy. “So you killed yourself? Why didn’t you call me?” 

Amelia shrugged. “I wasn’t thinking straight and just wanted the hurt to end.”  Her eyes glistened, but tears didn’t fall. 

Adele reached for her sister’s hand and felt the familiar cold clamminess associated with a spirit.

“You can talk to her?” Their mom sniffed. Her crying jag was over and she delicately patted at her reddened nose with a damp tissue. 

“Yes and I can see her.” Adele turned back to Amelia. “You’re not leaving are you? I need you.” 

“I’m not leaving you, Dilly. I did crossover, but I was able to come back.” 

“So the pain I felt and the emptiness, that was you?” 

“It must have been because the doctors can’t find anything wrong with you.”

“I had a vision. I recognized your apartment’s bathroom. There were legs in bloody bath water. Did you cut your wrists?”

Amelia nodded and held out her hands towards her sister. “There aren’t any marks though. It’s like death erased the wounds.” 

Silence filled the room as sadness and grief began to settle in. Adele determined the heartburn sensation in her chest was really a physical manifestation of the void left behind following her sister’s passing. Their connection had been severed, but not completely. 

Adele shook her head and finally brought herself out of the reverie. She realized she was rubbing her chest as if feeling the burn all over again. Why was she thinking about the past now - especially Milly’s passing? Looking across the table, she noticed her sister hovering, a concerned expression on her face. Adele mustered up a smile and the rest of the melancholy faded away. While Amelia was dead, she had a strong presence in Adele’s life and they were still able to use their abilities, but on a completely different level - a level that enabled Adele to edge out the competition in the psychic medium market. 

Amelia had the ability to straddle the afterlife and real world. As a traveler between these dimensions, she assisted in crossing earthbound spirits over or bringing them back to communicate with loved ones. 

However the ghosts filling up her kitchen were different and she needed to figure out why.  
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ADELE TOOK A SIP OF lukewarm tea and focused on watching the morning news again. The television was just loud enough to drown out the moans and cries of the ghosts. 

Suddenly Adele blinked and sat up straight. “Shhhhh...” she hissed and the ghosts quieted down. Adele hadn’t been paying close attention to the breaking news report until a familiar face flashed on the screen. She reached for the remote control and turned up the volume. 

“Authorities have identified this man, Mark Wallace Adams, as the shooter. He took his own life after taking the lives of eight others. It’s too early to know why Adams did this and if this horrific tragedy could have been averted. We’ll provide updates as they are released. Now back to Dave for the latest on the weather...” 

Adele recognized the shooter because he was standing in her kitchen next to the refrigerator. What looked like a blacked out quarter on his temple was a gunshot wound. Adele turned in her chair and looked the murderer in his dark eyes, trying to get a read on him. His emotions were a scrambled mix of confusion and sorrow. She then surveyed the eight other spirits in her kitchen.  There were five adults and three children. 

“Are these the people you shot?” she asked the ghost of Mark Wallace Adams. He nodded then tried to speak, but couldn’t form words. A moan slipped through his lips. Adele closed her eyes and a tear trickled down her cheek. “Why? How could you do this?” she asked, but didn’t get an answer, just a series of moans. 

The news came back on with the breaking story. Once again Mark Wallace Adams’ picture flashed on the screen. While Adele was sleeping in her bed in Arizona, Monday on the East coast had already begun. Adams’ victims were at a bus stop in Baltimore when he strode up, pulling a gun out of his waistband as he approached. His victims didn’t stand a chance and were shot at point blank range. Adults attempted to shield the children, but they were trapped within the confines of the bus shelter and none of them were protected from the rain of bullets. Adams turned the gun on himself before police arrived at the scene. 

Somehow these spirits found Adele and they wouldn’t be the last.

***
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LESS THAN A MONTH LATER, the country was rocked by another mass shooting. This time it happened in a rural town of Montana. Morgan Andrew Duffy, a twenty year old man, three weeks shy of graduating with his associate’s degree in Automotive Engineering, walked into his Engine Mechanics class at the nearby community college and proceeded to kill six classmates, plus his teacher, before shooting himself. 

Adele knew about the shooting before it hit the news. She was at the tea house she owned in Old Town Scottsdale, preparing for her afternoon crowd, when the smell of burnt rubber she was becoming used to suddenly grew stronger and filled the kitchen. Gagging, she hurried over and cracked the window above the sink. After a few deep breaths Adele turned her attention back to the stove and stopped. 

More ghosts had joined the others. 

Morgan Duffy and his victims crowded the small space. Like with the others, none of the spirits could speak, which was something Adele and her sister had never encountered before.

With her house being overrun by ghosts unable to communicate, Adele and Amelia were at a loss. The randomness of the shootings and the stench of burnt rubber that accompanied the ghosts were the only commonalities and weren’t a lot to go on. 

By the time the third shooting happened and Adele was awakened by the horrible smell, she knew something was terribly wrong. 
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THE GHOST OF A TEENAGE boy hovered over Adele. His eyes were black as ink, the whites erased. Soul-less eyes, Adele thought and shuddered. She sat up, scooting back in the process so she was propped against the headboard, the ghost following her movements. Adele broke away from the black eyes and looked at the other ghosts in the bedroom. In addition to the previous arrivals, eleven more had appeared. Like the others, they all bore signs of a massacre. The majority of them appeared to be teenagers with one older woman. 

Once again, Adele knew she wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. A dull pain in her temple was the only remnant of the migraine that sent her to bed shortly after noon. With a sigh, she adjusted the pillows behind her back before reaching for the television remote. The small flat screen blinked to life. It didn’t take long for Adele to find the story. 

Tyler Joshua Jackson, a sophomore at Buchanan High School in Greely, Texas, shot up his eighth period gym class, killing nine other students plus the gym teacher, before turning the gun on himself. The classmates being interviewed were in shock that Tyler was responsible. 

“He was a cool guy, always laughing. I don’t understand...”

“Ty wouldn’t hurt anyone. This doesn’t make sense.”

“Amber did break up with him recently and he seemed pretty bummed about it, but this...he would never do this.”

Several variations of these statements were replayed throughout the evening until Adele had enough and turned the television off. The room plunged into darkness, the only light coming from the bright red number display on the bedside alarm clock. 

In Adele’s prior experiences with earthbound spirits, they didn’t bear any marks from their cause of death and she wanted to know why all of these were different. Was it the violence of the crime? What did the odor have to do with everything? Why her? These were all questions Adele had yet to find answers for. 

With her home quickly running out of space, she knew she needed to figure something out.  

“Milly?” Adele called out into the dark bedroom. Moments later her sister appeared. “Let’s try getting them to crossover again. Maybe we’ll have luck with the new arrivals.” Adele held her hand out to her sister. Once the now familiar cold and clammy hand was in hers, Adele closed her eyes, concentrating on building the psychic bridge with Milly. First there was the low hum, like a steady vibration or backbeat. Adele focused on that until it grew loud enough to block out all other noise. In her mind she saw the strands of light, almost like fiber optics, reaching out towards her sister’s strands. They connected and Adele felt a rush of energy pulse through her body. Amelia’s hand grew warm in hers and Adele sighed. During these moments it was so easy to imagine her sister was still alive. 

As if of one mind, they projected the energy towards the ghost of the latest shooter in hopes of establishing a connection. Usually, once this bond was established, it was easy for Milly to take an earthbound spirit to the other side. This time, like with all of their prior attempts, the energy was deflected as if it hit an invisible barrier. It ricocheted back into Adele and Amelia, immediately shattering their connection. 

Upon impact, Amelia disappeared like she was vaporized. Adele’s migraine returned with a vengeance and she cried out, cradling her head in her hands as she sunk back against her pillows. 

The burnt rubber smell grew stronger practically choking the air out of the room. Adele scrambled out from underneath the covers and ran to the bathroom, barely making it to the toilet in time before vomiting. 

This reaction was the worst yet and Adele wasn’t sure if it was safe to try again. 
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IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON and Adele was cleaning up after a bridal shower. Most of the tables in the tea room were covered in dirty dessert plates, tea cups and where the bride-to-be sat, remnants of ribbon and balled up wrapping paper were left behind.  When Adele heard the whoosh of the front door opening, she glanced up, balancing dirty plates in both hands, to see Elena enter, pushing a stroller. She quickly set the dishes back down on the table and went to greet her friend.

“What a nice surprise!” Adele hugged Elena before bending over to peer in at her infant daughter, Vanessa. “Look at that hair. It’s so thick. She definitely gets that from you.” Adele wiggled Vanessa’s toes, earning a giggle followed by a spit bubble. 

“I hope you don’t mind me stopping in? I was in the city doing some shopping.” Elena slid her sunglasses up onto the top of her head, pulling her hair away from her face. It was shorter than the last time Adele had seen her. 

“Please, you never need an appointment. Come, sit. I was just cleaning up.” Adele gestured for Elena to sit at a table she had already cleared.  

“It’s really cold in here - you must be cranking the AC.” Elena sat down in a high backed wooden chair and rubbed her upper arms, goose bumps dotted her skin. “

“Yes it is a little chilly.” Adele knew it was from all of the ghosts and had grown used to it. She couldn’t bear the thought of turning on the heat. “Can I get you anything? Coffee or tea?”

“No, I’m fine. Thanks. How are you?”

“Oh, you know...”

“No I don’t. It’s been forever since we last talked, but I’ve been busy with Vanessa. Adele, I’m going to be honest, you look exhausted; like you’re the one with a baby keeping you up half the night.” 

Adele laughed nervously and looked around the room at all of the ghosts that Elena didn’t see. Adele had taught Elena how to put up mental guards to block the sight and apparently she was still using them. Elena almost miscarried when she and Adele were helping several earthbound spirits, who were stuck on a stretch of I-17 in Yavapai County, cross over. Elena needed normalcy and Adele was happy to accommodate. After all, Elena wasn’t born with the sight and struggled with her ability. 

Another ghost joined the room and upon seeing Elena, she lit up, briefly flashing brighter and appearing solid. Seconds later, she appeared next to the stroller. Adele watched as the baby’s eyes focused on Amelia, smiling a toothless smile in her direction. Like Adele did only moments earlier, Amelia bent over and tickled Vanessa’s foot, which was covered in a thin pink cotton sock. 

Elena’s eyebrows furrowed as she tried to see what her daughter was looking at. “She sees Amelia,” Adele said with a sigh. “Most infants can see spirits, but lose the ability as they get older. For some reason babies are more open to it – like they’re on the same frequency.” 

“Oh.” Elena chewed on her lower lip and stared thoughtfully at her daughter before turning her attention back to Adele. “Now, what’s been going on with you? And don’t tell me ‘nothing’ because I can tell you aren’t suffering from just a bad night’s sleep.” 

Adele sat back in her chair, exhaustion pulling her shoulders down. She took a moment before responding. 

“Can I ask you to remove your guards?” she asked.

“Why?” Elena’s eyes narrowed. 

“Because this is something you’re going to need to see to believe.” 

“What is? I told you I can’t deal with more ghosts right now –“

Adele cut her off. “I want to show you what’s keeping me up at night. Please, only for a few seconds?” 

“Fine – just this one time.” Elena sat up straight and closed her eyes. She took several deep breaths and then suddenly her face scrunched up. Her eyelids flew open. “What is that smell? It’s awful!” Then she stopped and her mouth hung open as she saw the ghosts. There were close to thirty crammed into the tea room, most of them lined the walls. A few of the children had gravitated towards Vanessa and Elena quickly reached in to pull her out, clutching the baby to her chest. 

“What the hell?” Elena asked. “Who are all these people – I mean ghosts - and why do they look like extras from a horror movie?” 

“You know those mass shootings that have been happening?” Elena nodded, not taking her eyes off of the ghosts. “These are the victims...and the shooters.” 

“What?” Elena whipped her head around to look at Adele, shock registering on her face. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’ve saved every news article, every photograph.”

“I don’t understand. How did they get here? Why? How did they find you?” Elena still held Vanessa close to her chest, occasionally twisting in her seat to look behind her. Adele recognized this fierce protectiveness, first seeing it on display close to a year ago, when Elena lay in the hospital recovering from the near miscarriage, her hands stretched across her tiny bump, as if forming a shield.

“Relax, Elena. They’re not like the other ghosts. They can’t move objects and they can’t speak. I’ve tried to get them to crossover. Amelia has tried to bring them across with her, but nothing seems to work. I have no idea why they’re here.”

“Maybe you were chosen. Like me. I think there was a reason I was able to see Frank and Peggy through the smoke of the wildfire even though I had never seen a ghost or experienced anything paranormal before in my life.” Elena lifted Vanessa up in the air and lowered her, placing a loud kiss on her exposed belly. Vanessa giggled and kicked her legs. 

Adele smiled as she watched Elena in her role as a mother. Her theory made sense. If Elena didn’t see the ghosts and mistake them for people who needed to be rescued, she never would have been rescued herself. It was ironic that a wildfire rekindled Elena’s relationship with her ex-husband, Eric. When Adele first met Elena, she thought the sheriff’s deputy brash and pricklier than a Saguaro cactus, now she saw a softer, more insightful Elena. 

“Perhaps,” Adele responded. “I just wish I knew what that reason is.” 

“I bet you do. Are they here all the time?” 

Adele nodded and proceeded to tell Elena how the ghosts appeared after each shooting. “That odor you smelled is from them. That is one of things they all have in common. It’s been hard to sleep and eat. They follow me everywhere.”

“Everywhere?” 

“Yes, it’s like I’m being haunted.”  

“You said they all share that God awful stench. What else do they have in common?” Elena leaned forward and Adele saw the familiar glint in the sheriff’s deputy’s eyes. These were crimes that held the nation’s attention and a potential mystery had surfaced. 

“None of them can communicate with me – or Amelia – and do you sense the oppressiveness? The air is thick and it feels like it coats my throat and lungs. Like when you stand too close to one of those artificial fog machines. It gets worse each time there’s a new shooting.” 

“Yes, I did notice that. Huh. But you have no idea what it means?”

“I have some ideas and was wondering if you’d be willing to try something?”

“What?”

“If you , me and Amelia join together and use our abilities, maybe the combined power will be strong enough to get the spirits to cross over or at least speak.” 

Elena started to shake her head and Adele reached across the table, grabbing her friend’s hand. “Please, I need your help.”  

Adele remembered the energy that flowed between the three of them when they called up a spirit who had already crossed over. She held onto this hope tighter than the grip she had on Elena’s hand. 

“Alright, fine. This is it though and then I have to get home.” 

“Thank you! Let’s do this so you can get back to that gorgeous man of yours.” Adele winked and smiled at Elena. 

Once the baby was strapped back into the stroller and preoccupied with a bottle, Elena clasped Adele and Amelia’s open hands with hers. Adele instantly felt the jolt of energy just from the initial contact and when Elena gasped knew she wasn’t the only one feeling it. Even Amelia’s hand already seemed warmer. 

“Okay, close your eyes and concentrate on clearing your mind.” Adele instructed. Aside from the muffled moaning of the ghosts in the background, and the occasional sucking sound from baby Vanessa working at her bottle, the tea room was quiet. Adele focused on the silence and emptied her mind. She envisioned every erratic thought pouring out of her ears into the open air. The energy flowing between the clasped hands intensified, sending a vibration up her left arm, across her chest and down her right arm. The steady hum as it cycled through her body helped her relax further. “You can open your eyes now,” Adele said. She lifted her head and watched as Amelia and Elena’s pupils came into focus. 

“Mark Wallace Adams, please come forward,” Adele called to the ghost of the first shooter who had joined her several months ago. There was a ripple of movement on the wall near the kitchen entrance and Mark emerged through the row of ghosts standing in front of him. He came to a stop a few feet away from the table. Adele addressed her sister and Elena, “Concentrate on projecting our energy at him.” Adele could make out the faint bluish glow that blanketed her skin. She envisioned it flowing off of her in a stream, aimed directly at Mark’s spirit. Her stream was soon joined by Elena’s and Amelia’s energy. The spirit grew brighter and more three dimensional. Before he appeared almost transparent and out of focus, now every feature became clearer, like he was in high definition. A brown stain covering a large portion of his shirt turned a deep red. The stain even glistened as if the blood was still wet. 

“Mark, can you speak?” Adele asked. The spirit opened his mouth and his forehead crinkled as he concentrated on forming words. The slightest whisper escaped his lips. Adele focused all of her energy on him, causing the beginning of a headache creep in around her temples. “Try again,” she urged. 

Loud and clear Mark barked out, “I didn’t want to do it! Something made me!” He pulsed brighter and then faded to almost transparency again. The energy had run out. Amelia vanished while Adele and Elena slumped in their chairs. Adele had another migraine. The intense pain was throbbing down her neck. Adele tried to rub the tension away while processing what the spirit had revealed. Something made him do it? She gasped and her eyes grew wide as she caught onto a thought. 

Amelia reappeared in the tea room carrying two glasses of water. She set them down in front of Elena and her sister. 

“What is it Dilly?” she asked. 

Elena reached for the water with a shaking hand and took a long sip, watching Adele over the top of her glass with steady dark eyes. 

“I think I know what is going on here, but I need to make a call first.” Adele jumped up and started pacing. She rubbed her temples as she walked; the motion was soothing and helped her concentrate on what she was going to say.

“Who are you going to call?” Elena asked. 

“Finn Rafferty. He’s a demonologist I met once at a conference.” 

“Oh, I remember Finn,” Amelia smiled and winked at her sister. Adele ignored her. 

“A Demonologist?” At that Elena started shaking her head and set her glass down. “Oh, hell no! No, no, nope. I’ll admit I was curious, but not that curious.” She made sure Vanessa was secure in the stroller before standing up. “Listen, I have to get home, but please be careful Adele and you too Amelia.” 

“We will.” Adele and Amelia said in unison. Elena hugged Adele and after a final glance around the room, she closed her eyes and relaxed her shoulders, exactly the way Adele had taught her friend to put protective guards in place. At that moment, Adele wished she could do the same and ignore the spirits who were quickly taking up all of the space in her life, but she knew she had to help them. With a sigh she started cleaning the tables again. All she could think about was how she was going to approach Finn and if he would even want to talk to her. 
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Chapter 5
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Five years earlier - New Orleans

––––––––
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THIS WAS ADELE’S SECOND year attending the International Paranormal Professionals Summit and even though she learned to wear comfortable shoes, her feet still ached inside her sneakers after walking the length of exhibit hall twice. She stopped at booths for: technology vendors selling the latest digital recording devices, other psychic mediums, ghost hunters from all over the world and even Wiccan groups looking to recruit new members. She completely avoided the booth with the life sized Sasquatch on display. With her shoulder sagging under the weight of her swag bag stuffed full of water bottles, key chains, pens, ear buds and other crap she would probably never use, but couldn’t resist snatching up, Adele sought out somewhere to sit. 

On her way to an empty bench next to one of many coffee kiosks, she passed a meeting room with the door propped open. A booming male voice grabbed her attention with two words: demonic possession. Intrigued, Adele wandered over. The sign on the easel outside the door had a picture of a man with serious, piercing blue eyes which were a contradiction to the smirk dancing across his lips. “Finn Rafferty, Demonologist and Author” the caption read underneath. She glanced at the session title about the history of theological and mythological demons. A starburst taped to the edge of the sign advertised a book signing afterwards. Adele peered inside the room and noticing an empty seat in the back row, she hastily claimed it. 

Setting her canvas bag onto the floor beside her chair, Adele crossed her ankles and looked to the front of the room. A spotlight followed a tall man who energetically paced the stage as he spoke. When Finn Rafferty looked out at the audience, the light caught his eyes, making them appear electric. Adele was taken aback by the less than scholarly appearance of the man in his faded jeans and navy blue button down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, that she didn’t pay attention to what he was saying at first. 

Gradually her gaze traveled back up to his face and she tuned in briefly, before a soft giggle to her right broke her focus. 

“What?” she half whispered, half hissed to the ghost of her sister, who had suddenly appeared. 

“See something you like?” Amelia giggled again, looking up the stage. 

“Maybe,” Adele mumbled then promptly ignored her sister, as she was completely engrossed in Finn’s lecture. 

“Hollywood and history lead many to believe that demons are a by-product of religion. Yes, demonology and religions from Judaism to Catholicism have tangoed together for centuries, but demons aren’t necessarily Satan’s disobedient little hell raising offspring.” The audience laughed as a slide on the large screen behind Finn showed a still of Ron Perlman as Hellboy. “According to Greek mythology, demons were capable of being both benign and malignant and were considered messengers of sorts for the Gods. In certain cultures, demons are evil spirits or beings, not affiliated with Lucifer, but considered by these earlier civilizations, the cause of disease or unexplained violent behavior.” The image on the screen changed to a depiction of the Black Plague. “In fact, Trepanation, which is used today to relieve pressure on the brain from head injuries, was used as far back as the 14th century. Headaches and similar maladies were thought to be caused by demons or evil spirits, so a hole was drilled into the skull to let the spirit out. Unfortunately, this practice often led to death or severe brain damage. I don’t know about you, but I prefer ibuprofen.” Adele laughed with the rest of the audience. By the end of the lecture, she found herself in line for the signing, a newly purchased hardcover copy of Finn’s book in hand. 

The line moved forward at the same slow pace as if she were at Disney World. Adele took this time to observe Finn Rafferty in action, interacting with his readers. His laugh, loud and gravelly, filled the room. As she stepped closer, she saw the fine creases around his eyes when he smiled. For being an expert on demons, he sure was an upbeat guy. 

“He’s hot,” Amelia said. 

Adele didn’t respond, mainly to avoid looking like she was talking to herself. She didn’t want to attract any attention. 

Finally it was her turn and she stepped to the table. Finn looked up and smiled. Adele caught a flash of even white teeth. 

“Hi,” he said. 

“Um, hi.” She handed the book over and he opened it up to the title page. 

“Is this for you or am I making it out to someone else?”

“Oh, for me. Adele Gray.”

Finn paused, his pen hovering over the page, and he glanced up. “You’re Adele Gray?” 

“Um, yes. Why? Do you know me?” Adele swallowed and tucked her hair behind her ear, quickly looking over her shoulder at the people in line directly behind her. 

“No, I’ve heard of you. The paranormal world is small like any other world.” 

“That it is.” 

Finn held her gaze for a few seconds before writing something then he snapped her book closed and handed it back. “Thank you, I look forward to reading it,” Adele said, giving him a tentative smile. 

“You’ll have to let me know what you think.” He winked at her and the flirtatious smirk displayed in his picture made another appearance. 

Adele slipped the book in her bag without reading the inscription and exited the meeting room. 

She walked the five blocks back to her hotel with Amelia moving along beside her. It was late afternoon and the sun cast the rows of shops in a hazy yellow glow. Modern sounds like the blast of the horn from the ferry on Lake Pontchartrain and music blaring out from bars was punctuated by the less modern clop, clop of horse hooves on cobblestone streets. Adele caught a glimpse of an occasional earthbound spirit, but she passed them by without offering any attention. 

She stepped into the lobby of the historic French Quarter inn where she was staying and breathed in the slightly musty air; layers of generations topped with a hint of lemon furniture polish. The concierge had been busy when Adele left that morning, so seeing the woman available, Adele took time to stop. She placed an elbow on the cool marble counter. 

“Good afternoon, Ma’am, how can I help you?”

“Are you aware the hotel is haunted?” Adele asked. 

“Oh yes, ma’am. That’s the ghost of Charles Rhodes. He owned this building back in the 1880s when it was a textile mill. He died in a fire on the sixth floor.”

“That’s where my room is. I’ve seen him in the hallway. Is he part of the ambience or do you want me to try to get him to crossover? You see, I’m a medium.”

“Oh, Charles is harmless and part of the charm. I think he likes to watch over the place. He comes in handy too. We had a fire about ten years ago, but he alerted one of the staff and we were able to extinguish it in time before it caused any significant damage.”

“All right then. Have a good night.” Adele hoisted the bag back on her shoulder and made her way to the single elevator. Conversations like that just reinforced why New Orleans was one of her favorite cities. The supernatural was embraced and part of the culture. 

She wandered down the hall to her room. Both she and Amelia waved at Charles as they passed. He was standing across from the alcove that housed the ice and vending machines, looking out one of the narrow windows. The sun streaming in made his transparent form almost invisible. Adele recognized the steady hum of his energy signature, like background noise from electronics, but different than the rumble of the ice machine, and she felt the cold he radiated before seeing him. 

The moment Adele was in her hotel room, she dumped her bag on the chaise. Amelia didn’t hesitate to pounce on the book that slipped out. 

“Aren’t you dying to know what he wrote?” she asked and opened it, channeling her energy so she could turn the pages. Adele watched her sister grow brighter as she concentrated on the movement. With a triumphant sigh, Amelia found the message and a smile bloomed on her face as she read it. “Dilly, he wrote his phone number in here!” She squealed acting every bit the nineteen year old girl she would forever be. “Are you going to call him? You should. He’s cute.”

“No, I’m not going to call him,” Adele said, bending over and retrieving the book to read Finn’s message. I can do a one on one book discussion. Call me if you’re interested. 312-555-1666. Adele laughed and tossed the book back onto the chaise. “With that cheesy line, I am definitely not calling him.”

“Dilly, you never go out on dates. How can I live vicariously through you when you live like a nun?” Amelia hovered around Adele, blocking her when she tried to step away. 

Adele put her hands on her hips. “Milly, I’ll just walk through you. Besides, we’ve been through this. My life is too strange for a relationship. Men usually get freaked out or I attract weirdos. It’s okay, I don’t need a man.” Adele didn’t want to reveal her real reason for not dating. A broken heart is what drove Amelia to suicide and Adele was determined to avoid the same fate as her twin. 

Amelia pouted and drifted away, giving Adele space to walk into the bathroom. She leaned against the white pedestal sink and washed her face, scrubbing the humidity and city residue away. After changing into jeans and a light pink silk sweater, Adele slipped on flats and grabbed her bag, making sure the hotel room key card was in there before leaving. 

Amelia was still sulking as they meandered down the street in search of dinner. The sun had set and gas lamps flickered on buildings and street lights, making Adele feel like she stepped into a different century. Noise from music and revelers on Bourbon Street three blocks away kept her grounded in reality. A small restaurant tucked on the corner by an alley caught Adele’s attention. She entered through propped open doors and was greeted by a smiling hostess. Used to dining alone, Adele opted to eat at the bar. Amelia followed along and sat down on an empty stool next to her. 

A fan of spicy foods, Adele ordered the house gumbo extra hot and a glass of sweet tea. The bartender set a bowl of Cajun spiced popcorn in front of her and she picked at it while waiting for her dinner. Flipping through a local travel guide, she shook her head when she came across an ad for ghost tours. 

“Adele?” A male voice asked and she jerked her head up, recognizing the blue eyes and smirk on the man leaning against the bar.

“Oh, Finn. Hello.” Adele sensed Amelia’s energy shift, signaling excitement, so she avoided looking over at her. 

“Are you waiting for someone?” 

“No,” She answered, intentionally keeping her answers short because she didn’t want to encourage him, especially when she couldn’t stop staring at the way the corners of his mouth twitched when he smiled at her. 

“Good, so this seat isn’t taken.” Stool legs screeched against the tile floor when he pulled it out before plopping down next to her. Finn then leaned into Adele’s space, grabbing a handful of popcorn. She pushed the bowl towards him and inched away, creating more of a space between them. Finn didn’t seem to notice since he was busy ordering a double of Jameson’s whiskey from the bartender. 

“Are you getting something to eat?” He asked, turning his attention back to Adele. She looked into his eyes, temporarily forgetting the questions. Blinking, she broke eye contact and nodded. 

“I ordered gumbo.” Like magic, the hostess appeared with a steaming bowl and set it down on the bar. A basket of French bread and a bowl of white rice followed. 

“Can I get you a refill?” The bartender asked pointing at her glass of ice, the tea long drained away. 

“Yes please and some Tabasco sauce.” 

“Are you sure? That gumbo is spicy.” The bartender’s eyebrows rose towards his forehead and his accent made it sound like he had a mouth full of marbles. 

“I’m sure. I’m from Arizona and was practically raised on habaneros.” Finn and the bartender laughed when Adele picked up her spoon and dove in without hesitation. 

“I’ll get an order of gumbo too,” Finn said, leaning back with his glass, sipping the whiskey and watching Adele eat. 

Adele made the mistake of glancing over at her sister. Amelia had a smile plastered on her face like she was a kid who had been given a lifetime supply of candy. Adele almost snorted food out of her nose when she saw the expression. Amelia clearly appeared enthralled with Finn’s presence and the attention he was showing Adele. 

“You okay?” Finn asked and handed her a napkin. 

“I’m good. It must have gone down the wrong pipe.” Between the near snarfing and the sheen of sweat on her face from the steam and spicy food, Adele imagined she looked a sight. This triggered a sensation of relief. She hoped that being unattractive now would deter Finn. He hadn’t stopped paying attention to her and the more he drank, the more attentive he became. 

Adele paused and tore off a piece of bread. Chasing it down with a sip of tea, she pivoted in her seat towards Finn. “I’m surprised you drink,” she said. 

“Why is that?”

“Because it makes you more vulnerable to spirits, you of all people should know that.” Adele rarely drank and when she did it was a wine spritzer. She and Amelia made a mistake of drinking too much at a party their senior year of high school and a ghost jumped into Adele’s body. She shuddered at the memory of cold enveloping her and being unable to control her limbs. She felt the pain from the spirit’s death. He had been shot in the stomach and a hole burned in her gut as if it held the bullet. She had been vaguely aware of writhing and screaming on beige carpet, Amelia hovering over her, trying to shield her from the gawking stares of their classmates. Eventually she forced the spirit out and Amelia helped her up off the floor. Adele’s legs shook and barely supported her as they made a quick exit. 

“It’s happened before, but I’m equipped to deal with it.” Finn said with a shrug of his shoulders. “I take it you’ve been possessed before.”

“Yes, but not by a demon. I avoid channeling spirits because it’s draining and I just don’t like how I feel during or after.” Adele shuddered again.  

“I can understand that.” He paused. “This is nice, talking about the paranormal. Most people don’t understand and think I’m a little nuts.” 

Adele hated to agree with him. She was enjoying his companionship, but as she watched him polish off his third glass of Jameson’s, she grew concerned that his interest was clouded by the alcohol. She excused herself and walked towards the kitchen, finding the women’s room on the right. Amelia followed her into the small bathroom and she locked the door. 

“Dilly, are you going to make a move or what? He’s giving you some signs.”

“Milly, we’re just talking and that’s it. I’m not encouraging him.” 

“God, you are so stubborn. He’s hot, he understands your world and he’s interested in you. What is wrong?” she asked. 

“For starters, the ghost of my sister is giving me dating advice in a public bathroom. All of this is so far from normal!” 

Adele ripped open the door and stormed out. “I have to go. I’m not feeling well,” she said to Finn
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