
  [image: titlepage1]


  Editor: Denise Barker


  Graphic Designer: Amy Hunter


  Author Photo: Taylor Seyler


  Copyeditor: Gerri Rodriguez


  Formatter: Kari Holloway


   



  Published by Scout Media


  Copyright 2025


  ISBN (print): 978-1-960855-09-1


  ISBN (eBook): 978-1-960855-10-7


   


  [image: SM__116]


   



  July 26, 2024 – February 11, 2025


  (Jefferson City, MO / Saint Robert, MO / Fort Meade, MD / Fort Belvoir, VA)


   


  For more information on my books and music:


  www.BrianPaone.com


[image: HousingUnit1]


  [image: ch1-outsideMSP]


  Christian stopped the rental car in front of the ominous stone entrance to the bloodiest forty-seven acres in America—at least dubbed so by Time magazine. The two-glass front doors and an array of windows peered down at the roadway, judging its nightly tour of guests and choosing which of those guests the abandoned prison’s disembodied inhabitants will toy with tonight.


  Christian leaned over Hannah, who sat in the passenger seat, to get a better view of the two sprawling castle-like towers on either side of the Missouri State Penitentiary entrance. Those towers stretched beyond his vision and looked as if they had suffered and had weathered their own arduous battles—internal and external—and had lost more than they had won.


  “I told you that I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” Hannah said into the phone as Christian found an empty parking spot farther down the road from the prison.


  “Looks like a full house. Did you see how many people were already lined up?” he asked.


  She flashed him the hold-on-one-second symbol with her index finger and scowled at him. She knew Christian had only said that so her boyfriend—if Dollard even should be called that anymore—could hear another man’s voice in the car with her. A not-so-subtle reminder that Hannah had asked Christian, and had not asked her boyfriend, to attend this overnight ghost hunt on one of the country’s most-haunted properties.


  Little did Christian know, Hannah had only asked him to go to see if it would make Dollard jealous. She felt like she had literally tried everything else to salvage the relationship. And she was sure her therapist—and her alcoholics anonymous sponsor, for that matter—would have a field day with her intention.


  “Fine, Dollard. I’m going now. Talk to you tomorrow. That’s if the ghosts don’t eat me or anything.” Hannah slammed the phone onto her jeaned thigh and released a frustrated scream that ricocheted back to her from the windshield.


  She didn’t want to look at Christian in the driver’s seat. She knew he was glaring at her. She knew he was judging her. She wanted a moment to breathe—or to not breathe. Maybe that would be better for everyone involved.


  No. She had worked tirelessly with her sponsor and therapist to expunge those thoughts during the past year of sobriety. Those days were over. Or at least they would be after tonight—after she made the last purge of her demons and returned to the penitentiary what rightfully belonged to it. Then she would be free.


  She steeled herself and slowly espied Christian. Just as she thought; his brows were furrowed, and the look of disappointment of her and the look of longing by him were written all over his face.


  “I don’t know why”—he stopped himself; she assumed it was to prevent him from saying something he would regret—“you put up with him.”


  She looked away. Didn’t want to answer. Wouldn’t answer. It was just too hard to explain to someone who hadn’t gone through what she had endured over the past fifteen years. Rather, the past fourteen years of being a functional alcoholic, and then a not-so-functional alcoholic.


  “He was there when no one else was,” she muttered, even surprising herself.


  “I’m here for you. I’m here right now to do the most important thing for you. To prove to you that this faceless shadow man with a brimmed hat, who you’ve been seeing, is just a figment of your imagination and a product of your …” He let his words trail off. Again, probably not to say something he would regret. Christian was both great and terrible at doing that.


  She snapped her gaze at him. “And my what? You were going to say alcoholism. He wasn’t a hallucination, Christian.”


  “Then why the fuck have you not seen him a single time since you’ve gotten sober?” he yelled.


  Hannah quickly stuck the tip of her index finger into her mouth to nervously chew on a cuticle and pushed her black-rimmed glasses farther up her nose with the back of her other hand. She focused on the line of guests lengthening in front of the penitentiary doors.


  She slipped her hand into the front pocket of her jeans and slowly removed the rolled-up stolen item from the last time she had visited the penitentiary. She felt the thick and worn fabric between her fingers, the texture reminding her of a karate belt. The dark gray strip of fabric was about eighteen inches long and about two inches wide. From top to bottom, it contained loops made of the same fabric that rested one atop the next. Hannah didn’t really know what it was. Maybe she would have an opportunity to ask someone here tonight about what the inmates had used it for.


  “Hannah, I want to show you that these demons come from within you from faulty beliefs, not from that object nor from any ghost attached to it.” He nodded toward the item in her grip, then sighed. “However, as the supportive friend that I am, you know I’m your biggest cheerleader for this quest of yours to purge your demons by returning that strip to the prison tonight. And, if you doubt that, keep remembering that I am the one here doing this with you and not”—Christian inclined his chin over his shoulder, indicating a boyfriend who had decided to stay one thousand miles away on the East Coast—“that guy.”


  Hannah wiped a single tear from her eye. “It’s the final thing I have to do to close that chapter.”


  Christian sighed heavily and thumbed out the window toward the growing line of people. “I also think it’ll be fun to show all those other crazies that all their ghost experiences are just creations in their heads too.”


  “I just can’t anymore.” Hannah stuffed the strip of fabric into her pocket and flung open the door. She slammed it, leaned against the car, and folded her arms. She felt the car jerk and heard Christian’s door slam on the opposite side.


  “C’mon. You know I’m only hard on you because I love you.”


  She arched an eyebrow at him as he rounded the front bumper, slinging his backpack around one shoulder.


  “As a friend! Jeez, Louise.”


  “Yeah, right.” She chuckled and pushed herself off the side of the car. She matched Christian’s pace toward the end of the line sprawled down the sidewalk toward the entrance of the penitentiary.


  When they solidified their place in line, Hannah pulled her phone from her back pocket. “Oh, did you download the ghost-hunting app I told you to?”


  Christian flashed her a devilish smirk. “Maaaayyyybeee.”


  Hannah punched his arm. “You didn’t.”


  He released a full-blown laugh and kneeled to unzip his backpack.


  Hannah watched some of the items stuffed inside try to escape, then gasped. “Are you fucking crazy?” she whispered forcefully, bending to meet his gaze.


  He narrowed his eyes in confusion. “What?”


  Hannah pulled her lips taut, reached into his backpack, and slid a vodka bottle with a blue cap out just an inch so he knew what she meant but so no one else could see. “Not only do they have a strict no-alcohol rule inside the prison, Christian Halifax, but how fucking insensitive are you to bring that? What? You thought you would just get wrecked around me, while we are hunting ghosts?”


  “Calm down, Hannah Banana.”


  “You didn’t know me when I was drinking. You’ve only known Sober Hannah.”


  “I know. I know. You tell me all the time how meeting me the day after your final bender felt like it was a new beginning.” He reached up and tucked a wayward strand of her brown hair behind her ear that had gotten stuck in the frame of her glasses. She knew he had only done that to soften her; she hated herself that sometimes small acts like that usually always worked. “It’s just one of those break-in-case-of-emergency liquid-courage things. For me. Not you.”


  Hannah smiled at him, not because she forgave him for bringing the liquor but because she knew unequivocally that Christian would be there for her, through thick and thin.


  Christian met her gaze and returned a coveted smile of his own—one that said so many more things than her smile had conveyed. Things she didn’t know if she could ever reciprocate. Or at least in the manner he wished for.


  Maybe one day. Maybe.


  “So, what’s the app called again?” he asked, breaking her reverie, his phone in hand and his backpack zippered again and slung over his shoulder.


  Hannah cleared her throat and tried to rid her brain from the distractions of Christian’s energy that he was so good at projecting toward her. “It’s called Casper-Capture.”


  Christian’s fingers tapped on the screen as he navigated the app store. “I assume it’s this one, with the image of everyone’s favorite friendly ghost as the icon?”


  She chuckled and smirked as she lowered her gaze. Sometimes his goofiness worked wonders on her mood. “Yeah, that one.” She surveyed the cluster of guests in front of them, who clearly were there together, to see how many people were present. She heard another group get in line behind them and said to Christian, “The hunt doesn’t start for another thirty minutes, and so many people are here already.”


  Christian glanced up from his phone. “Can’t believe this many people believe in this hocus-pocus.”


  “Stop being so cynical. And stop using the name of my favorite movie to make something sound juvenile.”


  “Okay, Hannah Banana, then explain to me how this app is supposed to see ghosts and translate their voices. Through a cellphone.” He scrunched his lips, as if to say, Hmmmm?


  “Taylor-Made Technology designed it. They are paranormal investigators who are at the forefront of ghost-hunting software. Cellphones use, I dunno, frequencies or signals to turn people’s voices into words, so …”


  Christian’s brows knitted together. “You don’t really know, do you?”


  “I–I don’t. I think it’s called a magnetometer or something. It detects electromagnetic fields.”


  “See? Hogwash. I just don’t believe a phone app can see or hear ghosts.”


  “Sometimes you gotta have some blind faith and just believe. Casper-Capture is world-renowned, and all the most-revered ghost-hunting teams across the world use it exclusively. I bet you more than 75 percent of everyone here tonight will be using the app.”


  “I’m sure. You know why?”


  Hannah put her hands on her hips. “Because it works.”


  Christian did nothing to hide his scoff. “Because they have a fabulous marketing team, who suck you into believing that it works.”


  “I think we’re moving,” she said, more to change the subject than as an announcement.


  They shuffled forward as the line ahead ambled through the now-opened glass doors.


  “And how do you plan to find what cell you stole that piece of fabric from so you can return it?”


  “I don’t know.” Hannah released a long sigh. “I’m not even sure if that’s possible. I mean, I was absolutely shitfaced that night when I was here.”


  “Nothing like celebrating your twenty-first birthday in style, right? Start day-drinking with your girlfriends, then do an overnight ghost hunt in an abandoned prison.”


  Hannah swallowed hard. “I feel like you’re scolding me, like you want to keep rubbing it in that I used to be that person.” She raised her gaze to meet his. “I’m not her anymore. That’s why we’re here.”


  Christian adjusted his backpack on his shoulder as they inched toward the door. “No, and I say this with the utmost love, we’re here because, in your drunken stupor, you stole something from one of the cells that belonged to an inmate. Then you started seeing your brimmed-hat man in the shadows in your apartment. And you think if you return it on your one-year anniversary of sobr—”


  “That’s enough,” she said through gritted teeth. “I know the story. It’s my story, remember?”


  “Sorry.” Christian glanced away from her.


  “Sometimes you go too far,” she muttered.


  “I don’t mean to,” he said, refocusing on her. “But remind me why you were all the way out here in Missouri for your twenty-first birthday party? Seems there would be a lot closer places in the, what? One thousand miles from home?”


  “Do you really not remember, or are you making me retell the story to guilt-shame me?”


  Christian shook his head and playfully made a motion like he was swatting a fly. “Nah, nah. I know you were visiting your friend who went to college here. And the shenanigans were afoot.”


  Hannah chortled.


  “I just wished you had gone somewhere closer to home that weekend so we didn’t have to get on a plane and rent a car and book a hotel room just for this crusade you’re on.” Christian snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “Oh, my goodness. You’re like Frodo, and the strip of fabric is the ring, and this place is Mordor. So, you’ve basically taken your love for The Lord of the Rings to create this real-life quest you’ve brought me along on.”


  Hannah tapped a foot and folded her arms. “Oh, yeah? If that’s the case, I guess that makes you Samwise.”


  “Or Gollum,” he murmured from the corner of his mouth.


  Hannah used the back of her hand to push her glasses up her nose by the bottom of the frames. She blamed the unusual late-October Jefferson City humidity and peered around the person in front of her. She asked Christian, “Did you sign the waiver? I think that lady is checking.”


  “Did it when you asked me. See? I do listen to you.”


  “Sometimes.” Hannah playfully punched his arm. “Then you would have seen the list of prohibited items.” She nodded at his backpack to accentuate her verbal jab, then slowly drew her gaze up the colossal structure to their left, reminding her more of a medieval castle than a prison. “I wonder what the walls are made of. They look as if they could withstand the apocalypse.”


  “Or the Battle of the Five Armies.”


  “You never know when to quit, do you?” Hannah said lightheartedly. Annoyed with him most of the time? Yes. Could she survive if he ever changed? Probably not.


  The petite and spunky-like-a-firecracker woman with short graying hair bounded from the group in front of them and regarded Hannah and Christian. “Did you sign your waivers?”


  “Yep.” Christian showed the woman his phone screen with his digitally signed document. “Excuse me, my counterpart here wants to know what the walls are made of.”


  “All the floors are cement, and the ceilings are plaster, but the walls and roofs are limestone. Quarried from on-site. The lower yard was a limestone quarry. The inmates dug it out and used the stone. Makes for a good story but an even creepier experience inside. Especially down in The Hole.” The woman winked at him. “You’ll see.”


  “Hmm. I’m sure the Rock Biter would have a field day in this place.”


  The woman laughed from deep in her belly and placed a hand on Christian’s forearm. “I can’t believe you’re even old enough to know that movie.”


  Christian spotted the expression Hannah shot him, and he said to her, “What? You got your Hocus Pocus and The Lord of the Rings thing going. I’ve got my NeverEnding Story thing. We shall not discuss this further.” He cleared his throat and smiled curtly at the woman. “Please, continue. I apologize for my counterpart’s inconsiderate interruption of you just doing your job, which you are doing an amazing job at, if I do say so myself.”


  “Oh, you guys will be fun tonight. I like you already.” She eyed Hannah. “Boyfriend?”


  “She wishes,” Christian interjected.


  The woman chuckled and stepped backward to loudly yell so most everyone in the line still outside could hear her, “Listen up! If you haven’t signed the waiver before you check in at the counter inside, you can’t attend tonight’s event. If anyone has any questions, my name is Jenny, and I will give the safety briefing in the lobby at eight o’clock sharp.”


  Christian checked his watch and groaned.


  They shuffled forward at a snail’s pace, but the end of the line of amateur ghosthunters finally reached the lobby of the beast, with fifteen minutes to spare.


  Hannah felt as if the front doors had swallowed her whole as she entered.
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  Hannah noticed Officer Duncan bound toward them, a cluster of guests in tow, down the walkway toward the gas chamber. She sighed in relief that this excursion was over, and they could move on, hopefully to a location where she wouldn’t experience so much targeted attention. Then she realized Christian had been affected both times. He had come as a skeptic and had twice put himself in the direct line of fire, and both times he had experienced a personalized encounter with a ghost.


  But what if all the targeted attention that she assumed this place had directed at her was really paranoia? What if she was looking for it to be about her—her guilt manipulating the events as a punishment for her past behaviors? She slipped her hand into her pocket to fondle the keepsake.


  “Thank God,” Christian mumbled when he also noticed Officer Duncan leading the next group forward. Christian leaned into the second row of benches to snatch his backpack, then returned alongside Hannah.


  “All done?” Officer Duncan asked Sara.


  Hannah squinted to see if the woman would give any indication that something bizarre had just occurred in here.


  “Oh yeah, I think they got their money’s worth.” But her expression remained stoic, not revealing anything. “Especially that one.” She pointed to Christian.


  There it is, Hannah thought. They either just can’t leave well enough alone or they thrive on calling out people who had just suffered a traumatic experience—or was it just something about Christian? Maybe because he was a vocal critic? Because the fingers kept pointing to him when the subject was raised.


  “Good job, troops,” Officer Duncan said to Hannah’s crew. “We gotta skedaddle to A-Hall so I can take that group to Reese and Rob in Death Row.”


  When Officer Duncan turned his head, Hannah saw the beads of sweat glistening on the man’s forehead. It subliminally caused her to push her glasses farther up her nose, sliding over the compounding slime of humidity on her face too.


  The group of Coast Guards shouldered through the door to the outside, with Dano stopping to ask Christian, “You okay, bro?”


  Christian nodded and mumbled a, “Yeah, thank you.”


  Dano sympathetically clapped Christian’s forearm, as if Christian had just attempted the game-winning field goal and missed.


  Hannah slipped her arm around her friend’s back as they filed down the pebbled pathway, some sidestepping the white stone crucifix in the ground, some unconsciously trampling it. “You sure you’re good, Halifax?”


  “Right as rain, Banana.” He flashed her his best poker-face smile.


  They snaked up the incline, around the bend, with Officer Duncan leading the parade, until they reached A-Hall again, where Get Haunted had kicked off tonight’s event—where the peekers lived—and where the dungeon breathed with a life of its own below ground.


  The hall was in complete darkness except for a green floor-to-ceiling LED matrix grid that covered the back second half of the four-story building. Some oohs and aahs came from the guests, as what had once been a looming macabre building now resembled something from inside a ride at EPCOT Center at Disney World.


  “Those splashes of green dots on the walls and ceiling are like those projectors used in kids’ bedrooms to replicate stars,” Christian mused.


  “It’s oddly beautiful,” Hannah added, marveling at the crisp green pinholes that had turned the hall into a wonderland.


  Lisa stood behind a wooden table that held the projector spraying the LEDs across the hall. In front of her were the rows of metal folding chairs they had sat in during the original introduction. “Come in. Come in. I know you guys already sat in here for what felt like a while when you first got here, but this time we’ll have some real fun.”


  “I’d like to be front row for this,” Christian said.


  Hannah eyed him sharply. “You sure? Are you a glutton for punishment?”


  “Nah, just feel like I need one of these locations to not taunt me. You know, to prove it was a coincidence and that this place didn’t single me out.”


  “If you say so, hotshot.” Hannah followed Christian to the front row and raised an eyebrow when he plopped into the dead-center chair. “Brazen.”


  “It’s how I roll, Banana.” He winked at her as he lowered his backpack to his feet.


  Lisa waited for their small group to settle into their seats. “The space looks different from before, huh? And keep your eyes peeled for those peekers that Reese mentioned earlier. They’ve been very curious during the last two groups.”


  Heath, who sat directly behind Hannah, said, “Looks like something from Tron.”


  Lisa pointed at Heath with a finger-gun. “Can anyone guess what we use the LED grid spray to detect?”


  “Ghosts?” Marie answered, but it sounded more like a question.


  “Not just ghosts but shadow figures. Entities that consume light as they pass it.”


  “But wouldn’t someone walking in front block it out too?” Dano asked.


  Christian pivoted to face Dano. “No. See, the LED would then reflect onto the person’s body, so we’d still see the light on them now and not against the wall. If a shadow passed in front of it, the light would disappear.” Christian turned, front-facing now, and glanced at Hannah.


  She nodded and flashed him an approving smile, glad to see him participating—and glad that he had known the reason so fast.


  “That’s correct,” Lisa said. “So occasionally check the back wall for any LEDs that disappear, then reappear, as a shadow figure moves across the hall.”


  “Remorse,” said someone’s Casper-Capture app.


  Lisa continued without missing a beat. “And I have placed two cat balls on either side of the projector.”


  Hannah leaned forward so she could see the two toys on the table.


  “We’ll try to coax them to light up the balls. Does anyone know what was one of the most important items in prison? Their currency?”


  “Cigarettes?” Marie asked.


  “Exactly. People would get shanked in the yard over a single smoke, so we’ll use those as—”


  “Bribed.”


  “No, no one’s bribing you,” Lisa said to the ghost. “This isn’t a bribe. If you can make the cat balls light up, you can have the cigarettes.”


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “We’re telling you the truth. We wouldn’t lie to you.” Lisa placed two fresh cigarettes on either side of the LED projector. “Just touch the cat balls, and you can have the cigarettes.”


  Heath, Dano, and the other guy who comprised the Coast Guards in attendance all rose, approached the table, and stood next to it. Hannah watched Dano activate the Casper-Vision function on his phone. “Look. Something’s trying to form.”


  Hannah and Christian leaned to the side to see Dano’s screen better. The amber stick figures flashed and danced, pieces of the limbs appearing and disappearing, in front of the table.


  “It’s trying to collect enough energy to manipulate the balls,” Lisa said.


  “If you make one of the toys light up, you can have the cigarettes,” Dano coaxed the spirits, the stick figure on his screen not disappearing as often, the limbs staying solid longer.


  “It’s trying.”


  Christian leaned forward more, craning his neck to see better.


  “You’re really getting into this, aren’t you, Danny Zuko?”


  “Pfffttt … no way. Not me, babe,” he said in his best John Travolta impression, pretending to flip up an invisible collar on an invisible leather jacket.


  “Look, look. There’s two of them,” Marie said, now standing with the trio of Coasties.


  Hannah and Christian rose so they could have a better vantage too. The screen showed the first stick figure, about 80 percent formed, with now a second one trying to manifest.


  “Think they’re gonna fight over them?” Christian asked.


  “That’s why we have two cigarettes,” Lisa answered.


  “You’re almost there,” Dano coaxed the nearest spirit. “Just a little bit more. Make those cat toys light up, and the cigarettes are yours.”


  “I even have a lighter to light them for you,” Heath added, and a few people chuckled.


  Hannah watched the first stick figure flash even less and seemingly had pulled itself into a solid form on the app. Her gaze darted from Dano’s screen of the two stick figures that represented the two wraiths standing in front of the table, to the space between the table and the front row of seats. Back and forth, the app confirmed that two entities stood right there in front of them but were invisible to the naked eye.


  The second stick figure gained solidity, its limbs flashing less and staying on the screen longer.


  “I want one,” said one of the Coastie’s app.


  “You have to light up the cat ball first,” Lisa said, “then you can have one.”


  Both cat balls ignited in a red and blue dance of colors. Hannah forgot herself for a moment and almost clapped in celebration.


  “Very good,” Lisa commended. “Each one of you can have your smokes now.”


  From behind Lisa, in the entranceway to a cell, the same device that Jenny had used in the women’s unit—a Rem Pod—illuminated all its colors. Lisa faced the rear of the hall. “Well, I think our friend in cell 10 is jealous that someone got cigarettes.” She glimpsed at the group. “The entity in cell 10 is known to be a bit cranky. Sometimes a sore loser. That’s why I put the Rem Pod in his doorway.”


  The green, orange, and red LEDs on the device remained fully lit.


  “Okay, anyone want to investigate what he wants with me?”


  Hannah eyed Christian, literally curious if he would keep the streak going. It did not surprise her when he raised his hand and shifted his weight from one leg to another. He was either really stupid or doing this for her sake. Knowing Christian, it was probably a mixture of both.


  “All right, we have a tribute,” Lisa said, smiling, her eyes glinting.


  “The hand touching you in the women’s unit and your feet burning in the gas chamber wasn’t enough for you, Halifax?” Hannah asked. “You don’t have to keep trying to impress me.”


  As Christian circled to the other side of the wooden table where green LEDs peppered Lisa’s body, he said loudly so their whole group could hear, “Oh, Banana, at this point, I’m waiting for Slimer to come shooting from a cell.”


  The Coasties behind her laughed as the younger-looking one—the one whom she had not learned his name yet—said, “I’m outta here if it’s the Stay-Puff Marshmallow Man.”


  Hannah chuckled and turned to smile at the Coastie.


  Dano punched the young man in the arm, chuckling in a teasing manner. “Dude, Stay-Puff? You’re an idiot.”


  “What?” the young man asked, his hands out in question, and glimpsed Hannah.


  “It’s Stay-Puft,” she said. “Your friend is just being a jerk.”


  “Hey!” Dano retorted. “What have I ever done to you? Besides protect your boyfriend when a horny ghost touched him and freaked him out.” Then Dano smirked at her in a way to show he was just playing around with her too.


  “Yeah, like hell you did,” Christian said from the other side of the table, now next to Lisa.


  Hannah noticed that Christian didn’t correct Dano about him not being her boyfriend.


  “You were ready to take me out at the knees to get out of that cell if it touched you too,” Christian quipped, then winked at Hannah as the Coasties laughed, sending an encapsulating warmth through her—a warmth, for the first time in a year, that didn’t involve alcohol hitting her stomach and spreading like tendrils through her body, numbing her.


  Hannah shook her head to clear her reverie; she was not that Hannah anymore. She had spent the last year working the steps. Making amends. Apologizing. Knowing it could never reverse the past, but it might just be enough for a brighter future. No, that old Hannah would finally die. Here. And tonight.


  She slipped her fingers into her pocket to feel the fabric, to remind herself that she was both on a quest to move forward and on a mission to right a wrong.


  Hannah glanced at the Rem Pod at the entrance to the cell down the left side of the hall. All three LEDs remained illuminated, and the two cat balls on the table blinked to life simultaneously, sending their red and blue flashes across the faces of the group.


  “Ready?” Lisa asked Christian.


  He turned to give Hannah a thumbs-up and the goofiest, most cartoonlike ear-to-ear smile he could muster.


  The cat balls finished their cycle and went dormant.


  “You guys are more than welcome to come watch. I’ll be using that Casper-Conjuring feature on the app, which is still in beta testing.” Lisa homed in on Christian’s face. “You ready to be the guinea pig?”


  “Story of my life, babe.” Christian pointed the finger-gun at her.


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake. Could this night get any weirder?” Heath said behind Hannah, making her chuckle to relieve some tension.


  Lisa turned and headed for cell 10, Christian keeping pace beside her, as the rest of the group filed in behind them.


  As they crossed the hall floor, passing cells on their left and right, Alisha exclaimed, pointing to the second floor, “I saw one! I just saw one of those peepers.”


  Hannah followed the woman’s finger to the cell above them, the weatherworn entranceway holding the possibility of seeing something straight on.


  “Peekers,” Lisa corrected, also gazing upward at the second deck, as she lumbered toward cell ten.


  Christian turned and walked backward to face Hannah. “You would think she could get their name right. I mean, her friend is wearing a DON’T FEAR THE PEEKERS tee-shirt and all. Maybe I should buy one, if we ever come back.”


  Hannah shushed him, then asked Alisha, her voice lowered, “What did it look like?”


  “It was so fast. Just like they said. Saw it out of the corner of my eye. And, when I looked, it disappeared into the cell.”


  Hannah scanned the openings to the cells above, filled with darkness, as they walked, until they reached the Rem Pod.


  Then the device went from fully illuminated to dark, as if someone had unplugged it.


  “Weird,” Lisa mumbled.


  Hannah didn’t know if she liked Lisa’s tone. It felt … cautious.


  Lisa faced the group when they reached the entranceway. “You guys watch from out here. See how tiny these cells are?”


  Hannah peeked above Christian’s shoulder to observe the thin rectangular cell, no more than six feet wide, with the darkened Rem Pod in the entryway.


  “Lower your voice,” said someone’s Casper-Capture app.


  “We’re not even talking,” Lisa answered, then turned and stepped over the Rem Pod and into the cell, as if replying to the app was the most normal thing in the world, and motioned for Christian to enter with her.


  He lifted his leg to clear the ghost-hunting apparatus, and all three lights shone like mini-flashlights, illuminating his body. Christian yelled something that sounded like a whoa and danced on his tiptoes to avoid the glow of the lights, as if they could be tangible and touch him. He stumbled, hopping on one foot into the cell, then regained his balance.


  “Jesus, that scared me,” Christian whispered. He composed himself and put his hands on his hips, his face blushing.


  “You okay?” Lisa asked, touching his arm.


  “My boy there has been the center of all the spirits’ attention tonight,” Heath said, laughing.


  Hannah watched Christian shoot him a look, as if to say, Shut up. This isn’t funny anymore. Then Christian flashed Hannah a reaffirming smile. He was putting on a brave face for her, she knew now. She could see his signature Danny Zuko façade cracking—the close encounters finally toying with his mind.


  When Hannah flashed her playful smile at him, Christian answered Lisa, “Yeah. Yeah. I’m good.”


  “Well, whoever is in here seems to like you, with the Rem Pod going off like that.”


  “That seems par for the course tonight,” Christian said.


  Hannah moved to the edge of the doorjamb so she had a better angle on seeing the entirety of the cell and to give Marie, who was shorter and standing behind Hannah, more of a view.


  “So, this function is called Casper-Conjuring.” Lisa launched the app on her phone. “We will ask whoever is in here to show us, on the screen, what they are seeing.”


  A few of the group mumbled in disbelief.


  “Sometimes the images don’t make any sense, like taking a handful of different pictures and scrambling them together. So don’t hold your breath for anything specific. But we still like to try.”


  “I don’t like it,” said Alisha’s app.


  Marie leaned into Hannah. “Maybe they shouldn’t do this.”


  Hannah regarded her with furrowed brows. “What do you mean?”


  “Your boyfriend has already had something happen to him at each station. And it just told us that it didn’t like what we are doing.”


  Lisa interjected, “Sometimes the things the app says don’t always pertain to what’s actually happening in the moment.” She cleared her throat and raised her phone screen to eye level. “Okay, if you can hear me”—she espied the illuminated Rem Pod—“because I know you’re still here, can you show us what you see right now?”


  Christian leaned closer to Lisa and somewhat blocked Hannah’s view of the phone. The room fell silent as everyone waited for something, for anything to happen on the screen. Or visibly inside the room.


  Hannah thought Christian could not handle a full-blown apparition at this point.


  “Look. Something’s happening,” Lisa said.


  “We can’t see out here,” Marie said.


  Christian glanced behind him, noticed he was the obstruction, and apologized as he put some space between him and Lisa.


  Hannah squinted at Lisa’s phone, now raised a bit higher so everyone outside the cell could see. Red patterns of waves and swirls covered her screen. Splotches and dots of something solid formed for just a moment, then returned to what resembled moving sand art.


  “Why is he here?” asked Hannah’s phone in her hand. She jumped, almost as if someone had shocked her. She had forgotten that she had launched the Casper-Capture app and had it running on her phone.


  “Why is who here?” Lisa asked from inside the cell. “Show us who you mean by he. Show us what you are looking at.”


  Marie screamed, her voice ricocheting through all the empty cells on all four floors, as Christian backpedaled so fast that he tripped over the Rem Pod. He collided with some of the guests as he stumbled, and threw his hands forward just in time to break his fall to the cement floor. The Rem Pod skidded across the hall and came to rest in front of the descending staircase to the dungeon.


  Lisa spun around, strode to Christian, and crouched to ask if he was okay.


  Hannah pressed her hand against her chest in concern and confusion. What the heck just happened? She took a few steps toward Christian, who was already halfway to getting to his feet, and put her hand under his forearm to help guide him the rest of the way.


  “You okay, bro?” asked the young male who was afraid of the Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man.


  “Yeah, yeah. I’m good.” Christian wiped penitentiary dust from his jeans and tee-shirt.


  Lisa looked sternly into his eyes. “You sure you’re good? If you’re hurt, we’ll need to report it.”


  “Nah. No reason to. Tip-top shape.” He flashed her a haphazard smile.


  Lisa narrowed her gaze at him, unconvinced.


  Hannah pushed her shoulder into Christian’s arm to get closer and asked Marie, “What happened? Why did you scream?”


  “Show her,” Marie said to Lisa.


  “Show me what?” Hannah asked.


  “Do you want to see it again?” Lisa asked Christian.


  He shook his head.


  “Something spooked good ole boy here,” Dano said.


  “You didn’t see it?” Marie asked him.


  Anxiety and impatience rose and bubbled inside Hannah. “Will you guys just shut up and let Lisa answer?” Hannah took a deep breath and held it. She felt ashamed of her outburst; she hadn’t let her emotions get the better of her since … well—and it hurt every fiber of her being to admit—since before she had gotten sober. “I’m sorry, everyone.”


  Lisa smacked her lips and offered her phone to Hannah.


  Hannah gasped and covered her mouth when she saw a perfect image of the backs of Lisa’s and Christian’s heads. The ghost in cell 10 had been watching them from behind.


  “Stay with me …” added the spirit.


  [image: Scene-Divider_75]


  Lisa collected the Rem Pod from the other side of the hall. “If you’re really feeling fine, I think we should move to the next location.”


  “You sure you’re good, Halifax?” Hannah asked.


  Christian nodded in quick jerks. “Yeah, Banana. Two enthusiastic thumbs-up, Roger Ebert style.”


  Marie wove through the small group, now dispersing from the front of cell 10, toward Hannah and Christian. “I’m sorry if I scared you and made it worse.”


  “I would’ve screamed too,” Hannah said. “I’m almost glad I had some warning that something had happened before Lisa showed me. At least I was a bit more prepared than you two were, seeing it in real time.”


  Lisa placed the Rem Pod, its LEDs still unlit, on the wooden table next to the laser projector and faced the group.


  Hannah slipped her hand into Christian’s and intertwined their fingers. She didn’t fully realize she had done it, until he gave her hand a quick squeeze. She glanced at him, and he stared at her, his gaze full of thanks and something else—hope? She didn’t want him to jump to conclusions about what her holding his hand signified—because she was unsure herself about what it signified.


  Lisa clapped once to get everyone’s attention. “Okay, we’re gonna head down those stairs behind you into the medieval-style dungeon nicknamed The Hole. It was where they literally threw the troublemakers. Or if they even thought you were a troublemaker. If you know what cave darkness is like, that’s what they experienced down there. Dark enough where you can’t see your hand in front of your face. The only light they would see in a twenty-four-hour period would be for the few seconds when a guard would open a small slit in the door to slide some bread and water through. And each cell could have five or six guys in it. Sometimes the number of slices of bread didn’t match the number of men in that cell. How do you think that went down?”


  “Oh, God,” Marie whispered beside Hannah.


  Hannah cleared the lump in her throat.


  Lisa traipsed toward the staircase that was just a hole in the floor from this perspective. “Most of them were forgotten about once they went down there. One of the most extreme cases involved an inmate staying down there for up to seventeen years, without ever seeing light.”


  “What happened when they came back up?” Marie asked.


  Lisa reached the top of the downward staircase and stopped to face the group behind her. “He came out blind.” Lisa descended the steps, the group following her. “They had a whipping post down here, and the guards would whip the inmates with a cat-o’-nine-tails. They were only allowed to whip them up to ninety-nine times. The inmates came out bat-shit crazy. Some committed suicide by ramming their heads into the walls. Over and over and over. They even killed each other. Some starved to death. Disease ran rampant. They were literally buried alive down here.”


  The bottom of the stairs gave birth to a larger square room with an open shower stall at the back. An entranceway sat to Hannah’s left, which staved off the darkest nothingness Hannah had ever seen. Unlike the solitary confinement room in the women’s unit, she was sure the blackness down here in the dungeon would devour any light shone into it.


  “Behind me, through that doorway,” Lisa continued, “is a single hallway. All the cells will be on your left-hand side. The unique thing about these cells is that each one is known for a different trait. I’ll explain each one as we walk.” Lisa slithered into the dark hallway, the nothingness consuming her.


  Hannah wouldn’t have been surprised if the tour guide had actually vaporized from existence. Hannah, still holding Christian’s hand, sliced through the entryway and joined Lisa in the blackness. The rest of the group filled the space in the dank hallway behind the tour guide, Hannah, and Christian.


  “Is everyone in?” Lisa asked.


  “Is everyone innnn?” Christian intoned in a whisper to Hannah, mimicking Jim Morrison’s voice when he sang that lyric in The
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