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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Night at the Zoo

          

        

      

    

    
      Miranda Lorensen was about to watch her brother die—again. Golden sunlight through sheer curtains gave soothing warmth to the dining room, warmth that belied the anguish of its occupant. She stood over Colin as he folded his suicide note and slipped it into an envelope addressed to his wife, Rebecca. With a trembling hand, he reached across the table and leaned the letter against a clear blue vase. Colin had gone to the florist earlier in the day for a bouquet of carnations and roses, Rebecca’s favorites.

      The sunlight was brighter now through the windshield of Colin’s car. He pulled out of the garage, braking for a wild rabbit that darted across the driveway. He leaned over the steering wheel and watched as it ducked beneath a lavender plant in the neighbor’s front yard. As Colin turned onto the street, Miranda called his name, pleaded with him to listen. As usual, he didn’t acknowledge her. Still, she had to try—again. She’d been assaulted with visions of her brother’s final hour at least once a week for the past six months, though she wasn’t with him when it happened.

      I should have prevented this. Miranda reached for his hand, but her fingers passed through the gearshift as if she were a ghost. Why should this time be any different?

      He took the final left turn and slowed to a stop at the top of the hill. Miranda followed his gaze to the bottom where four concrete abutments supported the highway bridge that ran above the road. Colin removed his seatbelt. The dashboard chimed in rhythm with the blinking warning light.

      Miranda twirled a lock of her long blonde hair, a nervous habit she had developed as a child. Did the drivers on the bridge feel anything when it happened—a jolt, a vibration? Maybe it hadn’t registered at all.

      Behind them, a driver leaned on his horn. Miranda glanced at the pickup truck in the passenger side mirror. Same one as always. This stranger had been the last person to see her brother alive. Tires screeched. The pickup shrank in the mirror.

      Colin turned the wheel to the right, putting his car in line with the abutment. “This is it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Randy?”

      Miranda awoke with a start. Her face was cold, drenched by beads of sweat chilled by the car’s air conditioner. She let out the breath she’d been holding. Beside her, Colin was gone. In the driver’s seat was friend and fellow paranormal investigator, Marc Malkasian.

      “This is it. We’re here.” Marc pointed at the sign affixed to a stone wall. “Emery Zoo.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. Must have dozed off.”

      “You’re the only person I know who can sleep with her eyes open.” Marc paused. Then, in a softer voice, “The vision again?”

      “What else?”

      “Well, hopefully, getting back into the swing of things will make it stop.”

      “I don’t know. I think Colin’s trying to send a message but I’m just not getting it.”

      “If so, you’re not going to figure it out sitting in the car.” Marc adjusted his glasses and peered through the windshield at a group of four milling around near an SUV. “Team’s waiting.”

      “Remind me. Who are we meeting here?”

      Marc reached behind her to the back seat and retrieved his Baltimore Orioles cap. He’d begun wearing it months ago to conceal his thinning hair. “Stanley Peyton. He’s the night security guard. He got permission from the board of directors to have us investigate. Though I suspect this whole thing might just be a publicity stunt. Oh, word of warning, Stanley seems like an eccentric character.”

      “How so?”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s when the chimps go crazy, that’s when I know the ghosts are here. It’s not like when they get agitated at the visitors. That’s different. I know because we’re close, the chimps and me.”

      Marc and Miranda followed Stanley along the main trail to the Primate Playhouse, an enormous habitat divided into two sections. The enclosed structure was a simple, three-walled rectangular room with climbing bars along the ceiling, drooping ropes, and ladders made of faux tree branches.

      That section was completely unoccupied as all three chimpanzees were enjoying themselves in the outdoor area known as the Playground. My kids would love this place. Miranda stepped up to the chain link fence as one of the chimps twisted up and over the monkey bars then swung down and grabbed one of the rungs with acrobatic aplomb. A smaller chimp sat on a rope net devouring a lettuce leaf. High above, several loose ropes crisscrossed one another as they spanned the length of the Playground.

      In the center of it all, a mound of heavy rocks formed a rough pyramid atop which sat the largest of the chimps, a king of his hill taking in all he surveyed. He scanned the newcomers with a stern gaze that drifted from Marc and settled on Miranda.

      “That’s a little creepy,” she muttered.

      “He seems to like you,” Marc said. “Must have good taste.”

      Miranda shook her head. “I don’t think the look in his eyes is a friendly one. Animals can sense the presence of spirits or those who’ve been touched by them and they don’t always react well.”

      “Right around this area is where most of the activity’s been happenin’ the past three nights.” Stanley tilted his head toward the trail which wound its way up a slight incline to a quaint garden filled with various flowers and a cluster of weeping willow trees that provided generous shade to a pair of park benches. Beyond the trees, the chain link fence marked the zoo’s perimeter.

      “When I make my evening rounds,” Stanley continued. “I hear voices comin’ from the garden up there. They sound like kids and sometimes I see shadows movin’ around.” Using both hands for emphasis, he pointed to the ground. “This is as far as I go after dark. Up there is about where those two boys died back in fifty-seven. I think it’s them I’m hearin’.”

      “What can you tell us about that?” Miranda asked.

      “Well, before the zoo bought up all this land in the late sixties, it used to be Paradiz Farms. Right up there, where the Weeping Willow Garden is now, stood a huge red barn. According to the story I heard, two young boys were workin’ in there one day. The oldest was up in the hayloft while the younger one was leadin’ a horse in. They say somethin’ spooked the horse and he bucked. The boy lost control of him and got kicked in the head. While he was knocked out, the horse trampled him to death. The older boy saw what happened and ran for the ladder to climb down, but slipped and fell from the loft. Broke his neck when he hit the floor and died instantly.”

      “God, that’s terrible.” There was a shuffling noise from the Playground behind Miranda. She ignored it as Stanley went on.

      “To this day, I think those two boys are still up there in the garden. That’s why I don’t go anywhere near it. Don’t want any part of that.”

      “Is there any other activi-hey!” Something struck the back of Miranda’s head. As she brought her hand up to her ponytail, a sharp stone pelted her between the shoulder blades.

      “Reno!” Stanley kicked the fence. “Cut that out, you little bastard.”

      The king chimp shrieked back at him from atop his mountain. He picked up another handful of stones and hurled them at Miranda. Marc pulled her away as Stanley threw his arm over his head and stumbled back. Most of the stones clanged and pinged off the chain link fence. The ruckus excited a second chimp who bounded from the back of the habitat and joined the other one atop the rock pile.

      “Damn!” Miranda scurried up to the garden, well out of the primate’s firing range. She tore off her hair tie and dislodged a small jagged stone that had grazed her scalp. She pressed her fingers to her head but there was no blood.

      “You okay, Randy?” Marc asked.

      “I’m sorry about that, miss,” Stanley said. “I’ve never seen them go that crazy before.”

      “It’s okay. I’m fine.” Miranda gathered her hair together and replaced the tie. “First time for everything.”

      “Guess you were right about how they react,” Marc said.

      “Either that or my ponytail looked like a big yellow banana.”

      “And I thought only gentlemen preferred blondes.”

      Stanley threw his hands up. “No idea what the hell got into him, but I’m definitely reportin’ this. They’ll be inside the sanctuary overnight, so they won’t bother you.”

      By this time, Reno had turned his back and ambled away to the far side of the habitat as if nothing had ever happened. The second chimp was nowhere in sight.

      “What I was asking before being rudely interrupted.” Miranda shot a sidelong glance at the hirsute attacker. “Was whether there was activity elsewhere in the zoo?”

      “Well, the story goes that the mother of the two boys, Nellie Paradiz, was so devastated that she hanged herself from a tree on the other side of the property, where the reptile house stands now. You know them little boxes where you push the button and it plays a recorded message about the animals? Well, more than once they turned on all by themselves in the reptile house. I thought someone was in there. I went in, looked around, nobody.”

      “Good, that’s where I’ll start tonight. Marc, this side of the zoo is all yours.”
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        * * *

      

      “Nobody goes anywhere alone.”

      Three hours later, an unseasonable chill in the night air replaced the blazing heat of the August sun as all five members of the team gathered inside the zoo’s entrance.

      “I know most of you don’t need to be reminded of that.” Miranda glanced at her team’s youngest member, Eddie Reynolds. What the nineteen-year-old lacked in stature, he overcompensated for with attitude and boundless energy, which sometimes worked against him.

      The rest of the team followed Miranda’s gaze until Eddie unfolded his lanky arms. “Hey, quit staring at me. I didn’t do anything.”

      “Not yet,” another voice chimed in. At just over six feet, Amy Healy was second to Marc as one of the tallest members of the team. She was also the newest recruit. Miranda had been impressed with her unswerving confidence, even when it meant confronting her fears head on. On the flip side, Amy’s self-assurance brought with it an unrestrained candor that always managed to target Eddie. “What happened at Purcell Antiques last week?”

      “Oh no,” Marc groaned.

      Eddie held up a hand. “You broke the rule on that one. You left the room and went upstairs without telling me.”

      “Don’t blame me because you got scared of the dark. What was it again, two thousand dollars in Depression glass you knocked over when you ran out of there?”

      “That rack was across the room from me when it fell over,” Eddie said. “You know, sometimes things move by themselves when a place is haunted. You were the one who left as soon as the activity started. You tell me who got scared.”

      “I went upstairs to investigate the footsteps⁠—”

      “Enough!” Miranda barked. “First of all, I was only kidding, Eddie. Secondly, let’s act like the professionals I know you to be. Put the past where it belongs and focus on this case, please.

      “This is a large zoo, but we only have two hot spots reported by the security guard. One is up along the fence at the Weeping Willow Garden.” Miranda pointed past the ticket booths to the trail that led off to the right. “Stanley claims to hear disembodied voices of what he thinks are two teenage boys who died on the property decades ago when this was a farm. Marc and T-Ron will go there first.

      “The second hot spot is about halfway up the opposite trail in and around the reptile house. Amy and I will tackle that. As always, we’ll take shifts so everyone gets a chance to investigate the hot spots while one of us gets a break and keeps an eye on our screen in the security office.”

      “T-Ron and I already set up the new wireless IR camera in the garden,” Marc said. “This’ll be its test run. Eddie volunteered to take first shift on the monitor and while he’s at it, do a little research online to confirm Stanley’s stories. Any questions?”

      The group was silent, responding only with shaking heads and shuffling feet.

      “OK. Let’s get on it.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’d say we have spirits of a different kind here.”

      Twenty minutes later, in the Weeping Willow Garden, Marc held up an empty beer can. “Milwaukee’s Best?” He laughed. “Definitely kids. Stanley was partly right.”

      He ran the beam of his flashlight along the ground until he found more cans strewn about near a hole in the fence. It was large enough to crawl through.

      T-Ron shook his head. “The place is a damn mess.” At forty-three, Tyrell Ronald Riverside—a.k.a. T-Ron—was the oldest member of the team and one of its co-founders. He and Marc were responsible for much of the electronic equipment. Together, they had invested some of their own money in the monitors, video cameras, digital voice recorders and, most recently, the infrared camera.

      “I want to test something,” Marc said. “Do me a favor, go back to the chimp habitat. Stanley said he’s too scared to go past that point on his patrol. I’d like to know what you see in this garden from there. I’ll move around and make some noise.”

      T-Ron sauntered down the trail until all Marc could see was the glow of his flashlight as it bobbed farther away then turned in his direction. It did little to illuminate the area through the sagging branches of the weeping willows.

      Marc moved back and forth in front of the hole in the chain link fence. “Can you see me from out there?”

      “You say something?”

      “Yeah, can you see me?” Marc shouted.

      “The trees are dense. I’m only catching glimpses of movement. The branches are casting shadows everywhere.”

      “Okay, I’m coming down.”

      A few minutes later, T-Ron and Marc made their way toward the security office carrying the IR camera and cables.

      “Well, that should calm Stanley’s fears,” Marc said.

      “Probably embarrass him, too. We should recommend they add a lamppost up there.”

      “Are you really out after this?”

      Marc’s best friend of fifteen years sighed. “Yeah, man. I may come back once in a while, but all the travelin’s taking a toll on my marriage. I’m on my third one and I’d like it to last this time, you know? I ain’t gettin’ any younger.”

      “I hear ya, brother. Been through it once myself. You are coming to Randy’s for dinner this weekend, right?”

      “Damn straight. There’s a woman who knows how to cook.” T-Ron cocked his head at Marc. “I suspect both in and out of the kitchen if you know what I’m sayin’.”

      Marc smiled. “Yeah, I do.”

      “Then what the hell you waitin’ for, bro? You need to make a move. Y’all ain’t gettin’ any younger either.”

      “I’m working on it,” Marc said. “I wonder how Randy and Amy are doing on the other side.”

      “Maybe they found better beer.”
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        * * *

      

      “Dude, we’re totally scraping bottom here. Investigating a freakin’ zoo.” Back at the security office, Eddie pounded away on the keyboard of his laptop as he searched the web for anything on the history of the land. “We better find some serious activity here or I’m not even posting this case on our website. Every paranormal group in the world will bust our balls unless we get some irrefutable shit out of this.”

      “Why’re you so concerned about what other people think of us?” Marc’s voice betrayed annoyance, something that surfaced all too easily when dealing with Eddie.

      “’Cuz I don’t want to end up the laughingstock of paranormal investigators.”

      T-Ron snickered. “Too late.”

      Though tonight’s case was an exception, T-Ron had often been paired with Eddie, the team’s resident computer geek and webmaster. It hadn’t taken him long to learn why no one else wanted to spend much time around the boy. Yet, despite the kid’s callow attitude, T-Ron did his best to tolerate him.

      On most occasions, his best wasn’t enough.

      “Wow, look at this,” Eddie pointed at his screen. “It says that when the zoo was being built, construction crews unearthed the bones of a dinosaur known as the T-Ronasaurus.”

      T-Ron snapped his fingers. “You know, I thought I heard someone say the lion’s den was haunted. Why don’t you go put your head in its mouth and see what happens?”

      “Why don’t you jump in the gorilla cage and see if anyone can tell the difference?”

      T-Ron leapt to his feet. “I think I see someone who’s about to become a ghost.”

      Marc slipped between them and raised his radio. “Randy and Amy, come in, ladies.” After a moment of silence, he tried again but there was no reply.

      “I think Eddie’s gonna go look for them,” T-Ron said.

      The boy raised an eyebrow. “Oh, am I now?”

      T-Ron’s expression was deadpan as he took a step forward.

      “Yes, I am.”
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        * * *

      

      On the opposite side of the zoo, Miranda and Amy made their way to the Reptile House by the light of the lampposts. It was a long one-story brick building with four windows along each side. During their guided tour earlier in the evening, Stanley had promised to keep the place unlocked until their investigation was over. No sooner had Miranda touched the handle of the glass door than her flashlight dimmed for a moment before going dark.

      “Mine, too,” Amy said. “And these are new batteries.”

      Miranda unclipped the walkie-talkie from her belt. The LCD display was off. She twisted the power knob to no avail. “Check your radio and mini DV.”

      After a moment, Amy shook her head. “Same. What the hell? There’s no way everything could shut off at once.” As if on cue, the closest lamppost winked out. “I stand corrected. I don’t scare easy, but this is creepin’ me out.”

      It was a popular theory among paranormal investigators that as spirits attempt to manifest, they draw energy from their surroundings. In doing so, they can drain batteries, as well as any heat in the immediate vicinity. Amy shivered as a chill wrapped itself around her. “Oh, my God, Randy, did you feel that? I think we have a cold spot.”

      Something flashed in the pale moonlight that crossed the entrance to the reptile house. Amy realized she was alone. “Randy?” She stepped up to the door and pulled the handle. It was cool to the touch, but refused to budge. She cupped her hands around her eyes and pressed her nose to the glass. It was impossible to discern any details inside, save for the reflection of moonlight on various surfaces. A shadow passed in front of a window on the opposite side of the building.

      “Randy!” Amy pounded on the door to no avail. She backed away until the air was warmer, and pulled her radio from her belt. It was still dead. She considered making her way back to the security office but couldn’t bear to leave Miranda alone. The question was, how long could Amy bear to be alone?
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        * * *

      

      In the blink of an eye, moonlight through the windows brightened into the amber rays of the afternoon sun. Straw crunched beneath her feet. Somewhere behind her, a woman called her name.

      Amy? The barn door slid aside, stopped midway, then continued as if requiring great effort to open. The silhouette of a young boy appeared. He held an oil lamp in one hand and in the other, a leather strap that led to the halter of a brown horse, young and sturdy. Except for a white patch between its eyes, it had no other markings.

      “Come on, Bluff,” the boy said. As he drew near, Miranda estimated his age at ten, perhaps eleven. “It’s too hot out today. We’ll ride tomorrow.”

      Miranda went unnoticed as the boy led the horse past her. He placed the oil lamp atop a wooden barrel and used his free hand to unlock the stall door and swing it open. At that moment, there was a loud thud from the hayloft, startling both boy and horse. Bluff jerked his massive head to one side as if preparing to retreat through the barn doors. The boy stroked the horse along its taut neck, but this only served to aggravate it all the more.

      “It’s okay, Bluff. It was nothing. Probably a squirrel or a bird.” He pulled on the strap as hard as he could to turn the horse back toward the stall, but Bluff wouldn’t have it. The horse reared up, yanking the strap from the boy’s grasp and whipping him against the door of the neighboring stall.

      The boy shrank away and for a moment, Miranda hoped his fear would keep him frozen in place, allowing the horse to bolt freely from the barn. Instead, the boy charged forward.

      “No!” Miranda cringed as Bluff’s left hoof slammed down on the boy’s head, knocking him to the floor in a crumpled heap. The horse then bucked, kicking the barrel with its hind legs. The oil lamp tumbled to the floor, igniting a patch of dry hay. At that, Bluff bolted from the barn, leaving the boy unconscious and helpless against the spreading flames.

      Within minutes, the fire had consumed the stall and the boy with it. The entire right side of the barn was soon ablaze. There was nothing Miranda could do. She was merely a spectator in this vision of the past, a dark and immutable event in the land’s history.

      On the hayloft, an older boy gazed over the edge on his hands and knees. He appeared to be drowsy and disoriented, as if he’d just awakened from a nap. At the sight of the flames, he pushed himself to his feet and swatted bits of hay from his hair and clothes. The fire had spread beneath the loft, scorching the underside of the wood. He had barely taken two steps toward the ladder when his left leg punched through the floor. His face contorted in agony from the pain of the jagged wood that sliced into his calf and the flames that singed his bare foot and ankle.

      Miranda knew he had no chance. He sat back on the floor and pulled his leg up through the hole. He crawled toward the ladder, but the floor could no longer support him and gave way, sending the boy plummeting to his death in the inferno below.

      Miranda dropped to her knees and wept, ignoring the fire that raged out of control around her. Above, wood beams cracked and groaned. She threw her arms over her head as the roof collapsed.

      When she opened her eyes a moment later, Miranda found herself in the Reptile House once again—along with the two boys. The room was oppressive, as if it still retained the inferno’s heat.

      “We didn’t know anyone could see us,” the younger boy said.

      His older brother stepped forward. “We’ve been trying to get through to people for a long time, but no one would listen.”

      “I’m listening now.” Miranda wiped the sweat from her nose and chin.

      “We’re lost. We don’t know how to get home or where our parents are.”

      She took their hands. They were cold, but she gripped them and spoke in a soft tone. “You never left. The farm is gone. There’s a zoo here now. You⁠—”

      The younger boy’s eyes widened. “What happened to our mom and dad?”

      “They moved on.”

      “To where?” he demanded.

      His brother placed a calming hand on his shoulder. “Please, can you tell us where to find them?”

      Failing to hold back her tears, Miranda nodded. Discussions like this were never easy, especially with children. “Yes, I can.”
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        * * *

      

      All the lampposts turned on at once.

      Amy shot forward on a park bench beside the Reptile House, nearly sending the video camera tumbling from her lap. She caught it and noticed the red glow of the power light. Flipping open the screen, she aimed the camera at the light of the lamppost. It worked, but not for long. The batteries were nearly dead.

      “Amy.”

      She whirled to find Miranda leaning against the side of the building. “Randy, what happened? You’re drenched in sweat. Are you okay?”

      Miranda swallowed hard before finding her voice. “The barn was here. Whole thing burned down. Those boys died right where I’m standing, not back there.” She waved in the direction of the Weeping Willow Garden.

      “You had a vision.”

      “I need to sit down.”

      With some help from Amy, Miranda lowered herself onto the bench. She rocked her head back and closed her eyes. “Hot in there.”

      “You were only in there for a few minutes.”

      “A few minutes in Hell.”

      “There you are.” Eddie emerged from the shadows along the trail. “What happened? We’ve been trying to get you on the rad—whoa, Randy, you okay?”

      “Just peachy.”

      “She had a vision,” Amy said. “All of our equipment lost power. Even the lampposts went out.”

      “No freakin’ way.”

      “She’s not lying,” Miranda confirmed. “It’s been a few years since I’ve had a vision that powerful.”

      Eddie took a seat at the edge of the bench. “So what did you see?”

      Amy sneered at him and shook her head.

      “If you feel up to talking about it, that is.”

      “Stanley was partly correct,” Miranda said. “Although his location was off. The brothers did die in a barn⁠—”

      “—but the barn was here.” Eddie finished. “Right where that Reptile House was built.”

      “How did you know?” Amy asked.

      “Google.”

      Miranda chuckled.

      “Seriously, you wanted me to research the history of the area, right?” Eddie said. “I found a website of some local historian and he had all the details of what happened here, so your vision was accurate. Though it sucks that you had to watch some kids die. Oh, and as for the mother, Nellie, she didn’t hang herself from a tree, she died in a nursing home seven years ago at the age of eighty-nine. The father, Leonard, died from a heart attack eleven years before that.”

      “Nice work,” Miranda said.

      “Maybe we should send two other people back here,” Amy suggested. “Set up video and audio inside the Reptile House. We might catch those speakers turning on by themselves like Stanley said.”

      “I’ll stick around,” Eddie patted his jacket pocket. “I got my digital voice recorder in case those dead kids have something to say. Just send someone back with fresh batteries in the video camera.”

      “‘Those dead kids?’ You’re so rude.” Amy turned to Miranda. “You feel up to walking back?”

      “Absolutely.”

      The women started off along the trail toward the security office. Before they were too far away, Miranda turned to ask Eddie if he was sure he’d be all right by himself for a few minutes. It was, after all, against the rules to go anywhere alone. But Eddie was speaking into his voice recorder. This was not unusual. It was common practice to provide a brief introduction, so you know what you’re listening to later when you review the evidence.

      What was unusual were the ghosts of the two boys seated on opposite sides of him. They waved at her before vanishing.

      “You worried about leaving Eddie alone?” Amy asked.

      “Nah. He’ll be fine. There’s nothing to fear in the Reptile House, aside from that albino crocodile that was eyeing me up for its next meal.”
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        * * *

      

      Concerned that T-Ron would feed Eddie to that same crocodile, Miranda asked him to accompany Amy to the Weeping Willow Garden for further investigation while Marc joined Eddie at the Reptile House. However, the remainder of the night passed without incident and by two thirty in the morning, the team decided to pack it in and wish Stanley a good night.

      It wasn’t until she was halfway to the hotel that Miranda realized they’d forgotten to alert him to the hole in the fence and the sprawl of beer cans. It was just as well. She and Marc would be returning the following afternoon once Amy, Eddie, and T-Ron spent the day reviewing all of the audio and video footage, a task that Miranda didn’t miss.

      “The zoo was definitely haunted.” In the passenger seat of Marc’s SUV, she wiped tears from her eyes. The memory of those boys burning to death started her crying all over again. “At least the Reptile House was.”

      Marc nodded. “I believe you.”

      “Really?” Miranda said. “Because what I saw is no good without evidence and all of our equipment shut down.”

      “Eddie and I have footage from the Reptile House to review,” Marc reminded her. “I used the IR camera and he set his voice recorder in there for a few hours. We walked around inside and out with the mini-DV, too, so there’s going to be a lot to go over. If we come up empty, well, you know the drill better than anyone. Personal experiences are great but they’re not evidence unless we capture them.”

      “What happened to me was a hell of a lot more than your run-of-the-mill personal experience,” Miranda insisted. “I watched two kids die before helping them move on. At the very least, I want to mention it tomorrow when we present our findings.”

      “I agree, but I’d like to back you up with some evidence,” Marc said. “Otherwise, you risk the typical skepticism that anyone gets when they claim to be a psychic or a medium… or both.”

      “But even without proof, do you believe the zoo was haunted?”

      Marc turned into the parking lot of the hotel. “I said I believed you.”

      It was no secret that Marc had developed a crush on her almost from the time they met over four years ago at a paranormal investigators conference. To this day, she could see it in the way his aura changed whenever they were alone together. As a result, Marc always treaded lightly when it came to Miranda’s visions.

      “I’m sure the zoo was haunted,” he continued. “Flashlights, cameras, and lampposts don’t all turn off at once. That goes beyond coincidence. I know how frustrating it’s been for you on past cases when we had no evidence to back up your visions, but when we did you came out a star. People were blown away.”

      “I don’t need to be a star.”

      “All I’m saying is that everyone on the team believes in you as much as I do. In fact, I think Amy’s got a little hero worship going on. But in the end, it’s like anything else in life. You can’t win ‘em all.”

      “I never expected the evidence to back up my visions every single time. The paranormal’s not an exact science. We’ve had plenty of cases where I didn’t see or feel a damn thing, but we captured some evidence. I can’t just turn it on and off like a switch. It depends on what the spirits want to reveal.”

      “I get it, and I know you think that if you could control your gift, your brother might still be alive.”

      Miranda let that comment go, although Marc was right. “Point is, I think I’m comfortable mentioning my experiences, whether or not we captured anything to show. This one was too vivid, too real, for me to ignore. I owe it to those boys to say something. Besides, our job is to disclose everything we find. We’ve taken the time to mention physical encounters—being touched by something unseen or feeling sudden cold spots—why not psychic encounters? Every time we decided not to talk about those, I felt like we were suppressing evidence.”

      Marc parked the car and turned off the engine. “You don’t need my permission. You’re a co-founder of the team.”

      “I’m not asking for your permission. I just want your support.”

      “Go for it.”
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        * * *

      

      Returning to the zoo that afternoon, Marc and Miranda took seats at a picnic table beneath a cloudless sky. The weather brightened Miranda’s mood and she felt confident about revealing her vision from the night before.

      Seated opposite them were Stanley and Emery Zoo’s president, Andy Nearhouse. The latter’s rumpled suit, salt and pepper beard, and imposing height gave him the air of an academic. According to the zoo’s website, he held master’s degrees in Zoology and Animal Biology.

      For Miranda, those were the only redeeming qualities about the man. When Nearhouse had called them to schedule the investigation over a month ago, he made his disbelief in the paranormal all too clear. He’d admitted that while Stanley had reported numerous strange occurrences, his main goal in permitting this “charade” was to earn publicity for the zoo.

      In short, Nearhouse hoped that a report from so-called experts would raise interest and in turn, boost lower than average attendance. Nevertheless, Marc and Miranda had agreed that Stanley’s reports warranted investigation regardless of the president’s motives. When the team had arrived last night, Nearhouse welcomed them with obvious disdain before departing in haste.

      “So, is the place haunted?” He raised his hands to form air quotes.

      “We’ll get to that,” Marc began. “I just want to take a few moments to review what happened.”

      Nearhouse glanced at his watch.

      “You’re both going to want to hear this,” Marc continued. “The first place we investigated was the Weeping Willow Garden. You should get someone over there to repair the fence. Stanley, I’m afraid the voices you’ve been hearing are not ghosts, just some underage drinkers. We walked all the way to the back of the garden to find that the fence had been cut and bent inward. The area’s littered with beer cans.”

      Stanley’s pasty complexion reddened under Nearhouse’s burning gaze. “As soon as we’re finished here, you and I are taking a walk. I want to see this for myself.”

      “Yes, sir,” Stanley replied.

      Miranda spoke up in his defense. “It’s no one’s fault. That area is dark and creepy at night. Stanley’s right not to go up there. What if those kids had a gun or a knife? If I may suggest, adding more lighting to that area would discourage this from happening again.”

      Nearhouse nodded. “I’ll see to it. What else?”

      “Amy and I investigated the Reptile House. There were reports of the audio players turning on by themselves, cold spots, and shadows. When we approached the building, all of our equipment turned off at once, including flashlights, video camera, and radios.”

      “Wow,” Stanley whispered.

      “And the lampposts,” Miranda added.

      “What?” Nearhouse drew back. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “The two lampposts closest to the Reptile House went dark about a second after our equipment shut down.”

      “So what did you do?”

      “Amy and I were separated. I went into the Reptile House and the door locked behind me. Amy was forced to wait outside. She said she felt a cold spot right beside the building but when she backed away, the air became warmer.”

      “I’ve never experienced that,” Nearhouse said. “Stanley?”

      “Uh, no. Can’t say I have.”

      “Tell me, Ms. Lorensen, you think ghosts are responsible for the loss of power to your equipment?” Nearhouse asked in a way that reminded Miranda of a prosecutor baiting a suspect on the witness stand. “And could ghosts have generated these cold spots?”

      “I can’t say with absolute certainty that⁠—”

      “Is the zoo haunted, yes or no?”

      “We don’t… we don’t have concrete evidence one way or the other.”

      “Thank you for your time.” Nearhouse rose from his seat and checked his watch again.

      As he turned to leave, Miranda called out. “One more thing. The story of the two boys who died in the barn was true, but Stanley’s details weren’t entirely accurate. First of all, the barn was not built near the Weeping Willow Garden. It was on the exact spot where the Reptile House stands now.

      “Secondly, while it’s true that a young boy was kicked in the head by a horse and his older brother fell from the loft, the missing detail is that the barn burned to the ground with the boys still inside. The horse kicked over an oil lamp, which ignited hay on the floor. The fire spread quickly. The older brother wasn’t able to escape the loft in time before part of it collapsed. Those boys burned to death.”

      “And I suppose their ghosts told you all that?” Nearhouse asked.

      Miranda steeled herself. “Google,” she blurted. “Our researcher found a local historian’s website. It provided details about the history of the property.”

      Nearhouse smirked. “Real-world answers win every time. Have a nice day.”
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        * * *

      

      “My foot up his ass could be a real-world answer,” Miranda said as they made their way back to the parking lot.

      “I thought you were going to tell him about your vision,” Amy said.

      “Given his attitude, that would’ve opened me up to more ridicule. Everyone I ever met who worked with animals was pretty cool, but this guy’s a belligerent prick.”

      “You want me to go back and kick his ass?” Eddie asked. “Seriously, T-Ron, go kick his ass.”

      T-Ron nudged Marc. “Can he ride home on the roof?”

      “Hey, who was it that validated Randy’s vision?” Eddie said. “Screw that guy. It’s just a friggin’ zoo. Who gives a shit?”

      “For once, the kid’s right,” Marc agreed. “Let’s put some miles between us and this place.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Boy and the House

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been two hours since the boy awoke. No one was certain how the seven-year-old with an advanced brain tumor had managed to survive two comas in the past six weeks. The nurses, who had come to adore the sweet, hazel-eyed tot, attributed it to his strength of will or perhaps, a miracle.

      Dr. Tammy Schell, the newest and youngest pediatric oncologist at Irvine Cancer Center, was hard-pressed to come up with a better explanation.

      Matthew Meade had been admitted nearly eight months ago after being diagnosed with diffuse pontine glioma, an inoperable brain stem tumor. Initial radiation therapy had proved only temporarily successful, but that was expected.

      Just before lapsing into his second coma, Matt had suffered from the worst of the symptoms including frequent headaches, vomiting, and loss of motor functions. He’d been unable to chew or swallow food. In short, Matt had been close to death. Bearing all of that in mind made his current condition all the more surprising.

      “Matt, your parents are on their way back.” Tammy cupped her hand over his. “How are you feeling?”

      “Okay,” he whispered. “But Lori’s in trouble.”

      Tammy leaned closer to the bed and pushed a lock of auburn hair behind her ear. “Sorry, who?” This was probably another of his dreams or delusions caused by the tumor.

      “I know that Tom Urban died here yesterday.”

      “Uh, yes he did. How do you know that? Did you overhear the nurses talking?”

      “No.” Matt shook his head, or tried to with what little energy he could muster. “Those two girls told me. They said we need to protect his wife, Lori.”

      “Protect her from what? Which girls?”

      “The twins. They were standing right where you are.” The boy turned his gaze to the ceiling. “It’s too late. Lori’s coming, but she won’t make it.” The wail of sirens in the distance grew louder as he spoke.

      Tammy ignored them at first. Before she moved to this semi-rural town, she had lived and worked in Baltimore and before that, Philadelphia. Such sounds had been daily background noise, no more or less distracting than car horns or street music. Tammy knew the approaching ambulance was headed for the emergency room of Lancaster Hospital across the street. Though she would never admit it, the noise brought a sense of comfort, like being home again.

      “She’s here,” Matt said. “But she’s slipping away.”

      It was beginning to seem less likely that this was a delusion, which piqued Tammy’s curiosity. She hurried from Matt’s bedside to the window and opened the blinds. Two floors below, a cluster of nurses crossed the glass-enclosed bridge that connected Irvine Cancer Center to Lancaster Hospital. On the street, the ambulance was just coming into view, turning into the driveway toward the emergency room.

      “How do you know that’s Lori Urban?”

      “The girls told me she was in trouble,” Matt replied. “But the ambulance got there too late.”

      “When did they tell you all this?”

      “I don’t know… just before you got here.”

      “Matt, I checked with the nurses when I arrived. No one’s been in this room since your parents left a few hours ago.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Matt closed his eyes. “She’s gone. Lori’s gone now.”

      Tammy paused for a moment before returning to Matt’s bedside. She waited for more information, but he was already drifting off. “Get some rest, I’ll be back soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry.” Matt awoke with a shiver. It took a few moments for his eyes to focus on the woman standing near the window. “Tammy?”

      Her short blonde hair was disheveled and tears streaked her face. It was definitely not Dr. Schell. The woman was taller with a slightly heavier build. Somehow, Matt knew it was Lori Urban.

      “Why am I here?” The air grew frigid as she approached Matt’s bed. “Can you help me?”

      He tugged at his blanket. “It… it wasn’t your fault.”

      “I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t control it.” Lori sobbed. “It was like someone else took over and made me want to die.” She wrapped her arms around herself and massaged them. “I’m so cold.”

      Matt wasn’t surprised, considering she was wearing nothing more than a t-shirt and panties. The last time he’d seen a girl so barely dressed, it was a Halloween night. He had snuck into his cousin’s room and hid in her closet wearing a werewolf mask. What he hadn’t expected was that she’d get undressed to change into her costume before opening the closet door. Needless to say, both of them got a good scare that night.

      “Tom is waiting for you,” he told her.

      “Where?”

      “Go to the light. It’s warm there.”

      Behind her, a glowing portal appeared, dim at first but it soon washed out the entire wall. Lori made her way toward it. Before stepping through, she glanced over her shoulder and waved. “Thank you.” With that, she was gone. The portal faded.

      Matt stared at the wall. “Wow.”
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        * * *

      

      There was little activity in the emergency room. A few scattered people sat in tan and green chairs in the waiting area. A pair of toddlers played with toy cars on the floor near their mother while the television, mounted high in the far corner, blared canned laughter from some indistinguishable sitcom.

      At the reception desk sat an elderly man with blood-stained gauze wrapped around his left hand. Tammy moved to the next counter and tapped on the window, catching the attention of a burly, middle-aged nurse flipping through a thin stack of paperwork. With mild annoyance, she slid the window aside.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” Tammy began. “My name is Doctor Schell. I’m an oncologist from across the street. Can you tell me if a young woman was just brought in by ambulance maybe five minutes ago?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was her name Lori Urban, by chance?”

      “Sorry, Doctor, I’m not sure. I just came on shift when they rolled her in.”

      “Any way you could find out for me?”

      “Are you a family member?”

      Tammy shook her head. “No. Her husband recently died from cancer. He was one of our patients. His wife wasn’t coping well and someone on my floor told me she was being brought here.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. What was the name again?”

      “Lori Urban. Thank you.”

      The nurse closed the window. Outside, the ambulance was still parked in the driveway. One of the crew was leaning against the back of the vehicle taking a drag from a cigarette, phone pressed against the side of his head. Tammy knew him only as Mickey, which was all she wanted to know. He had been introduced to her in the local coffee shop by one of the nurses from her floor. Since then, Mickey had taken a bit too much interest in Tammy. He’d always come across as desperate and the stench of cigarettes repulsed her.

      Nevertheless, an idea occurred to her that was far more expedient to getting the answer she needed. Although Tammy didn’t want to encourage Mickey, the circumstances called for a direct approach. With a fleeting glance at the reception desk, she charged outside, the doors barely parting in time as she barreled through.

      Mickey paced beside the vehicle deep in conversation. His strawberry blonde hair was platinum under the stark streetlight. He couldn’t have been more than thirty-five, but the dark bags under his eyes and gray stubble added more than a few years. To his credit, he maintained a slim build, but that probably had more to do with chain smoking than proper diet and exercise.

      After several seconds, Mickey noticed her and realized she was waiting for him. He dropped the cigarette butt and crushed it under the heel of his boot. “I have to go. Talk to you later.” He slipped the phone into his shirt pocket. “Well, well, Doctor Schell, or can I call you Tammy?”

      “Sure.”

      “How’s life in the cancer center?”

      Tammy nodded at the smoldering cigarette butt. “Keep puffing on those and you’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Right,” Mickey grinned. “Walked into that one. So, what brings you down here at this hour?”

      She forced herself to step closer and lowered her voice. “Well, I shouldn’t even ask you this and I’ll completely understand if you refuse to answer, but what can you tell me about the woman you just brought in?”

      Mickey hesitated. “How do you know it was a woman?”

      “Just a hunch.”

      He pointed toward the ER. “Why don’t you ask in there?”

      “They seem to have a full house tonight. I don’t want to get in the way. I saw you out here and thought you might be willing to help.”

      “Well, how can I resist those gorgeous
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