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CHAPTER 1


The house in question was a typical house in an ordinary suburban neighborhood in central Massachusetts. As she stood outside in the early summer sun, Gabriella double-checked the address on her phone, scrolling to the email she’d received from her cousin a few days earlier. This was it. This little raised ranch house that was set in among a neighborhood full of similar ranch houses. The vinyl siding was a grayish-blue and there was a small yard in front, with flowers lining a gravel walkway. A couple of cars were parked in the narrow driveway that led up to the garage. She could see that one of them had a cheerful stuffed rabbit in the back window. 
A couple of cars drove past as she stood on the sidewalk beside her own car. The sound of them broke through the quiet morning air. This neighborhood seemed sleepy more than anything else, with only houses on the street and not a single business in sight. At least as far as she could see, that was. Further down, she could see a man mowing his front lawn, but that was the only other sign of life.
Gabriella slid her phone into her backpack and made her way up the walkway toward the house. It was nice enough, with a wide set of stairs leading up to the front door. More flowers spilled out of pots on each step, their scent seeming to bake out of them in the morning heat.
This looked cozy, like one of her many relatives’ houses. Not like the headquarters of the best paranormal investigation team in the region. But the email her cousin James had sent her led straight here. So here went nothing.
She rang the doorbell and waited. After a few seconds, she heard footsteps from inside. The door opened and a young woman, maybe a little older than Gabriella, was standing there.  “Bradley, your pizza is here!” she called back into the house. “Get your ass out here- oh.”
She turned around and actually looked at Gabriella, her huge brown eyes wide. “Wait, you’re not pizza.”
Gabriella raised an eyebrow, then shook her head. “Not that I know of?”
The woman nodded, then her face lit up. “Oh! You’re James’s friend! Come on in!”
She pulled the door open further and gestured for Gabriella to follow her into the house. The front hallway did nothing to disperse the idea that this was a family home. The hall itself was tiny, with a short staircase leading down into the basement and up into the living room. Gabriella followed the woman up the carpeted blue stairs and up to the living room.
The living room was the first indicator that this house was anything out of the ordinary. Despite the cramped space in the room, three computers were scattered throughout it on several tables of varying sizes. Instead of family photos and mementos, the walls held a number of charts and bulletin boards. However, there were still two overstuffed sofas sitting perpendicular to each other, separating the front hall from the living room somewhat.
Beyond the living room, Gabriella could see into the kitchen. It was cluttered and comfortable, with stacks of clean dishes and food containers scattered on the different surfaces. James stepped out from the kitchen and made his way over to them. He looked every inch the suburban dad with his broad shoulders, plaid shirt, and dirty-blond hair.
Despite the nine-year age gap between them, James and Gabriella had always been close. She hurried toward him.
“You came!” he exclaimed, wrapping her in a hug.
She gripped him tightly, feeling the familiar scratchiness of his worn flannel shirt. They held each other for a second and then, with a final squeeze, they let go. James grinned at her, then turned to the woman who’d let her in and was still standing there, watching curiously. “Amelia, this is my cousin Gabriella.”
“Oh, you guys are cousins!” Amelia exclaimed. “I missed that somehow. Hey, nice to meet you!”
She gripped Gabriella’s hand and gave it a firm shake. “He told me he had a fantastic candidate for the open position, but I didn’t realize this stuff ran in the family.”
James laughed. “You could say that, I guess.”
Amelia nodded. “Great! Hey, I’ll leave you to it.”
She walked away, leaving them standing in the hallway. James smiled at Gabriella. “So how’s your mom?”
“She’s great,” Gabriella replied. “Just finished her MBA, so she and her friend are on a celebratory cruise until next week.”
“Oh yeah?” James asked with a smile. “Tell her congratulations for me. Does she know you’re here?”
Apparently Gabriella hesitated just a little too long before answering. “I’m going to take that as a no?” James said, raising an eyebrow under his sandy hair.
Gabriella shrugged. “It’s not that I’m avoiding telling her,” she said. “I just…I don’t need her permission, James. I’m twenty-two years old.”
James held up his hands in surrender. “Hey, I’m not judging. But you should let her know at some point. At the very least so that we don’t have to make up something plausible for Thanksgiving.”
Gabriella grimaced, but didn’t answer. James just moved on.
“So basically, the job is yours if you want it,” he said. “My boss, Robin, gave me full permission and doesn’t give a shit about family connections in the hiring process. I told him you were looking for a job and I thought you’d be a good addition to the team. So I have the all-clear to offer you the job.”
“And this job is ghost hunting?”
James shrugged. “Kind of? That’s part of it. But there are a whole lot more things going on that we need to deal with. Ghosts probably make up about fifty percent of what we do though, so your experience there will be helpful.”
“My experience? James-”
“Like you didn’t grow up in Gran’s house?” James interrupted. “Gabs, you actually lived there, so you dealt with it plenty. You just grew up with it, so it’s normal to you.”
Gabriella didn’t have a response to that. Not that she really wanted to argue anyway. She needed a job and her older cousin had called her up with an offer of one. Sure, it was chasing ghosts with him and his weird friends, but it paid and included health benefits.
“Is that what you do?” she asked. “Like, the stuff Gran did? With the salt and the cleansings?”
“Basically, yeah.”
“And people pay you?”
“Uh, sometimes,” James said, scratching his shoulder. “We didn’t charge people for emergency services, there’s enough funding coming from other sources. But sometimes we’ll get hired in advance for less urgent work.”
“And other people don’t just do it themselves?”
She found that hard to believe. Even though she’d never actually done the cleansings herself, she’d always taken for granted that at least somebody in every family was in tune with the spirit world, whatever that even meant.
“Like I said,” James said with a grin. “You grew up with it. You find it completely normal.”
Gabriella shrugged. “That’s fair.”
Maybe this would be simple. She wasn’t about to say that ghosts weren’t real. But tossing some holy water around and telling ghosts to get out made people feel better whether there were really ghosts in their house or not. So while she’d always thought James’s job was a little weird, it was no weirder than some of the other jobs in her family.
“So anyway, you have the job if you want it. We didn’t drag you here for an interview. If you accept the job, today is basically the first orientation session. Do you want some coffee?”
“Sure.”
James stepped into the kitchen and went over to the coffee machine sitting on the cluttered granite kitchen counter. He picked up a mug from the drying rack and poured a cup of coffee. “Anything in it?”
“Nah, black is good.”
He handed her the coffee, and she took a sip. It was harsh and bitter, almost thick. Gabriella tried not to wince at the flavor. Normally she was just fine with black coffee, but this cup was a punishment.
“Come on,” James said. “Let’s go sit in the living room and we can talk for a little while. Then you can decide officially if you want the job or not.”
Gabriella stopped with the coffee at her lips. What more was there for her to know? And what might potentially keep her from taking the job? Was there anything more surprising that might come up in a job interview for ghost hunting?
They stepped back out into the living room, where a man around James’s age was standing at one of the computers. His back was to them and he didn’t hear them come in.
“Hey Bradley,” James said.
The man jumped and spun around. “Jesus, McManus,” he muttered. “You scared the hell out of me.”
James raised an eyebrow. “I stepped into the room and said hi.”
Bradley was about Gabriella’s height, with dark brown hair and sharp features. He narrowed his eyes and then looked at Gabriella. “Who’s that?”
“New candidate for the open spot,” James said. “This is my cousin, Gabriella.”
“Your cousin? We’re hiring cousins now?”
The implications were dripping from his voice and Gabriella tensed up, preparing for a confrontation. But James just looked at her and rolled his eyes.
“Nice to meet you,” Gabriella said, deciding to just move forward.
She held out a hand, but Bradley was already turning back to the computer. “There’s a situation at the reservoir,” he said, clearly directing this at James. “I was going to go over this month’s budget, but if you’re with your…cousin, I’ll take this one.”
“Thanks, I appreciate that,” James said. “You need any backup?”
“No, they’re tapping us for early observations, nothing else. Plus it’s probably bullshit. The Foundation knows it, but they have to check anyway.”
“I’ll keep my phone on. Call me if anything comes up.”
Bradley nodded, still not facing them. Then he typed a couple more things, closed the browser window, and walked out of the room.
“Friend of yours?” Gabriella asked.
James shook his head. “He’s good at his job, at least. And not always a total dick.”
He led her over to the squashy blue couch. “Come on, sit down.”
He sat on one end and picked up a coffee that was sitting on the side table. He took a sip and grimaced. “I forgot about it,” he said, standing up. “Give me a sec, I just want to reheat this a little. You sure you don’t want milk or anything?”
Maybe it was just nerves, but she felt like she’d look like a child changing her mind now. “No, I’m fine.”
James walked back into the kitchen, leaving her alone in the living room. Gabriella looked around. She had to admit that up close, this room did look like some version of the central command center she’d been envisioning. The maps on the walls were marked up and there were notes on whiteboards referencing things she couldn’t begin to comprehend. But the addition of the old fireplace and the knick-knacks on the shelves softened the room somewhat. She was even sure she recognized some things from Auntie Dana’s house that James must have taken with him at some point.
“So,” James said from beside her, causing her to jump and slosh her coffee. “I assume you have the general gist of what we do here, right?”
Gabriella nodded. “Yeah, standard paranormal stuff? Investigating, clearing, that kind of thing?”
“Yes, and no.”
He sat down again and took a sip of his coffee. He winced. “Too hot now.”
James set the coffee down on the table, using a coaster with a friendly-looking ghost drawn on it. “So yeah, we do those things. Though we’re generally the ones brought in to clean things up after the actual investigations have been done. So we’re not going in to prove or disprove a haunting. That’s been done by other people before we even get there. But we also do more in-depth stuff. More intense work.”
“Like what?”
“Well, curses? Intelligent hauntings, not just echoes. Some more cryptozoological work-”
“Cryptozoological?” Gabriella repeated. “What, like Bigfoot?”
“That one was before my time,” James said. “But yeah. Bigfoot. Things in the woods. Entities that can’t be defined. Vampires.”
Vampires. Crystals were one thing. Ghosts too. She’d grown up with that stuff and could handle it. But vampires? Gabriella set down her mug on the coffee table, shook her head, and stood up. “I’ve got shit to do,” she said. “I don’t know why you’re fucking with me, but it’s not cool.”




CHAPTER 2


“No, wait!” 
James reached up and grabbed Gabriella’s arm. There was no trace of mischief on his face as she paused and turned back to look at him.
“Gabbie, I’m serious,” he said. “Please sit down.”
She sighed. “Why do you expect me to believe that?”
James shook his head, looking like the conversation had completely escaped him. “I mean, I’d hoped after everything at Gran’s house…”
“Gran’s house?” Gabriella repeated. “James, that was holy water and blessings, not vampires.”
“We do those too,” James said quickly. “There’s actually a priest that works with us sometimes. Father McEnerney. You’ll like him.”
“What situation at Gran’s could have possibly made you think I’d believe in vampires?”
James didn’t answer right away. He frowned and furrowed his brow like he was thinking something through. Then he groaned and covered his eyes with his palm.
“Dammit, you would have been, like, seven. Of course you don’t remember.”
“Remember what?”
“Um, Uncle Tommy had that weekend camping trip out in Savoy? With his buddy and the bite marks?”
Gabriella stared at him blankly, but sat back down on the couch. “Um, no?”
James rubbed a hand over his eyes, shaking his head. “Shit, no wonder you think I’m messing with you. Your mom never told you?”
“No. Jesus, James, are you telling me there’s a vampire out there that attacked Uncle Tommy?”
“It’s not out there anymore. Uncle Tommy and Aunt Mary took care of that. But yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying. It got them at their campsite and bit his buddy. The guy lived, but he was never the same after.”
Gabriella let out a long breath, then picked up her coffee and took a sip.
“That surprises me more than it should,” she said finally.
“I thought they told the younger cousins about it,” James said. “I was twenty at the time, but Aunt Mary wouldn’t let me go with them. That’s actually how I found out about the Foundation and North County Paranormal. Uncle Tommy’s story had gotten back to them and they got in touch with him shortly after everything went down.”
“And then you joined?”
“After college, yeah. The family knows about it but everyone’s split between either treating it like any other job or pretending nothing ever happened. Uncle Pete still insists I’m working for a corporation in Boston.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard him mention that,” Gabriella said. “I thought it was a little weird.”
“He’s adamant I’ve been there for a decade now,” James said with a shrug.
“Okay, so let’s say I believe you,” Gabriella said slowly.
She did, but she wanted to be sure she got all the details before agreeing to anything. Even with James. If they were talking about vampires, she needed all the information before filling out tax paperwork.
James perked up a little and looked at her. She looked into her mug of coffee, running a finger over the rim as she spoke. “So you fight vampires and cleanse houses. Got it. Is that what you’re hiring me for? Or is there something more specific involved in this role?”
“That’s the majority of it. Obviously everyone brings their own strengths to the role. But beyond Robin, who’s our leader and Bradley, who oversees logistics, everyone is basically on equal footing. The primary focus is taking care of these things and keeping people safe.”
“About that,” Gabriella said. “How dangerous is this job?”
He grimaced. “It has its risks,” he said. “I’ll be fully upfront about that. We’ve had injuries, sometimes serious ones. You’ll need to be in shape and there’s a gym down in the basement that everyone has access to. But we’ve never lost anyone in this generation and we’re very proud of that fact.”
“Yeah, Mom’s going to fucking kill you for hiring me.”
James’s face lit up. “So you’re in?”
Gabriella nodded. “I need a job,” she said. “And this sounds far better than anything else I might be able to get right now.”
James grinned at her. “This is great!” he said. “It really is a great gig, I swear. And they will make sure you’ve got what you need to stay safe, don’t worry.”
“Who’s they?”
“The Foundation. Little spooky, a lot mysterious, but they keep us funded. Everything we need in order to do the work is in this house. As you can see,” he gestured toward the computer bank, “we’ve got tech, the gym downstairs, a full kitchen, first aid kits everywhere, and a few bedrooms. We tend to take multiple-day shifts, especially in the late fall and early winter. I’m not sure why that’s our busy season, but there you go.”
He finished his coffee and set the mug back down. Gabriella took a small sip of hers, trying to keep her excitement in check. This was starting to sound like a secret mission. In this high-tech headquarters disguised as a ranch home. Who wouldn’t be excited?
“Do you have time this afternoon?” James asked. “I could give you the tour, introduce you to the rest of the crew. Whoever’s around, that is.”
“Sure!” Gabriella said. “I don’t have anywhere to be.”
“Great!”
He took their mugs into the kitchen and she followed, half expecting to see some high-tech hunting gear nestled among the coffee nook. But there was nothing out of the ordinary beyond one extraordinarily ugly fruit bowl and the rapidly browning bananas inside.
James followed her gaze. “Yeah, we’ve got a cleaning rota,” he said. “Um, it’s my turn.”
He tossed the bananas in the trash, then swept a handful of crumbs off the breakfast bar and into the sink. “I’ll do the rest later. Anyway, here’s the kitchen.”
A large fridge stood in the doorway and nearly every inch of counter space was filled with mugs and half filled grocery bags. Sunlight streamed in from between the sheer white curtains in the window over the sink, where a small vase of fake flowers sat.
“Depending who’s on, we might do a family style dinner or it might be catch as catch can,” James continued. “If you bring food, label it. Otherwise, everything in the fridge is up for grabs. They used to give us a food stipend, but cut that a little while back.”
Gabriella nodded. Her usual routine of meal prep would probably keep working just fine.
“Alright, so down the hall here,” James said, walking through the kitchen to the doorway and right down a short, dark hallway. “You’ve got the bedrooms and the bathroom. Bathroom’s there. Again, it should be fully stocked. But if you’re doing overnights, bring your toothbrush. We’ve had… issues with people forgetting whose toothbrush is whose and oh my God, I’m not dealing with that again.”
The bathroom was an outdated cool green color all around. It was sparkling clean and there was an assortment of toiletries on the counter, including a bag with sample size makeup spilling out. The shower curtain was also green, but had the same friendly ghost as the coasters in the living room.
“Next, there’s the three bedrooms. None are assigned, but Brad keeps a computer in that back room and everyone has their preferences. You don’t have to work around those preferences, but if you want to actually get along with the people you’ll be entrusting your life to, it can’t hurt to be flexible.”
“James, we’re two of twenty-five cousins.” Gabriella said. “I think we’re both used to that.”
“I’m just giving the tour.”
He knocked on the closed door of the first bedroom. Nobody answered, so he opened it and stepped in.
Like the rest of the house, the bedroom was cramped. Two beds pressed against the pale gray wall with a single bedside table in between them. A large dresser took up part of the other wall, but that was the extent of the furnishings. The walls were nicely decorated and it gave off the vibe of a slightly more homey hotel room.
Beyond a beat up duffel bag on one bed, Gabriella didn’t see any personal belongings. Right, she thought, it made sense that they’d treat this more like a dorm than anything.
James pointed at the duffel bag. “I’m on til Saturday, so that’s my stuff.”
“And you normally stay in here?”
“Yeah, unless anyone is dying for it.” James said. “And we usually have a skeleton crew scheduled for overnights, so I’m usually alone or spending quality time with Bradley.”
He started walking out the door and back toward the living room. Gabriella caught a glimpse of the bedroom across the hall as they passed. It looked exactly the same, just with light pink wallpaper instead.
“How many other people work here?” she asked.
James stopped for a second, counting. “Well, there’s me. And Bradley, who you met. Robin is in and out. He’s the captain of the team, so he also tends to liaison with the Foundation. And then there’s Amelia, who let you in. And Madelyn. She got injured in the field last year, so she’s just getting back to being on duty. And now you.”
“Are there other groups too?”
“Yeah, the Foundation funds squads all over the state. Some places have bigger groups, but so far we’ve only needed the small group,” James said. “It works out well. Everyone brings their own strengths to it. Oh, speaking of, let’s head down to the gym.”
Gabriella followed him downstairs to the basement. The stairs were plush blue carpet as they passed by the front door and came into a dark, narrow hallway. There were doors on both sides. One seemed to be silent behind it while behind the other, Gabriella could hear muffled pop-punk playing.
James pushed that door open and the music got louder as they stepped inside. Gym might have been a little generous, but it was still impressive enough by home standards. Two treadmills stood next to each other along one wall, underneath a line of small, propped-open windows. An exercise bike and a workout machine Gabriella didn’t recognize lined the wall directly across from the door. A rack of free weights sat beside them, and the final wall was lined with mirrors.
“Everyone is expected to stay in shape,” James said. “You don’t need to be a marathon runner, but you do need to be able to get yourself out of a jam and help your teammates. I know you though, you’ll be fine.”
Gabriella nodded, stepping in to look at the equipment closer. They were the same things she would expect to see at her local gym. Where she could now cancel her membership.
“Oh, hey.”
They both turned at the sound of a soft voice behind them. A woman was standing there, leaning against the rack of free weights. She was also maybe a few years older than Gabriella, twenty-four or twenty-five, with short, dark hair and dark eyes. A livid red scar ran over her right eye and Gabriella tried very hard not to show that she had noticed it.
“Hey, Madelyn,” James said. “This is my cousin, Gabriella. She’s joining the team.”
“Nice to meet you,” Madelyn said, holding out a hand.
Gabriella shook her hand and Madelyn smiled. “Welcome to the team,” she said. “It’s a great group.”
“I’m excited to be here.”
She was. Now that the shock of vampires had worn off somewhat, she was excited to learn more about what she’d be doing.
“What are you up to?” James asked Madelyn.
She nodded toward the treadmills. “I’m on for the weekend,” she said. “So I wanted to get a couple miles in before anything pops up.”
“Robin’s not pushing you to run, is he?” James asked, his face suddenly concerned.
“No,” Madelyn replied. “But I’m feeling pretty good today so I want to get some walking in at the very least.”
“Good,” James said. “Bradley went to check something at the reservoir. I’m going to check in with him in a minute.”
“Are you overnight?” Madelyn asked.
“Yeah, just for tonight. So we’ll be hanging out together tonight.”
Madelyn laughed and started walking toward the treadmill. As she moved, Gabriella noticed a distinct limp and once again tried not to show she’d noticed it.
“We’ll leave you to it,” James said as Madelyn climbed onto the treadmill.
“Nice to meet you,” Gabriella said.
“You too,” Madelyn replied as they made their way out the door.
“She’s a badass,” James said a minute later as they walked back upstairs. “She got tossed off a roof last year and not only does she still come back, she hasn’t even lost her enthusiasm for the work.”
Gabriella felt her eyes widen. “A roof?” she asked, keeping her voice low. “What happened?”
“A case went wrong,” James replied. “I can’t go too far into detail right now, but we got bad information and she went in first. Thankfully, she lived.”
They were quiet as they walked back up into the living room. The room was empty and James picked up their coffee cups and headed into the kitchen. “So what do you think?” he asked over his shoulder.
Gabriella smiled. “I think I’m ready to start whenever you’ll have me.”
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