
Chapter One

			Voice Memo 36

			I don’t know what is going on here but I’m scared. Abe has been gone for hours now…And Abe would never have gone without me. He’s in danger. God, we’re all in danger. I think there’s something more going on here than—(muffled shout) (static) (recording ends)

			 

			July 3, Mapleton

			Blair Wyndon was, to put it simply, bored as hell.

			Normally she loved her molecular biology lecture, but today the drone of her professor’s voice was driving her absolutely up the wall. These were the days she really missed her old professor. He’d never given a boring lecture in his life.

			There was this feeling buzzing in her veins, like she’d drunk too much coffee. A feeling that made her feel jittery and anxious for class to be over, so that she could be free. Sometimes she regretted taking a course during the summer break.

			“And that’s where we’ll wrap things up today. Remember that your midterm is due in three weeks. Get cracking if you haven’t already,” Professor Bluth said, closing his laptop with a that’s that sort of thump.

			Blair was on her feet nearly before he’d finished speaking. Where usually she’d take her time packing up, placing each item in its designated place in her bag, today she jammed her laptop and her books in carelessly.

			“What’s gotten into you?” her friend Hafsah asked. Hafsah’s kind, dark eyes showed confused amusement. “Ms. Perfect in a rush to leave class? What could possibly be so exciting that you’d want to leave Bio so quickly?”

			Blair rolled her eyes. The nickname grated but she’d never said anything about it, so she really couldn’t be too angry. And Hafsah didn’t mean it to hurt her. She’d been Blair’s friend since grade five, before the incident that had cost her all of her other friends. Hafsah had stuck by her through every life change, and Blair had stuck by her through a lot of bullshit too. Hafsah would never hurt her on purpose, even if she didn’t understand this particular interest of Blair’s.

			“It’s a full moon tonight!” Blair hefted her bag onto her shoulders and headed for the door, three steps ahead of Hafsah, who didn’t seem inclined to speed up and match her pace.

			Hafsah laughed. “What, you’re into werewolves now too?”

			Blair rolled her eyes. “Werewolves aren’t real. Ghosts, on the other hand, have some really compelling evidence of existing.”

			She paused, looking out into the hallway. Okay, a little crowded but not too bad. She could handle it.

			Blair didn’t like crowds. She tried not to think about the reason why.

			“You’re still on about that ghost thing? I thought you’d have abandoned that for something sensible by now,” Hafsah said.

			Blair gave her a look, and started walking again. “And I thought you’d have been convinced by the evidence I’ve found that it is sensible. You can’t deny the data I’ve gathered, Hafs.”

			Hafsah laughed, though not unkindly. “I can, and I will,” she said. She adjusted her backpack slightly and frowned as several long strands of hair caught in the straps while she trotted beside Blair. She squinted as they exited the building and returned to the oppressive humidity of the summer day.

			Blair loved her best friend, but this subject was one they disagreed on. Ghosts were Blair’s passion. The ephemeral, the just beyond human understanding. That was where science was headed. Or at least, where it should be headed. After all, if it was able to be studied, if there was evidence both documented and anecdotal, then the existence of an afterlife or of beings that existed beyond current human comprehension was a huge breakthrough just waiting to happen.

			Blair was tenacious enough to believe that she could contribute to that breakthrough someday. She just knew she would. But in order to do that, she had to do the one thing that Hafsah teased her for the most.

			Ghost hunting.

			She preferred to think of it as supernatural or paranormal research. After all, she documented her findings very carefully and was testing a hypothesis. She preferred not to be compared to the ghost hunters who screamed and hollered at demons. Or the ones who taunted the loud bangs and crashes that weren’t actually spirits, but more likely their friends making noise out of sight from the camera.

			Blair had nothing but contempt for overdramatized videos of so-called ghost hunters. The spooky music, and sudden leaps in logic based in nothing but rumors and vibes, never failed to coax an angry flush to her face. Like the videos Leif Henderson uploaded biweekly. That woman gave ghost hunting a bad name.

			She wasn’t the only one, but she certainly was the worst. Her hunts amounted to nothing more than nonsense. At least the other shitty ghost hunters didn’t harass the ones who were doing the real work.

			Yeah. She had beef with Ms. Henderson, and Leif had started it. She had tried to keep a polite and professional distance from Henderson, but the other woman seemed determined to undermine Blair and her research at any opportunity.

			What made it worse was that Leif was popular on the site they all used to upload ghost hunting research. Sure, she was beautiful, but all she ever posted were videos of her taunting ghosts and screaming into dark empty places. SpiritScientific sure did let anyone use their site these days. It certainly wasn’t as scientific as it claimed to be. Hell, they even let Psychic Rose upload her videos. A bunch of nonsense where Rose supposedly spoke with the spirits who were haunting a location and occasionally had little fake fits of crying and screaming when she would get possessed.

			But no one paid much attention to Rose. They all paid too much attention to Leif. Blair could admit to herself that she paid just as much attention to her, but she had to. They were rivals. She had to keep up with what Leif was up to.

			Hafsah and Blair were met by their housemate Genevieve halfway across campus. She had her arms full of history books from the library and was grinning ear to ear.

			“Hey, ladies, how was Bio?”

			Blair smiled at her but was a little bit annoyed. Genevieve was supposed to be in their last class with them. This wasn’t the first time she’d skipped class in the last few months either. And considering she’d just gotten back from a semester off, she really should be focusing more on school. They had a good thing going, the three of them. Blair didn’t want the balance upset if Gen were placed on academic probation. “It was good,” Blair said.

			“You’d know if you’d been in class,” Hafsah said.

			Gen frowned and looked away, her eyes firmly on the ground as she nervously kicked her foot along the graveled path. “Yeah, I actually dropped it. It’s just not the same without Dr. Edmond there.”

			“Your crush on him was so weird,” Hafsah said, elbowing her in the arm before reaching out to snag a few of the books from the stack Gen carried, hefting them easily. “He’s an old man.”

			Gen blushed and mumbled, “A handsome old man.” But she nodded appreciatively at Hafsah for shifting the burden.

			Blair laughed. She wouldn’t exactly have called him handsome. Brilliant, sure, and kind. But to each their own.

			“So, what were you two talking about before I got here?” Gen asked, clearly changing the subject.

			“My paranormal investigation,” Blair said. “I’m going out tonight.”

			“Right! What derelict old building are you and Abe heading to?” Hafsah asked as they walked toward the tiny little townhouse that they had all shared for the past two years, ever since they’d left their first-year dorm.

			“Right now? Our place,” she said. Hafsah and Gen laughed.

			“Pretty sure our house isn’t haunted,” Gen said. “Right?”

			Blair shook her head. “You’re safe. Don’t worry.”

			“Seriously, where are you going? You know I worry about you,” Hafsah insisted.

			“The old Mapleton Paper Mill,” Blair said. “Supposedly there’s a spirit there that comes out on the full moon. Which makes sense, if you consider the energy that the full moon has. The gravity of the moon affects the tides, and gravity is a source of energy, so…”

			“Uh-huh. Sorry, I zoned out, where’d you say you were going again?” Hafsah grinned at the pointed look Blair shot her way. “But seriously, be careful. That place is crumbling. Are you allowed to be there or are you trespassing again?”

			Blair felt her face heat. “You know I get permits now. Most of the time.”

			“Oh, and I dug up the history of the mill, so just let me know when you want me to record and I’ll give your viewers a rundown,” Gen said. Blair was thankful that she had a history major on her side when it came to ghost hunting. Gen always dug up the best details for her, and Blair’s idea to have her do a mini segment on her video was sure to attract positive attention from the community.

			“Thanks! We’ll film your part tomorrow morning. I’ll drop by the coffee shack on the way back from the library. You want your usual?”

			“Yeah, although I think eight a.m. is still way too early for a study period. But if it benefits me, I’m happy for you,” Gen said, mounting the steps to the townhouse.

			Blair unlocked their door and let Hafsah and Gen step inside before her. Blair kicked off her sensible sandals and checked her reflection in the floor length hallway mirror. Her dark brown hair was tied back in a neat ponytail, and her large red glasses frames sat prominent on her face, almost hiding her brown eyes behind their lenses. Her clothes were still neat and tidy despite the long day, her black tank top and red skirt wrinkle free and fitting just right.

			She looked good. Too bad she didn’t have a girlfriend. This look would have made a cute picture for a partner.

			Ah well. She figured posting a picture of herself on the SpiritScientific forums would be just as good.

			“So, you have a permit, then?” Hafsah prompted.

			“Yes,” Blair said. “Abe’s boyfriend works for the historical society. He gets us into all the best places.”

			“Handy. Well, I have a midterm to start working on. You going to be around for dinner? I’m cooking tonight,” Hafsah said, gently dropping the stack of books she had carried for Gen onto the ledge between the kitchen and the living room.

			Blair’s stomach growled just thinking about Hafsah’s cooking. But she’d promised Abe that they could go to Edith’s Diner before they headed to the mill.

			“Next time, Hafs. Got a date with a forty-five-year-old gay man before we go investigate the paranormal,” Blair said.

			“Hot.”

			They all laughed, only to be interrupted by Gen’s phone ringing.

			“Oh, sorry guys, it’s Brad,” she said, her cheeks flushing, grabbing the pile of books from the ledge and turning away from them. “I’ll talk to you all later. See you for dinner, Hafs!”

			Hafsah shook her head as they watched Gen take the stairs two at a time as she answered the phone.

			“I swear she spends more time on the phone with her new boyfriend than she does studying,” Hafsah said.

			“I think it’s cute,” Blair replied. “She’s happy.”

			“I want to meet him. Make sure he’s not some catfish pervert.”

			Blair laughed. “Not everything is a conspiracy, Hafs.”

			“No. Just most things,” she agreed, hanging her backpack up on a wall hook and gathering her stack of study notes from it.

			They both laughed as they headed to their respective rooms.

			Tossing her backpack on the bed and sliding her feet into a fluffy pink pair of slippers Hafsah had brought back from her spring semester study abroad trip to Japan, Blair didn’t waste a second before popping her laptop open and checking the forums. Just a couple of new posts from the Psychic Rose and Rhonda, Tammy, and Shae, the three friends whose methods Blair mostly respected. Sure, they dramatized things quite a bit, but their approach to ghost hunting was pretty solid otherwise. She bookmarked the video to watch later, and made a note to have a look into the prison they were investigating before she watched. She liked to know some basic facts before letting any of the content sway her. Maybe she could do some quick digging before she started her midterm project during study period tomorrow morning after she prepped the recording area for Gen’s voiceover. Or maybe they’d film her this time? Blair would have to ask her if she felt comfortable with that.

			Blair sighed and closed her laptop, glancing at her crisply made bed with a touch of longing. It was hard taking extra classes in the summer, especially when the sticky air seemed to beckon her to curl up in cool sheets and take a nap, but it was time to get ready. Hopefully tonight they’d get some really good evidence.

			* * *

			Video Recording 3

			Heya. Leif here, with a fucked-up update. Look, I’m not Wyndon’s biggest fan, but what happened to her is really shitty. She’s not doing so well. I guess I’m going to have to…I don’t know. Take care of her or something.

			 

			July 3, Tantora

			Leif looked around her mom’s kitchen, trying to distract herself from the latest lecture her mom was giving her. But even the collection of cuckoo clocks wasn’t enough to hold her attention. She sort of wished they’d all go off, just to block out her mom’s voice for a few seconds. Desperate for something besides her mom to focus on, she looked to her dog, Britney, who lay on the floor. But the traitorous dog was fast asleep.

			“So of course by now you all know the difference between the groups of people known as the Karls and the Thralls. If not, please read chapter three of your textbook.” Her mom paused here, beaming. “This year’s textbook was cowritten by your father and me. I told you that, right?”

			Her mother was a professor at U of T and had a terrible habit of practicing her lectures on Leif. It was especially annoying since Leif already knew more about Viking culture than probably any other twenty-five-year-old in the country ought to.

			“Yeah, Mom. You have literally talked about the textbook every time I’ve come to visit,” Leif said. She noticed a new evil eye dangling in the window among the plethora of sun catchers. Reflexively she touched the evil eye on her bracelet. The one she’d had since she was seven.

			“Yes, well. It’s the second-best work we’ve ever produced, after you of course. Can you blame me for being excited?” Her mom brought over a plate stacked with pancakes and placed it on the table in front of Leif.

			Britney woke up at the sound of a plate hitting the table and promptly trotted over to beg.

			“Gross, Mom,” Leif said, even as she dug into the pancakes with gusto. Her mom’s pancakes made it worth the barrage of Viking facts she had to weather every time she came over.

			Leif wasn’t even sure why her mom and dad were working together again. Her mom had been Dr. Henderson’s TA when she’d gotten pregnant with Leif. They’d never really had a traditional relationship, beyond talking history and fucking. Her mom’s words, not hers. She’d rather not think about her parents getting down.

			Leif always found it weird that they kept in touch academically when they could barely stand to be in the same room outside of school. Her mom had gotten along much better with Leif’s brother’s father, Mark. But that had all ended when Erik died. Now it was like they wanted to pretend they’d never met.

			“Where’d you get the evil eye?” Leif asked, trying desperately to change the subject.

			“Hmm?” Her mom followed her gaze to the window. Leif slipped a chunk of pancake to Britney, who devoured it with much happy tail wagging. “Oh. A student bought it for me. Dariah Smith. Very pretty girl, smart as a whip. I could introduce you…”

			“I’m good, thanks, Mom,” Leif said. Sure, she was terminally single, but it’d be a cold-ass day in hell when she accepted her mom’s help to find a girlfriend.

			“Your loss, sweetheart. I think you’d get along great,” her mom said as she took a seat at the huge hand-carved Viking style kitchen table.

			“Mm-hmm. So hey, my ghost hunting vids have over 30k views. Cool, right?”

			Her mother grinned at her. “Good for you, darling! I’m so proud of you! You need to do a video on Viking ghosts sometime.”

			Leif laughed. “Next trip to Norway I’ll do an investigation. Promise.”

			Her mom patted her hand. “I watched a few other ghost videos. Have you heard of Blair Wyndon? Her methods seem very academic and she goes deep into the history of the sites she investigates.” Her mom sounded almost proud. Of Wyndon, of all people.

			Leif’s blood pressure couldn’t handle this conversation.

			“She’s not worth talking about,” she said. Because Blair was awful. Absolutely not worth discussing. “I mean…she’s just so nerdy about it! She’s all, Ooh the scientific method, and Leif Henderson doesn’t investigate properly. Like come on. We’re hunting fucking ghosts, not doing science experiments. Wyndon wouldn’t know what to do if a ghost bit her on the ass.”

			Her mother’s look was far too knowing for Leif’s liking. “What?” she asked.

			“Nothing. Just sounds like you two are having a good time. I’m happy for you,” her mom said.

			“We are not having a good time. She’s the worst, mom. I can’t stand her!”

			Her mom winked and stole a pancake from Leif’s plate. “It’s just nice that you’re making friends. And she’s pretty too.”

			Leif made an inarticulate noise of distress. “No, she—I mean yeah she’s—but she’s not…ugh!”

			Blair was unfairly pretty with her big brown eyes and her long brown hair. But that didn’t matter. Blair was rude and haughty and the exact opposite of someone Leif would be interested in.

			Leif tucked a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear and focused in on her pancakes, ignoring her mother’s laughter.

			“I like your blue streak, by the way. Much nicer than the green one you had before,” her mom said, clearly having pity on her.

			“You should dye your hair,” Leif said, jumping on the change of topic eagerly. “I could do it for you. Your students would love it.”

			They sat and chatted a while, and Leif felt the stress of the past few weeks ebbing away in her mom’s calming presence.

			Eventually her phone beeped over the cacophony of the twelve badly maintained cuckoo clocks, and alerted Leif that it was time for her and Britney to head home.

			Leif grabbed her pink leather jacket off of the railing of the stairs and shrugged it on. “Thanks for breakfast, Mom. I’ll catch ya later.”

			“Take care, sweetheart. And remember to call me more often,” her mom said. “I worry.”

			Leif nodded. “I will, Mom. C’mon, Britney, let’s go, girl,” she said. Britney hopped up with an excited wag of her tail, and trotted over to Leif’s mom for one more treat before she headed for the door.

			Leif leashed up her dog and stepped out onto the porch. It was tradition for her to run her hand along the dangling chimes, wind catchers, and beaded doodads that hung from her mom’s porch. It was also tradition to salute the army of gnomes, flamingos, and the replica of the Oseberg ship complete with little Viking figures as she walked past them on the lawn. She let Britney sniff at them. Her favorite was the Oseberg, which always cracked Leif up.

			“Who’s my little sea monster?” she cooed, snapping a picture. Britney wagged her tail and barked once dutifully, as if to indicate that, yes, she was the little sea monster and a good girl to boot.

			Leif thought about ghost hunting as they walked to the streetcar. She was itching to get back into it. Itching to get some more evidence and to feel the rush of adrenaline that always came with going on the hunt.

			Leif brought up SpiritScientific on her phone the moment they got on the streetcar.

			She was greeted by a post from Wyndon. Of course. And a selfie. A selfie where she looked way too pretty to be allowed. The fact that her sworn online enemy was hot just made her even more annoyed.

			 

			SpiritScientific Post

			Going on a research trip to Mapleton’s old paper mill tonight. I’ll make a video of our investigation and of course share my audio recordings as usual. And I’ll be making a video on the history of the mill, from its beginnings producing over five thousand pounds of paper annually, through the creation of one of the first electric power generating plants in North America in 1854, to the mill’s closing and the fire three years ago that destroyed most of the building. So excited!

			 

			Stay spooky (and scientific)—Blair Wyndon

			 

			Damn it. That did sound cool. Leif gritted her teeth. Maybe she and her ghost crew could go investigate the same place, and make a better video. A more entertaining one, with creepy shots of the crumbling mill and mysterious flickers in the woods surrounding it. Sensationalism was what ghost hunting required to get people hooked. Get their attention and they’d get invested. People were more likely to believe the genuine evidence that Leif found if they were entertained as well.

			That’s what Wyndon was missing. The entertainment factor.

			* * *

			SpiritScientific Video Post

			That buzzing sound we heard in that dark room…could it have been the sound of patients of Princeville Sanatorium being treated with electroshock therapy? (Leif uses finger quotes on the word treated) (cut to a haunting image of the words Hell Lives Here spray painted on the sanatorium wall)

			 

			We may never know. (video end)

			 

			Comment: We do in fact know! The room in which you heard the buzzing was in the portion of the building that was used as nurse’s quarters. I highly doubt that any patients even had access to the area, let alone received treatment there—Blair Wyndon

			 

			July 3, Mapleton

			Blair met Abe at the diner at precisely eight o’clock. That was one thing she loved about Abe. He was always right on time, just like her.

			“Did you see the update from Rhonda, Tammy, and Shae? They’re coming to Canada for a few weeks,” Abe said. He grinned and took a huge bite of his burger. He was dressed nicely, in a flamingo print shirt and khaki shorts. Blair, on the other hand, wore white shorts and a high vis vest over her black top. Her steel toe boots were pink and cute, but still recognizable as work boots. She’d left her helmet in Abe’s car for dinner, but she’d be putting it on before they entered the mill. She took safety when ghost hunting very seriously.

			“Yeah! I think I’ll message them and ask them to meet up with us sometime! Imagine if we did a collaborative ghost hunt! How cool would that be?” Blair said. She was excited at the prospect. She had a few friends from Sir John Lambria University’s paranormal club, but no one besides Abe who actually wanted to go out and find evidence of ghosts. Gen would give her history rundowns but was too scared to ever come out hunting. And Hafsah wouldn’t be caught dead at a paranormal investigation. It would be awesome to meet some ghost hunting friends in person.

			“Sounds great, B,” Abe said, nodding. “They seem like lovely young folks.”

			“You sound like a grandpa when you say things like that,” she laughed. “You’re barely forty.”

			“I’m forty-five. An old geezer compared to you young ones. I can’t keep up with your tweeters and your tock tacs.”

			Blair giggled, and rolled her eyes. “Please. You’re more famous on TikTok than I am.”

			“Only by a bit,” he said. “And I think that’s mostly because the youths these days are into dad bods.”

			Blair laughed, then took a sip of her chocolate milkshake, savoring the sweetness on her tongue. She had to keep her sugar up for ghost hunting. It wouldn’t do to get faint halfway through.

			By the time they finished dinner it was nearly nine p.m. Abe drove them over to the mill, blasting classic rock on the radio. They both sang along, and Blair pretended to shred every time there was a guitar solo. Their shared love of music was one of the many things that made Blair like him. After all, who else would see her playing air guitar and join in by drumming on the steering wheel rather than giving her an odd look?

			When they arrived, Blair put on her helmet and her night vision goggles and stepped out of the car. “Your boyfriend isn’t here?”

			“Nah. He had a long day, and you know he doesn’t really like ghost things. But I have our permit. We’re good to go whenever you’re ready,” Abe said.

			He hefted out his camera and the mini boom mic that he’d bought specifically for their research. Blair grabbed the bag full of their equipment and pulled out the EMF reader and her voice recorder.

			“Hello. This is Blair Wyndon and Abe Greenblatt, recording on July 3. Coming to you from the Mapleton Paper Mill. It’s 9:37 p.m. and we are getting ready to do our first sweep of the building. Abe is recording and I am starting out with the EMF detector. As you may know, the detector reads the ambient electromagnetic fields and lets us know if there are fluctuations. Ghosts are supposedly able to affect electromagnetic fields. All right, let’s go.”

			They circled the building, making note of any dangerous terrain and taking readings. Then, once they’d completed their perimeter check, they stepped into the mill.

			It was dark and at least ten degrees colder than the humid summer air outside. Blair noted the temperature change. “It’s normal for it to be colder in here, but we will keep an eye out for any more significant temperature changes,” she said into the camera. Abe gave her a thumbs-up.

			They made their way through the mill, minding their steps. The graffiti on the walls ranged from actual art to offensive words and phrases peppered over every inch of space available. There was rubble and junk all over the ground. Beer cans and discarded chip bags were abundant, and it was clear that local teens used this spot as a hangout. They’d have to be careful to make sure the place was empty before attributing any sounds to spirits.

			The second floor was off-limits, due to intense structural damage. But Blair was all right with a little rule breaking while there was still enough light to see the holes in the floor.

			Abe followed her up the rusted ladder, expertly juggling his equipment as he went. She was always so impressed by his ability to climb, and squeeze through small spaces, and even jump while handling the camera and the mic. The upstairs of the mill was just as graffitied as the lower level, though there was a little bit less trash up there. Blair figured that was because huge chunks of the floor had been replaced with wood, and about half of the upstairs floor was gone completely. It was dangerous enough that even foolhardy teens wouldn’t dare spend more than a few minutes up there to splatter their paint on the walls.

			Blair was careful to only step where the floor seemed sturdy. Abe followed in her footsteps, so she didn’t have to worry too much about him falling through the floor.

			“No readings from up here,” she said, once they’d done a sweep of the portion of upstairs that they could safely reach. Just then, a bang sounded from the floor below. Blair’s eyes widened, but not in fear. No, she was excited.

			She waved to Abe to follow her and headed down to the first floor. Everything was the same as it’d been before they’d gone up. The whole area was empty, except for the trash and the lewd things spray painted onto the walls.

			“It seems to be empty. The sound was inconclusive, but it definitely warrants more investigation,” she said into her recording device. Her pulse was racing now. This was what she lived for. This was the type of thing that made getting through the day worth it. Right now, it felt like it was just her and Abe against the world. The high from ghost research was like nothing else.

			They descended into the basement, and immediately her EMF detector swung to red and began to screech. She grinned widely and showed it off to the camera. “Strong reading here. Let’s go deeper.”

			Abe followed her, their steps light as they walked into the darkness. It was well and truly nighttime now, and not even the light of the moon could pierce down into the basement. Blair flipped her night vision goggles down and looked around the room. Cast in an eerie green, it was just as dilapidated as the floor above, and even spookier. Despite herself, Blair felt a shiver of excitement that it was so creepy looking. She wasn’t about the drama, but a little visual treat was okay now and then for her viewers.

			The EMF reader went to yellow, then back up to red. Blair pulled out a few more of her instruments and measured the temperature in the corner where the EMF was coming from. It was four degrees colder than the rest of the room. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

			Cautiously she approached the corner. Only to have the reader swing back to green.

			Damn.

			Dejected, Blair kept moving. But no more sounds came from the darkness, and her EMF detector stayed green and silent.

			At around three a.m., Blair and Abe decided to call it a night.

			“The EMF reading paired with the temperature! It’s so compelling,” Blair said, hopping back into Abe’s van. “I can’t wait to see what the other Spiriters think.”

			“And that bang! No one else was there with us,” Abe said, as they pulled onto the highway. “That was so great. Good work, team!”

			“Good work, team!” Blair echoed. “That was one of the best hunts yet.”

			It wasn’t undeniable proof, not even close, but every point of data led them closer and closer. Every piece of information they gathered was vital.

			Still, sometimes she wished she could capture undeniable proof. Blair held out hope that she’d find something someday. Something so compelling that even the most skeptical mind would have to believe her.

			She hoped she’d find it soon.

			




Chapter Ten

			File on Johnathan Curie

			Johnathan appears frequently in videos from the Ghost Crew. He is prone to putting himself in physical danger. Reckless. He is an excellent candidate for the experiment. He seems highly spirited, so proceed with caution. See next pages for images of Johnathan and a stat sheet.

			 

			July 17, Masonville

			Blair checked on Leif the moment that she and Johnny returned from the woods. “Is he okay?” Blair asked, as Johnny hung near the tree line, kicking at the dirt.

			“Not really,” Leif said. “Are any of us?”

			“I guess not,” Blair said. She certainly wasn’t. It felt like her heart had been plucked from her chest, leaving a hole. She missed Abe. She wished that everyone was okay. That no one was dead.

			“Come on,” Leif said, casting a glance Johnny’s way. “Let’s let him be for a bit.”

			Blair figured that was fair. They’d obviously had a talk in the woods, so logically he’d need some time to process now.

			“Let’s take a walk?” Blair suggested. “Just around the manor. I don’t think we should go too far.”

			“Sure.” Leif offered her hand, and Blair took it. She felt fluttery from the contact. From the gesture of intimacy. It was beyond nice. It felt strangely perfect. Like their hands were meant to fit together.

			It was a silly thought, but it still made Blair smile as they walked around the side of the manor.

			“You know, there’s a well back here that is supposedly haunted,” Leif said.

			As far as conversation starters went, Blair heartily approved of this one.

			“Oh, I heard an unsubstantiated story that the wife fell in once and broke her leg. According to the story, now she haunts it. Though of course I’d need more evidence to say if that’s true or not,” Blair replied.

			Leif gave her a knowing look and winked. “Wanna go check it out?”

			“So badly.”

			The well was on the opposite side of the house from Abe’s body, but Blair couldn’t stop herself from looking over toward where he lay. Thankfully, they were far enough away that he looked like he was simply sleeping, covered in Leif’s hoodie to keep him warm. She couldn’t make out whether or not the animals were getting to him the way they’d gotten to Jessica. She was glad of that.

			With great difficulty, she turned her eyes away.

			They made their way across the overgrown grounds to the old well. It was crumbling and almost lost in the weeds. They had to be careful, in case there were ticks, though Blair wasn’t sure that Lyme disease was their most pressing issue right now. They managed to make their way to the open mouth of the well and peer down into the darkness. They had to stop holding hands to manage, which gave Blair a pang of regret, but it was worth it to check out such a cool old structure, even if she doubted that it was actually haunted.

			“Spooky,” Leif said. Blair thought that was a bit of an understatement. The well was so deep that Blair couldn’t see the bottom of it, and little bugs were flying around the mouth of it. It smelled of old, still water.

			It certainly gave off some seriously creepy vibes.

			“What do you say,” Blair said. She bit her lip and looked at Leif out of the corner of her eye. “You want to run an experiment?”

			“What kind?” Leif asked. Blair felt strangely pleased. This was what it felt like to share her passion with a woman she was into. It felt amazing.

			But not too far away, her best friend lay in the dirt, rotting. She closed her eyes, willing away the tears that threatened. She’d been crying so often that it felt like second nature to start sobbing, but now wasn’t the time.

			“Let’s try to make contact,” Blair said. Her voice was thick, but she hoped she didn’t sound too much like she was about to cry. “On three we both say hello down the well.”

			“Doesn’t sound very scientific, ma’am,” Leif teased.

			“Maybe I’m taking a leaf from your book,” Blair responded. She slipped her hand back into Leif’s, proud of how bold she was being. Leif squeezed her fingers.

			“Ha. Okay. One…”

			Leif leaned in closer to the well, disturbing the little mites that were buzzing around. Blair leaned in too.

			“Two.”

			They both turned their faces to the darkness below. Blair was pretty sure Leif was smiling as hard as she was.

			“Three!”

			“Hello,” they both shouted. Blair winced as the echoes chimed loud in her ears.

			“Huh. Inconclusive,” Leif stated.

			Blair laughed.

			Then a scream, male and terrified, rent the air.

			Blair and Leif both jumped backward, and for a brief moment, Blair thought, rather illogically, that the sound had come from the depths of the well.

			“Ah! What the fuck!” Johnny yelled.

			No. Of course it wasn’t coming from the well. It was coming from the front of the manor. “Who the fuck are you? Hey, get back here!”

			Leif’s hand slipped from Blair’s as they ran back around to the front of the manor.

			Johnny was on the ground, clutching at his head.

			“Johnny!” Leif called out, running toward him. “What happened?”

			“Someone tried to grab me,” he said. He laughed a sharp, hysterical laugh. “They fucking hit me in the head. I threw them off and they ran into the woods.”

			From the direction of the tent, Gen came rushing over. “What’s going on? I heard a yell!”

			“Where’d they go, Johnny?” Leif asked. She sounded frantic.

			“Down the path,” Johnny said.

			Rachel and Rose had come to the door and were heading over.

			“Stay here,” Leif said, though Blair wasn’t sure who she was talking to. She took off toward the woods, and Blair didn’t hesitate to follow. Leif wasn’t going to face whoever this was alone.

			They didn’t have to go far before Blair noticed that the weeds to the side of the path were crushed.

			Whoever had tried to take Johnny had run into the woods.

			“Leif, look.” Blair pointed. They both turned, following the weeds. Unfortunately, they led to a clearing, and there was no other sign of trampled brush.

			There was, however, a crowbar.

			It sat in the middle of the clearing, as though someone had thrown it down in a hurry. Blair took note that no grass had grown up around it, and it wasn’t rusted.

			It must be what they’d hit Johnny with.

			“Oh my, God,” Leif said, touching it with the tip of her sandal. “Johnny’s going to have one hell of a concussion.”

			Blair desperately wished they had some way to fingerprint it. But even if they did, they had no database to check it against.

			“Whoever tried to grab him went off the path,” Blair said. “Does that mean they’ve been navigating through the woods?”

			She was just glad that they hadn’t made it to the tent, or else they might have taken Gen next. Gen shouldn’t be in the tent. Blair would have to have a talk with her about avoiding the woods.

			“I don’t know. Fuck. If I’d been a little faster,” Leif said. She let out a little grunt of frustration, her hands fisted at her sides.

			“We didn’t know what was happening. You checked on Johnny first. That’s what a good friend does,” Blair reassured her.

			Leif sighed. “I know, you’re right. I just feel like if we’d caught this fucker, we’d be safer. Or at least be able to interrogate them and find out what’s going on.”

			Blair wished that too. But there was no point wishing, when the reality was that there was no way that they could check the woods without getting lost.

			“I bet they went back to that place,” Leif continued.

			“Let’s go make sure Johnny is all right,” Blair suggested. Hopefully that would help Leif deal with her misplaced guilt about not catching whoever tried to snatch him.

			When they returned to the path it didn’t take long before they heard yelling. It was Johnny again.

			“I know what happened to me, I’m not making this shit up!”

			Blair and Leif exchanged a look and quickened their pace toward where they’d left him. Rose, Rachel, and Gen were standing with Johnny now. He was being supported by Rachel, but he seemed to be angrily struggling against her help.

			“I’m just saying that it doesn’t make sense,” Gen replied, a sour look on her face from being yelled at. “What could have hit you that hard? You said it felt like claws, not a person. It sounds like you’re making up monster stories.”

			“We found a crowbar in the woods,” Blair said, offering some proof that Johnny had been hit. She was sure Johnny wouldn’t make something like this up for attention, and just because he’d said it felt like claws didn’t mean that he believed it had been claws. Besides, the path through the weeds was proof enough that someone had been lurking around. “Someone hit him.”

			Gen glared at her, but then shrugged. “Okay. I guess a crowbar would feel like claws. Sorry. It’s just really freaky when you say things like that.”

			“He’s got a massive bump on his head,” Rachel told them, seemingly trying to change the subject and stop the fighting. “And there’s some blood. I think we need to check him for a concussion.”

			“Did you see who attacked you?” Leif asked.

			“No. The fucker came at me from behind like a coward,” Johnny said. He was staring at Gen like he wanted to punch her, and she was staring right back in much the same way, her arms crossed in front of her chest.

			Blair moved to stand in front of Johnny. She didn’t know much about concussions, but she knew the symptoms and she figured she would be able to tell if his eyes were unfocused or moved strangely.

			“I think we have to track your eye movement,” Blair told him. “Can you follow my finger with your eyes?”

			Johnny didn’t look
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