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          OSCAR

        

      

    

    
      “Holy shit.”

      I nodded, eyes wide.

      “Holy shit,” Ezra repeated. “Oz… Holy fucking shit!”

      “Uh huh,” I agreed. “This is… so much.”

      Boo Con, held at the Riverside Colosseum and Convention Center on the outskirts of Savannah, was intimidating.

      I’d never been to one of these sorts of conventions before but from pictures I’d seen online, they seemed to have a decent turn out but nothing on the level of say, Comic-Con.

      I’d been, I decided, misled. Or maybe oblivious, hoping this would not be as huge an occasion as it apparently was. I’m not socially shy, not like Julian, but I’m definitely not a fan of crowds, especially when my abilities were being wonky. I stared at boxes of wristbands on the presenter check-in desk, each one marked with a guest ID number for ticket holders to wear starting when the con opened in the morning. If each of these people had even one ghost attached… Hell, if a quarter of them had a ghost along… Someone jostled us from behind as they pushed a dolly of folded chairs past, and I stumbled forward, pushing Ezra toward CeCe, who was wide-eyed and frozen herself. “Holy shit,” she muttered.

      “Exactly.” Ezra sighed. “Are we sure this is the right place?”

      I pointed wordlessly to the signage that was everywhere—hung from the rafters, applied to the heavy concrete pillars dotting the entryway, the flashing light-up marquee over the sign in booths.

      
        
        BOO CON

        you don’t have to believe but it helps!

      

      

      “This is just so fucking much,” CeCe whispered, her voice almost lost in the thrum of organizers talking and pulse of music around us as someone tested the sound system. “Holy shit.”

      “I think we can switch up the epithets now,” I muttered, but honestly, I couldn’t think of any superfluity that could fully encompass what we were seeing.

      “Oh. My. God.” Ezra grabbed my arm and started pulling hard on my sleeve. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God! Ozzy, it’s Julian!”

      I twisted free of his grasp, scanning the open area around us. It wasn’t exactly crowded but at least two dozen volunteers and convention staff were bustling about, setting up small booths in the atrium area and heading back through the sets of double doors toward the con floor proper, pushing rolling stacks of tables, chairs, and, for some reason, bundles of PVC pipe. There were just enough bodies to make it hard to pick out one person with all the movement going on. “He’s not supposed to arrive later,” I reminded him. “Where do you see him?” Even though I knew he’d be a while longer—he had an appointment with a local specialist to check his injuries and liaise with his primary care back home, and Harrison was in tow to handle the legal requirements and contractual claptrap insisted upon by UnReality—my heart still did a funny little anticipatory hop, skip, and flutter.

      CeCe wrinkled her nose, fishing her phone from her purse. “Last message I had from them, they were going to head out after rush hour and get here at o-God-o’clock.”

      Despite knowing better, I stood on my toes, automatically looking for a glimpse of Julian’s familiar face—likely scowling, given the apparent size and the focus of the convention—and instead saw the plastic-grinning face of Merle Banning, our liaison with the UnReality Channel’s decision-makers, and his assistant, Lee. They’d met with us before we left Colorado just a week before, Banning’s faux-bonhomie grating as Lee grimaced behind his back. Strict orders not to ‘fuck it up’ and ‘turn on the works, Oscar, my man!’ meant I had to hold Ezra’s double finger salute firmly down on his behalf. CeCe had been read the riot act about the expectations of the channel when partnering with a new production company and her ‘duties to the UnReality name,’ and some thinly veiled threats about lawsuits to reclaim funding if we ‘didn’t put out.’ I’d never been happier for Julian to be at a doctor’s appointment than in that moment—I’m fairly certain he’d have gone off on Banning, leading to lawsuits even Harrison couldn’t wiggle us out of. Julian’s absence, in order to get cleared for travel, had been another huge bone of contention for UnReality, or at least for Merle. Merle had not been happy about the situation and thrown around phrases like breach of contract and goldbricking, which I’d had to look up and found that Merle apparently last updated his slang some time in the mid-fifties. It had been the one time Harrison had stepped in, reminding Merle that Julian’s contract allowed for time off because of health concerns and it would be a damn shame if UnReality had to face a breach of contract suit itself, as well as public accusations of harassment if Merle didn’t back off. He’d also tossed around a suggestion regarding UnReality’s reputation should Julian be forced to travel without a doctor’s clearance, and a few legalese phrases that apparently meant something heavy for the channel, judging by how Lee had gone whey-faced, and Merle had turned a shade of puce unhealthy in any mammal. We’d parted on less than stellar terms but with the belief that Merle and his minion (however unhappy about the situation he seemed) would return to Los Angeles, while we continued on the grand tour and headed for Boo Con. CeCe had been flustered and angry, but had sallied forth and arranged a stonking huge amount of interviews and pop in appearances on the way to Savannah, mostly on local morning talk shows and in one case, a séance at a Chicago socialite’s penthouse overlooking Lake Michigan with the understanding she and her son were free to post details all over their social media, and invite their equally social media savvy friends.

      It felt a bit uncomfortable, a little slimy really, even with most of the posts and stories and reels or whatever they were up to reiterated I wasn’t charging them for the ‘personal event.’ It was really hitting home that this was a job, I suppose. That my skills and abilities needed to be marketed, promoted. It was no longer something Ezra and I were doing for a small number of viewers, not just something I had done since I was young and tagging along with Grandmere, using abilities that had been in my family for generations.

      Oh God… Was I going to need merch? Did I just use the phrase merch unironically? Oh my God…

      I rose up on my toes again and saw Merle and Lee had been waylaid by someone with lanyards and a carabiner of keys dangling from their belt. We had a few moments then.

      “The UnReality guys are here,” I muttered, nudging Ezra. “Look, by check-in.”

      Ezra nodded faintly. “Julian, though…”

      “Just texted,” CeCe said. “They’ll be here in a few. Harrison is looking for a parking spot.”

      Ezra tugged my arm again. “Oz! Look!”

      I finally let him turn my head, his fingers on my chin, to show me what he was freaking out over.

      And it was definitely Julian.

      “Holy. Fucking. Shit.”

      CeCe frowned, turning in the direction of our gaze. The sound she made was somewhere between a squeak and a cackle before she clamped one stiletto-manicured hand over her bright pink lips. “Oh my God,” she gasped. “He’s going to go off like a rocket!” Her phone was back out and she was taking pictures before I fully absorbed what we were seeing.

      My lover. Boyfriend? Definitely my person. Towering over us, about ten feet tall. It was one of the images from UnReality’s promotional stills of us, one they hadn’t used in any of the media kits because Julian was too grim, according to the ad department. But apparently, his scowl and folded arms, leaning one hip against a fake gravestone he’d declared trite, tasteless, and ridiculous, wisps of Photoshopped mist around his ankles and the suggestion of a shadowy figure lurking behind him, was just the thing for the enormous banner dangling from one of the rafters.

      Or I should say banners. Plural.

      As I looked, I noticed several others of the same image strewn down the length of the concourse, along with some of me looking back over my shoulder, brows raised. Ezra had declared it my cheesecake pose, and we’d had a laugh over it, and I’d been glad UnReality had opted not to use it for their press kits. Ezra was up there as well, his familiar ginger head bent over a PKE meter, bright eyes glancing up and to the side, a small smirk on his face. That one had been a candid, an oops as the photographer had called it, Ezra caught while he was examining a shitty prop they’d brought for us to use for the photos. The channel had organized the shoot before we’d left Houston to go to Colorado, before we’d detoured at the Carstairs’ ranch, before… Before everything, really. It had been less than a year since we’d begun this, since Hendricks House and Annie and those ghosts, but it felt like decades, another lifetime really.

      I had a feeling that if they did another shoot now, Julian’s picture would be far more scowly and possibly a bit… Uneasy? No, not so much uneasy as confused.

      He’d definitely been confused when we’d left Colorado. He’d been quiet about it, but I knew. Everything that had happened with his ex, with Reggie… I didn’t know where Julian stood for sure—it was early days yet—but he was definitely undergoing some change of mind.

      I think.

      CeCe had asked me what was going on with him, if we’d had a fight, and I’d assured her we were fine, but she could tell, too, no matter how hard he worked at his ‘normal.’ She’d watched him with beady-eyed intensity for most of the drive to Nashville, even threatening to come to his check-up at the hospital there and ask the doctor if his ‘weirdness’ was because of his fall or if it was a brain tumour or something.

      Julian’s response had been of the double finger variety—I think he and Ezra were exchanging tips on that one—and had led to what I determined was a sibling-level spat. Harrison had assured me it was quite normal for the twins to go hammer and tongs, and it reaffirmed my belief that my parents had done the right thing by stopping at me.

      “Julian is going to flip,” Ezra muttered, typing something on his phone.

      “Don’t text him,” CeCe hissed. “He’s my twin. I get dibs.”

      A woman in a bright orange con organizer shirt and about a dozen tags hanging off her lanyard came hurrying over, dodging neatly around a pallet mover stacked with boxes marked with the name of a popular psychic medium’s call-in program.

      I felt like that had to be symbolic somehow but couldn’t quite make it gel before she reached us. “Hey, y’all! I’m Marta McElhenny!” She stuck out her hand to CeCe, her smile all gums and pageant-white teeth. “I’m your contact person for the event!”

      CeCe smiled and introduced us each in turn, making it official. “I was told we could get the lay of the land before everything got started tomorrow?”

      Marta nodded. “Follow me and I’ll show you around!”

      “Does she speak in anything other than exclamations?” Ezra muttered as we fell into step behind Marta and CeCe.

      The two women were chatting about how we liked the hotel, how we were settling in, when Marta’s sudden pause and confused oh caught my attention. “What’s wrong?”

      She flipped open the slim, bright orange, Boo Con branded case her tablet was in and frowned deeply, scrolling through some pages before muttering “Huh. I’ll be…”

      “She’ll be what?” Ezra hissed. “What’s going on?”

      “Y’all said you’re in room 1001 and 1002? The Rosemueller Suites?”

      “Er, I suppose that’s what they’re called,” I said. “When we checked in to the hotel this afternoon, they said we’d need to go up to the top floor, but the rooms weren’t ready yet.” Ezra had pulled the rooms up on the hotel’s website, since they sounded far fancier than we’d been led to believe. It had been a surprise and a half, really. I’d been expecting a regular room, maybe a touch nicer than some others I’d stayed at since the hotel itself was putting on a fancy front and, as Ezra declared, anywhere with a glass elevator and an atrium with enough live plants to hide a T-Rex was going to splash out a bit with the actual rooms.

      The suite had looked nice enough on the site but we’d yet to see it in person. We’d dropped our luggage off with the check-in desk, then we high-tailed it down to the convention center through the connecting walkway, intending to check in and get the lay of the land before everything officially kicked off in the morning.

      “Oh. Well. Hmm.” She glanced worriedly at CeCe, then plastered that bright Miss America smile back into place, giving her very fluffy hair a comforting pat before flipping her tablet closed one-handed. “I’m sure it’s just a typo on my part. I had y’all in Room 332, on the same floor as most of our other panelists who came in from out of town.”

      CeCe’s expression was carefully neutral as she noted, “Room 332 sounds like a regular hotel room, not suite. I would think upgrading to something like this penthouse would be,” she hesitated, then said with great professional delicacy, “a bit above the touch of the convention organizers.”

      Marta blushed but nodded. “We do alright, all things considered, but we try to keep our invited guests in the same block of rooms.” She shrugged, and muttered, group discount as if we’d find it offensive.

      CeCe had whipped her iPhone out of her clutch and was tapping away, her lips curled into a frown strongly reminiscent of Julian’s what is this bullshit scowl. “My copy of the itinerary has us in the block reserved for the other panelists and guests.”

      “I don’t want your group to be put over a barrel because of a mistake on UnReality’s part,” I said. “Is there a way we can switch the rooms out?”

      Marta had her own device out and was frowning along with CeCe. “Just checked with Jimmy—he’s head of the guest relations committee—and he says Room 332 has been given to a group from the University of the Upper Coast.”

      CeCe pursed her lips, shoving her phone back into her handbag with a bit more force than was likely good for either item. “Well, please let me know if we owe on the room. I’m sure this is just a mistake in the hotel’s booking system somehow and I’d hate for Boo Con to have to pay for it.”

      Marta, flustered, tried to brush her off, but CeCe was damned persuasive when she wanted to be (which, I’d found, was just about always). Soon, Marta had us circling the two ballrooms that had been opened for the convention. The movable wall between the two spaces rolled back and tucked away into massive pillars decorated with faux marble paint and clusters of imitation Spanish moss. “We’ve grown over the past few years,” Marta said proudly, leading us past some large booths that were still being set up by a mix of orange shirted volunteers and the booth runners. “We’ve got a dedicated vendor’s row now.” She waved at a long aisle running the length of the space with booths on either side, far more professional and serious than I was expecting to see. A large, rainbow-draped booth took pride of place at the endcap of the midway, empty for now but fully set up with stacks of pamphlets, vinyl stickers, a display box of rainbow-striped ghost plushies, and a box for donations, with a QR code and Venmo address on the front for people who’d prefer to go digital with their contributions.

      Marta beamed when she noticed us staring at the display. “That’s RIGR’s booth! The Rainbow Investigations and Ghost Researchers group! They got their start with Boo Con oh, several years ago now!” She gave us an expectant look. “You’ve never heard of them?” she asked, her cheer dropping a few notches. “Oh. Well! Never mind that! You’re new here and all! I bet by the end of this weekend at least a few of the group will have introduced themselves and, well, you’re gay, right? I bet they ask you to give a talk or something—they’re always looking for out and proud speakers and the like! Now come on, let’s take a look at your booth! It’s not as colorful as RIGR’s,” she laughed. “But it’s huge!”

      * * *

      “Cor, when I heard booths, I was expecting something like the church fairs or, at best, that con you took me to in London a few years back,” I muttered to Ezra.

      Marta, apparently owing her hearing to a long-lost lynx relative, flashed us a toothy grin. “If you’d been a guest here about two years ago, that’s what you would’ve seen! We’ve had a burst of popularity lately and a few big sponsors, particularly UnReality and the Butterworth Cemetery and Grounds Association.” She went on about the BCGA, the full name of the association apparently too long for her rapid-fire style of info dumping, and gave us a mini-tour of our booth and the green room area—a small conference room repurposed into a waiting room for panelists and guest speakers, complete with several large coolers to be filled with drinks and snacks, a few comfy looking sofas, and a television set up with an older gaming system. “That’s a donation from my younger brother,” Marta muttered, rolling her eyes a little. “He wants it back later so if y’all get to playing on it, be careful not to get too het up and throw the controllers.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem,” I promised.

      “Oh! Before I forget, your liaison with UnReality asked to be the one to show you around that specifically and go over the final itinerary with you.” Her lips pursed and she shot a glance at CeCe. “I was expecting him to be here already, but he hasn’t shown.”

      CeCe’s brows crept upward. “Having a liaison here is news to us, as well,” she said. “Merle Banning, correct?”

      Marta nodded. “Very last minute. Honestly, if UnReality wasn’t a sponsor, I think Debbie would’ve told him to get stuffed.” She gasped, pressing her fingers to her lips. “Shoot! I don’t mean—”

      “It’s alright,” I assured her. “We’re just as put off as you are.” Sending up a silent thanks to whomever was in charge Up There, I added, “As far as we’re concerned, the itinerary we were originally sent and agreed upon is the one we’re using.”

      CeCe nodded. “That’s the one the production company legal team”—a.k.a. Harrison— “approved and we all signed off on.”

      Marta looked a shade less stressed and nodded thoughtfully. “I’m glad to hear it. Mr. Banning has been real keen on upsetting the apple cart over the last few days. Between the changes he’s demanding not just for y’all but Ghost Sneaks and Small Mediums, it’s been… it’s been a lot.” With a gusty sigh, Marta clapped her hands together and changed the subject before any of us could ask a question. “Now, let’s show y’all to the suite and get you settled! I know it’s still early yet but the VIP Meet and Greet starts at six and we always like to tell the special guests and panelists it’s a good idea to get there a bit early.”

      * * *

      Marta trooped us up to the top floor in the smoked glass lift. I had a brief glimpse of Julian and Harrison entering the lobby and Julian freezing mid-step as he saw the promotional posters towering over guests. Marta smiled. “We’re so lucky the hotel allowed us to set up the promo stuff so prominently this year. Not gonna lie, I think the fact the BGCA is involved helped. Everyone in Savannah likes to have old money on their side,” she chuckled.

      I peered down at the lobby, smiling to myself as Julian gestured at the ten-foot-tall poster of his glowering self greeting convention-goers. Later, I’d give him the present I picked up for him at a small shop outside of Atlanta just the other day and hopefully that’d distract him from his impending sulk.

      CeCe nudged me with her elbow as the lift slowed. “Want me to find out if we can get a set of the promo posters? I bet we could annoy Julian for years with a giant picture of himself looking all Mr. Darcy-scowly.”

      I snorted. “Mr. Darcy? Your own brother?”

      She rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “I’ve heard four people today refer to the tall Darcy-looking guy on our posters, and one guy asked me if he was single.” She nudged me again. “I told him no, he was happily taken.”

      “I wasn’t worried,” I muttered, feeling my face heat. “We know where we’re at.”

      CeCe hummed thoughtfully. The lift doors slid open, and Marta stepped out, ushering us ahead of her. “Y’all are in the one on this side of the floor, Mr. Fellowes and Mr. Baxter. Ms. Weems, you’re in the one on the left side.”

      We trooped after Marta like slightly travel-weary ducks, oohing and aahing appreciatively as she keyed open the door to the suite and stood back with a flourish. It was a nicer version of standard hotel decor: a lot of neutrals and dusty blues, inoffensively bland art depicting local scenery, a small kitchenette with a microwave, sink, and mini-fridge under a narrow, pale-wood cabinet holding six glass tumblers and a one-cup coffee maker. Our luggage had been brought up from where we’d left it with the front desk on check in and was neatly lined up along the wall on the right side of the tiny foyer. Ezra’s until-then pleasant expression shuttered, and his lip curled. He muttered something I couldn’t make out and grabbed his duffle bag and the bag of equipment before stalking to the bedroom on the far side of the suite, slamming the door behind him.

      Marta chuckled nervously. “It’s been a long day,” I offered.

      She nodded, but still looked a little apprehensive as she handed over our room cards and our official convention ID badges and what she called flair—some printed, laminated tags with pictures of different illustrated ghosts on them, meant to show which events we were attending. Ezra, in the meantime, slammed around in the bedroom, muttering to himself.

      “Now, I have to admit, I don’t know a terrible lot about this room but,” Marta said, hesitating as she darted a bright glance my way. And I knew without her saying it, what was coming next.

      In fact, I could say it along with her.

      “It’s haunted!”

      * * *

      Ezra had held himself together until Marta left to show CeCe to the other suite across the floor. “Holy shit,” he groaned, stalking out of the bedroom before sinking down onto the denim-colored sofa. “She seems nice enough but for fuck’s sake!”

      “What the hell’s going on?” I challenged. “Are you feeling alright? You went from perfectly pleasant to whatever that was in a heartbeat!”

      Ezra scowled, picking at a worn bit of his jeans like a recalcitrant adolescent. “I’m allowed to be in a mood, alright? What’s the problem? I’m not the blokey sidekick right now so you’re gonna tell me off? Is that what this is? Ezra’s not being the cheerful, everyone’s pal, sidekick so he’s in trouble?”

      I sat in the armchair across from him, reaching out with my sock-clad foot to jab him in the leg. “Oi! You’re being a dick! When have I ever treated you like that?”

      Ezra’s jaw worked, his eyes narrowing. Still, he said nothing.

      “Right,” I huffed, smacking my hands down on the arms of the chair. “That’s right. I haven’t. If this isn’t what you want to do anymore, if you’re unhappy, tell me now and we quit.” I meant it, and I thought—hoped—he knew it. He glared at me for a moment longer, then his expression softened.

      “Seriously,” he murmured. “Seriously? You’d fuck off the show if I wanted to leave?”

      I nodded. “We’re a pair, remember? I wouldn’t be here without you and, frankly, I wouldn’t want to be.”

      “What about Julian?”

      “He’d quit, too,” I said with a faint chuckle, “but likely for different reasons. I can’t picture him going to different locations and being skeptical for a forty-five-minute episode, and the channel being fine with that.”

      Ezra’s lips quirked, and his posture melted further into the sofa’s overstuffed cushions. “I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I don’t know what’s going on. I was just… fine, really. Maybe a bit tired, a little hungry, but not enough to make me throw a strop like that.” He scrubbed his hands over his face, shaking his head. “Everything in my head went from toodling along, nice as you please, to just wanting to slap the shit out of everyone. Every word Marta said grated and the idea that you were using me as a step stool took root and was so true in my head, just for a few minutes…” He peered through his fingers at me, eyes red-rimmed and shining. “I think I might need to call the doctor I got set up with back in Texas, the one who saw me for the seizures. One thing I’m supposed to watch for is sudden changes in mood.”

      I nodded, a niggling worm of worry making its way through my body to lodge in my stomach. “Have you—”

      He shook his head sharply. “It’s probably nothing, Oz. I’ll call that doctor in a few, alright?” He offered me a tired smile but something sharp and unhappy lurked at the edges. “I’m sure it’s just all this travel. Those fucking Midwest states, all flat… Swear I was sleeping with my eyes open for half of ‘em.”

      I nodded, but he was already shoved to his feet and trundling toward the bedroom, head down and back tight. Something was wrong, that was obvious, but what…

      A scuffle and click at the door dragged my attention away from Ezra for a moment, my heart doing a happy little flip in my chest as the door swung open on Julian, leaning on his hospital-issued cane and looking more worn than not. Still, his smile was brilliant when he saw me. I was on my feet before I knew it, crossing to him and slipping my arms around his neck. “Hello,” he smiled. “What the fuck’s up with those posters downstairs?”

      I laughed. “Missed you too.”

      He leaned in to kiss me, but before our lips touched, the sharp crack of breaking glass broke the warm quiet between us, jerking us apart.

      “The hell,” Julian muttered, rocking his weight onto the cane to peer around me. Ezra burst out of his room, eyes wide.

      “Oz?”

      I pointed to the kitchenette. The tray of glasses was shattered into fine shards, still sitting on the counter between the microwave and the sink. A woman in wet clothes, eyes red and dark-circled, stood beside them, glaring at me. Her mouth moved, no sound coming out, but water mixed with something internal poured out, over her chin as she gestured at the glasses, then me, fiercely. Then she was gone. “Someone isn’t fond of PDA, apparently.”
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      Housekeeping sent two people up, one with a fresh tray of glasses and one with a broom, dustpan, and vacuum. They darted us looks as they cleaned the mess and replaced the tumblers, refusing the tip I offered them as they hurried away. “I’ve never seen housekeeping move so fast in any hotel I’ve ever been in,” I muttered.

      “The room’s haunted,” Ezra said with a shrug. “That’s one of those things the staff would know, and if they’re more superstitious or have their own experiences with ghosts, might try to avoid.”

      Despite my recent—and rather ongoing—experiences, my skeptic hat was firmly on. I limped to the counter and examined the tumblers thoroughly, which, honestly, did not take much time. They were standard issue, plain glass with the thick bottoms, too small to be a really satisfying drink but large enough to feel like you made an effort. “Did y’all notice if the counter was wet earlier, before the others broke? It’s possible that they slipped as the weight of the tray pressed against a wet surface and—”

      “And,” Oscar interrupted, emerging from where he’d been rummaging in his luggage a black fabric bag in hand, “that counter could’ve been soaked with water and the glass covered in oil, but they didn’t slip. They exploded.”

      I ran through my mental list of possibilities, each one more unlikely than the previous. “Unless someone was very keen on a practical joke or trying to pull one over on us, this falls into your area of expertise,” I sighed. Oscar and Ezra turned near identical looks of surprise my way. “What?”

      “Just… you’re not going to suggest an, I don’t know, EMP or something?” Ezra demanded. “Or high radio frequencies causing the glass to shatter?”

      I bit my lip and turned away to examine the glasses again. The thoughts had crossed my mind, but I dismissed them almost immediately as ridiculous. “He did.” Ezra laughed. “Oh my God, you thought about it!”

      “Physics doesn’t work that way,” I replied tartly. “And like I’ve said before, being a skeptic is about applying logic and science to a situation in order to determine possible causes, not automatically slapping down an event just because it doesn’t fit your specific world view or philosophy.” I glanced up to find Ezra recording me with his phone. “Um…”

      “I thought I’d put together some footage from the weekend, use it for promos.” He glanced over the phone at me and Oscar, smirking. “Or possible blackmail, depending on what you get up to.”

      Oscar flipped him off, an oddly relieved expression crossing his face when Ezra laughed. I made my way to the comfy looking chair near the television and groaned in relief, settling my leg on the low coffee table while Oscar and Ezra talked about previous encounters with ghosts who could move physical objects, poltergeists, and what-have-yous that I tuned out as my hip throbbed dully.

      “I can intersperse that mini-lecture Jules gave about poltergeists from episode one with this,” Ezra murmured, fiddling with some setting on his phone as Oscar set up his scrying gear on the kitchen counter. “Unless you have anything new to add?”

      “I could,” I said around an unexpected yawn. “Sorry. Haven’t gotten much sleep since stopping in Memphis.” Ignoring Oscar’s curious glance, I shrugged. “Give me a bit and I can see if there’s any new research available. I seem to recall a team at the University of Dortmund was working on something to do with the psychological impact of puberty in low-income adolescents, specifically those who menstruate, and how that could possibly be extrapolated into poltergeist activity.”

      They both stared at me. “What?”

      Oscar sighed. “You are so hot. Talk academic to me.”

      I blushed, but I also knew he meant it—apparently, Oscar had a thing for me getting all academic. Shifting, I ignored Ezra’s chortle and added, “It’s just theoretical, mind, and I can’t promise it’ll be anything more than what’s been discussed in the research I already mentioned, but it’s worth a look. I still have access to JSTOR and a few other online resources for journals.”

      Oscar nodded. “At this point, we’re not sure if this,” he nodded at the cups, “was a poltergeist or not, so don’t rush off and go looking just yet. Give me a mo.”

      He’d set up his scrying supplies—a pendulum, a flat black mirror he told me was more for aesthetics than anything, and a layer of ordinary table salt covering the surface. Holding the pendulum suspended over the salt, just close enough for the plumb bob to touch it, Oscar relaxed and closed his eyes. “I saw you earlier,” he murmured. “Can I help you?”

      “Not a poltergeist then,” I grumbled. “Poltergeists are, by definition, non-visual.”

      Oscar motioned for me to be quiet. Ezra shot me a glare, pressing his lips together as he moved closer to Oscar with his filming. “I’m holding something to help you communicate. It’s like writing with a pencil. Just move the pendulum through the salt, trace out your words.”

      Nothing happened. Which, I was learning, was the case more often than not. According to Oscar, ghosts sometimes just didn’t want to talk, or couldn’t talk. Seeing them didn’t mean they could see you, nor did their interacting with the environment in one way mean they could do it in others. Oscar stayed quiet for another long moment before speaking again. “Your death was hard,” Oscar said, his voice pitched soft and low. “Your anger is understandable—”

      The kitchen faucet turned on full blast, water clattering against the metal basin in a startling rush.

      The pendulum started to move. Fuck. Off.

      Ezra snorted softly. Oscar’s lips twisted in a moue of disappointment, and he sighed. “Well, to be
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