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Downtown Disbelievers

Seen as a pair, Grant Fogerty and Merrill Lighton were almost polar opposites. At first the viewers of their show thought they were characters. Grant went by the name Fog and Merrill went by Light. Over time, as the viewers piled up, as the sporadic episodes became serials that regulars flocked too, everyone started to realize that even outside of the show there was so much ground between the two. Even though they’d traveled together for as long as they had, there was still mountains of differences between them. Fog was studious, he was tactical, and some would even go so far as to say that he was too careful. Light was adventurous, she was brash, and some would go far enough to say that she was reckless. Fog was in his late teens, Light was in her early twenties. Even their favorite things seem to clash against each other. Fog’s favorite animal is the crow whereas Light’s is an obscure type of hunting falcon. Fog prefers calm, calculated music but Light prefers loud, chaotic jams. In fact, the only thing that seemed to bind them together, the only thing they seem to share, is the overwhelming disdain for the almost political atmosphere of paranormal events.

Downtown Disbelievers, as their show was called, had gained traction because of the individual skills they brought to the table. Fog was a genius at video editing, he’d been classically trained for as long as he could remember. At the drop of a dime, even if he’d just woken up, he could watch a video and point out everything that was wrong with it, anything that had been altered, or anything that was simply stage magic. Beyond that, he had a knack for patterns that was above and beyond what most people nowadays could muster. Puzzles came naturally to Fog, even the most difficult ones that his family had searched high and low to find at game shops just to try and find one that could best him were simply mundane for Fog.

Online, he’d found challenges that truly tested his mettle. He’d traveled across the country, partaking in scavenger hunts and geo-puzzles. Those eventually lost their charm, Fog began to see the patterns between the challengers, the subtle nuances that tied them together and once he began to see them, he couldn’t help himself but to exploit them to easily complete the puzzle. When he returned home, it was the rumors of hauntings that caught his attention. People with lives and jobs and families were believing in superstitious babble and wasting their lives wondering what if. It was investigating a local paranormal sighting that Fog met up with Light in the first place.

Light on the other hand was both athletic and charismatic beyond belief. In school she had been captain of the volleyball team, the swim team, and the basketball team. Light’s daily schedule was packed full. In the morning she would run, then go to practice before school started. After school she would have another practice she would need to be at before heading on a nightly run before dinner with her parents. Athletics were so important to Light that she filled nearly every waking minute of her life with preparation for the next big thing. When her athletic career was cut short due to an injury, it surprised everyone when she found a home in theater.

Her classmates and teachers in High School were astounded by how quickly she could catch the attention of her audience. Once she was out of school, once she realized there was no work for a convincing actress that had no desire to move to Hollywood, New York, or any of the other major hubs, she peddled a few dozen different products successfully before joining up with Fog. Light could sell a bucket of ice to an ice fisher, she could sell a bag of sand to a man stranded in the desert, and she could do it with a smile and a clear conscience. She wasn’t a grifter, but as Light found herself easily making rent and paying her bills every month with plenty of money to spare, she realized that she could grift.

When the challenge to pay the bills, when there was no risk of losing her comfortable lifestyle, Light started to look at the world around her again. In school there had always been rumors and myths about hauntings and ghosts but she had never had time for it. When she was busy with sports, it seemed so trivial, and then when she was busy with theater, it seemed so obviously fake that no one should waste their time with it. However, now that she was on her own and residual income was paying for everything she could need, Light realized that those same rumors and myths were still getting passed around and propagated. To prove them wrong, to prove that they’d wasted their time, Light set out to disprove a local myth and in doing so she met up with Fog.

To say they hit it off like magic would be misleading, Fog and Light did not get along well when they first met. They were both competitive enough, in their own ways, to feel threatened by the other’s endeavor. However, they put that behind them after both came up empty handed and decided to work together to disprove the paranormal myth. When they found the proof they needed, they realized that there was only one way to get the proof out where anyone could see it. They decided to start filming videos and eventually they formed their own Youtube Channel. The name Downtown Disbelievers was one of the first they came up with, though neither was originally sold on it, it was the best name they came up with over the course of a few days. Fog’s computer expertise and Light’s theatrical experience made the production easy. They had over a thousand subscribers within a week, that number stopped exponentially growing around five thousand, but they quickly realized that was because they hadn’t debunked anything else since their first video.

It became their schtick to find videos on Youtube that showcased paranormal phenomena and disprove it. They proved that there wasn’t a wolfman in Yellowstone, that the Jersey Devil was not real, and that asylums were not haunted but instead had poor ventilation. Time after time, Downtown Disbelievers proved that ghosts were tricks of the light, that cold spots were construction issues, that magic was not real and that the paranormal was nothing but fiction, theater, and tricks of the mind. The only thing extraordinary about the world that Fog and Light produced their videos in was the power of the people’s minds to continue to believe in such fanciful lies. Every video they produced, every myth they debunked, every time they went out into the field, the Downtown Disbelievers were correct. Again and again, time after time, regardless of the evidence piled up against their case, they continually proved there was no such thing as paranormal.

One morning an alert woke Fog from a dead sleep at his computer desk. He had been up all night, searching for something to debunk, but he’d fallen asleep before finding anything on his own. Apparently, Light had better luck than Fog had, or at least she had stayed up later. The alert was a new message from his partner in paranormal. True to her nature, Light had a few paragraphs written out explaining what she had found, but true to Fog’s nature, he skipped over her words and went straight to the video that Light had sent him. It was pulled from a Youtube Channel named Paranormal Northwest.

It was blurry and there were not many details to pick up on. From what Fog could tell, it was shot in a graveyard, the headstones were one of the few solid objects in the video. Everything else seemed to shimmer and sway like it was made of mist. The video was filmed from a tripod, Fog could tell that without a doubt. It was too still, there was not a single wobble to the camera’s angle. The subject of the film was an iron cauldron with a wispy flame burning beneath it. There could have been steam floating up from the cauldron, but it was difficult to tell in the quality of the video.

A voice spoke from somewhere behind the camera, “From depths of death, return to life. Regain your breath, regain your strife. From depths of death, return to life-”

Typical witchcraft mumbo jumbo, Fog tuned it out after a bit and just watched the video instead. Nothing was happening, nothing had changed, but in the moment something did, Fog didn’t see anything wrong with it. The cauldron started to boil over, a murky purple liquid bubbled over the top, ran down the sides of the cauldron and dribbled to the ground. There was resounding clang, like something metal struck the cauldron, and then some kind of bird flew up from within the cauldron, purple liquid dripping from its wings as it took flight. The boiling liquid touched the wispy flame and extinguished it, the video went black and the witch stopped her chant. There was a single crow’s caw in the darkness before the video ended.

Paranormal Northwest

Light arrived at the address listed on Paranormal Northwest’s business license only to be thoroughly surprised. With the nature of their industry, with the typical addresses she showed up at, with every stigma about those who hunt paranormal phenomena, Light was not expecting to show up at a legitimate business. She was expecting a house where she would find the owner of Paranormal Northwest living in his mother’s basement, she may have even been expecting to find a cluttered apartment littered with conspiracy theories. Instead, she arrived at a two story brick building stuck between two modern high rises. Hanging directly over the door there was a simple white sign that read out PX NW in black block letters.

From the backseat of the rideshare she’d taken to find the building, Light adjusted her glasses, fixed the collar of her jacket and stepped out onto the sidewalk. She was dressed like a reporter, Light had figured out pretty early on that it was the easiest way to get through the door and find the actual lead hidden away within the building. The briefcase she brought with her was empty, but no one else needed to know that. As she walked through the front door into the lobby, Light did her best to disguise the fact that she was thoroughly surprised by how professional and modern their set up was within the brick building.

To start off, the lobby had an actual receptionist sitting behind a desk. That spoke to a specific level of revenue and business that Light hadn’t been expecting to find once she’d finally convinced Fog that this was something they needed to look into. The rest of the lobby was decadently modern, Light didn’t spend too much time admiring sheik tables by stark white chairs with plush cushions. The art hanging on the wall caught her eye for a moment before she realized it was a print and not an original. The lobby was professional, well designed, and affordable.

Light did not get a chance to look around more, due to the lack of other people in the lobby the receptionist caught on to Light’s appearance as soon as she came through the door. Her voice had a pleasant clarity to it as she said, “Welcome to Px Nw, is there something that we can help you with?”

Walking right passed the chairs, Light set her briefcase down on the receptionist’s desk, “Yes, I am here to meet with your Head of Digital Assets, Sean Palmer.”

The receptionist glanced at her computer screen, “Do you have an appointment?”

“Yes.” Light nodded, “It should be under Merrill Westroad.”

“Ah, yes, Ms. Westroad.” The receptionist tapped at her screen a few times and then removed it from the dock it was plugged into. Tucking the tablet in her arm, she stood up and motioned Light to a door, “I can show you right to Mr. Palmer’s office.”

“Perfect.” Light smiled and made a mental note to thank Fog for his help setting this up. She could’ve made it through on her own, but it was simply easier with an appointment.

As she followed the receptionist through the door and into the rest of the building, Light began to get an idea of where the video had come from. They had come across businesses like this before and even though Fog had been adamant there was no movie magic going on in that video, Light found herself walking past micro sets set up like cubicles where cameras were filming various paranormal and supernatural features. There were monsters coming to life, books being written by a floating pen, and creatures appearing out of thin air, or so it would appear on film from the point of view the camera had.

Mr. Palmer’s office was small but not so small that they couldn’t hold their meeting inside of it. The receptionist announced Light as Ms. Westroad and made the introductions before leaving them alone. Mr. Palmer was not what Light expected either, she hadn’t been expecting a failure per se but she had definitely not been expecting such a successful businessman either. He wore a good suit that was tailored, his hair was cropped short and styled well. Light noticed the stress lines on his forehead but only barely. As she took a seat across the desk from him, Light smiled and opened the conversation, “Mr. Palmer, thank you for seeing me here today.”

He even spoke cleaner than she anticipated, “It is my pleasure, Ms. Westroad. We are always happy to build our reputation in the community and an article in a paper written in a positive light is a good way to do that. I hope the walk through that Rebecca gave you was helpful.”

“It was illuminating to say the least.” Light nodded, “I have to ask, what made you get into this industry?”

Mr. Palmer smiled and leaned back in his chair, “My partner and I saw a demand and a place for us to profit. We took a leap, hit some snags, and now we’re here.”

Light tried not to frown, this conversation was not going the way she thought. It felt like they were vaguely talking about two different things. “What is it you do here exactly, Mr. Palmer?”

“A low tech answer to special effects.” Mr. Palmer answered with the same casual smile, “Companies are being paid millions of dollars to generate special effects for movies, we offer a simpler solution. Our creations can be modeled for any movie, we’ve even retconned some special effects for hit movies just to show we can do it better without the coding. Not to say that we don’t use any CGI, it’s just touch up for us though. Our heart and soul pushes us to mechanically engineer all the special effects to the same degree as our competitors do with a bit of digital mock up.”

If Paranormal Northwest had made the video, why publish it under their own name and claim it to be real? Light changed gears slightly, this was going nowhere for her and she needed to find a way out of writing an article that she couldn’t publish for them.  “That is what I think people need to understand, Mr. Palmer, that you’re not out here just making the same thing in a different way, but that you’re offering a unique take on a flooded service. If they could see how you’re making your effects, then maybe we could shine a brighter light on Paranormal Northwest.”

Mr. Palmer shook his head, “As we sit here, I’m beginning to feel like that isn’t what we want as a company. Don’t get me wrong, Ms. Westroad, I would love to have an article but I may have failed to clearly outline to your assistant that all of our clients sign a nondisclosure agreement before they get to work with us. Unfortunately, we don’t want our competitors knowing how we did it, just that we did it on their level without spending nearly as much.”

“Even if they figure it out, we could point you to the forefront of the market.”

Mr. Palmer leaned in, “I appreciate the tenacity, Ms. Westroad, but I am not narcissistic enough to think that there isn’t someone out there that could do what we do better than we could. As long as they can’t figure out our process, they can’t replicate it. Even if they try, they just don’t have my partner’s enthusiasm for the art of it all.”

One last question, then Light would disengage, “Why post the video of the cauldron then?”

Mr. Palmer nodded, “I understand that you might believe we filmed that, even though we said we didn’t. My partner has even tried to replicate it since we came across that film, but I assure you we didn’t film it. We found that and Rebecca decided that it would be good press to push it through first. No one else can claim it in the same way we did. We have the original tape, we posted it through our servers, and even if we deny it, people will believe that we made it. Even though there is no way we could.”

“Rebecca posted it?” Light furrowed her brow, she had been under the impression that Rebecca was the receptionist.

“Rebecca is my partner, she’s the Head of Physical Assets. She has an... unconventional office. It doubles as our lobby.”

Light smiled, “More smoke and mirrors from the masters of smoke and mirrors?”

“You could say that.” Mr. Palmer nodded and stood up from his chair, “Is there anything else I can help you with, Ms. Westroad?”

“If I can’t show the process...” Light stood up, “Unfortunately, I don’t think I’ll be able to do the article right and have it do your company justice.”

Mr. Palmer frowned and shook Light’s hand, “I trust you can see yourself out. Take as much time as you want looking at the sets, just remember that your assistant signed that NDA at your behest so any ideas you may have about writing on them, you will have to leave at the door.”

“I understand.” Light turned back after she’d started to leave, “Actually I do have one last question, do you know where the cauldron was filmed?”

Mr. Palmer nodded, “Yes, that was included with the original tape when Rebecca purchased it at auction. That video and the others were filmed at Black Lake Cemetery.”

Light gave Mr. Palmer her full attention, “The others?”

All Mr. Palmer gave her was a smile as he said, “You should keep an eye on our channel, Ms. Westroad.”

Black Lake Cemetery

It was a place known for things that go bump in the night, or at least stories of things that go bump in the night. Downtown Disbelievers had been out to the lake itself on three different occasions to debunk three different legends that were all variations of the same phenomena that had in turn ended up being a creative and reclusive landowner that just wanted to be left alone. Every inch of Black Lake had rumors and myths of creatures, spirits, and monsters coming to claim the lives of mortals that wander too close. In fact, the only part of the lake that Downtown Disbelievers did not pay much heed to was the small abandoned cemetery on the northern shore of the lake.

Despite the cliche, despite the overall vibe that radiated from the cemetery, no legends or claims of paranormal events ever came from Black Lake Cemetery. Fog and Light had talked about the cemetery in detail, outlining how they would approach it if they needed to, and so when Mr. Palmer from Paranormal Northwest had outed it as the source of the footage, they already knew what to do. The only thing they waited for was the release of more videos, the videos that Mr. Palmer had teased Light with.

The videos came slowly over the next week, one every other day. There were three videos, not counting the cauldron, and they were all filmed in the same stoically gritty style as the first. There were concurrences between the videos: the same voice spoke from off camera, the bird from the cauldron in the first video appeared in them all either as a physical form or as a background sound, and Fog was one hundred percent certain that just as the first video, there was no digital doctoring on any of them.

The second video to be released was a lazy film focused on a tombstone on the edge of the lake. The water was obscured mostly by the hazy mist but every other second you could see the flicker of moonlight against the water. The voice chanted like a witch in the background, the bird cawed awfully, and a light began to lift from in front of the grave. The light took the form of a small child, a girl barely six years old. She spoke and her voice could be heard through the film, but neither Fog, Light nor anyone who had seen and commented on the video could figure out what she was saying. After a moment of the girl talking, the voice from off camera would banish her and the small girl disappeared into the mist as if she had been nothing more than a collection of fireflies.

The third video to be released was of the bird itself, which under closer inspection was more like a raven than a crow but it was too small by standard. It was perched on a tree branch that hang low over a pair of headstones. The voice from off screen didn’t chant in this video, instead in broken english it asked the bird a questions. Fog had to replay the video a few times to catch the question, “What do you want?” was all she asked. The bird dipped its head low and let out a loud caw. Through the caw, commenters were certain they heard the word blood. Then after the caw ends, the bird disappears from the branch without smoke or motion.

The last video that came out before the Downtown Disbelievers headed off to Black Lake Cemetery was not focused on anything in particular. The bird was heard in the distance cawing, the voice was chanting somewhere off screen. It appeared that the camera was intentionally pointed in the wrong direction. The chanting reached a crescendo, a cry for help went out “No! Please! Stop!” and then there was the sound of a blade cutting through flesh. Two dull thumps followed and then the head of a young man rolled into the camera’s frame. His eyes blink once before the film cut to black.

If there were more videos to come, Downtown Disbelievers would have to wait until they disprove the growing theory. The Paranormal Northwest Channel passed them on the boards of trends, of what’s hot, and of what’s pop. The culture also started to notice their silence, some claimed it was because DD was in the field already, that they were unaware of the videos or they were holding back to reveal something huge once Paranormal Northwest dropped their trump card. The first rumor about their silence was closest to the truth, but Fog and Light’s reputation would not protect them for long if they didn’t release something.

When Light picked up Fog in her Jeep at five in the morning, she knew something was wrong. “You normally look a little more chipper when I pick you up to go disprove this kind of stuff.”

Fog threw his backpack into the back as he climbed into the passenger seat. He rubbed his eyes and said, “I don’t think we’ve seen this kind of stuff before.”

Light looked at him crossways, “What does that mean?”

“I-” Fog paused to let out a yawn, “Didn’t sleep well. I’m just worried, I don’t think we should do this.”

“This.” Light yanked the Jeep into drive, “This is exactly what we do.”

Two hours later, the Jeep slowed to a stop in front of the closed iron gate of Black Lake Cemetery. The sun was still coming up over the horizon, shadow still danced across the graveyard in front of them, Light unbuckled in the same motion that she turned off the Jeep and hopped down to the ground. “What do you think? Start with the camera or should we scope it out and then film? Make sure there aren’t any severed heads or creepy
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