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  Introduction


This short story was originally a reward for the 2022 North County Paranormal Unit #1 Audiobook Indiegogo. It is now available publicly for the first time. 






  
  The Water Tower


It was freezing as James opened the van door and stepped out. The sun wasn’t anywhere near coming up yet, but here he and Amelia were, right at the top of the hill, with the water tower looming over them. The trees rustled in the wind as it cut across the small, flat dirt lot where they’d parked. 
James had always seen the water tower on the edge of town, but never really put a lot of thought into it. It was old and dull, always just blending into the scenery. But as he looked directly up at it, he felt tiny. And the fact that they were here to hunt down a ghost at three in the morning wasn't helping matters.
“Alright,” James said, zipping his coat. “We’ve got three hours left till shift change, not that it matters. But let’s get this fucker out of here and go back where it’s warm.”
The call had come in about forty minutes ago. A college-aged couple, wanting a few more minutes of alone time before returning to their respective campuses, had been parked up here by the water tower. James reasoned that anyone who’d ever heard an urban legend in their life could figure out what would happen if they did that, but these two were either desperate for privacy or just didn’t care. 
Either way, the sight of a looming shadow person in their rearview mirror, a blade glinting deadly in its hand, had been enough to send them fleeing back to civilization.
And, since it was apparently the third such sighting in the past month, the Foundation for Paranormal Studies had finally gotten involved. And decided it needed to be solved tonight. So it was now the problem of the North Worcester County branch.
James, Amelia, and their teammate Madelyn were on duty tonight. As they pulled their gear out of the van, James got on the radio and contacted Madelyn.
“We’re here,” he said through chattering teeth. “Let me know if and when you get visuals.”
Amelia was strapping the camera to her chest. “It’s a shadow person,” she said. “And hopefully it follows the usual shadow person rules. Meaning that blade everyone keeps mentioning won't do much damage if he shows up.”
James could hope, but considering the fact that they were out here in the dark and cold, their luck wasn’t that good. Judging by Amelia’s expression, she agreed. She was scowling slightly as she adjusted the camera over her heavy jacket. And she’d been pretty quiet on the way over here. But it wasn't like an overnight was a fun shift on a non-ghost hunting night. James had been doing this for over a decade now, so he was willing to let a grumpy shift slide.
“Let’s just get this over with,” Amelia muttered, tossing a small backpack on her shoulders.
“Of course,” James said, confirming he had his holy water and lighter in his pocket. “Do you see an extra blade in there?” he asked as she ducked back into the van for something. “Mine broke the other day.”
“Yeah.”
Her tone was clipped and James felt chastened, even if that hadn’t been her intention. The ridiculous urge to remind her who was second-in-command for their unit bubbled up for a split second, then popped. Madelyn hadn’t spoken on the other end of the comms yet. “Mads, do you read us?” he asked.
“Yeah,” came their third partner’s voice. “Yeah, I read you. No visuals yet though.”
“I’m still in the van,” Amelia said. 
No, her voice was definitely testy. “That’s fine,” Madelyn said, surprise evident in her voice. “I’m not rushing you.”
Amelia got out of the van, strapping a blade to her wrist. She passed another one to James.
“Thanks,” he said.
“Yeah.”
Had he done something? She’d seemed fine enough back at headquarters. Quiet, but they were working the overnight shift, so that was pretty normal when everyone was overworked and exhausted. The team was understaffed and, since they were in charge of keeping the entirety of North Worcester County safe, they had to fill in the gaps as best they could. 
Apparently they were nearly approved for a new team member, but James wasn't holding his breath for it. 
“We’re heading over now,” James said to Madelyn as he turned on his flashlight, letting the beam bounce off the intimidating height of the water tower in front of him and Amelia. 
“Got it,” Madelyn said over the crackling speaker. “Stay safe.”
There was a decent chance they’d lose their connection with her since the tech they had was sorely in need of an update. But he hoped it was going to be a simple enough case, and that they’d be done before it became an issue. 
“I guess this is as private a place as you can get if you’re home with your parents,” James said as they made their way to the first row of trees, pushing branches aside to get a glimpse inside. 
Unlike the bare trees he’d seen lining the road up here, these were heavy evergreens. Even through his thin gloves, he could feel the stickiness of sap from the needles and scowled. That was going to get all over the equipment. And then he’d have to listen to their teammate Bradley lecturing him on it later.  
James peered through the branches at the small patch of woods that curved around the water tower’s parking lot. There was no marked trail, but there was a worn down strip that went through the grass and the brush beneath the trees. A desire path, James had once heard this called. When enough people walk across the same non-planned route that they make their own path.
He liked that idea. People deciding that it didn’t matter what the actual plan was, they were going to do it their own way. But right now, he was too damn cold to give it the appreciation he knew it deserved.
“I say we do the woods first, then the water tower,” James said, looking up from the desire path to where Amelia was now standing next to him. “It’s not too deep. But if this shadow fuck is going to show up, I feel like the woods are a better environment for it.”
“But the last witnesses saw it over by the water tower,” Amelia argued.
“True. But the one before that was a man with his dog in the woods,” James said. “It’ll be quick.”
“Yeah, sure.”
He turned to her again, but she was already walking purposefully through the trees, shining her flashlight in sweeping arches to illuminate the space as the branches smacked back into place behind her. James felt unsettled as he followed after her. And it wasn't just the fact that a shadow man could be lurking behind any tree, ready to slash at them with a ghost knife.
They moved swiftly through the small patch of woods, not speaking. Every so often, James would confirm that Madelyn was still on the line over at Headquarters, the small house the Foundation had bought and transformed into a professional ghost hunting headquarters that still had far too many touches of home. But Amelia didn’t say a word as she followed protocol to the letter, making sure to check every part of this small patch of woods.
About thirty minutes later, James’s hands were numb as he held his flashlight. There was no sign of the ghost and they were nearly through the entire surrounding woods. Woods was honestly being generous. This was a small brush of trees that wrapped around the hill where the water tower loomed over the cities of Leominster and Fitchburg.
“Alright,” he said as the van came back into sight. “No signs of anything paranormal out here so far. Amelia’s been taking readings, I’ve been doing visuals. Mads, are you getting the readings?”
He heard Madelyn about to say something, but Amelia spun around and glared at James. “Of course I sent the readings,” she snapped. “This isn’t my first fucking case.”
Whatever Madelyn had been saying faded out as James stood there, feeling foolish with the flashlight in his hand. “That’s not what I meant,” he managed to get out. 
In the beam of the flashlight, Amelia looked pissed. James’s first instinct was that he must have done something wrong. But no, he was following protocol, just like every case they ever did.
“Whatever,” Amelia snapped. “Let’s just go do the water tower like I said we should in the first place.”
“Is that what this is about?” James demanded, his own insecurity rapidly replaced with anger. He was well aware that Madelyn was listening to every word from base. “Because I decided we should do the woods first?”
“No,” Amelia said, her  frustration still clear as she let her hands drop to her side. “No, it’s everything else.”
“Everything… what the hell did I do?”
Amelia turned back to him, tension obvious in her every movement. But that frustration melted into horror as she looked behind him. Dreading what he was about to see, James turned as well. Just in time to see a blade gleaming inches from his face.

      ***All the training James had ever done left his brain immediately as he yelled and dropped to the side to avoid the deathly glint of that knife. Was there even a hand holding it? It was so dark out here, especially now that his flashlight had sputtered and died as it hit the ground. 
“Amelia!” he called, fishing in his coat pocket for his vial of holy water.
“Here,” she said, the beam of her own flashlight now a little ways away. 
She waved it deliberately, trying to draw the creature away from James. So apparently she wasn’t mad enough to leave him to die. That was good at least. The light danced for a second as James got his bearings, then it stopped, shining against a wide tree.
“It’s gone,” Amelia said.
Eyes still darting in every direction through the darkness, James felt along the ground for his flashlight. His frozen fingers finally made contact with it and he snatched it up, fumbling for the switch.
The beam broke through the frozen air and he immediately saw the outline of a hand curling toward him from the darkness. James stumbled backwards, away from the water tower, as the hand reached for him. Then it disappeared, as though it had never been there. 
Amelia was standing a few feet away from him now, and James hurried over to her. “Are you alright?” he asked.
“Fine,” she said, the heat from earlier driven out of her voice by the things that had just happened. “Are you?”
“Yeah, it disappeared.”
Amelia nodded. “I got readings,” she said. “They absolutely spiked just a second ago.”
“Well yeah, it was trying to choke me.”
“I’m sorry I snapped at you.”
“What was that about?”
They were walking back toward the where the van was parked under the water tower as Amelia seemed to search for the words. But before she could say anything, she held out a hand to stop James. 
“Look,” she said, her voice barely audible in the momentary burst of wind that cut through the parking lot.
The van’s interior was dark, just like you’d expect at three in the morning. In the dim light of their flashlights, he could see their distorted reflections in the glass of the side window. But James squinted into the darkness, where it seemed to swallow itself in the backseat. His stomach sank as he realized what he was looking at.
“It’s in the van,” he whispered. “How?”
“It’s trapping





OEBPS/cover.png
fz
¢

e

=

A NORTH COUNTY PARANORMAL
UNIT PREQUEL SHORT STORY

AMANDA MCCORMACK







