
Amanda McCormack

North County Paranormal Unit Box Set #1





  

  Copyright © 2022 by Amanda McCormack


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        The Vanishing House
        
      

    
      	
        Newsletter
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        North County Paranormal Unit
        
      

    
      	
        Dedication
        
      

    
      	
        Want a free ebook?
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 1
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 2
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 3
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 4
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 5
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 6
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 7
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 8
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 9
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 10
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 11
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 12
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 13
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 14
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 15
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 16
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 17
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 18
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 19
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 20
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 21
        
      

    
      	
        CHAPTER 22
        
      

    
      	
        Want a bonus epilogue?
        
      

    
      	
        Jarvis Street
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        Want a bonus epilogue?
        
      

    
      	
        Fairview Hills Cemetery
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        Want a free bonus epilogue?
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  The Vanishing House

  
  




The Vanishing House: A North County Paranormal Prequel Novella




Amanda McCormack - 2021








  
  
  Newsletter

  
  




Sign up for the Enfield Arts newsletter and get free stories, exclusive content, recommendations, and updates!




Sign up here!








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







“Heads or tails.”

Madelyn glanced over to where her best friend and coworker, Amelia, was lounging on the other bed in the small bedroom. “Um, tails,” Madelyn said, returning her gaze to the cool gray walls of the room.

Amelia flipped the coin and caught it in the air. She made a show of slapping it on the back of her hand, then pulling away for the dramatic reveal. “Tails! Ugh, fine. What do you want for lunch?”

Madelyn shrugged. She wasn’t hungry. The cocktail of pain medications she took daily since her accident made her nauseous, so her appetite was unpredictable. Anything Amelia wanted would be fine with her, but she knew if she said that, then Amelia would insist that Madelyn was just being nice.

She and Amelia were in one of the staff bedrooms at the headquarters of the North Worcester County Branch of the Foundation for Paranormal Studies, New England’s foremost experts on the paranormal. While from the outside, their headquarters looked like an ordinary raised ranch home in suburban Massachusetts, the North County branch was one of the best paranormal cleansing teams in the region. Both of them had worked for the Foundation for several years now. Amelia had joined at eighteen and bought Madelyn on board about two years later. Now, both twenty-four, they were experts in clearing out haunted houses and eliminating negative entities. And Madelyn loved the work. She thrived on it, the mix of metaphysics and human ingenuity that was required to remove negative energy from places and make them habitable again.

But a year ago, almost to the day, there’d been an accident. Well, not really an accident. The entity had been pretty deliberate when it threw Madelyn off a building and onto the lawn below. The rest of her team had rushed her to the hospital, so she’d survived. And now, a year later, the bones were mended. But the rest of the damage was slower to heal, possibly never going away altogether. So she had a permanent limp, walked with a cane nearly all the time, and still woke up from nightmares of bursting through that door and seeing those gleaming eyes looking back at her.

“Do you want drive-thru or something more grown-up?” Amelia asked.

She knew. Madelyn knew Amelia could tell she wasn’t hungry. But they lived together, so Amelia was also well aware that Madelyn hadn’t eaten breakfast this morning either. So Madelyn knew Amelia was going to force the issue until she ate something. But neither of those sounded like anything she could stomach.

“I could have soup,” she said.

It was warm out, almost hot. But soup and toast sounded doable. And instead of pointing out the hot weather, Amelia nodded. “Sounds good to me,” she said. “I’ll run to the grocery store for lunch. Let me check what the guys want before I go.”

Amelia hopped off the bed and went to the open door to go find their teammates, James and Bradley. But loud, angry voices from the living room meant she wouldn’t have to go looking very far.

“What’s the big deal?” James was asking, his voice frustrated as it got closer down the hall. “You said you needed the paper, so I got you the paper.”

“That one is expired,” Bradley was saying, his voice sharp and tight like he was seconds away from exploding. “You know that.”

“It’s the same thing! My medical records haven’t changed since that form expired. It’s not like the new one is any different. Is it? Is there a single discernible difference on this new form?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Bradley snapped. “If I send that one in, they’ll send it back and then I’ll have to chase you for the new one anyway. So can you please, for the love of God, just get me the right form so that we can both avoid that?”

Before James could answer, he noticed Amelia in the doorway of the bedroom she and Madelyn shared when they were both working overnight shifts. “Oh, hey,” James said.

“Hey. What do you want for lunch? I’m going to the grocery store.”

“Great, can you grab me a pepperoni pizza meal? And a Diet Coke. And something to get Brad off my goddamn back.”

Bradley glared daggers at James, who gave him a cheeky grin. “Listen,” James said. “I’ll get the form. I’m sure it’s just buried somewhere in my folders.”

“Is this the health form?” Madelyn asked from the bed.

“Yeah, the updated one. It’s apparently worlds different from the expired one from last year.”

Madelyn slid off the bed and slowly made her way over to her backpack, which was open on the floor near the door. “I have a spare copy of it,” she said. “They gave me another one when I was at the Foundation the other day for a followup appointment.”

She knew she was moving excruciatingly slowly, but walking any faster would put her off balance and she’d fall. She knew because it happened regularly. And while moving like a turtle was embarrassing, falling in front of her teammates was worse.

“I can-” James started to say, then stopped.

Madelyn pretended not to hear him as she unzipped her bag and pulled out the yellow piece of paper. “Here,” she said, handing it to James.

“Thanks,” he said with a broad smile.

James was cute in that suburban dad way. He and Bradley were both a little older than her and Amelia, closer to thirty. James was tall and broad-shouldered with sandy hair and a wide smile. Meanwhile, Bradley was a little shorter and too thin with dark hair and eyes. James was somewhat Madelyn’s type, not that she was particularly attracted to him. She had no interest in dating anyone at work. Or at all, really. Not these days.

James took the paper and walked out, giving Madelyn and Amelia a wink as he went. Bradley rolled his eyes. Amelia turned to him. “Lunch?”

“I brought mine, thanks.”

Amelia turned back to Madelyn. “I’ll be back in a little bit. Any preferences on what kind of soup?”

Madelyn shrugged. “Chicken noodle, I guess? Nothing too heavy.”

Amelia smiled at her and Madelyn’s heart lifted just a little at the warmth in her expression. “Done,” she said. “I’ll be back in half an hour.”

“Wait.”

James was back now with a grimace on his face. “Sorry,” he said. “But we just had a case come in and the Foundation is saying that it’s urgent.”

The Foundation’s main branch in Boston investigated the cases and sent them to the regional branches to take care of. And if they said it was urgent, then it must be urgent. Amelia sighed. “Fine,” she said. “Give us the info, then I’m going to get something unhealthy for lunch.”
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Amelia shifted over on the bed furthest from the door so that Bradley could sit down next to her. Madelyn tried to do the same, but her movements were slow and awkward. James sat down in the small space at the foot of the bed before she could give him more room.

James had been working for the Foundation for a decade now and the bedrooms that they had for overnight shifts had barely changed in that time. Both this room and the room across the hall looked like a cross between a dorm and an outdated guest room. Calming plant prints were framed on the walls above both twin beds and there were toiletries scattered on the top of the dresser. Everyone had their preferred rooms to stay in, but nobody enjoyed spending more than one night at a time at headquarters, including James.

James waited until everyone was sitting down to read the message he’d just printed from the computer in the living room. Normally he’d have everyone go in there so that they could do a full briefing, but he’d just seen the way that Madelyn was moving. He didn’t want to patronize her or anything, but there was no need to have her go all the way out if she was having trouble walking. Not when they could do it just as easily in here.

So now here he was, sitting on a bed beside Madelyn and looking over at the next bed, where Amelia and Bradley were waiting for information. With visions of lunch quickly flying out the window, James looked at the paper.

“So it’s a haunted house,” he said. “But with a twist.”

Bradley’s face was sour, and James sighed internally. It was one stupid paper among many stupid papers. Was Bradley really going to hold it against him forever?

Whatever.

“So the house is currently owned by the grandchildren of the original owner, who built it back in 1900,” James continued, reading off of the sheet as he paraphrased. “They want to sell the property and move away, but there’s a curse that was set by the original owner.”

Amelia sighed. “Of course there is,” she said. “Come on, let’s hear it.”

James suppressed a smile. “You’ll like this one,” he said. “People vanish without a trace.”

The other three looked at him in shock. “Excuse me?” Amelia said.

“They disappear,” he repeated. “As in, go in the house and are never seen again.”

“And the police haven’t gotten involved?” Bradley asked.

“Oh, they have,” James said, glancing back at the paper. “In fact, they’ve been called for several of the disappearances.”

“Several of the… Jesus, how many disappearances have there been?” Amelia demanded.

“Um, seven,” James said. “The Foundation says that people go in the house and aren’t seen again.”

“And we’re not thinking serial killer?” Bradley said. “We’re leaping straight to ghosts?”

“That’s the thing,” James said. “That’s definitely been suggested. But these disappearances range from 1909 to two years ago. So either it’s paranormal or it’s one old serial killer.”

“Or it’s a family affair,” Bradley suggested.

“The Foundation thought of that,” James said. “They’ve got it down here that they investigated it and cleared that option.”

“Oh, well, it’s good of them to send detailed notes,” Bradley muttered.

“You sound so surprised,” James said. “Anyway. They want to clear out the property. We’re going to go in there and check it out, then decide the best way to cleanse it. If it’s a curse, then we’ve likely got everything we need to break it. But we want to make sure that we use the technique that fits the situation best.”

“So what’s the plan?” Madelyn asked.

“Robin’s still at his conference until Thursday,” James said. “So he’s out of touch for secret Foundation reasons and I’m in charge of the mission. So I’m thinking me and Amelia in the field, you and Bradley here.”

He could see the way that Madelyn was trying to hide her disappointment. But he couldn’t in good conscience bring her out into the field. Not when she could barely walk. Plus, she was good on comms and with the support information they needed. She and Bradley could get them set up for the next part of the case before they even got back from their first inspection.

“Why is this so urgent?” Amelia asked suddenly. “It’s a curse that’s over a hundred years old. Why now? And what’s changed to make it more important than our legally mandated lunch break?”

James looked at Bradley, hoping he might know, since the document didn’t say anything. Bradley’s face was set in irritation. “I can tell you exactly what must have happened,” he said. “The Foundation’s working with the grandchildren, right?”

James nodded.

“And their lawyer?”

He nodded again.

“The lawyer clearly drew up the contract. And whatever jackoff was negotiating with them didn’t read it closely. Likely because they were all in such a hurry and the Foundation apparently has better things to spend their money on than their legal team. So it was written in the contract that it would be solved by a certain time and the Foundation didn’t realize it until now.”

James looked at Bradley for a long moment, then nodded his head slowly. “That… makes perfect sense.”

“It shouldn’t,” Bradley said. “But when I worked at the North Essex County branch it happened on a case there and we had to work overtime for two weeks to get it done.”

Amelia groaned. “Are you saying we’re skipping lunch because the Foundation screwed up?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, let’s get it done quickly so we can get lunch after,” James said, standing up. “Amelia, with me. Brad, Madelyn, see what you can pull up on revenge curses while we’re heading over there. It’s not far from here, maybe ten minutes if traffic isn’t bad. I’ll stay on the comms with you.”

The others started getting up to go. Ignoring his growling stomach, James headed out to find his car keys. This should be straightforward enough. They’d be in, out, and back before their lunch would have been over, anyway.

“Wait,” Madelyn called as she slowly slid off the bed.

James turned to her. “What’s up?”

“How do we keep either of you from disappearing?”

James frowned. “Shit. I mean, our chances are low, but…”

“Rope harness,” Amelia said. “It’s still in the van. We’ll tie ourselves together, maybe anchor it outside the house. Maybe it’s overkill, but that should work, right?”

“It’s as good as anything, I guess,” James said. “Brad, Mad, do either of you have any other suggestions?”

Madelyn shook her head. Bradley did the same, but he still looked ready to kill James.

“I’ll grab the rope from the dining room table,” James said. “Meet me outside in a few.”
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This might have been the most ordinary house James had ever seen. It was small, almost a cottage, and sat on the edge of a somewhat rural neighborhood on the western side of Leominster. The house itself was dingy white with windows all along the front of it. The surrounding yard was large and overgrown, though it didn’t seem entirely abandoned.

“This looks like it could be my grandmother’s house,” Amelia said as they got out of the car.

James laughed. “Not my grandmother,” he said. “She was a mystic with a big, sprawling house full of people.”

“That makes perfect sense.”

It really did. James had grown up around the paranormal, though his experiences as a child weren’t as intense as the things he’d seen since joining the Foundation. But after an incident involving a few of his relatives and a pack of vampires in the western part of the state, he’d ended up connecting with the Foundation and joining them. His grandmother had been delighted with his choice in career, though other family members preferred to deny it. In fact, at least one uncle still insisted he was working for some corporation in Boston. James wasn’t sure if this uncle truly believed what he was saying or if he was desperately trying to push back any further paranormal intrusion on his carefully ordered world.

Though honestly, Uncle Pete should have known what would happen when he married into Gran’s family.

“Alright,” James said into his speakerphone. “We’re at the house and I’m getting the camera on. Ready?”

They were supposed to get some better cameras soon, but for now they were stuck with the shitty wireless cameras they’d been using since wireless cameras became a thing. James turned his camera on and hooked it onto his shirt. “Can you see?” he asked.

“Confirming visuals,” Madelyn’s voice came over his phone. “Um, I see a house?”

“Yeah, that’s the one,” James said. “It looks harmless.”

“Don’t forget your rope,” Madelyn said.

Amelia held up the long rope harness she’d dug out of the supplies back at headquarters. “Got it,” she said.

She tied one end around James’s waist, securing it tightly. Then she stood still so that he could do the same for her. Once they were both secure, she glanced around for somewhere to anchor the rope.

“How about the van?” James suggested. “I can pull it up closer to the house.”

A few minutes of awkward shuffling later, they were in the van and pulling it up to the sidewalk directly in front of the house. Amelia tied the harness onto the steering wheel and fed the rest of the rope through the open passenger side window.

“Alright, we’re secure,” she said, shifting so that James could show the other two through the webcam.

“Do you have enough slack?” Bradley asked them, his voice crackling slightly.

“Plenty, don’t worry,” James said. “Speaking of, I’ll get that paperwork filled in tonight and get it to you tomorrow.”

Bradley didn’t respond, but James could picture the look on his face. “Alright,” he said, mentally checking over everything like he was supposed to before every trip. “Let’s head in.”

Even on a case where the location seemed completely normal, James wasn’t about to get complacent. He walked slowly into the house, Amelia behind him. The rope harness she’d grabbed had actually been designed for situations like this by the Foundation. So each of them had an end of rope, which was then connected to another, forming a Y shape. This allowed them to spread out a little as they stepped into the kitchen.

It was clear that nobody lived here. But the family still used the house for storage. Boxes of kitchen supplies were stacked on the Formica table and there were some clean, but dusty, dishes on the cracked wooden shelves.

“I’m not feeling any weird vibes,” James said. “I’ll take some readings in a few minutes, but I want to get a feel for the house first.”

Amelia seemed to be doing the same thing on her end. He watched as she stepped into the pantry, the rope tightening slightly around James’s waist as she did so. She stood in there for a moment, then came back out. “Yeah, same here,” she said. “I believe them that there’s something strange in the house, but I’m not feeling it.”

“Alright, so it’s subtle,” Madelyn said over the phone. “Do you think maybe a straightforward cleansing?”

“It couldn’t hurt,” James said, walking toward the doorway to the living room. “Might not fix everything, especially if it’s serious enough to make people disappear. Sometimes it’ll be something on the property and-”

The rope snapped taut as he stepped inside, holding him in place. “Shit,” he murmured. “Hey, Amelia, do you mind walking toward me? I need to check the living room and I’m out of space.”

“Sure thing!” Amelia called in.

The rope slacked on his waist. “Thanks,” he said, turning around. “Hey, it’s all one floor, so I’m thinking we hit the bedrooms, then maybe see what kind of basement this place-”

The kitchen was empty behind him. A still-looped rope end lay on the floor.




* * *




Madelyn was flipping through an herb reference book when James’s frantic scream of “AMELIA!” nearly shorted out her headphones. She dropped the book and stood up so fast that pain blossomed to life in her back, hot and loud and forcing her to sit back down.

“What is it?” Bradley demanded, a trace of panic in his voice. “McManus, answer me!”

“Fuck, Bradley, she’s gone. She was right here, she was on the rope and now she’s just gone.”

Bradley and Madelyn exchanged a look, and it took everything in Madelyn’s power not to cry right there in her chair. “Okay,” she said, her voice shaking as she tried to sound in control. “James, it’s okay. She has to be there somewhere. Maybe she just fell.”

“It’s a tiny house,” James said. “The door hasn’t opened and her rope is still tied.”

“Where did you see her last?”

“In the pantry,” James said, his voice shaking as well. “She was in there and I went to look at the living room. She was- the rope was too tight and I asked her to come closer. And she was…”

“McManus, listen to me,” Bradley said, and Madelyn was grateful for the sharp clarity he was either faking or actually had. “Check the house and for the love of God, stay on the line, alright? She’s there somewhere.”

Madelyn could hear James’s shaky breathing over the line. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I’m going to look.”

Madelyn heard his footsteps move onto the tile of the kitchen and she took a deep breath, forcing herself not to cry.
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An excruciating forty minutes later, they had to admit that Amelia wasn’t in the house. Madelyn had called her cell phone more than ten times, each time letting her hopes go up a little, then sink as Amelia’s voicemail connected. The first four times she left a voicemail, but after that, she would hear the start of Amelia’s cheery greeting and hang up.

Bradley was on the phone with the Foundation, trying to connect with their captain. Robin was somewhere remote for this conference and it was apparently a big enough deal that cell phone coverage had been scrambled within a mile of the location. So within her own growing panic, Madelyn listened to Bradley alternately yell at whatever person he was transferred to and bark at James to keep showing them that he hadn’t disappeared too.

Finally, he hung up and shook his head. “This entire organization is fucking useless,” he said. “Alright, McManus, do you hear me?”

“I’m here.”

James sounded more defeated than Madelyn had ever heard. As she shifted to look at his webcam footage, a flash of pain went through the small of her back. Madelyn gasped and pressed the spot with her hand, hoping Bradley hadn’t noticed.

If he did, he didn’t show it. “Listen,” he said on the phone. “Get your ass off the property. Wait by the side of the road or whatever. I’m on my way. Madelyn is going to stay here and keep trying with the Foundation. This might not be something we can handle alone. They clearly didn’t do enough work ahead of time.”

He looked at Madelyn for confirmation. She nodded rapidly as the pain throbbed through her muscles. There was a heating pad back in the bedroom, but she wasn’t sure she could walk enough to get to it. And she didn’t want to take any of her medications if it meant she might be too loopy to help Amelia.

Amelia. Where the hell was she? This wasn’t a prank, Amelia wasn’t that kind of person. But how could she have been connected to James one second and gone the next?

She was so distracted that she barely noticed as Bradley got up and left the room. Alright, she needed to stay on phones. They had one phone line, the Foundation wasn’t going to spring for any more. So she had to keep her cell phone ready in case Amelia called while she was trying to get through to Robin. And if there was anything, anything at all, that might have the slightest chance of helping in their books and resources, maybe she could get a head start.

“Here.”

Madelyn jerked back and hissed in pain. Bradley was back, standing beside her with the heating pad. “I need you to stay here and watch the video. Make sure that McManus stays off the property until I get there. We’ll figure out the plan from there and let you know.”

Madelyn nodded rapidly, trying not to let the tears stinging her face slide down. “We’ve only got the two webcams, so I won’t have one,” he continued, giving her the dignity of ignoring her obvious tears. “God help us, it’s all on his. But I’ll have my cell. Keep trying the Foundation and keep your cell clear so that I can call. Do you understand?”

His voice was all matter-of-fact, but she could see the concern in his eyes. Normally, he tried to hide anything like human emotion when they were on the job. But this was different. This was Amelia and they had no idea where she was or how to get her back.

Bradley reached out and awkwardly clapped her on the shoulder. Unsure how to react, Madelyn just nodded and turned to the screen in front of her. James’s webcam footage was up and she could see the calm afternoon scene in the neighborhood. Cars passed by and voices floated through, interrupting the sound of James’s heavy breathing.

“I’m out,” Bradley said through his phone. “There in fifteen, tops.”

The webcam wobbled slightly as James nodded and said, “I’m here.”

Bradley walked out, and Madelyn was alone in the headquarters. As the door slammed shut behind him, it was like the house simultaneously grew so large that she was alone in the world and so small that she felt trapped. She wanted to go too, wanted to go to that house and tear it down board by board until she found where it was hiding Amelia.

But even as she stood to go find the reference book of curses that she knew was on the coffee table, pain blossomed in her chest. The ribs that had shattered and theoretically healed all seemed to stab into her previously-collapsed lung again. It was like all of her injuries were returning, her body returning to that half-alive state. Only now, instead of seeing her teammates’ faces above her like a dream, telling her to hold on and that she was on her way to the hospital, this time she was all too awake and completely alone.

Madelyn took a deep breath. She was alive and those bones were repaired. The last time the doctor at The Foundation had examined her, she’d told Madelyn that her progress was extraordinary. So for now, she needed to put it all behind her and focus on what mattered. Her best friend needed her.

Instead of standing up and potentially falling, Madelyn picked up the heating pad Bradley had brought over. She flicked the On button, then slid it behind the small of her back as it warmed up. Right, first, call the Foundation again. Channel Bradley’s snark if it seemed like the only way to get through to them. Or just open her mouth and spew all the panic and helpless rage she was feeling right now.

Amelia was somewhere. She had to be somewhere, and all they needed to do was find where that somewhere was. She’d be fine. They’d find her, then they’d all go get those lunches they’d so dutifully put off. Maybe she’d submit the grocery store receipt as a work expense and try to make them pay for lunch as a way of apologizing for this nightmare. Accounting would never approve it, but the satisfaction of sending it in might go a way toward making the day better.

Madelyn picked up the phone and dialed the number for The Foundation’s Branch Assistance desk. As the hold music began, she leaned over to Bradley’s computer and opened one of the resource databases. As long as she was here and had visuals from James’s camera, she might as well start looking for a way to tear this ghost and his curse apart.
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James had never been so relieved to see Bradley in his life. Even after he’d followed instructions and moved over to the sidewalk, all he wanted to do was run back inside and scream Amelia’s name until she responded. She had to be in there somewhere. Maybe she was in the walls. She was thin enough that maybe the house had squeezed her in there. He’d go back to headquarters, get a sledgehammer, and get her out.

He was actually on his way over to the van to see if there was still an emergency hatchet inside when Bradley’s car pulled up behind it. Before he could get inside, Bradley parked, opened his door, and hurried over.

“Anything?” he asked.

“No,” James replied. “But what if she’s in the walls? What if whatever it is pulled her into the walls? I wanted to see if the hatchet from that other case was still in the trunk.”

“It isn’t,” Bradley replied, looking over at the house. “The head came off and Robin’s still waiting to replace it.”

“We can’t just go to fucking Home Depot?” James demanded.

“Apparently not.”

Anyone else would have thought Bradley was too calm in this situation, but they’d worked together long enough that James could see the tension radiating off of him. He crouched down and picked up the rope harness that James had unhooked and dropped.

“Should we go back in?” he asked.

James was tempted. But what happened when he turned around and that empty loop was lying there again? He couldn’t risk another teammate in this nightmare and he knew it. “No,” he said.

“Hey, guys?”

Madelyn’s voice crackled over the phone, and James jumped. He’d completely forgotten he was on speaker. “We’re here,” James said.

“I’ve got a representative from the Foundation on the phone. He says he’s going to attempt to contact Robin, but no promises. And he also says to get away before it takes one of you.”

“We’re outside the property,” Bradley said. “And what does he mean, no promises?”

Another voice crackled onto the line. “We told all teams to have plans in place for this weekend.”

Madelyn must have had the representative on speakerphone against her own cell phone. The quality was poor, but James could hear the man just fine.

“Did these plans involve sending a team in on an urgent case with minimal prep time and the risk of losing a member?” Bradley demanded.

James flinched at the last part. But it was the truth, she was lost. They just had to make sure she got found afterward.

“Like I said, Robin and the team should have had something in place for a situation where Robin is unreachable,” the representative said. “I looked up the case and you’re right, it is flagged as urgent. So if you could please wrap it up as quickly as possible, it would be a big help.”

Something seemed to pop just behind James’s eye. “We need to find Amelia,” he managed to choke out through his disbelief.

“Right, yes, of course,” the representative said quickly. “I’ll pass that along to one of the curse specialists and have them get back to you. In the meantime, has there been any progress?”

James wasn’t sure what to say. Anything he was currently thinking would almost definitely get him fired. But he was saved by the click of the call disconnecting.

“Oops,” Bradley muttered. “Must have slipped. I’ll call Madelyn back.”

He rolled his eyes at James as he dialed Madelyn’s number. The phone clicked again as Madelyn answered. “Anything?” she asked.

“No, sorry,” Bradley replied.

“The Foundation guy got off the line. I told him it was a bad connection.”

“Unbelievable,” James muttered. “Alright, so what do we do?”

He knew the words were useless as they were leaving his mouth. James was the second in command, so he was in charge right now. He was the one who should be giving instructions, not asking for advice like it was his first case.

“Let’s go back and get some supplies,” Bradley suggested. “It’s still early.”

“But what kinds of supplies?” Madelyn asked. “Where do we even begin?”

James looked helplessly toward the house. What had seemed so ordinary a couple of hours ago was dripping with malice now. It had his friend in there, and he had no idea how to get her out.

“I need to go back in,” he said.

Bradley and Madelyn both protested at the same time, but he held up a hand. “No, listen,” he said. “If there’s anything, even a hint of where she might be, it’s going to be in the house.”

Bradley looked like he wanted to argue, then sighed. “You’re right.”

Wow, Bradley was admitting James was right about something. If this hadn’t been so serious, James might have marked the occasion on the calendar. But instead, he picked up the harness. There were attachments to put it both on his wrist and around his waist. Maybe both would be more secure. Or they’d be nothing. But it couldn’t hurt.

He strapped on the wristband, then tried to slide the harness onto his waist. It hooked on his back, but after a couple of clumsy attempts to weave the small clips together, he realized it wasn’t happening.

“Bradley, can you help me?”

Without a word, Bradley came over and pulled the harness snug around James from behind. After a few seconds, James heard the clips sliding into place and Bradley stepped back.

“Thanks,” James said.

Bradley shrugged awkwardly. “Yeah.”

James picked up the other end of the harness. “Hook this onto your wrist,” he said. “We stay attached the entire time.”

He smiled grimly at Bradley. “Hey, Madelyn, I’m going in.”

“I have a visual from your webcam, but it’s crooked.”

These things sucked so much. James shifted the camera upright where he had it hooked to his collar. “Better?”

“Better.”

“Alright, keep an eye on the visuals. Bradley’s got the other end of the rope. I’ll be fine.”

Neither responded, which didn’t exactly settle James’s nerves. But he walked up the pathway and went back inside the house.

The kitchen was exactly like it had been. He walked into the pantry, following Amelia’s footsteps as carefully as he could. It was a small room, barely bigger than a typical closet. A few dusty cans were still stacked on the wooden shelves, but there was nothing else to indicate anything supernatural happening.

He turned to leave the pantry when suddenly all the hair on the back of his neck stood up. Something was off. Heart pounding again, James turned back to the pantry. Nothing had changed, but the air felt heavier, like it was pressing down on his flesh, trying to get inside his body. Something was watching him and he couldn’t make himself step away.

“James, everything okay?” Madelyn asked, breaking his horrified trance.

“What? Yeah, um, yeah,” James replied.

He pulled away from the pantry, the rope tangling awkwardly around his legs as he did so. As he reached down to untangle them, something brushed past his ear.

James.

He froze, hands still on the rope. “Amelia?” he called, voice shaking slightly.

“Is she there?” Madelyn asked eagerly.

He barely heard her as he stood up, every part of him focused on finding that voice again. “What’s going on?” Bradley asked over the phone.

“There’s something here,” James said.

James.

“Get out of there.”

Bradley’s voice was calm, but forceful. Normally James hated that tone. He knew it meant he was in trouble for something stupid. But right now, he was grateful for it as it pulled him away from whatever was happening in here.

“Coming,” he said.

He turned away from the pantry and hurried toward the door. But just as he got there, he heard it again.

James.

It wasn’t a physical voice. But it seemed to arrive somewhere deep in his mind, bypassing his ears. And it sounded an awful lot like Amelia.

“I hear her,” James said.

“Stop pulling on the rope and get out here,” Bradley snapped.

James looked down at the harness, where the rope hung slackly off. “I’m not pulling,” he said.

“I can barely hold on, you asshole,” Bradley said, voice strained. “Get the fuck out of the house NOW!”

James bolted, throwing the door open and racing down the walkway. Bradley stood on the curb, just off of the property, clinging desperately to the other end of the rope that was dropping off of James’s hip. As James ran toward the sidewalk, he could see the rope slipping out of Bradley’s hand, just a little. And he barely had time to process the horror coursing through him before he stepped onto the pavement and caught Bradley as he stumbled back, still holding the suddenly limp rope.

“Is everything okay?” Madelyn demanded over the phone.

“It’s fine,” James said, catching his breath. “It’s…I think I heard her. No, I know I heard her.”

He looked over at Bradley, then down at the rope burns on the other man’s hands. “Fuck. Okay, we’re on our way back to headquarters,” he said. “Let’s grab a spirit board and come back. I think I know how to reach her.”
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Madelyn was crying. Dammit, she was alone in headquarters, the thing that just gotten Amelia had almost taken James too, and now they were talking about getting a fucking spirit board to talk to her. Did that mean she was dead? Just the idea made Madelyn want to die herself.

Breathe, she tried to remind herself. Her whole body was coiled in tension and it was making all of her injured muscles ache. She’d managed to get up and bring back the book of curses she’d wanted, so between that and the database, she now had a list of curse-breaking options to look at.

But which would work? She wasn’t an expert on curses. If anything, she’d always been better in the field, doing things herself. Not sitting here at a desk cross-referencing different revenge curses and their antidotes. This was where she was useless.

There was the sound of a key in the front door and Madelyn hurriedly wiped her tears away. As James and Bradley walked into the house, they were solemn. Bradley hurried toward a linen closet-turned spirit communication storage and started digging through the messy shelves.

“She’s there,” James said as he reached Madelyn. “I can feel her in there and we’re going to get her out.”

“How?”

James glanced at the list of curses and curse breakers she’d compiled, then back at her. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “I want to talk to her first, see where she is and what the curse involves. It tried to get me but I couldn’t tell you any details about it to save my life.”

That nausea was bubbling up again. She was two hours overdue for her medications and it was stupid to not take them. But she didn’t want to be knocked out in any way. She needed to be sharp, and she needed to save her best friend.

“Got it.”

Bradley walked over to them, holding a rectangular velvet bag. “We’re going back,” he said. “We won’t go in the house, but I think if we’re right outside, we might be able to reach her. Worst case, I’ll go inside.”

“Absolutely not.”

James glared at him from Madelyn’s other side. “Nobody’s going back in that house,” he continued. “We lost-” his voice caught - “We lost Amelia temporarily. It almost took me. I’m not letting anyone else inside that house until this is over.”

Bradley looked like he wanted to fight. However, finding Amelia clearly won out because he just glared at James, then spun around and headed for the door. “Stay on comms,” James said to Madelyn. “This list is good. Once we talk to Amelia on the spirit board, we’ll see which of these to try first.”

Before she could say anything, he hurried out the door after Bradley. The door shut behind him and Madelyn was alone in the house again. She scrubbed a hand over her eyes, sighed, and pulled the list toward herself.

The first option was to call in Father McEnerney, a Foundation-connected priest who often helped on more extreme cases. But that brought another person into the equation, meaning that the possibility of someone else getting hurt went up. The rest were similar to the cleansings they did regularly. Salt circles, blessed amulets. Fasting and meditation were on the list too, but they needed to get this done now. There was no time to fast, so the universe would just have to deal with their bodies as they were.

Fire. Fire was tempting. The Foundation would be mad, but they could fucking deal with it. They’d made the mistakes in the first place.




* * *




Bradley’s hands were cold. James didn’t know why, with everything going on, this was the detail that his brain zeroed in on. But as they held hands to form a circle over the spirit board, he couldn’t help noticing how deathly cold the other man’s hands were.

They were sitting on the pathway outside the house. It was on the property, but James hoped that the power was weaker outside of the physical house. At least if something were to happen, they were close to the sidewalk. He could use that to reassure himself that things would be fine.

“Amelia,” he said, keeping his eyes on the candles surrounding him and Bradley. “Hey, Amelia, can you hear us? We’re here to help you.”

He let go of Bradley’s hand and they both moved to place their fingers on the planchette in the middle of the board. James kept his fingers barely grazing the wood and he looked to make sure Bradley was doing the same. He was, but that didn’t stop the planchette from slowly gliding across the board toward YES.

Relief coursed through James so hard he thought he might pass out. “Are you okay?” he asked.

The planchette stayed on YES for a long moment. He met Bradley’s eye and saw that same relief echoed there.

“Where are you?”

This time the planchette moved, smoothly sliding from letter to letter. “I…N…T…T…H…E…H…O…U…S…E.”

“Are you alone?”

Nothing happened for a moment, outside of one of the candles flickering. It was late afternoon, so it wasn’t like they were the only light source. James wanted to get this done before people started getting home from work and saw two grown men holding a seance in their dead neighbor’s front yard.

Then the planchette slid to NO.

James swallowed hard, remembering the feeling of heavy fear in the pantry. “Is it something bad?”

YES.

“How can we get you out?”

Nothing. James waited, his fingers aching on the planchette.

“Amelia,” Bradley snapped. “How do we get you out?”

“D…O…N…T…K…N…O…W.”

James wanted to scream. But instead, he reminded himself that he was the leader and this was his responsibility. So he took a deep breath.

“Amelia, it’s going to be okay,” he said.

“S…C…A…R…E…D.”

“I know,” he said. “We’ll get you out, I promise. Madelyn is back at the house finding ideas and we’ll do everything we can.”

The planchette was still for a second, then it slid over to GOODBYE.

“No!” James snapped. “No, dammit, Amelia, come back! We’re not done.”

But the planchette stayed where it was. James’s hand twitched, like it was about to move the planchette itself to get the answer he wanted. So he pulled his hand away and scrubbed it over his eyes. “Fuck,” he muttered, trying to quell the panic bubbling inside him.

“Okay,” Bradley said, his voice so calm that James wanted to hit him. “Okay, we know she’s in the house. So she’s still here, at least in some form.”

Was that supposed to be comforting? James looked over at Bradley, who was gazing toward the house. No, of course it wasn’t supposed to be comforting. It was Bradley stating facts. James took a deep breath. He was in charge here, he needed to figure out what happened next. “Madelyn,” he called over the speaker. “Mads, are you there?”

He’d nearly forgotten she’d been listening along. But after a second, he heard a thin voice say, “Yeah, I’m here.”

Shit, Madelyn sounded rough. “Mad, you okay?” he asked.

“Fine.”

She didn’t sound fine. She sounded like…shit, he worked with a bunch of stubborn assholes. She sounded like she was pushing herself too hard to stay on the case. How was he going to approach this delicately? Yes, they needed her. They needed all hands on deck. But-

“Madelyn, you sound like shit,” Bradley snapped.

James glared at him and Bradley shrugged. There was a pause, then Madelyn spoke, her voice sounding falsely stronger. “I’m fine,” she said. “Let’s focus on Amelia, then I’ll sleep, I promise.”

James didn’t like that at all. But it wasn’t like he had any better ideas. He heard something shuffling on Madelyn’s end of the phone. “Hey, what’s going on?” he asked.

“Just pulling up some research,” she replied, her voice a little ways from the speaker now. “There’s a lot of different information about generalized curses.”

“Anything that looks promising?”

“Maybe?” Madelyn said. “I mean, a lot of them require time that we don’t have. And others are just too vague. But it’s worth having all of them, right?”

She sounded so lost at the end of that that James’s breath caught. “Right.”
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Madelyn felt a squirm of guilt as she stepped away from the speakerphone. She hadn’t technically lied to James, but she also wasn’t entirely truthful. As she looked at the pile of supplies on the table in front of her, she wondered briefly how she was going to get them all in her car. Her hips ached, pain shot down her ribs at every movement, and she could feel the beginnings of a tension headache forming in her skull. But if she could push those aside for just long enough to get the supplies to the car and the car to the house, it would be fine.

James might get mad at her. Bradley definitely would. They’d said to stay here and take care of the comms. But she’d stay on speakerphone with them the whole way over. And the Foundation had already established that it was going to be useless here. That fucking guy had flat out said that the case was more important than Amelia. So if they called, the phone could ring straight to hell for all she cared.

Moving as quickly as she dared to, Madelyn filled the duffel bag with the supplies she’d taken from the dining room table and Robin’s office. It was all standard stuff, but there didn’t seem to be any other options than brute force here. If the specific curse’s solution wasn’t going to reveal itself, then she would just have to throw things at it until something stuck.

She zipped the duffel bag, then stood up, clutching the table as a wave of dizziness came over her. Maybe she shouldn’t be driving. She’d avoided taking her prescriptions up until now just to make sure she was clear-headed. But that window of opportunity seemed to be closing. So she’d have to hurry up and get over to the house if she didn’t want to wait until the other two got back.

Or disappeared too.

She picked up the duffel bag. It was heavy, but if she took breaks, she could do it. The other few supplies that didn’t fit in the duffel bag sat next to it on the floor. Those could go over her shoulders. One trip, two at the most. Her doctor wouldn’t be impressed if she pushed her recovery back, but that didn’t matter. She’d recover, but they had to save Amelia first.

Taking a deep breath and bracing herself, Madelyn headed for the door.




* * *




James was suspicious. Madelyn still had her phone on speaker like she’d promised, but there was an awful lot of movement on her end. All he could do was hope that she wasn’t doing anything stupid. He trusted her. So he just turned his attention back to the situation at hand.

How did they rescue a living person from the spirit world? Because that was basically what was going on, right? Amelia hadn’t been killed, but she could only communicate with them through the spirit board. So exorcising her wasn’t the way to go, and neither was a physical rescue.

And the Foundation was useless. James had had his suspicions before, but he’d never been so angry at them for their absolute lack of help. This was a teammate in serious danger and they were getting just crickets from the higher-ups.

Okay, think. He started walking in tight, quick circles to get the blood flowing to his brain. What was the solution here? He needed it soon. Amelia was in there, she was scared, and she was relying on him to rescue her.

“Is there a way to capture a ghost?” he asked Bradley. “Like in a container?”

“Are you suggesting we try to capture her spirit?” Bradley asked.

“Yes? No, I don’t know. Where the fuck is Robin?”

He was on the verge of panicking and he knew it. But all he could do was try not to scream.

“Okay, Amelia’s immediate safety is the priority,” he said, more to himself than Bradley. “We get her safe, even if it means binding her to something before we can get her body back. So maybe that’s what we have to do. Or what if it would be safer to capture the other entity? Or cast it out? Cleanse the house and get him out. But that risks Amelia. And anyone else this thing has.”

“It’s all too risky,” Bradley said.

“But what other choice do we have? Do you have anything else?”

Bradley shook his head and James squeezed his eyes shut, trying to think of anything else that could possibly work. Anything at all.

A car pulled onto the street, but he paid little attention as it came closer. They needed to make a decision now.

“What if there’s something buried on the property?” he said suddenly. “Or it’s in the house. Something physical keeping the curse going. Like a talisman. Amelia mentioned it in passing earlier. We destroy the talisman and we destroy the curse.”

“That might be it!” Bradley turned to the house, then back at James. “It’s probably buried on the property. Check the flower beds but be careful.”

James picked the harness back up and awkwardly hooked it over himself. Then he started making his way to the flower beds. They were old and dried up, but a few lush patches of perennials were still blooming among the weeds.

A talisman…talisman…what kind of thing was he even looking for here?

And then the car pulled over in front of the house. As he and Bradley both turned to look at it, the driver’s side door opened and Madelyn stumbled out.

“Madelyn!” James exclaimed, starting back toward the sidewalk. “What the hell-”

She didn’t answer, just grabbed a duffel bag out of the backseat and dropped it on the sidewalk. Then she turned back to the car and pulled out…

“Did you bring a fucking flamethrower?” Bradley demanded.

Madelyn nodded, trying to catch her breath as she slung the small flamethrower across her shoulder, picked up the duffel bag, and began staggering toward James. “I brought everything,” she gasped out as she stepped onto the property.

James raced toward her, grabbing her forearm. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

“If there’s not a specific way to break the curse, then we’re just trying everything,” Madelyn replied between breaths. “I’m done waiting for anyone to help us.”

Before James could say anything, she reached into the bag and pulled out a gallon bottle of holy water. “Hey!” she yelled, voice thin but more pissed off than he’d ever heard from her before. “Ghost! I don’t care who you are and what you’re so mad about! Give Amelia back!”

She broke away from James and began splashing holy water at the house, letting it splatter onto the front windows and drip down into the flower bed. As James was about to grab her and drag her back to the sidewalk, he noticed the tiny trail of smoke curling up from the ground as the holy water dripped off the foundation of the house.

“Madelyn!” Bradley yelled. “Get out of there!”

She ignored him, draining the rest of the holy water onto the house and tossing the plastic jug to the side. “You’re not welcome here!” she yelled. “Let this place go and move on! And give back the people you took! Amelia didn’t do anything to you!”

James felt that brief rush of hope he’d felt at the sight of the smoke flickering out as Madelyn yelled fruitlessly at the building. Maybe this would get rid of the ghost, but that was a big if. And then she unfurled the hose over her shoulder and James noticed the small propane tank strapped to her back. Before he could say anything, she was aiming it at the flowerbeds and a blue-orange jet of flame came roaring out.

James ducked out of the way just in time to avoid getting singed, but the heat still stung down his arm as he dodged. Madelyn was yelling, tears streaming down her face as she blew fire over the flowerbeds and front windows. But he couldn’t hear what she was saying over the roar of the fuel and the shattering of the glass in the windows and front door.

Then something else was coming from the house. The sound was low at first, like a moan underneath the roar of flames and glass. James felt it more than he heard it, like it was buzzing in the back of his brain. Madelyn didn’t seem to notice, but as he glanced back at Bradley, the other man met his eye with the first flicker of hope in his expression.

The moan grew so loud so quickly that it hurt James’s ears. It was coming from the house, all of it at once, a wall of sound that enveloped them all. He grabbed Madelyn’s shirt, the only thing he could reach without risking burns, and held on tight. If they could make it through the next few seconds, James knew they’d be okay.

And then it was gone. The only sound was the sputtering fuel in the propane backpack Madelyn wore. The jet of flames grew smaller and smaller, then disappeared entirely as Madelyn dropped the hose and fell to her knees.

James knelt down beside her. She was conscious, but sweat poured down her body and there were tears on her face as she looked at him. “I think it’s gone,” she said.

He nodded. “I think you’re right.”

“Is she here?”

Aside from the charred flowers and the shattered windows, the house didn’t look any different. Bradley walked over to where they were kneeling on the dry lawn. “You two stay out here,” he said, picking up the other end of the harness and looping it around his waist. “I’m going to go inside and see.”

James was about to argue that he was in charge and should be the one risking the trip inside, but Madelyn was gripping his hand so tightly that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to pry her off to do so. So instead, he just nodded. “Be careful.”

“Obviously.”

Bradley walked up to the house and tentatively opened the front door. James watched as he stepped inside, then disappeared from sight as the rope connecting them began to slide through the doorway after him.

“Are you okay?” he asked Madelyn.

She nodded breathlessly. “I’m fine.”

“You know I’m furious, right?”

She nodded again. “I know. But I had to.”

James wasn’t sure he could argue with that. Her brute force method had apparently done something. Whether it fixed everything remained to be seen, but the presence in the house seemed to be gone.

They knelt silently on the grass for a few more minutes. Then Bradley came out of the house, face grim.

“There’s nothing,” he said.

“Are you sure?” James asked.

“I searched twice. It’s not that big of a house.”

James wanted to scream, but he was in charge, so he had to stay calm. “Okay,” he said, as Madelyn tensed up beside him. “It doesn’t mean it’s over. Something’s gone, so we’re partway there. Let’s just go back to headquarters and try to reach Robin again. Maybe we can talk to another team and see if anyone has any suggestions on where to go from here.”

He was planning as he spoke, but part of him knew it was pointless. And judging from the grim look on Bradley’s face and the tears streaking down Madelyn’s cheeks, they were thinking the same thing. But they were also going to get arrested if they stayed here much longer. Someone must have called the police about a flamethrower in the neighborhood.

“We’ll come back for your car,” he said to Madelyn. “Come on.”

The drive home was silent and somber. It was only ten minutes, but James could barely focus on the road. He’d been so hopeful. When that demonic roar had faded into nothing and the vibrations of the house had changed immediately? That was when she was supposed to come walking out. Maybe cracking a joke before any of the others could say anything.

Madelyn was slumped in the passenger seat and James was a little concerned that she was going to need to go to the hospital. He understood, he really did. But there was a reason he’d told her to stay at headquarters. She could have killed herself trying to save Amelia. And obviously he’d do the same thing himself, but that was different. He was in charge when Robin wasn’t there. It was his job to take the risks and protect the others.

The sun was down on this hellish afternoon by the time they pulled up outside of headquarters. James parked against the sidewalk and turned off the car. Then he turned to get out and froze.

No, it was a hallucination. Or one last mean-spirited prank from the original homeowner as his curse faded away. But before he could say anything, Madelyn gasped beside him. And then she was out of the car, staggering around the front with one hand on the hood as she went.

“Amelia!”

Amelia looked up from where she was sitting on the doorstep, the front lantern shining down on her. Then, before Madelyn could try to walk toward her, Amelia was racing across the lawn to catch her.
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Amelia couldn’t tell them what had happened. As they sat in the living room a few minutes later, all exhausted and overwhelmed, she said that trying to remember the events of the day was like trying to remember a dream. She’d been in the pantry, looking for any hints about what had happened to the missing people. Then there was a large stretch that felt like seconds and forever at the same time. And then she’d woken up on the lawn outside of headquarters. She’d barely gathered her wits when the car had pulled up.

Madelyn’s entire body hurt as she sat next to Amelia on the couch, but she barely cared about either that or the way she could barely keep her eyes open. She knew she was in trouble. James was going to have to report her to Robin and Robin was going to pull her into the office for a stern talking to whenever he made it back from his mysterious, cell phone disrupting conference. Her doctor was going to be mad too. Not only had she skipped her medications for way too long, but she’d also managed to agitate every single muscle that had been in the process of healing.

But she didn’t care. Not when Amelia was safe and solid in the seat beside her. So she let her head rest on Amelia’s shoulder and listened to the others as they filled Amelia in on everything that had happened.

“You used my flamethrower?” she asked Madelyn after a few minutes, jostling her on her shoulder.

“You didn’t exactly leave me an option,” Madelyn muttered, not opening her eyes. “The propane backpack was a nice touch.”

“Your car could have blown up.”

“I need a new one anyway.”

She could almost hear Amelia and James shaking their heads. “I’m glad you’re okay,” Madelyn said softly.

Amelia tilted her own head so that it was resting on top of Madelyn’s. “Thank you guys,” she said. “I don’t know what happened, and the fact that I apparently was on the other end of a spirit board is going to fuck me up forever, but I’m so grateful you got me out.”

“It was Madelyn and her flamethrower,” Bradley said from the chair across from them. “I still can’t tell you what happened. The closest I can think of is that there was a talisman, and the flames destroyed it.”

“But what was it?” James asked.

He thought back. “The holy water dripped onto the flower beds and there was smoke curling up from it,” he said, thinking out loud. “No, wait…”

Not from the flowerbeds. From the flowers. As he pictured the scene again, he realized the smoke had been curling up from the one patch of lush flowers amid all the dead brush. James swore and let his head fall back against the chair. “The flowers,” he said. “It was the flowers. When you absolutely torched them, Mad, that was what did it.”

She hadn’t even noticed the flowers. Instead, her mind had been a blur of righteous anger as she spewed holy water and fire at the house. If it had burned down, she genuinely wouldn’t have given a fuck. It was a brute force attack, she was going to tear the curse open and extract Amelia.

“What about the others?” Amelia asked suddenly. “There’s seven more people missing from the past hundred years. What’s going to happen to them now?”

“I’m waiting to hear back from the Foundation,” Bradley said. “They’re useless, but it’ll be their case from there.”

As if on cue, the phone rang. Bradley got up to answer it. Madelyn watched as he greeted the person on the other end, then made his way back over to them.

“We’re going to put it on speaker,” he said to James, who nodded warily.

He put the phone on speaker, then set it on the coffee table. “Alright, we’re all here.”

“Fantastic!”

It was the same representative from earlier. “Now listen,” he started. “The curse team got back to me and they’re not entirely sure what’s going on, but they’ve got some ideas.”

“I think we’re past that,” James said. “I’ll go back and do a few more readings, but the house has been cleansed. And it seems like the curse is broken, considering Amelia







































