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For Kent and Andrea

They watched Chase.

This is what happened.





INTRODUCTION

Sometimes I scare myself. It starts with a thought. The kind that makes me pause and wonder where it came from, or how it slipped past whatever part of my brain is supposed to keep things normal. It’s the kind of thought that, if someone knew what I was thinking, they’d lock me up and throw away the key. Not because I want to hurt anyone—let’s be clear—but because some ideas feel dangerous simply for existing.

They arrive as what-ifs.

What if you opened the door?

What if you answered the call?

What if you didn’t?

And once the question is there, it doesn’t leave. It makes itself comfortable.

The three horror stories in this collection were born from those thoughts—the ones that refuse to behave. The curiosities that turn corrosive. The split-second choices that rot everything from the inside out. These stories live in that narrow space between impulse and consequence, where something terrible happens simply because someone wondered if it could.

If you find yourself unsettled, good.

If you laugh nervously, even better.

And if, at any point, you think, I wish I hadn’t read that—

Welcome.

You’re exactly where you’re supposed to be.

Sweet dreams,

Jeneva Rose
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Erica lit the last candle and stepped back to inspect the table. The white linen was pressed so clean and taut it looked steamrolled flat. Place cards in her neat, deliberate handwriting rested at the center of each dinner plate, aligned to the millimeter. The eucalyptus and baby’s breath centerpiece sat low and tasteful, arranged so no one would have to crane their neck to see one another.

The condo smelled like rosemary and garlic, thanks to the roast slow-cooking in the oven. Dessert chilled in the fridge. The salad was dressed but not soggy. Maple-roasted carrots warmed on the stove, their edges caramelized just enough to feel intentional rather than forgotten.

Erica had planned this night down to the minute—not because she enjoyed hosting but because plans made the world behave. When things followed a schedule, they didn’t spiral, they didn’t swerve, and they didn’t die.

She told herself this was just a birthday dinner. Thirty was a milestone. People expected normality: candles, wine, and laughter that landed in the right places. But the truth lived just beneath the surface, humming quietly. She needed proof that a night could begin and end without something being taken from her.

She reached to straighten a fork that didn’t need straightening when Chad’s phone buzzed on the buffet. He grabbed it too fast, like he’d been waiting for it, expecting it.

Erica didn’t turn around right away. She counted to three—a habit she didn’t remember learning—then asked, “Who was that?”

Chad silenced the phone and slipped it into his pocket. “Work.”

She finally looked at him. Chad was tall and effortlessly put together with dirty-blond hair cut short and a smooth, strong jawline. He was already smiling, that easy, charming grin that had worked on her for years. Commercial real estate had trained him to sell confidence like it was a physical thing he could hand people.

“On a Friday night?”

“Deals don’t know what day it is, babe.”

She nodded, accepting the answer because it fit. This was not the night to poke at things that didn’t need poking. Erica turned off the overhead lights, letting the room settle into a warmer glow. In candlelight, edges blurred and flaws receded. It made everything feel kinder.

“Don’t worry,” Chad said, stepping closer. “I won’t let anything interrupt your thirtieth birthday dinner.”

He wrapped his arms around her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder in a way that felt practiced. The gesture loosened something in her chest before she could stop it. He smelled clean—soap, aftershave, and the faint trace of something sharper she couldn’t place. It was gone as soon as she noticed it.

“We should’ve just stayed in bed all night,” he said. “Skipped the whole thing.”

“I thought an intimate dinner with friends would be fun.”

“Or…” His lips brushed her ear. “How about just… intimate.”

She laughed because that was the rhythm they knew. Laughter filled the spaces where questions lived. It was easier than examining why intimacy always felt like something they had to pencil in.

“Help me with the wine,” she said, slipping out of his arms and pushing through the swinging door into the kitchen. “And don’t touch the candles.”

“Why would I touch the candles?”

“Because you always do.”

“I do not.”

“You absolutely do,” she said, already reaching for the corkscrew. “You move them an inch, drip wax everywhere, and I’m the one scraping it off the table later.”

“That’s not true,” he said, hovering near the counter.

She slid a glass toward him. “Then prove me wrong. Open the wine.”

She heard him scoff, the sound easy and expected. Erica reached for an extra wineglass and stopped, fingers floating near the stem. For a moment, she couldn’t remember who it was for. The realization came late, and her heart ticked up a notch. She slid the glass back into the cabinet.

She hated that it still happened, hated that some losses stayed muscle deep.

Milwaukee traffic hummed outside their condo, muffled by thick windows and height. They’d chosen this place because it looked good in photos. It had clean lines, exposed brick, and a dining room big enough to host without feeling cavernous. Erica had told herself it was practical. Chad had called it an investment.

She set two uncorked bottles of wine on the table, labels facing out without thinking. It was muscle memory at this point.

Chad leaned against the doorway, watching her. “Who plans their own birthday dinner?”

“I do.”

“You know people pay you to do this, right?”

“I know,” she said. “Which is why it’s best that I do it.”

Erica co-owned an event-planning company with her friend Liv. It was doing well, actually better than well. She spent her days orchestrating other people’s joy and anticipating disasters before they happened. It made her great at pretending that nothing ever surprised her.

She checked the oven again, basted the roast, adjusted the temperature by a degree that probably didn’t matter. But to her, it did.

“You should have had it catered,” Chad said.

“I didn’t want it catered.”

“Well, you could’ve hired someone to help you out.”

“I am someone,” she said. “And I like cooking.”

That wasn’t entirely true. She liked control, and cooking just happened to provide it.

“You should relax,” Chad said.

The word sat strangely between them. He was always telling her to relax, as if tension were a personal failure instead of a warning system.

“This is relaxing,” she said, closing the oven door. “For me.”

He smirked. “If you say so.”

“I just don’t want anything to go wrong.”

He crossed the room and kissed her cheek. “Nothing’s going to go wrong.”

Erica smiled, because that was what you did when someone said the right thing in the right tone.

They returned to the dining room, Chad trailing behind her. She scanned the table, while he scanned her. One of the place cards had shifted, angled slightly away from its plate. She was certain she’d aligned them perfectly.

There was a knock at the door. The sound cut through the condo sharper than it should have, and Erica startled. Her heart jumped, then settled, annoyed at its own reaction.

Thirty, she reminded herself. She’d made it past the age her sister reached. Past the number that had once felt like a finish line instead of a beginning. This dinner wasn’t just a celebration. It was proof of time, of survival, of the fact that she was still here when someone she loved wasn’t.

“I’ll get it,” Chad said.

“No! I will.” The words came out more intense than she intended.

It was her party, her carefully prepared proof. She wiped her hands on a towel and smoothed her dress.

The knocking came again, longer this time.

Behind her, one of the candles guttered hard enough to spit wax onto the tablecloth, the flame bending sideways as if it had felt a draft that didn’t exist.

Erica didn’t notice. She was already moving toward the door.
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Beckie arrived in a gust of perfume and laughter, filling the room with noise immediately—the kind that demanded attention and left none behind for listening. She came in already mid-sentence, already performing, a bottle of wine swinging loosely from one hand—uncorked, because of course it was. She wore something tight and deceptively casual, the kind of outfit that insisted it hadn’t been planned while clearly being planned within an inch of its life. Her glossy blond hair fell just past her shoulders, the ends curling in every direction.

Erica watched her with the familiar mix of fondness and fatigue. They’d been friends since college, back when Beckie’s energy had felt contagious instead of exhausting. Somewhere along the way, Erica had grown up, and Beckie had stayed exactly the same. The friendship persisted not because it still fit, but because it always had.

“Birthday girl!” Beckie hugged her hard enough to press the air from her lungs, then leaned in to whisper, “Thirty looks so good on you.”

“I’m assuming that’s the wine talking,” Erica said, laughing as she stepped back.

Beckie grinned. “The elevator took forever, and I was thirsty.”

Her gaze slid past Erica, landing on Chad. She smiled slower this time, deliberate. “Hey, you.”

“Hey, yourself.” He smiled easily, like this was all part of a routine they both knew.

Erica reached for the wine. “Let me put this in a glass for you.”

“It’s more fun straight out of the bottle.” Beckie raised her brows twice, daring her to object.

“And far less civilized,” Erica said.

Zach arrived next, standing just inside the doorway as though he were waiting for permission to enter. He was tall, lean, and dark-haired, the sort of handsome that came with warmth rather than intimidation. He held a small, neatly wrapped box, the paper smoothed flat, corners pressed sharp.

“Happy birthday,” he said.

“Thank you.” Her smile softened. “I’m really glad you’re here.”

“Me too.”

Zach felt safe to Erica in a way few people did. Maybe it was the way he waited—never interrupting or assuming. They’d met years ago when she’d hired him last minute to fix a lighting disaster, clipboard clutched to her chest, already apologizing for asking too much. Zach had solved the problem without making it a thing, and they’d worked together ever since. Sometimes she wondered if he remembered that night the way she did.

“Oh—this is for you,” he said, handing her the gift like it was no big deal.

“You didn’t have to.”

“I know, but I wanted to.”

She invited him in, and he shrugged off his jacket, hanging it neatly in the coat closet.

Liv slipped in behind him, already scanning the space without meaning to—the table, the lighting, the distance between chairs. Her dark hair was pulled back into a practical twist. She didn’t like attention, preferring others to hold it. She hugged Erica and murmured, “It’s beautiful,” before drifting toward the kitchen, hands already reaching for nothing in particular.

Her boyfriend, Derek, followed with a dessert Erica hadn’t asked for. His tie was loosened and his sleeves were already rolled, like he’d decided the night didn’t require formality.

“Backup,” he said.

Erica sighed. “I don’t need backup.”

“That’s what I told Liv.”

Liv shot him a look. “It’s safer to have options.”

Erica smiled, though something pinched at the word safer.

They settled into the dining room, chairs scraping, glasses clinking, everyone finding their place. Erica moved among them, pouring wine, offering water, adjusting napkins, and double-checking that everyone had what they needed. She didn’t think about it. She just did it.

Chad took the chair at the head of the table, settling into it like it belonged to him. Beckie slid in beside him without hesitation. Liv and Derek sat across from her, knees touching under the table. At the opposite end, Erica took her seat, and Zach waited until she sat before pulling out his chair.

Steam curled from the food as it was passed around, the table glowing under candlelight.

“This looks incredible,” Zach said.

“And smells amazing,” Beckie added.

Erica felt a brief, unwelcome flush of pride.

Chad cleared his throat and stood, glass raised. Erica stayed seated, watching him with a small smile she’d taught herself to wear.

“To Erica,” he said, “who somehow manages to make everything look effortless, even when it’s not.”

Beckie nodded. Zach stared into his glass. Liv smiled tightly.

“She’s driven,” Chad continued. “Organized. Brilliant. And she makes everything better just by touching it.” He smirked. “Even me. Which is impressive, considering how wonderful I already am.”

Laughter rippled unevenly around the table.

“To Erica,” Chad said.

“To Erica,” they echoed.

They drank, and conversation picked up in cautious waves, a mix of work stories, shared memories, and jokes that landed a beat too late. Chad’s phone vibrated against the table. He flipped it facedown without looking. Erica saw it, noted it, and let it go.

“So,” Liv said. “Thirty. How does it feel?”

Erica smiled. “Like a relief.”

No one asked what she meant because they already knew.

Forks scraped across plates and wine gurgled into glasses as Erica refilled them, making sure no one’s was ever empty. She allowed herself to relax in fractions as her friends ate and drank. This was what she had wanted. Something small, controlled, and safe.

Then there was a knock at the door.

Erica frowned, looking around the table, noting six place settings, six glasses, and six people.

“Is someone missing?” Derek asked.

“No,” Erica said. “Everyone’s here.”

Zach glanced toward the door. “Maybe it’s a delivery?”

“At eight?” Liv asked.

Zach tilted his head. “Or maybe it’s a birthday present.”

Erica looked at Beckie. “Don’t tell me you hired a stripper.”

Beckie raised both hands, grinning. “Nope. I’ve got nothing to do with whatever’s on the other side of that door.”

Knock. Knock. Knock.

The candles flickered, one burning lower than the rest.

“I’ll get it,” Erica said, already standing.

Her chest tightened for reasons she refused to examine. This hadn’t been part of the plan.
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Erica opened the door and immediately wished she hadn’t. Not because of who was standing there—at least, not at first—but because she’d hesitated before opening it at all.

The knock hadn’t been wrong exactly, just unfamiliar. It was neither the quick, polite tap of a delivery nor the hollow thud of a neighbor ready to complain. It had been deliberate and measured, as if whoever stood on the other side knew she would answer and was willing to wait.

The man in the hallway was… a lot. He was large and broad in a way that suggested softness rather than strength. His weight strained the seams of an oversized blazer that looked borrowed from another decade or another body entirely. Beneath it, he wore a faded graphic tee from an obscure rock band Erica couldn’t place. It was the kind of shirt that suggested deep, unnecessary knowledge. He wore dress pants with tennis shoes, laced carefully, as though effort alone could make them look formal.

A duffel bag hung at his side, his fingers curled tight around the strap. His hair fell thick and dark to his earlobes, parted neatly down the middle. Heavy-framed glasses sat low on his nose, magnifying eyes that were fixed on her with unsettling patience. He didn’t fidget or shift his weight. He just waited. For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Erica became acutely aware of her own posture—one hand still on the door, body angled away from the strange man, already preparing to retreat. She had the irrational urge to close it again. Not slam it. Just reset and pretend this moment hadn’t happened.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

The man smiled. It was careful and measured. “Erica,” he said.

Her stomach tightened. She didn’t like that he knew her name.

“Yes?”

“I’m Elias.” His voice was calm, almost gentle. “The medium you hired.”

She blinked once, then again, waiting for the sentence to rearrange itself into something sensible.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “You’re the what?”

“Medium.”

Behind her, the condo breathed. Laughter floated from the dining room, then the scrape of silverware and someone calling her name in celebration. Her birthday, her carefully planned evening, was unfolding on schedule. Or was it?

“You have the wrong condo,” she said. “I didn’t hire you.”

Footsteps approached before she could close the door.

“I did,” Zach said, appearing over her shoulder, wearing the unmistakable expression of someone very proud of himself. He smiled, nervous but hopeful. “Surprise.”

She turned slowly. “You hired a medium?”

“Yes.”

“For my birthday.”

“Yes.”

She looked back at Elias. He hadn’t moved, not even an inch. He wore a neutral expression that felt practiced, like he’d learned it somewhere unpleasant.

“Why would you hire a medium, Zach?” she asked, pressing her lips together.

“Well,” he said, lowering his voice like they were sharing a secret. “You’re always saying how you wish you could talk to your sister again.”

The words didn’t hurt. They didn’t stab or burn or twist. They landed heavier than they should have, a fist closing around a memory she hadn’t been thinking about a second ago. Erica felt her breath stall.

“I don’t believe in that kind of thing,” she said too quickly. “You know that.”

She glanced at Elias because politeness demanded it. “No offense.”

“None taken,” he said. “Belief isn’t a requirement for what I do.”

That didn’t make her feel better.

Zach smiled wider. “It’s your birthday. And even if you don’t believe, what’s the harm?”

Elias’s eyes flicked to Zach, then back to Erica.

“I mean,” Zach added, “what’s the worst that could happen?”

Something in the way Elias reacted made Erica’s stomach dip. It was a microreaction, a movement that wasn’t there, an opening and closing of the lips you’d need a high-speed camera to catch. He had an answer, but he didn’t want to share it. They held each other’s gaze for a moment too long. The hallway felt narrower.

From inside the condo, the party waited. Erica thought of planning, of control, and of how deeply she hated surprises. She knew Zach had meant well, even though this dose of chaos made her uncomfortable.

“That was… thoughtful,” she said, surprising herself.

Zach beamed.

Erica exhaled, coming to terms with the situation, already rearranging the night in her head. “Fine,” she said, turning back to Elias. “Come in. We’re just finishing dinner.”

“Please, take your time,” Elias said, dipping his head. “Rushing never helps.”

She stepped aside, beckoning him in with a flick of her head. “You can wait in the living room.”

As he crossed the threshold, the duffel bag brushed the doorframe. When he passed by her, she caught a faint scent—something earthy and old, like damp soil or the inside of a box that hadn’t been opened in years.

Elias paused in the living room, surveying the place. Everything about the condo was deliberate. Every piece was chosen to look like it belonged. A low sectional in pale fabric, carefully arranged pillows, a sculptural coffee table with stacked art books no one ever opened. Beyond it, through the swinging door, the dining room glowed with candlelight.

“Lovely space,” he said. “Very intentional.”

Erica stiffened.

Zach hovered nearby, grinning like a kid who’d pulled off a trick. “Isn’t it?”

Elias nodded. “You can feel when a room has been prepared.”

Prepared for what? Erica didn’t ask.

“I’ll need a little time to set up,” Elias said.

He set his duffel bag down on the rug but didn’t open it.

Erica lingered, her hand still half raised, like she might yet usher him back out into the hallway and shut the door on the whole thing. But he was already inside her home now. He was a guest, and guests came with rules—her rules.

“We’ll finish up,” she said, the words automatic. “Can I get you anything?”

Elias considered her for a moment. His gaze was steady but unreadable.

“Wine,” he said. “It helps take the edge off.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

Zach was already retreating toward the dining room, glancing back with a relieved, hopeful smile—like he’d pulled off something meaningful instead of disruptive. Erica followed, smoothing her expression before rejoining the table.

As she walked away, she felt it—that faint, prickling awareness between her shoulders, the unmistakable sense of being watched. She didn’t turn around.

Behind them, in the styled stillness of the living room, Elias remained exactly where she’d left him, duffel bag at his feet, perfectly content to wait. And he did.
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The dining room had reached that uncomfortable midpoint in the evening when conversation overlapped just enough to feel lively, but not enough to feel relaxed. Voices bumped into one another, laughter arrived late, and no one quite knew when to stop talking. It felt less like a party and more like a room full of people trying to convince one another they were having a good time.

Erica stood near the swinging door that led to the living room, wine bottle in hand, caught halfway between the guests she’d invited and the one she hadn’t. Zach was explaining himself again, his words coming faster now, as if repetition might soften the idea.

“I didn’t think it would be a big deal,” he said, palms up, negotiating rather than confessing. “It’s just… something different. A surprise.”

“A medium,” Chad said, leaning back in his chair, already smiling. “You hired a medium for her birthday?”

“Yes.”

Chad laughed, short and dismissive. “That’s not a present. That’s a bit.”

“I thought it’d be—” Zach started.

“Unique,” Liv said quickly, nodding with more certainty than the moment seemed to call for. She was trying to smooth the edges. Erica could tell. She always did.

Erica poured wine and pretended not to notice that Chad’s glass was empty again, Beckie’s too. She’d refilled both of them less than ten minutes ago. They were drinking faster than everyone else—the way people did when they were either very comfortable or deeply bored. Erica clocked it the way she clocked everything: no judgment, just data.

“So,” Chad said, swirling his glass. “Is the ghost guy just hanging out in my living room?”

“He’s not a ghost guy,” Zach said. “He’s a medium.”

“Like that’s any better.”

Liv hadn’t touched her wine. She sat rigid, hands folded in her lap, eyes flicking between faces like she was reading a room she didn’t trust. The sight of Liv’s untouched glass tugged at Erica’s sense of hosting responsibility—and with it, the realization that she hadn’t checked on Elias.

With the wine bottle in hand, she slipped into the living room. Elias sat on the floor, his empty glass resting beside him, while he arranged the contents of his duffel bag across the coffee table. He looked up as she entered, unbothered by the interruption.

“Sorry,” she said, lifting the bottle. “I realized I hadn’t checked on you.”

He smiled and raised his glass. “I was hoping you’d come back.”

She refilled it, stopping just shy of the rim.

“Thank you,” he said. “It helps me settle.”

“We’re almost done in there.” She gestured vaguely to the dining room.

“Take your time,” he said, and then drained half the wine in a single, unhurried swallow.

The casualness of it unsettled her. The way he acted like he belonged here, like he wasn’t an intrusion but an inevitability.

Erica nodded, suddenly aware of how strange it felt—standing in her own living room, topping off a stranger’s drink while he prepared something she didn’t believe in.

“Okay,” she said, already backing away.

Elias didn’t move. He just smiled like he knew something she didn’t.

Returning to the dining room felt like crossing between worlds.

“Is it safe to give the medium alcohol before a session?” Derek asked. “Couldn’t that, like… unleash the devil or something?”

“The only thing being unleashed is the money Zach wasted on this hack,” Chad said, laughing.

“Be nice,” Erica warned. “He can probably hear you.”

“Well, if he’s psychic…” Chad lifted his glass. “Then he already knows how I feel.”

“He’s a medium,” Zach corrected. “That’s different.”

Beckie tilted her head and hiccuped. “Is it, though?”

“Yes,” Zach said. “Psychics read energy. Mediums communicate with spirits.”

“Just different names for two types of con artists,” Chad said, amused with himself.

Liv cleared her throat. “I went to a medium once.”

The table went quiet in a way that felt unintentional but absolute.

Derek turned toward her. “When?”

“After my mom died.” Liv’s voice stayed steady, but her fingers had tightened around her napkin. “She told me things she couldn’t have known.”

Beckie snorted. “Or she got you talking without you realizing it. That’s what they do. They say vague stuff and let you fill in the blanks. Your loved one misses you. They’re proud of you. Blah, blah, blah.”

“That’s not what happened,” Liv said, a sharpness slipping into her tone. “It was specific.”

“People want it to be real, and they overshare,” Beckie argued. “Grief makes you generous.”

Liv huffed and finally took a sip of her wine.

Chad lifted his glass. “Cheers to Zach for funding tonight’s cheap entertainment.”

Beckie clinked hers against his, laughing. Derek joined in, eager to belong to the moment, but Liv shot him a glare, and he dropped his gaze.

Erica looked around the table, really looked this time. Beckie and Chad were already half in the bag, their laughter coming too easily, words spilling without friction. Liv sat rigid beside Derek, offering him nothing but silence, her attention fixed somewhere else entirely. Zach had gone quiet, shoulders drawn in, the enthusiasm he’d arrived with draining as the mood soured around him.

The night wasn’t slipping because anything terrible had happened. It was slipping because it wasn’t following the plan.

The swinging door creaked. They all turned. Elias leaned casually against the frame. He’d shed the blazer. Without it, he looked heavier, more solid. It was like he’d settled into the space.

My space, Erica thought, startled by the possessiveness of it.

“I’m ready for you whenever you are,” Elias said.

The candles flickered, but no one spoke.

“I’ll take some more wine too,” he added, already turning away.

Chad pushed his chair back and stood. “Well, I, for one, am excited to watch Zach burn money in real time.”

Beckie snorted as she got to her feet. “Either way, this will be incredibly entertaining.”

She took a step and nearly went down, her heel catching on the rug.

“Oh—” She laughed in slight embarrassment, still sober enough to care.

Chad grabbed her arm without missing a beat, steadying her like it was second nature. “Careful there. You wouldn’t wanna die before the séance.”

Beckie laughed harder. “If I do, I’ll haunt you.”

“Please don’t,” Chad said. “I already have enough people in my business.”

They headed toward the living room together with Derek and Liv quietly trailing behind them.

Zach lingered. “Hey,” he said, touching Erica’s arm just enough to stop her. “We don’t have to do this.”

She looked at him, at the careful way he waited for her answer, and the concern he hadn’t tried to joke away.

“It’s fine,” she said, though the word felt thinner than she meant it to.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Zach nodded, reassured enough to follow the others.

Erica took one last look at the table. The plates were not quite cleared. The salad sat barely touched. Wine rings ghosted the linen. And she sensed that she was agreeing to something she wouldn’t be able to take back.
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They gathered in the living room with the uneasy choreography of people pretending this was normal. Wineglasses were carried like props. Smiles were worn too long. Bodies arranged themselves into furniture as if seating had been assigned in advance. Arms folded, then unfolded. Glasses lifted more often than necessary—less out of thirst than out of a need to do something with their hands. The couch felt too soft for what was happening. The chairs too upright. Erica noticed all of it and hated that she couldn’t stop noticing.

Elias settled on the floor beside the coffee table, not cross-legged, not comfortable, but deliberate. One knee was up and one was folded under him, as if he’d decided discomfort was part of the process. He’d laid out his tools with meticulous care: candles of varying heights, a deck of worn tarot cards soft at the edges, a slab of wood scarred with burn marks, and a small brass bell that looked too old to belong in a modern condo.

Erica tried not to stare at the wood. It looked used, not in the bought-vintage-and-brag-about-it way. But in the way a cutting board looked used when it had seen too many knives.

Elias clasped his hands together and smiled at the semicircle of guests. His thick lenses magnified his eyes just enough to make it hard to tell where he was looking.

“Hello, everyone,” he said, voice gentle and warm. “My name is Elias. I’m a medium—though, personally, I think I’m more of an extra large.”

A small laugh moved around the room. Derek snorted. Beckie chuckled the loudest, shoulders bouncing. Chad’s mouth twitched, like he wanted credit for not rolling his eyes.

Erica laughed a beat late. She didn’t like that. She liked being on time.

Elias nodded as if he’d expected the reaction. “I’m not here to convince anyone of anything. Skepticism is healthy.”

Chad lifted his glass. “Finally. A professional.”

Erica shot him a warning look.

Elias’s smile held. “I’ve had gifts since I was a child. Not the fun kind, more the kind you’d like to return but can’t.”

Zach leaned forward, elbows on his knees.

“I exist closer to the other side than I do here,” Elias went on. “That’s not poetry. It’s just how it is.” He paused, then added, almost casually, “I’ve struggled with depression most of my life. This isn’t a plea for sympathy. It’s not inspirational. It just means the veil between this world and the other one is… thinner for me.”

The candle flames shifted.

Erica told herself it was air circulation, the HVAC, the building settling—anything that didn’t make the hairs along her arms rise.

Elias gestured to the table. “I’ll need a personal item from each of you. Something you carry often.”

Beckie raised a brow. “Like a lock of hair?”

“Preferably something you’re comfortable with me touching,” Elias said mildly. “The item connects you to the physical world. It grounds you. Represents you, and it keeps things from getting too close.”

Erica didn’t like the way he said close.

One by one, they offered something up.

Beckie slid off her designer bracelet with exaggerated flair, holding it out like she was presenting it at an auction. The gold glistened in the candlelight.

“Try not to curse it,” she said. “It was expensive.”

Zach dug into his pocket and produced a penny. It was old and darkened, having been rubbed smooth by fingers. He held it delicately, like it was worth more than its actual value. “Lucky,” he said, without elaborating.

Erica noticed how long he held on before letting go. How his thumb brushed over it one last time, a habit he didn’t realize he had.

Liv pulled a claw clip from the back of her head. Her dark hair fell loose over her shoulders in a soft wave that made her look younger and more exposed.

“Here,” she said.

Derek jingled his keys once and set them down. “That’s all I’ve got.”

Elias accepted each item with care, placing them on the burn-marked slab of wood and arranging them into a circle.

Chad sighed theatrically and unclasped his watch, holding it out until Elias met his eyes.

“You better not steal this,” he said.

Elias took it without comment and set it beside the other objects. Erica noticed his hands. They were steady and careful, complete with clean nails. They didn’t look like the hands of someone putting on a show; they looked like those of an artisan tending to his craft.

When Elias’s gaze met hers, it felt like he’d seen the thought. Erica’s throat tightened. She reached for the chain around her neck, fingers closing around the ring threaded through it, and hesitated.

The ring had belonged to her sister.

Her hands shook as she unclasped the chain. Zach watched her with a kind of reverence that made her uncomfortable. Liv’s expression softened. Derek’s smile faded. Chad looked away, draining his glass instead.

Erica placed the necklace into Elias’s palm.

He nodded once, as if he understood without explanation, and set it on the wood, completing the circle.

The bell went in the center and the tarot deck beside it. Then he folded his hands and looked up.

“Now,” he said, “who wants to go first?”

“It should be Erica,” Derek said, pointing with his glass. “The birthday girl.”

“Yeah.” Beckie laughed. “Birthday girl gets haunted first.”

“No,” Erica said quickly. “I just want to watch.”

Chad smirked. “Come on. It’s your party. Summon something.”

Erica forced a laugh. “Please. Someone else go first.”

Elias’s gaze drifted, not to Derek, not to Liv, not to Chad. It settled on Beckie.

“There’s energy there I’d like to explore,” he said.

Something in his tone changed—not interest, exactly, more like recognition.

Beckie brightened like she’d been chosen first in gym class. “Oooh,” she said, shimmying her chest. “I bet you do.”

They laughed. Even Liv made a small nervous sound.

“Wait, how does this work exactly?” Derek asked.

“It’s different for every person,” Elias said. “We’ll start with a prayer, then take it one at a time. If nothing comes through, I’ll use the cards.” He paused, eyes moving around the room. “Don’t offer any information. Only confirm what I say.”

He rested his hands on his knees. “It’s about to get crowded in here. Let’s bow our heads.”

Elias did, and the others followed—slowly and unevenly. Beckie and Chad stayed upright, watching. Erica lowered her head last. She didn’t clasp her hands. She left them resting on her thighs, fingers flexing once, then stilling.

She told herself she was just humoring Zach. That this was theater. That nothing was going to happen. The lie felt thin even as she formed it.

“Spirits who linger near and those who watch from farther away, I ask that you come only if invited, and speak only what is meant to be heard. Guardians of this space, stand with us. Keep this circle clear, keep what means harm at a distance, and guide only what comes in truth. We ask for connection, not disruption. For clarity, not chaos. And for protection for all who sit within this circle.” Elias lifted his head and said, “So we begin,” and then he rang the bell.

The sound didn’t fade the way it should have. It hung in the air, thin and trembling, as if the room itself were listening—waiting for something to answer.

Elias’s gaze snapped to Beckie. “Say your full name three times,” he instructed. “Once how you’d normally say it, once how it would sound at your funeral, and once like you’re introducing yourself to a roomful of people who are already listening.”

Beckie rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay.” She sat up straighter, hair falling over her shoulder like a curtain. “Beckie—” she started, then corrected herself, annoyed at her own informality. “Rebecca. Rebecca Marie—”

“Full name,” Elias said.

Beckie huffed. “Rebecca Marie Halstead,” she said once. Then again, louder, and then a third time, like she was daring the universe to answer.

Elias lowered his eyes to the slab of wood, and for a moment, nothing happened.

Erica exhaled, almost relieved, but then a flame bloomed on the board beside Beckie’s bracelet. It was neither from a candle nor from a lighter. It was just… there. A small, steady tongue of fire licking at the air.

Everyone flinched.

“Whoa,” Derek said.

Beckie leaned forward, squinting. “That’s a trick.”

“There better not be scorch marks on my Rolex,” Chad warned.

Elias was very still. He stared at the flame as if it offended him, and then he looked up. Fear had carved itself into his face. It was neither theatrical nor performative. It was sudden and it was genuine.

He stared straight at Beckie. “You’re lying,” he said in a voice that didn’t belong to him. It was cruel and mocking, deeper than it should’ve been.

The room fell silent.

Beckie’s smile flickered. “Excuse me?”

Elias blinked once, like he’d been yanked back by the sound of her voice. “Sorry,” he said quickly. “Something came through. Let me recenter.”

His hands trembled as he pressed them flat against his thighs. His breathing hitched once before he forced it slow again. He lowered his gaze, lips moving silently, like he was counting.

Erica’s grip tightened around her wineglass. Elias’s head snapped up again. His pupils looked blown wide behind the lenses.

“You’re a bad girl, Beckie,” he said, voice flat and unkind.

She recoiled. “What the hell—”

“That’s what I’ll call you,” Elias continued. “Bad Girl Beckie.”

A nervous laugh bubbled up from Derek, then died in his throat.

“Okay,” Chad warned. “That’s enough.”

Elias didn’t look at him. “Bad Girl Beckie,” he repeated, and it sounded less like teasing and more like a chant. “You do bad things to people.”

Beckie shook her head, her face draining of color.

“Stop,” Erica said.

“Bad Girl Beckie,” Elias repeated again, savoring it.

Beckie’s bravado fractured—just a hairline crack at first. Her eyes darted to Chad, then to Erica, then back to the bracelet.

She lurched forward and snatched for it. The instant her fingers closed around the gold, she screamed. The flame surged, kissing her skin. She dropped it, and tears sprang to her eyes as the bracelet clattered back onto the wood. The flame went out the second it touched the board.

Elias exhaled a long, ragged breath like something had torn free of him. He blinked and looked around the room as if waking up in a place he didn’t remember entering.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice soft and human again. “Sometimes things come through too strong. And I…” He swallowed hard. “I can’t always control them.”

“What the fuck was that?” Derek asked, trying to sound amused and failing.

No one laughed. No one made a joke. The room felt crowded in a way it hadn’t before.

Erica leaned forward. “Beckie, are you okay?”

Beckie dabbed at her eyes, laughing through panic. “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

Elias rubbed his palms down his thighs. “Some spirits are hostile,” he said quietly. “Some know you. Some don’t. Some are drawn to grief. Some are drawn to chaos. Some are simply opportunistic.”

“Damn,” Zach muttered, looking at Beckie. “You must’ve pissed someone off.”

Elias’s gaze slid to him. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

He looked down at the board, at the circle of objects. “Could just be a chaos entity,” he added, almost to himself.

The air felt colder.

“Would you like to try again?” Elias asked.

Beckie shook her head hard. “No, I’m done.”

Elias nodded once, then lifted his eyes to the group again. Calm returned as if he could choose it.

“Okay, who’s next?”

Erica’s mouth went dry. “I’ll go,” she heard herself say.

Chad’s head snapped toward her. Zach’s eyes widened.

She didn’t know why she’d volunteered. Maybe because watching was worse than participating. Maybe because her sister’s ring was sitting on that board like a heart left out in the open.

Elias inclined his head. “Say your name.”

Erica swallowed. The room was too quiet now. She became acutely aware of every eye on her: Zach’s hopeful focus, Liv’s and Derek’s concern, Chad’s skepticism, Beckie’s lingering fear.

“Erica Hine,” she said once, then again, and then a third time—each repetition tightening something inside her.

Elias closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, his expression softened.

“There’s a female presence with you,” he said. “She looks just like you.”

Erica’s breath caught.

“I’m getting a J,” Elias continued. “Over and over again. Does that mean something?”

She nodded, tears gathering. He tilted his head slightly, listening to something she couldn’t hear.

“J… O… S…” Elias said.

The delay felt cruel. Each letter landed heavier than the last, stretching the moment until it hurt.

“Joslyn,” Erica whispered. The name slipped out like it had been waiting.

Elias pressed his
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