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    To my true love. Thank you for all these years together. May we get a few more yet. 
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My first memory is of being on a beach with my parents, hunting for seashells to decorate a sandcastle. Broken clam shells filled my pockets. I’d wandered too far down the sand, close enough to see the shadows beneath the dock. A scrim of white foam washed onto the litter-strewn shore under the supports. The lady standing under it stuck to the shade where it was cool. She had seaweed in her wet hair and a blue, bloated face. Her dress was tattered at the edges, as if it had caught on something and she’d had to tear it to get away. 

“Little boy,” she crooned. “So pretty. Such a pretty little boy.”

She was so odd, and it was so peculiar to be called pretty by a person lurking under a dock. I knew better than to talk to strangers, but this one seemed different.  Even a child could tell there was something wrong with her. Maybe I thought she’d pass out, or needed help. Who knows? I was three. Curiosity and an underdeveloped sense of self-preservation kept me near her.

The woman cocked her head sideways and swarmed toward me. She moved all at once, too fast to follow, then stopped at the edge of the dock’s shadow. If she’d wanted to touch me, or worse, I couldn’t have stopped her. That was the first time I thought to be afraid. 

“Pretty little boy.” Her mouth was a gray paleness; the skin peeled away from her fingernails in long strips. “Can you see me? Pretty boy?”

I took another step back. “Yes. I can see you.”

Her eyes went very wide. The whites were yellow and the pupils were deep, black pinholes, shrunken as if there was too much light in the world. A strand of seaweed slipped obscenely down her forehead. 

“Little boy,” she said. “Don’t go into the water, little boy. The current is strong here. It will push you down and hold you down and you will not be able to breathe anymore. No more pretty little boy, do you understand?”

I took another step back. “Okay.”

She nodded. “Go to your mother, pretty child, pretty boy. Stay on the sand.”

The chill of fear lingered on the back of my neck as I ran away, not stopping to look over my shoulder until after I slammed into my mother and she wrapped her arms around me. The coconut smell of her sunscreen made me feel safe, but I can’t remember how she sounded when she comforted me. Was she amused? Alarmed? 

Auditory memories are always among the first to fade. Look it up, it’s science. That’s why it’s so hard to remember a dead person’s voice once they’re gone. You might remember that, say, your grandmother was a beautiful singer, but you won’t be able to summon the sound to your memory only a few years after she dies. I never would have guessed, among all the things I missed about my mother, I’d long for the sound of her voice. But how would I have known? I was so young then. 

Hell, I’m not particularly old now.

The house is a tall Victorian with gingerbread trim and a rose garden. Stopping outside the front gate, I shade my eyes to better see the upper story windows. Even from the street, you can tell it’s haunted. Yellow and white paint should make it cheerful, but it looks false as a painted corpse, with bay windows like dead eyes. The house feels blurry, as if it’s not entirely settled onto its lot and sits just off-kilter from reality. Something about it reminds me of that day under the dock, of that blurry spot where shadow and light are very nearly the same thing.  

A cold prickle glides up my spine like unwanted fingers. Something is wrong with this place. I can’t understand how anybody could be blind enough to move in, even ignoring the stories. Not everybody is a medium. But do they all have to be so inattentive?

Lizzie nudges me out of my thoughts with her hip. She’s short and slim, with strawberry blond hair and a sly smile. She’s also twenty-five, six years older than I am, and tends to ruffle my hair like a fond big sister. It makes me crazy. There’s no chance she’s ever going to want me as much as I want her, but who could blame her? She’s smart, pretty, and tough as hell. I talk to the dead more than I talk to the living. I’m weird, to say the least.

Winking, Lizzie stage-whispers, “What do you think, Jack, digital Ouija board? Clanking chain noises? Couple of smoke bombs?” Lizzie used to work as a special effects expert for a stage magician in Las Vegas. Sometimes, she uses those skills to add drama to the proceedings when it looks like we’re not getting paid, but that doesn’t mean we’re not legit. Most of the time she’s just in charge of the computer equipment. 

“I don’t think we’ll need to.” I swallow hard. “This house is the type to put on a show.”

The homeowners are called Mr. and Mrs. Keyes. They stand in an anxious knot several feet away. The missus is blonde, pretty, and has a sleeping baby on her hip. The man shifts from foot to foot. His eyebrows bunch and release along with his pale-knuckled fists. His skin is unlined but his temples are salted with white hairs. The Keyes family have lived here less than a year and the husband is prematurely gray. 

“Is that so, Jack? You’re sensing something?” Doctor Alberto Vasquez, our boss, places a hand on my shoulder. His dark eyes above his white mustache are serious, even though his ever-present novelty shirts never are. This one has cartoon pigs wearing grass hula skirts and he wears it untucked over khaki shorts. Maybe he thinks it makes ghost hunting less stressful or something. 

“You’re not?”  I scoff. 

Ruffled, pink curtains show through window glass in an upstairs room. Something gray and misty billows between them. I’ll start trying to make contact there. Maybe I can convince the spirit torturing these people to go on without an exorcism. Exorcisms are always drama, and these homeowners can’t handle it. They’re skittish. If half of their stories are true, they’ve had a rough time of it.  

Doc offers a hand to the family, and they each shake in turn. “I’m Doctor Alberto Vasquez. We spoke on the phone. I’d like to introduce my team.” Doc gestures to each of us in turn: “Sam Nelson, our security expert. Timothy Angelini, our head researcher. Jack McKinnon, our medium, and Lizzie Chase. She’s our. Ah.”

“Our audio-visual manager.” Lizzie reaches out to shake hands. 

Mr. Keyes doesn’t take his eyes off me. “You’re a real medium, huh?”

Crossing my arms over my chest, I raise an eyebrow. There are two types of people in the world: people who don’t believe I’m gifted, and people who really hope I am. Most of the time, the ones who don’t believe it are more tolerable than the other kind. They’re not quite as flaky or lost in space. I can’t tell from Mr. Keyes’ tone what camp he’s in. “If I’m not, I’m in the wrong line of work.”

He shrugs. “Or the right one. You’re either a real psychic, working with a team of real ghost hunters, or you’re a con artist working with fake ones. Either way, this job seems like a pretty good fit.”

Sam steps between us casually, almost like he didn’t mean to. His smile is friendly. “I guess only time will tell, huh?”

Doc says, “Timothy, Sam. Get the equipment, please.”

Mrs. Keyes, if possible, looks more frightened. “What is it? It’s haunted, right? Even strangers can tell.”

Doc smiles at her, reassuring as any man of science. He’s got bedside manner in spades. “There’s nothing to worry about yet, Mrs. Keyes. We’re going to run some preliminary tests and set up our equipment. Once we have a baseline, we’ll know more about what’s happening with your house. If there’s something here, we’ll discuss our options for clearing it out.”

Lizzie wanders toward the lady of the house, cocking her head to look at the sleeping baby. She says something quiet. Mrs. Keyes smiles briefly, jiggling the child on her hip. Timothy and Sam appear with their arms full of equipment boxes. Timothy gives me a pointed look so I take a pebbled, black plastic box out of his arms. He rummages through it for a moment before coming up with an infrared thermometer, then fishes out the Electromagnetic Field Detector for Doc. “What do you want, Jackie boy, the thermometer or the Geiger counter?” 

“Give me the thermometer.” I juggle the box to make room for it in my hands. It’s a weird phobia, but the Geiger counter makes me jumpy. I can handle coming on a cold spot, but if I actually found a place with raised radiation levels, I’d have a heart attack. Ghosts are one thing. Cancer is another. Timothy can carry it around, but I don’t want to do it myself. 

He wanders away to drool over Mrs. Keyes while her husband talks to Dr. Vasquez, giving her the whole white-teeth, dimpled smile, black cherub curls... the whole full-court press. She bats her eyes, blushing. There is a reason he got kicked out of seminary school.

“Hey Timothy.” He looks at me over his shoulder, so I shake my head, both disapproval and warning. “Do you have those salt packets left over from lunch?”

“Nope.” His tone is cheerful. “Salt circles are for superstitious old women. This is science.”

The woman’s husband is right there. “Timothy? Seriously. There’s a baby here. Give me the salt.”

Timothy sighs, reaching into the pocket of his jeans for the white paper packets he claimed not to have. “You’re a chicken, Jack. A gigantic chicken.”

“If you could see them, you would be, too.” I pass him back the box of equipment and shove the salt into my own pocket. He stows our extra packets in the truck’s glove box and the equipment we won’t need for this haunting in the bed, then joins us back on the sidewalk.

It’s hot and, as it’s ten in the morning in mid-July, it’s only going to get hotter. My t-shirt sticks to my back. Cicadas hum in the trees of the nearby woods. This house is the only one around. A lake glistens through the trees nearby, cooling the summer air with the smell of clean water. It’s really too bad this place is so damaged. It would be an awesome place to grow up, especially after all the remodeling the Keyes have done. 

“Nine fifty-seven AM.” Lizzie speaks directly into the voice recorder on her phone. “Soooo booooored.”

Timothy fires the dimples at her. “You know I’m always willing to help you wile away the time.”

You’d think by now Timothy would be less oblivious to the vengeance she is about to take. You’d be wrong. As she turns to him his smile only widens. 

“Nine fifty-eight AM,” Lizzie says into the phone. “Timothy gets shot down again because I can never get back the thirty seconds it would take to bang him.”

Sam hisses a breath in over his teeth as if he touched something painfully hot. “Jesus, it burns.” He slaps Timothy on the back with a corded brown arm more like a python than a limb. Sam could knock Timothy sprawling if he wanted to. 

Mildly, Timothy says, “Hey, don’t do that. Yet another insult from Lizzie is no reason to take the Lord’s name in vain.”

I cover my mouth with one hand so he won’t see that I’m smiling. “In all seriousness, Timothy, if she ever gives in, I’ll let you take me to Mass.”

Doc levels a stern look at us. “Children. My professional reputation would really appreciate it if we spent less time discussing Timothy’s sexual ineptitudes while on the job. Thank you.”

Timothy splutters while Lizzie practically bursts open from laughter. The little family shifts their weight around like prey animals scenting blood.

Fat, droning bees flit through the fragrant roses lining the walk. There is a heavy gloom over the house, thick as a caul. We assemble on the wraparound porch. Will stepping through that front door feel like being swallowed? 

Doc places a hand on my shoulder. “It’s all right, Jack. We’re all behind you.”

“Ten seventeen AM,” Lizzie says. “We step in through the front door of the Keyes house. Good air conditioning, but it smells like there might be a mold problem.”

And Lizzie’s right, if when she says, ‘it smells like there’s a mold problem’ she means ‘it smells like the inside of a crypt.’ The drowned woman from under the dock is so vivid in my mind it takes a while to see what’s actually in front of me. If there’s a mold problem, it sure isn’t apparent in the living room. The hardwood floors are shiny and softened with mismatched rugs that work together anyway. The furniture is clean and new. A sixty-inch TV hangs from the wall. The EMF machine beeps as Doc passes it over the screen. 

“What’s that?” Mrs. Keyes sounds spooked. “Is it detecting a ghost?” 

“It’s detecting your TV.” Doc doesn't look up from his readings. “We’re taking a preliminary measure of the room right now to figure out where all the ambient energies are, testing the temperature and the radiation levels. That’s our control. We want to know if any of the measurements change during the manifestations.”

Timothy smiles at Mrs. Keyes. “It’s all very scientific.” 

She looks away again, shifting her sleeping baby to her other hip. Maybe she feels as guilty for her obvious attraction as I am amused by it. Her husband doesn’t seem to notice all the vibes, though. Maybe she does this a lot. 

Lizzie says, “Wait until she watches you perform an exorcism and then tell her it’s scientific.” 

Doc glares. Lizzie snaps her mouth closed and Timothy looks the other direction. “Why don’t you tell us about the house?” Doc runs the EMF reader over the walls, up, then back, up, then back. “Feel free to add anything you can about the manifestations you’ve experienced, and what rooms you found them in.”

The thermometer reads seventy-two degrees. The only cold spots are directly over the air conditioner vents.

Mr. Keyes plops down on the couch, dangling his hands between his knees and looking at us with mournful eyes. His wife sits gingerly beside him so she doesn’t wiggle the baby, who is asleep. I’m no expert on babies, but I’ve heard about a million times how easy it is to wake them up. Maybe this one is sick or something. 

The man of the house says, “They told us it was haunted when we moved in, but we thought it might be interesting to own a haunted house, you know? We’d always have entertaining stories to tell at dinner parties. We’ve never been big believers in the supernatural, so a ready-made ghost story just seemed like a lot of fun.”

Without looking up from the steadily beeping Geiger counter, Timothy says, “We heard in town your house has a history.”

“It does,” Mr. Keyes confirms. “It was built in the late eighteen hundreds by a man named Aloysius Berkman. He had a lot of money, but by all accounts, Berkman was a real bastard. He beat his wife and kids until the day he died. His oldest son, Sherman, left town for college and didn’t come back until the old man was dead. When he did, he brought a pretty young wife and two kids with him.”

Sam, on his way past me with the Electronic Voice Phenomenon machine, leans in close to whisper, “Dun dun dunnnn.”

I cover my mouth with my hand to keep from snorting laughter. Just because we’ve heard this story before doesn’t mean we can mock the dude who writes our paycheck. 

Mr. Keyes doesn’t seem to notice us screwing around. “Sherman Berkman went crazy while he lived in this house. Maybe it was because he couldn’t escape the memories of his own father, but one day he smothered his wife and kids to death and then shot himself in the head. This was in, what, sweetheart, what year—?”

“In 1910 or 1911, I think,” Mrs. Keyes says.

Well, that escalated quickly. Something like four ghosts, then. I haven’t seen anything yet, but they stain the air like pollution.

Mr. Keyes continues. “Anyway, a series of Berkmans lived here after that, none of them for more than a year or two.”

Mr. Keyes’ voice is quiet. “There’s something here, and it’s something evil. I work in a bank, for God’s sake. If I’m calling in ghost hunters, you know something’s really wrong.” 

Lizzie sits down on the coffee table in front of them, extending her phone out to catch their words better. For a second Mrs. Keyes looks like she’s about to correct Lizzie, maybe suggest that she put a coaster under her butt so she doesn’t leave a ring, but after a second she subsides. 

“When did you realize the house is haunted?” Lizzie asks. 

“I was the first one who noticed it.” Mrs. Keyes holds her hand up meekly, like she is trying to get Teacher Lizzie’s attention. “It was the first night we spent here. I got up for a glass of water, and the back of my neck prickled like I was being watched. I hurried into the bathroom to turn the light on, and as soon as I did that, I felt silly, like a little kid afraid of the dark, you know? On the way back to bed, I felt it again, but I walked slowly just to spite it. And that’s when I heard giggling.”

Sam and I exchange a look. 

Mrs. Keyes keeps talking. “That happened so much I stopped getting up in the middle of the night. I’d take a glass of water with me and leave it on my nightstand, just in case.” She gives her husband a reproachful look. “Jim started teasing me about it.”

“What happened so often?” Lizzie asks. “You felt watched, or heard giggling?” 

“Oh, both,” Mrs. Keyes says. “Then one day while Jim was at work, I was putting together some lunch for Jillian—“ she jiggles the baby here to indicate who she means—“And I heard whispering coming from the living room. I had left Jillian in her playpen in here, so it scared the crap out of me. I thought someone had broken in to take her.”

I let the IR thermometer drop to my side and turn toward the frightened woman on the couch. She is pale, and the hand that’s not trapped under her baby strokes the fuzzy little head for comfort. 

“I grabbed a big knife out of the drawer and dashed in here, expecting to see robbers, but instead there was a little boy with a ball. He was kind of—God, you’re all going to think I’m crazy—he was sort of transparent? Like, I could see the lamp through him? Jillian babbled at him the way she does to real people, making gimme gestures.” She demonstrates, opening and closing her free hand. “I dropped the knife. He vanished.”

I perch on the arm of the couch. Mrs. Keyes has a little bit of magic, and the baby must too. Like with everything, there are levels of ability. Mrs. Keyes is probably not as sensitive as I am, but she’s got a little spark to her. The interesting question now is how her husband, with all his amusement at the local legends, convinced her to move in here. It goes a long way toward explaining why she keeps batting her eyelashes at Timothy. 

She looks at me uncertainly. “I told Jim about all of this, but naturally, he didn’t believe me. Then one weekend, he was changing Jillian and he found a bruise on her arm. It was shaped like a handprint, and it was small, like a woman’s.”

Jim Keyes grimaces, placing an arm around his wife’s shoulder. She doesn’t lean into him the way most women would when offered comfort by their husbands. If anything, she leans away. 

He must sense her coldness, because he pulls his arm back. “I confronted Sherry about the bruise. She got upset, saying that she would never hurt Jillian and that it had to be the ghosts. I told her she needed therapy. She insisted she wasn’t crazy or seeing things, and that she could prove there was a ghost if I’d let her set up our camcorder in Jillian’s room.”

I don’t say this out loud, but I’ve seen this before. Ghosts can’t make their own life energy. If a ghost wants to whisper and giggle and become solid enough to bruise a child, they have to get the energy to do that from somewhere, so they suck it from live people. 

A little of this psychic vampiracy is harmless. For example, say you go to a famously haunted hotel, and there are supposed to be a jillion ghosts there. Those ghosts might sip a little energy from a bellhop, then a little more from a customer, then a bit more from a news reporter and be able to throw a vase across a room. The humans are none the worse for it and they got to see a show. 

But when there are only three living people in a house and those are being pulled on by five ghosts, it starts to wear on the humans. It makes their tempers fray; it makes their immune systems weak. They get in crazy fights and then can’t remember why they were so mad afterward. They get sick and depressed. It’s entirely possible this house really did drive a family apart and lead the father to suicide. 

Mr. Keyes is talking. “I set up the camcorder. The next morning, when we played the video back, we saw a woman in white standing over the crib. That same day, Jillian started coughing. It was the first time she caught pneumonia.”

Doc says, “That’s the video you emailed to me?” 

Mr. Keyes confirms with a nod. 

“Woah.” They both turn to look at me. “A lady in white? None of those deaths should indicate a lady in white. What did she look like?”

“It was dark.” Mrs. Keyes shrugs. “It was hard to tell.”

“In any case.” Mr. Keyes side-eyes me in annoyance at the interruption. “While we were in the hospital, a friend of ours saw a documentary about your group. So here we all are.”

“What makes you think the spirits are evil?” I ask. “None of those things would indicate a dark moral compass to me, only a desire to be acknowledged.”

The Keyes look at each other as if they aren’t sure what to make of me. Mr. Keyes answers slowly. “It’s because of something that happened to me in the bathroom.”

I wait for him to continue. 

“I was taking a shower,” he says. “When I turned off the water, I smelled blood.”

Blood? I have heard of phantom smells many times, but blood?

Mr. Keyes starts to reach for his wife’s hand, but stops mid-motion, folding his fingers together instead. “I turned around to see if anybody was there with me, and there was writing in the steam on the mirror.”

Hushed, Lizzie asks, “What did it say?”

Mr. Keyes swallows hard. “It said, ‘Get out or die.’”

Threats from the other side. No wonder these people are so jumpy. 

Lizzie speaks into her phone. “Ten twenty-seven AM. We better get moving. We have a full day ahead of us.”

––––––––

[image: ]


​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2


[image: ]




​

Lizzie records our findings as we troop through the living room, then the kitchen and down the hall to the guest bedroom. The light switches are in good working order and the electronics are newer models with low energy outputs. The ambient temperature stays at seventy-two degrees Fahrenheit except for over air conditioner vents. The ion counter finds mass around only visible objects. Nothing seems out of the ordinary, at least according to the machines. 

The Keyes sit on the couch, watching the proceedings with furrowed brows and hands knotted into pale fists. 

Once we have recorded the information required to keep our grant money, I say, “Upstairs. In the room with the pink curtains.”

The Keyes exchange another worried look. They’re so jumpy they could stroke out from high blood pressure any minute. If I wasn’t standing in their incredibly haunted house, I’d think they were bat crap crazy.

Mr. Keyes says, “That’s Jillian’s room.”

Given how sick the baby has been, I’m not surprised by this revelation. “Don’t worry. I have a pocket full of salt packets. Stay here.”

The old stairs creak under our feet as the team and I troop up them. The air is cooler on the second floor, almost musty. It might be due to a lack of ventilation like you find in these old houses sometimes, but I doubt it. That feeling of heaviness like a too-warm coat is back again. The thermometer reads sixty-eight now. I holler back to Lizzie, “Sixty-eight degrees.”

The hallway is long and narrow, like the hallways in most Victorian houses, so the team walks down it single file. A shiny table on the landing supports a vase of silk flowers while floral carpet complements the vintage wallpaper. Jillian’s doorknob buzzes under my palm like a glass jar full of flies. As I push the door open, a wave of battering force shoves me back a step. 

Sam lays a hand on my shoulder. “Jack? You good?”

“I’m good.” My chest feels too tight. Stay on the sand, pretty boy.  

Sam calls, “Lizzie? Get up here. Jack’s getting something.”

Baby Jillian’s room is downright chilly. My teeth try to chatter but I clench them down. Sam files in after me. The thermometer reads fifty-seven degrees, so I shove it into my pocket. Nothing it records from now on matters. 

I fill my fist with salt. Science is about to fail. I need wives’ tales now. 

Pink curtains and lollipop-striped walls mark this as a little girl’s nursery. The furniture consists of a bright white crib and rocking chair, along with a matching changing table stacked with stuffed animals. A bear has been dropped and forgotten on the floor. 

There’s only one way to protect ourselves from whatever is giving off this strong energy. I tear the first of the packets open with my teeth. Timothy thinks my salt circles are a superstition, and maybe they are, but they work. Based on the state of this house, Mama Keyes isn’t going to like having salt in the nursery carpet, but she’s going to have to deal with it. The baby can’t defend herself.

“Better set up the motion detectors.” Sam leaves the room to grab another box of equipment, but he’s back before I finish shaking the salt in a big circle around the crib. This takes four of my six salt packets, but you don’t need much to make a circle work.

Sam hurriedly tapes his sensors to the walls. After a few minutes, Timothy and Dr. Vasquez slide past him, machines stretched out in front of them like swords. They fan out on either side of the changing table. They fan out beside the changing table, grim-faced. That’s a bad sign. They should be making dumb jokes, not looking worried. If the rest of the team is uneasy in this room, there’s going to be a fight for sure. The dead thing here will be strong and uninclined to leave.  

“It’s cold in here.” Timothy’s teeth chatter as he briskly rubs his crossed arms in their chambray sleeves. “How cold is it, Jack?”

“Fifty-seven.” Where else would be a good place for a salt circle? Maybe around the changing table? There are only two packets left.

“Better check for ventilation problems.” Doc looks around until he locates a vent, then holds a hand over it before glancing back at the device. “There’s some heavy EMF activity as well. I didn’t notice any low-hanging telephone wires, did any of you?”

“None to speak of,” Timothy says. “Maybe a wiring problem?”

“Doubt it.” The team turns to look at me. “But go ahead, check. Rule it out.”

Doc sweeps the EMF reader around the room, pausing at the light switch and lamps. Lizzie approaches me with the phone out so it can pick up the voices around us. I stand inside the salt circle on the carpet, close to the crib. When Lizzie stops outside it, I pull her in by her elbow. 

She searches my face. She smells like floral shampoo. “What do you see, Jack?”

Swallowing, I look away. It’s too tempting to lose myself in her jade-colored eyes. “At this point, it’s mostly what I feel. The air is heavy, like someone is watching me.” 

Near the closet, the spirit of a young woman pops into view while I blink my eyes. Visceral horror forces a gasp through my mouth and the team turns to look at me. Her throat was slashed, and the wound gapes like an extra mouth. Glistening blood stains her white shirt. She looks a little younger than me, maybe a high school kid. Dark hair hangs past her shoulders. 

Sam is less than a foot from her, oblivious, focused on the numbers he’s getting from the portable ion counter in his hand. Lizzie looks at me with alarm as I push her behind me. “Sam! Get back!” 

The girl looks at me. Her eyes are very dark, almost black. No, not black. Lightless. 

Sam dances away like some instinct tells him where to go, bumping into Timothy, who stabilizes him with a hand on his arm. Everyone stares at me with silent anticipation. 

“Who are you?” My voice shakes. She has a perfect button nose, slim and upturned over sweet, full lips. When she was alive, she was TV pretty. The beauty of her face juxtaposed over the gory way she died makes her more horrible to look at. There’s no question of what happened to this ghost. She was too young to die and she was butchered like an animal. No wonder she’s so strong. 

I spend a lot of time thinking I’ve seen worse. This time, I’m not sure I have. “Hey, girl. You, with the long hair. Who are you and why are you here?”

Her dark eyes fix on me. She swarms, fast as insects in a hive, reappearing with her toes on the other side of the salt circle. I yelp and fall back, pushing Lizzie against the crib slats. Air “oofs” out of her. 

“Me?” The dead girl’s voice is harsh and breathy. She places her hand on her chest. The palm would come away bloody if she had a physical form. “You can see me?”

“Yes.” I suck in a breath to steady myself. “Who are you? What’s your name?”

“I’m Esme. You can hear me, too?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I can see you and hear you.”

“How?” She doesn’t make any move to attack or try to break through my salt barrier. Her eyes are wide and full of wonder. The dead don’t always understand what I am the first time.  

“I was born like this.” Except for our voices, the room is so silent I can hear the Keyes moving around downstairs. 

Esme shakes her head, more disbelief than denial. Light catches and gleams off the chunks of dried blood that mat the ends of her hair. “It’s been so long since somebody could see me. What’s your name?”

“Jack.” She doesn’t seem as crazy as I feared. A lot of times, the ones who died bloody, the really strong ones, will hit me with every ounce of psychic energy they can to get me out of their space. One time I had a seizure and the team had to take me to the ER. “Do you know you’re dead, Esme? Do you know you don’t belong here anymore? The Keyes live here now. This is their baby’s room.”

She nods. “The mother, the father, and the baby, those are the people who own this house.”
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