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After the incredible haunting at his parents’ home, Greg and Jessica partner to investigate more hauntings together.  But events aren’t going as smoothly as they might have hoped.

Jessica thought she was finally becoming a medium like her mother.  After years of only being able to guess at what was real and what wasn’t in her paranormal investigations, the idea of being able to directly observe and communicate with ghosts was the exciting culmination of a dream come true.  Except no matter how hard she tries, the otherworld remains invisible to her senses.

Greg has his own troubles.  Despite Jessica’s reassurances, he’s not convinced the dark entity who possessed him is entirely gone.  Ever since the possession, he hasn’t felt comfortable in his own skin and his temper has been on edge.  He’s terrified by the idea that it could be lurking deep in his subconscious, ready to lash out at the woman he loves.  

When they receive an invitation to investigate a haunted bed and breakfast, Rose on the Grave, it seems like the perfect opportunity to get away and reconnect.  But with an owner who knew Jessica’s mother, ghosts that defy all expectations, and a company known more for its hoaxes than its hauntings, the last thing the weekend will be is relaxing.
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To those who stand up to do what is right

Especially when it’s inconvenient.

Greg slid out of bed quietly, careful not to disturb Jessica. Even after two months together, he still wore a goofy smile whenever he saw her or thought about her or heard anything that reminded him of her. His sub-contractors had noticed his tendency to dissolve into broad smiles without warning and razzed him mercilessly about it. He didn’t care though. Let them laugh. I got the real prize.

He padded barefoot across the cool hardwood floor to the bathroom, noting a few rough patches and deep scratches. Maybe he could arrange to refinish the floors for Christmas. He’d need to find an excuse to get her out of the apartment for a few days.

Closing the bathroom door so the light wouldn’t leak out and wake Jessica, his heart began to thud in his chest once the door latched. He started hyperventilating and grew dizzy from lack of oxygen. Don’t be silly, he scolded himself. You’re way too old to be scared of the dark. Even so, he didn’t waste any time flicking on the light.

Only to find himself facing a nightmare in the mirror. Instead of his reflection, a demonic visage of fangs and shadows snarled a smile at him.

“Surprise!” it hissed in sibilant triumph.

Greg couldn’t move; the entity had locked his muscles in place. It grinned even wider and began to seep out of the mirror towards him. Greg struggled to run, to shout and warn Jessica, to do anything, but instead he could only stand helplessly when the first icy tentacles caressed his face.

He sat up, bellowing and flailing his arms. His legs were trapped, and he kicked hard, trying to break free of the creature’s grip. Something grabbed his shoulder, and he lashed out with strength built from over a decade of construction and demolition. He heard Jessica cry out and he struggled even harder, determined to reach her before the creature could.

His brain struggled to make sense of what his eyes were telling him. He didn’t see the fixtures in the bathroom. Instead, gauzy and patterned swatches of fabric fluttered in front of his face. As if he were still in the bedroom.

The sleep-fog suddenly cleared, blown away by sudden panic. “Jessica!”

“I’m here.” She slowly appeared over the edge of the bed, pushing herself upright. Sleep-rumpled, blond hair hid her face from him, but he could see her hand cupping the side of her face. Shock slapped him. She must have tried to wake him, and he’d struck out at her.

“Let me see,” He reached for her, but she avoided him, padding barefoot to the kitchen in her oversized Casper T-shirt and a pair of his boxers. Usually the sight of her in his clothes was an immediate turn-on, but his actions had put an icepack on any arousal.

“It’s fine. Probably won’t even leave a mark.” She opened the tiny freezer and dropped some ice into a plastic bag before wrapping a towel around it. She covered her reddened cheek and swollen eye, the injuries belying her reassurance and leaving Greg to simmer in his guilt.

He ran his hands over his scalp, resting his elbows on his updrawn knees and trying to get his pounding heart back under control. Show’s over, adrenaline. Just a drill. Nothing to worry about. Except the increasingly frequent nightmares.

He couldn’t even talk to anyone about it except Jessica. If he told a shrink that he’d been briefly possessed by a demon and worried about it coming back, they’d lock him up so fast, he’d never get back out. And he wasn’t about to share his feelings with the guys on his crew. He’d be up to his knees in fake ghosts and bad practical jokes.

Jessica kept reassuring him the entity from the demon box was contained, and she’d taken it to a professional exorcist. He believed her but couldn’t keep from worrying it might get free someday. He’d had the damn thing in his head and knew if it ever got loose, it would come after the two of them for revenge. He’d wrapped the box in duct tape to seal it shut, but he would have much rather encased it in concrete or something else more solid. Something that could guarantee it was never coming back.

“Nightmares again?” The mattress dipped under Jessica’s weight. Greg didn’t trust himself to look at her, much less ever touch her again.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. Only scum hit women, so what did that make him?

“It was an accident. I shouldn’t have touched you until you were awake.” She wrapped her arm around him and laid her uninjured cheek on his shoulder. “Want to talk about it?”

The cool downdraft from the ice licked at his bare skin, ensuring he couldn’t pretend this was a normal night for the two of them. Lacing his fingers together, he stared at them as if the world’s fate depended on the steadiness of his gaze. Jessica’s understanding only made him feel worse. The memory of the redness and swelling around her eye spoke the necessary accusations clearly enough.

“I’m sure it looks worse than it is.” Jessica’s attempt to make him feel better only deepened the guilt.

“It looks like someone should haul my ass to jail for abuse.”

“Hey, we both have had nightmares about what happened. It’s only natural.”

True, but Jessica never lashed out during her bad dreams. She curled into a tight ball and whimpered soft cries that tore apart his heart. He pulled away from her, standing up. “We should both try and get some more sleep.”

The clock’s glow revealed another two hours before they needed to get up—Jessica for her waitressing shift at Billy’s Breakfast Bar and Greg to supervise the installation of his client’s new kitchen cabinets.

“I won’t be able to sleep if I’m worried about you brooding in the bathroom,” Jessica pointed out. “Come and lie down.”

He let her coax him onto the mattress, but he held his distance. “Maybe I should stay with my folks for the next few nights.”

A year ago, he’d been on track to a “normal” life, living with a doctor and planning to become engaged at some point. He’d scoffed at his sister’s beliefs in ghosts, magic, and people with strange powers. Now his ex-girlfriend, Janet, was engaged to some big investment banker who shared her love of exotic travel while Greg balanced his nights between bunking at his parents’ home and staying with Jessica. And he’d seen enough to know his sister Olive wasn’t entirely wrong, although he still couldn’t understand how she could believe in a shape-shifting video on the Internet was real. He might accept ghosts as real now, but a woman turning into a bear defied physics. It wasn’t even a clever fake, with the woman disappearing behind a chair, then the bear appeared on the other side.

“I’d rather you were here.” Jessica’s cool hand smoothed the knotted muscles in his back. She cuddled up against him, her warm breath caressing the nape of his neck. He cursed himself for being weak, but he cupped her hand in his, holding it against his heart.

“I won’t push you if you don’t want to talk,” she whispered, kissing his neck. “But I’m here for you.” She sighed against him, her lithe body relaxing into sleep. 

Tenderness melted his scoffing train of thought. When he’d been with Janet, he’d never wanted to hold her through the night. He preferred having his space on his side of the bed. He’d always thought it was the best part of their relationship—not being clingy like so many other couples. Janet had her own life and interests and he had his; they didn’t need the other to validate or tag along. Even when Janet complained she felt disconnected from him, he’d assumed it was only a matter of tweaking the ratios of together-time versus separateness. Like setting up an HVAC system for the perfect balance between the furnace and air conditioning.

Now he found himself resenting every moment he and Jessica spent apart. He’d call or text her from work, and she did the same. Luckily, the manager at Billy’s was a romantic at heart who didn’t mind the distraction, provided Jessica didn’t drop orders or leave customers waiting. To his surprise, Greg even enjoyed going with her on paranormal investigations, and spending the night in a haunted house hadn’t been on his Top 100 list even before he believed it was more than hokum.

Lately he’d noticed she was tenser during the investigations. They’d finish a night of recording and observing, and Jessica would be close to tears during the drive home. He’d thought they might be leftover fears, like his own. With the relationship so fragile, he didn’t want to push. But after the last time, he could no longer ignore it.

Last weekend, they’d driven seven hours to investigate a home where the family was seeing dark shadows on the wall and hearing voices in the night. After spending another eight hours documenting, they had some fuzzy electronic voice phenomena and some odd movements of shadows that didn’t correspond with the lights outside. It seemed like a fairly good investigation to him, but Jessica seemed depressed, barely speaking to him over breakfast. She was a pale echo of herself, like the first coat of paint on fresh drywall. The color had faded out of her.

On the car ride home, she’d finally told him. “It’s not working anymore.”

Oh shit. Had he forgotten her birthday? Or was this because he’d dropped the beer on top of the eggs in the grocery cart? 

She must have seen the fear and humiliation starting to break the scale because she quickly shook her head, her teeth denting her lush lower lip. “It’s not like that. I’m just not seeing what I need to.”

Pulling down her baseball cap lower over her face, she hunched down in the seat and stared out the window.

“Okay, I think you’re going to need to explain this for the studio audience. Or else.” He imitated his father at his most serious.

“Or else what?” She straightened up, brown eyes wide in surprise.

“Or else I start singing Johnny Cash. Badly.”

Her lips started to twitch and much-needed laughter rang out. The broken yellow lines on the road dashed past them like some sort of code as the sun rose higher into the sky.

“Come on, take pity on me. I’m a big clueless contractor. I need it all spelled out in little letters with the dots drawn real close together.” He let go of the steering wheel with his right hand to caress her thigh.

“I can’t sense anything,” she blurted, her cheeks stained with pink.

He frowned, slowing down the truck and preparing to pull over. “What do you mean?” 

“I mean I can’t sense anything at the sites. I can’t see the ghosts, and I can’t hear them except on the EVP.” The words spilled out of Jessica like dirt from a cracked foundation wall. “After what happened with Tommy and the box, I thought I was finally becoming a medium like my mother and grandmother. But it’s all gone.”

He parked on the shoulder, giving her his full attention. Big rig trucks whizzed by in great rushes of air, rocking their truck on its tires.

“I couldn’t see anything at the last house. I couldn’t hear anything.” Tears darkened her long lashes.

His first instinct was to fix the solution, to say anything to make her feel better. “Maybe there wasn’t really a ghost there.”

“You heard the EVP.”

He’d heard something that might have been a voice in the static but nothing like the clear communication they’d received from Tommy, the child-ghost haunting his parents’ home. They’d captured two possible messages last night, one sounded like “Call the doctor” and the other might have been “Time for a story,” but neither were distinct enough to say for sure. “You’re the one who told me humans look for patterns so hard they somet imes find them when they aren’t there. Especially for voices and faces.”

Most of her explanation went over his head, but if he’d gotten the gist right, humans were programmed to be aware of other humans and predators. So, they were quick to see faces in inanimate objects like electrical sockets and to hear voices in random noise, like the wind or running water.
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