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This collection of horror tales is dedicated to my readers, old and new.
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He came home stinking of garlic and onions, and that’s when I knew. He’d been with her again, at that little Mama Mia Café just off Judd Street in the center of town. He didn’t think I knew, but I did, and I knew who she was, too.

The little tramp.

As if he could hide the hooded eyes that took their time grazing over her body whenever she entered his office. He never looked at me like that, and I’m his wife!

“For better or worse,” we said. 

“Til death do us part,” we agreed. 

Death—now that can be arranged, and who would blame me?
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A green mist hovered over everything, but that was our fault. As paranormal investigators, this was our third time investigating this school. It was the first time we stayed overnight, and our night vision lights turned the school green.

We chose the dark and dank gym for several reasons. First, it was the largest room in the entire building other than the cafeteria where mold and mice ran amok. Second, it hosted the most frequent sightings. A legend circulated through the town of the bullied basketball player who hanged himself from the rim. His ghost haunted the gym seeking his tormentors. Strange occurrences frequented the school after that.

The worst events occurred in the gym during basketball season. When an entire visiting team died within a week after the meet, panic ensued, and the school board canceled the remaining home games. When the basketball post fell and killed a cheerleader during a pep rally, they closed the gym permanently. Rumors of ghosts walking the halls began. Parents stopped sending their children, and the government closed the school.

This happened forty years ago, and our earlier attempts to investigate failed. We had a full moon and the anniversary to work with this time. If ghosts roamed these halls, we believed they’d show themselves tonight.

A few hours in, two of our group of four slept, assured that our machine would alert us to movement beyond the gym’s walls. We set up cameras in key locations, and nothing but empty halls and classrooms lit our screens. Morning came without incident, so we packed our gear in disappointment and headed back to our office.

***
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NOAH’S VOICE INTERRUPTED the nothing that occupied my attention. “Hey, Mike, remember that high school we spent the night at a week ago?” 

“Yeah. What about it?”

“We never studied the videos.”

I shrugged. “Nothing happened.”

Noah’s lips tightened. 

“Why?”

“Something hasn’t sat right since the gym.” Noah’s eyes studied the linoleum. “I’ve been getting these strange urges. I can’t even explain them.”

Noah was right. I had experienced strange urges to rip my staff to pieces with my bare hands and envisioned their blood painting the white office walls crimson. Fear rippled through me like a blast of freon on a feverish body. “Let’s take a look. Should I gather the team?”

The team comprised of Noah, his twin sister Martha, Emerson the camera man, and me. Martha was near, but Emerson had checked the van out for another hunt.

Noah sighed. “I don’t know, man. Maybe we’re the only ones experiencing this. Martha’s mentioned nothing, and Emerson’s been too busy. I think we should just do it. It could be our imaginations getting the better of us.”

“I agree. Let’s pull the file.”

Noah’s fingers drummed on a stack of compact discs. “I already did.” He opened the first jewel case and dropped it in the computer drive. A pop-up appeared on the computer screen. His eyes searched mine. “You ready?”

After a soft nod of my head, the computer screen went dark. Putrid green light burst from the screen. Yawns escaped as the hours ticked by without incident. Noah clicked the fast forward button until I saw something flash on the screen. In that same moment, a repetitive, eerie thump echoed through the computer speakers.

“Stop! Rewind five seconds.” I rose to my feet in excitement. “There! Freeze it!” My mouth dropped open and my breath caught. “What the hell? What am I doing? See the timestamp?”

The screen blackened after another flash two hours earlier than it should have. Someone had shut down the camera. Noah rewound it again, and my jaw hit the floor. My face stared from the monitor with a leer as I turned off the camera. Every single disc showed the same thing—one of us four turned off a camera. Noah and I wore that same sick grin.

“Man, how intense!” Noah reached to turn off the computer, and I stopped him.

“We’re missing something. I know we are. Let’s watch it again.” My mind screamed and my gut twisted. During the second viewing, I noticed the basketball bouncing by itself in the hallway behind us as we turned off the cameras. It explained the thumps we heard. I shivered.

“Where’s the video of the gym?” We should have watched these when we returned.

Jewel cases scattered as Noah searched the room.

“It’s not here!” 

“What the hell?” 

The team practiced neatness and organization. Martha’s meticulous professionalism and OCD enforced it. To have a disc missing was odd.

Terror scarred Noah's forehead. “We turned off the cameras. Do you think Emerson or Martha could have taken the disc?”

“But why? None of the other discs are missing. Unless—” I shook my head. I refused to think it. “Noah, we need to find that disc before they renovate that school. I know it's the key to everything.”

Noah nodded. “I’ll search here and view any unmarked discs. If I have to stay overnight, I will. And I'll call Martha.”

“I’ll head home and search my closed case files. Talk to you soon.” My feet were halfway through the door. “Let me know what Martha says.”

***
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I SPENT SEVERAL HOURS searching, but came up empty. When I stopped, I grabbed my cell phone and turned it on, disturbed no one had called. I expected a missed call or three from Noah. Tremors crawled up my spine. Something sinister was happening, and I needed to find the source.

Panicked, I drove to the office and pulled into the parking lot. Despite the lack of cars and the late hour, the door remained unlocked. The bile rose in my throat. I dashed into the conference room hoping to find Noah engaged in a late dinner, oblivious to the time. Hope dashed into tiny pieces in the empty room. A yellow notepad taunted me from the desktop. I recognized Noah’s handwriting though I couldn't read it from where I stood. I moved closer. Noah’s hurried print was still legible.

Mike: Tried to call, no luck. Found Martha. We returned to the gym for answers. Meet us there. Emerson is en route. See you Soon.

I ran out the door, cursing under my breath at their impatience. I turned the key. The car wouldn’t start. I swallowed the doom rising from my belly and cranked the ignition once more. The car sang to life easing my fear. The radio came on by itself as I pulled onto the highway, and I nearly ran off the road. I ignored the little voice in my head chanting Go home! Just go home! This was my crew, the people who stood by me for the past ten years, through my divorce and my attempted suicide. I couldn’t abandon them now.

When I arrived, two other vehicles and the camera van had already parked in the school lot. I closed my eyes and breathed, willing the dread in my throat to vanish. The temperature dropped despite our record-breaking heat wave. Goosebumps rose from my feet to my temples as I walked towards the gym. 

Icy wind blew out from the gymnasium door as I opened it. A green haze lit the gym. A video played on one wall. The smack of a ball hitting the floor filled the space, yet no ball existed. Noah sat with his back facing me. Martha stood near him. Emerson stood off to the side, wearing the same disdain Noah and I had that night as he set a camera on the tripod. Riveted to the video on the wall, he did not see me enter.

“What are you doing?” 

The smirk left his face as he looked at me.  I stuffed my fists into my pocket as an unexplainable urge to snap him in two overcame me. A flash of white light from the video distracted me before he could answer. 

Four unknown bodies lay sleeping, yet something moved among them. One by one they rose, each departing in different directions, the sound of a bouncing ball accompanying them. The four limped as if it had been a long time since they had moved. Four heads hung at odd angles. They faded from sight until only the bounce of the ball remained. Within seconds the bouncing stopped, and the bodies shuffled back in, their eyes shining white specks in the green light. Four bodies returned to their sleeping positions, and the video scrolled into static.

The bouncing of a ball shattered the silence and broke me out of my reverie. Noah and Martha turned their heads at the sound.

“Look what I found,” Emerson said, the sick grin planted on his face again, his hand dribbling a basketball with precision. “Anyone up for a quick game of Four Corners?”

Cheers and jeers reverberated across the room as an invisible crowd filled the bleachers. Emerson passed the ball, challenging me to play. Martha swooped in, stealing the ball before I secured it and headed for the basket. Up she flew, slam dunking the ball in a perfect rim shot. Glass sprinkled to the floor from the broken backboard as she landed, her lip curled up in one corner. Her tongue shot out uncharacteristically, and she licked her lips.

“That’s one for me,” she said, her soft voice loud for a change. 

Taunts from the invisible audience shook the bleachers. Martha stared into the empty rows. My body quivered as a sub-thermal breeze passed through me.

“I’m not a loser! Did you see that shot? Let’s see you make that shot!” Martha pleaded with the speechless Emerson. 

Noah joined my side as we watched the strange game in fright. 

Martha dribbled the ball, faked a pass, and displayed skills neither of us had ever seen. Emerson dove in, scored a sneak away and headed for the opposite basket. Martha bolted after him. She didn’t stop him, and she didn’t sneak the ball. Instead, she stopped at the post and waited; the scorn on her face changed to a wicked jeer, her neat eyebrows sunk into the bridge of her nose, and a laugh erupted from her throat.

“Slam that ball!” Her voice rasped and cracked like a young teenage boy’s.

Emerson charged, bunched his legs close, and leaped into the air, the ball high above his head. As his palm slammed on the rim, a rope appeared from nowhere and fastened itself around his neck. He jerked twice as the rope pulled taut, and his neck snapped sideways as gravity thrust him towards the floor.

Noah and I rushed to help Emerson. Lifeless eyes met ours when we reached him. Martha cackled, and the ball bounced again. Martha stood behind us, her face pinched with evil, and dribbled the basketball. Back and forth it bounced, swoosh-boom, swoosh-boom; each bounce resounded louder from the last.

“Who’s next?” Martha said, her tongue protruding from her mouth and licking her lips again. 

Panic set in as the ball stopped bouncing and hurled in Noah’s direction with enough force to throw him against the metal bleachers. The crackle of breaking bones resonated throughout the gymnasium.

Noah looked me straight in the eyes, and I could read the agony behind them. His voice croaked out weak as blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.

“Run!” 
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Who’s this?

A text lit up on Marnie’s cellphone.

“Oh no, not again!” Marnie sighed. It was the fourth time in two days her phone had texted a random stranger.

I’m sorry. My phone has a mind of its own. My name is Marnie, and I didn’t mean to text you.

She paused. She needed more. She needed to laugh.

Sometimes I think my phone is trying to find its lost family, LOL. Sorry for bothering you.

She stared at the words briefly before hitting the send button and immediately wished she hadn’t sent it.

“Good going, Marnie. Not only did you include your name, but now you sound crazy, too. My phone is trying to find its lost family. Really? Smart, Marnie. S-M-R-T, smart.”

A head full of cocoa brown curls turned at the sound of her voice.

“What’s wrong, love?” Josiah never cared that Marnie carried on conversations with herself.

“This stupid phone,” she huffed. “It sent out a random text to a stranger again. It’s really beginning to aggravate me!”

Josiah took the phone from her hand and kissed the tip of her nose. “Don’t worry about it, love. Just turn it into a joke. It’s not like people are saving your number.”

“I know, but still. It’s a bit discomforting to know strange people have the number.”

“Did you take it to the cell phone store?” Josiah picked it up and turned it over in his hand.

“No. What can they do? I just need to remember to stop sticking it in my pocket before it locks.” She took it from him and put it in her pocket.

Josiah smiled and patted her butt as she walked by. “You mean like that?”

Her phone went off. Her eyes rolled to look at the ceiling as she pulled it out. “Great. Thanks, Joe!”

She read the text silently.

It’s okay. My phone does the same thing. Perhaps they are related, after all.

She chuckled.

Maybe so. Sorry again for the disturbance.

“Who was that?” Josiah asked.

“A wrong number with a sense of humor.”

Marnie forgot about the stranger after that and went on about her day.

***
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THE BUZZING OF HER phone woke Marnie from a sound sleep.

“What the hell? Who texts at three in the morning?”

My phone misses your phone. It wants to chat.

The dim light from the phone suddenly seemed oppressing. She decided to shake it off and ignored it. She snuggled closer to Josiah who responded with a snore and, within minutes, was sound asleep.

“Mars, wake up!” Josiah’s voice held urgency in it. He shook her arm gently at first, then a bit rougher until she responded.

“Mm? What’s wrong?”

“When did you get this text?” He shoved the phone in her face. The sudden burst of light made her wince. She rubbed her eyes and took the phone from him.

Your sister was in an accident. She’s dead.

Marnie shot up from the bed, shaking. “I didn’t get it. I turned the sound off last night after that weird text. This says, ‘text received 3:48 am’.” Tears filled her eyes as she looked at Josiah. “How could I miss this? I’m surprised Mom hasn’t called yet!”

“Maybe she doesn’t know. Who sent the text?”

She pulled the text up again and scratched her head. She didn’t recognize the number. Was it her butt dial? She’d deleted the texts from earlier.

“That’s weird.” She turned the phone, so Josiah could see.

“Do you think it was one of those emergency-type calls?” he said.

“But then wouldn’t Mom have gotten it too?” She brought her anxious eyes to meet his eyes. “Joe, I’m worried. What if it’s real? Amber hasn’t called since early yesterday.”

Ever since Marnie and Amber had missed the explosion at their high school reunion that took the lives of their classmates, they’d promised to always call each other back, no matter how mad they were at each other.

He took her hands in his. “That doesn’t mean anything. I really hope this isn’t someone’s sick idea of a joke, and as bad as it is, I really hope it’s someone else’s sister. Maybe it’s a wrong number. Amber wouldn’t have called you this early anyway.”

She looked at the digital clock display. Seven o’clock. He was right. Amber would be getting ready for work and wouldn’t call for another couple of hours. Still, she worried.

Her lips trembled. “Joe, what if it’s not?”

“There’s only one way to find out, Mars. Call your sister, and if she doesn’t answer, call your mom.”

Marnie’s eyes opened wide at the prospect of being the one to tell her mother that she thought her twin sister was dead, only she might not be.

“No, Joe, that would give her a heart attack. No. There has to be another way. Why can’t we call the number the text came from?”

“It was probably an EMT. Doesn’t your sister use the ICE system on her phone?” Josiah swiped a loose strand of hair from her forehead.

“Yeah, but then Mom would know, too.”

“Not if he only had time to contact one.”

“That’s true. Should I call the number and check?”

“Probably, but don’t get upset if no one answers right away. I’m sure they will call you back as soon as they see it. Try calling Amber. She could be sleeping off a bender, too.”

Marnie nodded. Josiah knew her sister as well as she did. Amber was an open book, an over exuberant extrovert who told everyone she met all about her life and problems.

“You’re right.”

“And if it is true, I’m sure the cops will be contacting you, too, so there’s that.”

Marnie nodded again. She knew he meant well, but his words offered her little comfort. He’d never said much about his family. Perhaps he didn’t have one.

She dialed Amber but it went straight to voicemail.

“Hey there! This is Amber. Holler if you want me to call you back.”

Marnie smiled. Amber’s voicemail was always direct, yet casual and fun at the same time. It defined her sister perfectly. Despite being twins, they were opposites in every way. Marnie was the dark, serious one, while Amber had the blonde hair and never-say-die attitude.

“Amber, it’s Marnie. Call me back ASAP.”

No sooner had she hung up than a text message crawled across the top of her screen.

Can your phone come out to play?

It was the wrong number again. It was also the same number that had informed her of her sister’s accident. Icy fingers crept up her spine, and she shivered.

Bad timing, sorry, she typed and pressed send.

Is it because of your sister? The message returned almost immediately.

Marnie’s heart caught in her throat. Her fingers shook so hard, she had to type three times before her words were legible.

How do you know what happened to my sister?

One heartbeat. Two heartbeats. Three. Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.

Because I killed her glared from the chat bubble.

Marnie didn’t even open the text. The phone clattered to the floor, and she covered her mouth with her hand.

No! That’s impossible.

Why is it impossible? People die every day.

Because. She paused, not sure if she should type what she thought. You’re supposed to be a random pocket dial.

There, Marnie said it. Hopefully the prankster would stop. It had to be a prank, right?

When ten minutes passed without a response, Marnie sighed and put her phone away. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to go to the police. She had too many plans today, but her first stop would be at Amber’s work.

***
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THE DRIVE TO THE SHOPPING mall where Amber worked was uneventful. Marnie rushed into the department store and stopped at the makeup counter.

“Where’s Amber?” she asked. She didn’t bother with introductions. Amber wasn’t identical, but they were so close in resemblance no one ever questioned her.

“She’s off today. Said something about going skiing with a couple of our co-workers. Sorry,” the girl offered Marnie a sympathetic smile.

Amber hadn’t said anything to her about a ski trip, and they told each other everything. Marnie eyed the girl’s name tag.

“What? Rose, when did she leave? It’s not like her to just take off without telling people, especially her twin sister.”

Rose wiggled her nose and scratched the side of her face. “No, but Jason might.” She pointed towards the men’s clothing section. “He’s that nice looking brunette in the teal tie. She left with his fiancée.”
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