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Chapter 1




The sky was threatening snow. Or sleet. Or hail. Or whatever other driving nightmares it had been dumping periodically over the last two weeks of November. Gabriella had grown up in New England, she wasn’t afraid of driving in the snow. But that didn't mean she wasn’t watching the sky apprehensively as the dark, heavy clouds hung over her commute to work. 

Beyond the weather, it had been a pretty chill morning so far. Her car radio played quietly as she merged into the right lane on the highway a little ways before her exit. It was some band she’d discovered in college and forgotten about until the song had started moments earlier. Yesterday, she’d had enough time after her shift to get most of her errands done and sleep through the night. So now she’d left the house rested, with breakfast in hand, ready for the day.

And she actually remembered to make coffee this morning, so she hadn’t had to stop for a hazelnut coffee at the bad Dunkin’ Donuts on her way in. That was the only one on her commute and going to the good Dunkin’ might make her late. Not that James would be overly irritated if she was five minutes late to work. But things were always so busy and she didn't want to add to the stress.

She pulled off the highway and onto the long stretch of road adorned with flags, ads, and city announcements that led into Leominster. She crossed over the Nashua River, where Gabriella was pretty sure she’d seen a new case last night when she checked her email before bed. Her inbox had contained three monsters and a monster-sized packet of forms sent by the Foundation that she had reminded herself to work on at some point this morning. 

But checking those messages beat the way she was still checking her texts for anything from Elliot, the ex-boyfriend who had dumped her over her work with the Foundation only to join up himself months later, returning to her life in a way that left her drowning in resentment, confusion, and more attraction than she wanted to admit to herself. 

Graham would be on monster duty at the Nashua, along with whoever was unlucky enough to get sent along to assist him. She didn't know who was on today, hopefully everyone. And while she loved going out in the field, Gabriella was kind of hoping she’d be mostly inside today, working on research for the case. As the team’s official researcher, she still had to squeeze that in among other, more urgent duties. 

Generally, the Foundation sent over just enough information to get them started and as the investigation began, Gabriella would disappear into a back bedroom of their suburban ranch house headquarters and surround herself with musty old books and crawling internet pages written by local weirdos twenty years earlier. Then she'd come back out with whatever background they needed as the field team came back from observing the space itself. This was assuming they didn’t need her to be on that team, in which case, the Angelfire sites had to wait.

It wasn’t ideal, in case Gabriella’s research came up with some kind of demon laying in wait under the stairs. But they didn’t receive cases until they needed to be started, and lately the Foundation was all over James, their captain and her oldest cousin, to finish things as soon as possible. Including the fascinating, but supremely irritating historical cases they’d been overrun with over the summer.

But James got a girlfriend out of that mess, so it was worth it. At least Gabriella usually thought so. Though when she ended up reading through an entire 1978 Leominster/Fitchburg phone book, or saw the grooves in James’s desk from where case drippings had eaten the wood, she had her doubts. Regardless of how much she liked Meredith or how happy James had been the past couple months. 

She pulled up to the red light near the turnoff to the mall. There had been no cases there in a while and she kind of got the feeling that someone had deliberately stopped submitting anything. Not the case with the nearby Market Basket though. There were cases coming from there about once a week. And that was only one of three locations they ended up at on a regular basis.

She needed to go grocery shopping after work tonight. Maybe they’d get a case at one of the Market Baskets today and she could pick up her vegetables for the week while they were on location. 

The light turned green, and Gabriella made her turn as the first splattered drops of rain hit her windshield. Her dashboard clock showed she had about ten minutes until her shift began. She took a hard right onto Varez Street where the neighborhoods became more residential. This area was somewhat of a grid, in a region where nothing was on a grid when it came to city planning. This included most of Leominster, but the blocks here were strangely neat. 

There were only a few people outside as she drove through the neighborhood, passing Fairview Hills Cemetery on her right. It had been over a year since the case there, but she still caught herself peering through the iron gates sometimes, looking for some sign of the illusion the mischief had cast. Right now it was just wintery mix coming down on some unhappy dog walkers, nothing mysterious to be seen. 

When she turned onto St. Margaret’s Way, the headquarters for the North Worcester County branch of the Foundation for Paranormal Studies blended into the neighborhood of similar raised ranch houses. The number of cars around it might have been kind of a giveaway, but it wasn’t much more crowded than the driveways of some of the families nearby. She turned down her music, pulled into an empty spot in the driveway, and turned off the car.

James’s car was next to hers, blocked in by Amelia’s. Along the sidewalk, Bradley’s car was pulled up to the curb. As she walked up to the front door, she saw he was still in it, sitting in the driver’s seat with headphones on. He either didn’t see her or didn't care as she waved, so she just headed inside.

James and Amelia were sitting in the living room, discussing something over a notebook on the coffee table as she walked in. “Morning!” Gabriella called on her way up the stairs from the front door.

“Hey, Gabs,” James said. “Did you see Madelyn on your way in by any chance?”

“No,” she said. “I did see Bradley out there though.”

“He’s not my fucking problem until eight.”

Gabriella had been pulling off her jacket, but paused, blinking at James. Him and Bradley fighting wasn’t anything new, but the intensity in his voice certainly was.

“Alright then,” she said, wishing she’d said nothing. “Um, yeah, I haven't seen Madelyn yet.”

James looked slightly embarrassed, but also didn’t seem like he was going to explain. “I left my final notes on the Warren case in the pink bedroom,” Gabriella said, moving to hang her damp coat on a nearby hook. “I’m on now, so I’m going to go wrap those up before I start anything else, if that’s cool.”

“Yeah,” James said. “Yeah, that’s totally fine. We’ve got a couple new ones today, so we're meeting at nine.”

“Great.”

She had her coffee already, so she smiled awkwardly and went back to the pink bedroom, mostly to work, but gratefully taking the opportunity to escape whatever the hell that was.


      ***Gabriella wasn’t in any hurry to go back out there, so she took a few extra minutes to get the notes right, then emailed them to James to go with the final report. She heard the front door open a couple minutes before eight and reminded herself that whatever battle was happening between James and Bradley, it wasn’t her problem, eight o’clock or otherwise.

“Hey, do you mind sending me the Warren notes too?”

Amelia was in the doorway, looking far easier than James had. “Yeah, of course,” Gabriella said.

“Thanks,” she said, coming into the room and sitting on the other bed as Gabriella sent the email. “I just told James I’d wrap that up so he could prep for today. Wait til you see this case that just came in. Do you know anything about video games?”

“Kind of,” Gabriella said. “I play them once in a while. Wait, do we deal with haunted video games?”

“Apparently we do now,” Amelia said. “We’ll talk about it more at the meeting, but it’ll be you and Madelyn on that one. We found her, she’s down in the gym. Apparently she walked over from Graham's.”

“Great.”

Amelia looked like she was searching for a reason not to leave the room and Gabriella knew it wasn’t her company that was so appealing. “So..?” she started as Amelia unnecessarily smoothed the neat quilt on the bed.

“So?”

“Are Mom and Dad still fighting in the living room?”

Amelia let out a snort of surprised laughter. “God,” she said, leaning back with her hands on the bed behind her. “I don’t know what the fuck happened. They were fine, then had an absolute blowup last night right as I was leaving. I thought I was going to end up with matching resignation letters by the time I came back for the overnight shift.”

Which meant that this meeting was going to be forty minutes of them intentionally pressing each other’s buttons and maybe twenty minutes of actual cases. Great, exactly what Gabriella had been hoping for when she woke up this morning. 

Amelia stayed where she was, shaking out her faded blonde hair behind her as she leaned back and looked around the bedroom. “We should redecorate,” she said.

Gabriella laughed. Amelia wasn’t wrong, but that was the last thing that had been on her mind. “What are you thinking?” she asked. 

“No idea,” Amelia admitted. “I’m just avoiding going back out there.”

Despite her words, she groaned and stood up. “Alright,” she said. “So we’ve got the end of the Warren case. Then I think today is the video game thing, a couple standard cleansings, and we’re starting something at a library, but I don't know anything about it yet.”

“Can I be honest?” Gabriella asked.

“Yeah, of course.”

“Those both sound awesome.”

Amelia laughed and shook her head. “Listen,” she said. “We have you on the game, but maybe if you’re good you can do the library one too.”

Gabriella laughed. The teasing was gentle, and in line with how Amelia seemed more comfortable with Gabriella these days. She’d been the one to tell Gabriella it was time to let what happened with Robin go, but Gabriella hadn’t fully counted on that including Amelia letting it go too.

“Also,” Amelia said, still not leaving. “Saskia called from Hillsborough County about a case that slithered over the state line. Like, actually slithered. It’s going to be Graham’s problem if it hangs around, but we can hope that it just kind of slithers back over to being their problem.”

Hillsborough County was both the team that had made her miserable last winter and Elliot’s new home base. And Gabriella had been so proud of herself for not getting distracted by him yet today. “Do you want me to text Elliot about it?” she asked reluctantly.

“Nope,” Amelia said, to her relief and disappointment. “Just looking forward to sharing the good news with Graham.”

“He’ll be so happy.”

“Alright, time to stop stalling,” Amelia said with another groan. “Meeting at nine.”

“Can’t wait.”

Amelia left and Gabriella realized she really didn’t have any excuse to hide in here either, now that the Warren notes were done. And besides, James and Bradley were both professionals with over a decade on this job. Were they really going to be, like, fistfighting out there or something?

When she got out to the living room, Bradley was the only person there. He was working on one of the computers and didn’t acknowledge her as she walked in. Gabriella went over to the computer farthest from him, which was still only a seat over and down.

“Hi,” she said, for reasons completely unknown to her.

“Hi.”

She didn’t say anything else, and he didn't seem inclined to either. As she looked over, she noticed he was wearing thin-framed glasses she’d never seen before. Gabriella was about to compliment them before she remembered who she was talking to and kept her mouth shut. She logged into her email and started sifting through the mess in there.

“There’s some new forms you need to fill out,” Bradley said suddenly. “They should’ve emailed them to you. There’s a lot of them. The Foundation’s shifting to a new HR setup and apparently it’s time to update everything.”

“I saw that,” Gabriella said. “I can do a few now.”

 “You can’t fill them out online,” Bradley continued. “I spent two hours last night trying to make it work. So print them out and give them to me as you get them done. I’m submitting them all together so I’ll take care of scanning them, unless there’s anything private you don’t want me to see. In which case, talk to me and we’ll work something out.”

The words sounded rehearsed and surprisingly subdued for someone who had apparently had a screaming row with his captain the night before and had never been shy about giving his opinion anyway. But Amelia wasn’t one for exaggeration and Gabriella had seen how pissed off James still was when she arrived.

“Thanks,” she said, spotting the email again in her cluttered inbox.

“Yeah.”

She opened the first folder of forms and hit Print, waiting a long moment until she heard the whirr of the living room printer actually working. But as it started to print, the page poked out just slightly and a grinding sound filled the room as the machine shook. 

Bradley swore with more force than the occasion called for, standing just as Gabriella did. “I got it,” she said, moving toward the printer and tugging gently on the jammed page.

It might not have been the official best way to get the paper out, but it came out after a few tugs, half-printed and smeared with ink. She tried printing the forms again and, again, the printer jammed.

“I’ll see if the printer in the back bedroom-”

“It isn’t there. It had to go in for maintenance.”

“Do you know when it’ll be back?”

“I have no idea, I’m not fucking psychic.”

He was, in fact, very much fucking psychic but she wasn’t going to interrupt this current argument to start up that argument with him. “James has a printer. Is he in his office?”

Gabriella was instantly mad at herself. “No clue,” Bradley said, looking straight ahead at his computer. 

He didn’t say anything else. But she wanted to get at least some of these forms done while she was thinking of it, so she went to the captain’s office door and knocked.

“Come in!”

James rarely had his office door closed, so maybe he was just getting out of a meeting with McGovern? Either way, she crept into the warm, cluttered space. James was sitting at his desk, glaring at something on the computer screen, but he gave her a tired smile as she came in. “What’s up?”

“Is your printer working?” Gabriella asked. “I have some forms to fill out and the printer out there keeps jamming.”

James sighed irritably. “Do you need them now?”

“I guess not,” she said, her cheeks heating up as she turned to leave. Joining Bradley on his shit list was not how she wanted this shift to start. “Sorry, I just figured I’d start them while I had time, but I can…”

“Sorry, Gabs,” James said, shaking his head. Like Amelia, his hair was looking a little longer than usual. “I didn’t mean…” He groaned, then stood up, gesturing for her to sit. “Here, send it from my computer, it never works right from the ones out in the living room.”

“Are you sure? I can do it after.”

“No, do it now.”

She hesitantly took his seat, closing his email (but not before seeing the alarming amount of messages in his inbox) and opening her own. She printed the first three forms that popped up and they came out of the machine smoothly this time.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Yeah, no problem.”

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” James said, waving off her concern. “Just a crappy few days, that’s all.”

Beyond whatever drama he had going on at work, his girlfriend, Meredith, was moving to Australia at the end of December. And no matter how casual they were, Gabriella knew he really liked her. So that had to hurt. 

“Okay,” she said. “Um, let me know if you need anything.”

“Just keep doing what you’re doing. But thanks.”

She took her papers and left the office, going straight to the dining room table to fill them out. It was simple enough, an updated medical form and a couple new permissions and disclosures. Nothing weird about them. When she was finished, she set them on the computer station beside Bradley.

“There’s a full packet of probably twenty in your email,” he said. “I’m aware it’s a lot. It’s not from me, it’s from the Foundation.”

God, this was so weird. “Yeah,” Gabriella replied awkwardly. “I know that. I’ll do more later today.”

He nodded and went silently back to work. She glanced at James’s office door, which was still partially open, and saw him glaring at his computer again, obviously having heard everything. 

The tension wasn't broken by the slow footsteps coming up the stairs, but Gabriella was relieved to see Madelyn walk in. She smiled at Gabriella and Bradley, then made her way down the hall as Gabriella reluctantly returned to her email. 








  
  
Chapter 2




The meeting started a little while later and the tension between James and Bradley was obvious from the first second. Bradley was still at the same computer he’d been using earlier, but his glasses were gone. And instead of wrapping up the usual slideshow and swearing at anyone who approached him, he had his hands folded in his lap and was looking anywhere except at James. James, meanwhile, was deep in conversation with Amelia, but Gabriella wasn’t fooled by his seemingly casual posture. As Madelyn walked into the room with Graham, she looked at Gabriella, who raised her eyebrows with a grimace.  

“Alright,” James said as everyone was seated in the living room. “Two bigger cases today along with a handful of smaller ones that we’ll get to when we get to.”

The last part was heavy with meaning and Gabriella was already thinking longingly of the treadmill she’d left behind for this meeting.

“One pretty standard, one pretty out there,” James continued. “So let’s start with the standard one. We’ve got a haunting out at a church in Sterling. It got reported about three months ago, so they’re moving pretty quickly on this. Do we have a slideshow?”

“Yeah,” Bradley said.

He clicked a few things on his computer and the slide appeared on the screen James had pulled down. Instead of the usual detail Bradley put into these slideshows, there were just a few talking points in bullet format against a white background. 




Haunting at St. Mary’s Parish, Sterling

Three sightings, two witnesses

Needed: interviews




James looked at the slide for a moment, his mouth set. Technically, it was exactly what he’d asked for. But it was far from the usual slides of images and clipart ghosts with a smooth line of presentation. Bradley stayed silent and James looked at the others. “So this is an interview for today. Amelia and Bradley are on it after Amelia wraps up Warren. Which, thank you for doing.”

Amelia nodded, and James looked back at the screen. “Can you move to the next slide?”

“That’s it.”

There was just enough of a challenge in Bradley’s tone to be noticeable. They were on minute six, Gabriella confirmed with a discreet glance at her watch. She had actually expected this to happen three minutes earlier. 

“That’s it?” 

“It’s not in my job description, right? The information packets for the cases are in everyone’s email. That’s technically what I’m supposed to do, so why waste time and resources?”

They were glaring at each other now, all attempts at keeping things professional apparently instantly forgotten.

“I can do the presentation if there’s a problem,” Bradley added.  

“No, it’s fine,” James said tightly. “Alright, the next one is the weird one. Who here plays video games?”

He looked around the circle, blatantly ignoring Bradley, who sat expressionless at his station. “Sometimes,” Madelyn said.

“Same,” said Graham. 

“Never,” Amelia said.

James looked at Gabriella. “Yeah, I like video games,” she said.

The screen behind James flipped to another PowerPoint slide.




Video Game (Potentially cursed) 

Fitchburg

Needed: Full investigation




James looked at it with a raised eyebrow, then ignored Bradley again and looked back at the rest of the group.

“We have a potentially cursed video game,” he said. “About nine months ago, the Foundation received a report that people were getting sick after playing an online game.”

Okay, so it was internet based. The idea had never occurred to Gabriella, but it was only a matter of time, wasn’t it? James glanced at the nearly empty slide behind him again, then at Madelyn.

“The case was kicked off because a college student got sick and died while playing. His friend said she did some investigating on her own, realized this was a pattern, and was referred to the Foundation for more thorough, professional assistance. Nine months later, here we are.”

He gave them a grim smile. “Anyway, the case is pretty out there, so…” He looked at the screen, then at Bradley, clearly not on purpose. Gabriella darted a look toward Bradley, who - again - would have looked completely neutral if he wasn’t so obviously seething. 

James looked at his notes. “We’ve got one victim, but the woman who brought this forward thinks there are others and the Foundation agrees. However, the victim they are focusing on is named Ezekiel Thomas. He was twenty-one, lived in Fitchburg, and was a chemistry major at Fitchburg State.”

Graham made a choking noise and James looked over at him. “Bud, what… oh, shit.”

Graham waved him off with a shaking hand. “I know him,” he said. “He was in my Intro to Psych section a couple years ago. He…um…what happened?”

“Cardiac arrest,” James said quietly. “His friend, um…”

“Charlotte Lau,” Graham finished softly.

“Yeah.”

“I thought so.”

“Graham, do you want to take a break?” James asked as Madelyn took his hand.

Graham shook his head. “No,” he said. “Sorry they’re just good kids and…”

He took a shuddering breath, then looked over at Bradley. “Did you know Ezekiel?”

Gabriella wasn’t sure what she expected, but Bradley shook his head. “I’m in the business school,” he said.

“Yeah, right,” Graham said. “Sorry.”

Bradley looked unsure how to respond. “It’s okay,” he said.

James was watching Graham carefully, then Graham nodded at him. “Sorry,” he said again. “I’m fine.”

“No, man, you’re not,” James said gently. “But, listen, I don’t have you on this case. Are you sure you don’t want to dip out? I can update you later. I’m sorry, I should have made the connection.”

“It’s a big school,” Graham said. “Please, let’s just keep going.”

His voice was wavering, and he looked like he was close to tears, but waited for James to continue.

“So, the- I mean, Ezekiel - his friend says that he didn’t show any strange symptoms or behavior until he started playing an online mystery game. I don’t really get the details, since I don’t really play video games, but the case file has them. It’s a game that he found online. She says he acted like himself up until he got really sick. There’s no strange medical history, and it happened abruptly. He started having symptoms and died within the week.”

Gabriella stole a glance over at Graham, who was looking at the floor with his hand still in Madelyn’s. Then she looked back at James.

“His friend, um, Charlotte, she said that she did her own investigating for about two months before someone steered her toward us. In that time, she found that a handful of people had either gotten sick and died or gotten sick and recovered, and that this was a pattern on message boards and social media. Not linking the illness to the game, necessarily, but that it was mentioned so much.”

“So she based it on social media accounts?” Amelia asked.

“That’s what she says,” James said. “We’ll have to go over some of them again, but as a baseline, her information seems to be solid. It’s our case because the… it happened here. But apparently the LLC behind the game is based out of Weston, so we may end up looping South Middlesex County in too. The Foundation took Ms. Lau’s statement and set up a case file for it. So we have to just take it from here, I guess.”

He looked at Graham, and Gabriella could tell he wanted to say something, but there really wasn’t anything to say, was there? So instead he looked at Madelyn.

“Mads, I know you’re absolutely smoked with your training, but I want you as the lead on this one. As our tech expert.”

“Yes,” she said immediately. “Of course.”

“Gab, you’re going to assist her.”

Graham stood up and quietly slipped away from the meeting, motioning for Madelyn to stay. Despite the tragedy of it, there was still a spark of excitement in Gabriella at the idea of hauntings on the internet. “Yeah, absolutely,” she said, forcing her voice not to betray those thoughts.

“I was thinking about it earlier and I want to get you in touch with a woman I know who used to work for the Foundation and is freelancing now. Her name is Jessamyn, she’s fantastic and would probably have some ideas about this whole online aspect.”

“You didn’t mention that,” Bradley said abruptly.

“Didn’t think I had to.”

“Is she coming on as a contractor or as a consultant?”

“Why does it matter? She’d be coming on to help.”

“Because the way they’re going to pay her is completely different for different roles and the paperwork is different. I’m not going to waste Jessamyn’s time.”

“No, but you’ll waste mine.”

And they were off. At least they’d waited until Graham was out of the room. Maybe they’d just shout it out and just get it out of their systems while Gabriella thought about where an online case would even start. 

“We can figure it out later,” James said, before Bradley could respond. “I haven’t even talked to her yet so there’s no point in you biting my fucking head off before…”

He stopped, as though remembering they were in a meeting and this was super inappropriate. Then he took a breath and turned back to the screen. “Mad, you’re in charge of setting up the case. Gabs, you know the drill. Madelyn is your point person on this one, so do what she says. You two start on that today and let me know your progress, let’s say around five. Amelia, you two have the church and when Graham gets back, he’ll be on comms for that one. Wait, no.” James stopped and Gabriella noticed him start to turn toward Bradley as though to discuss the plan, then stop and just look at all of them. “Amelia, I’m going to have Graham on side work for a while today. I’ll take comms. Alright, dismissed.”

He gave them an attempt at a smile, then turned and walked into his office before anyone could ask any further questions. Madelyn stood up, caught her balance, then came over to Gabriella.

“I need to go,” she said, nodding in the direction Graham had gone. “I’m sorry, I’ll get started when-”

“Don’t worry about it,” Gabriella said. “Go.”

Madelyn hurried down the stairs, gripping the handrail, which wobbled slightly as she went. Gabriella waited until she was at the bottom and had gone out the front door before getting up. 

Bradley was still sitting at the computer bank, staring down at the floor as Gabriella passed him to go to the dining room table, which was filled with weapons and tools. That screwdriver sitting there might be a holy screwdriver with a divine purpose, but it would do to tighten the railing on their stairs. 

“I have the case information for you,” Bradley said as she came back in.

“Thanks, let me just do this and I’ll be right back.”

“Yeah.”

It took thirty seconds to get the railing back into place. She gave it a final tug, then, satisfied, went back upstairs to find the living room empty and a manila folder waiting for her on the coffee table.


      ***It was more sleet than rain outside by this point in the morning and it was actually kind of nice now that Gabriella was not trying to drive through rush hour traffic. Watching it frost the ground in the neglected backyard was cozily distracting, but it was time to get to work.

Before she even looked at the game, she was going to take some time to read through the notes the Foundation sent over. Maybe she’d get lucky this time and there'd be more detail than usual. Maybe they’d even have the original research that Charlotte Lau had done.

Madelyn had been gone for about twenty minutes, not that Gabriella was going to get frustrated by that. She’d seen Graham’s face in the meeting. The poor guy had tried to hide it, but he was wrecked by this. And not only was he going to deal with the loss of his student, he was going to have to hear them all talk about it over and over until the case was solved.

So she’d better get it over with quickly then.

Gabriella’s back had started to protest when she worked hunched on the bed these days, so now she was lying on her stomach, legs kicked up in the air like a teenager as she opened the manila folder Bradley had left her.

The air had been so charged and so unpleasant out there that it was a relief to be alone in here. She’d been planning to go back down to the gym and finish her workout, but that meant another shower and another change of clothes. Plus the possibility the fight had just moved downstairs and James and Bradley were currently beating each other to death with ten-pound kettlebells.

Alright, focus, Gabriella. The first page was a brief overview of the case. Suspected paranormal influence via an online program. No signs of hypnosis, mind control, or illusion based on the witness description. That was good. She’d seen the way James always suppressed a shudder at the mention of those things. And since he’d swooped in and taken her off the living scarecrow case earlier this year, she would do the same for him if the opportunity arose.

But Ezekiel had died from something directly connected to this game. The overview said his official cause of death was cardiac arrest, which made no sense. He was a healthy twenty-one-year-old in his final year at Fitchburg State University. Two siblings, one in the United States, one in Denmark. He was active, happy, and popular. And he’d gone from perfect health to death in a matter of days.

Case brought forth by Charlotte Lau, age twenty, also of Fitchburg. She was a close friend of Ezekiel, and they lived together in an apartment off campus. She said he’d been playing the game intently, but had seemed completely normal otherwise, including going to class and his on-campus job. After about a month of playing, he’d started feeling ill, beginning with headaches and fainting. He’d kept playing while on bedrest, just to keep himself occupied. She found his body a couple days later.

Lau didn’t accept that it was a freak situation and started investigating on her own. Gabriella liked her already, just from the few things she knew. And apparently Graham thought the world of this woman, which was a strong mark in her favor. 

Gabriella noted that the game was the only major change in Ezekiel's life. He’d been to the doctor a month earlier and got a clean bill of health. No major changes at school. His friend had brought the case to the Foundation nine months ago. But she’d started her own investigation shortly after his death, putting Ezekiel's death almost exactly a year earlier. Mid-semester with a full class load. But his grades were good and Lau insisted there was nothing there that might have led to a stress-related health problem.

So she’d focused on the game. According to Lau’s notes, it was an online browser based game, no downloads, no app. But she didn’t know much about it. Just that he enjoyed it. He’d suggested it to her, but she wasn’t a fan of video games herself. 

So Lau did her research based on the game and it seemed as solid as something like this could be. She’d looked up as much as she could about the game online (more information about that on the next page, said the report) and then she’d just searched it on different social media channels. Everywhere that she could, really. There wasn’t a ton about it, it appeared to be an independently produced game and she was pleasantly surprised at first to find it mentioned at all. There were official accounts for Roses LLC, but they mostly reposted other people’s statements about how great the game was.

Then Lau said her surprise turned to horror as she put the patterns together. A number of accounts had been memorialized some time after mentioning the game. And after finding twelve people around the world who had died after playing, she’d realized she was in over her head. That was when she found the Foundation. And now the Foundation had brought it to them.

Like James had said, it was assigned to North Worcester because Thomas’s case had originated here. He lived in Fitchburg, but had been buried in New York where his family lived. 

She took a sip of water and moved on to the next pack of stapled pages, which was about the game itself. It was called Sixteen Roses and was, as Charlotte Lau had stated, browser based. The creators were Roses LLC - whose PO Box was, interestingly, in Boston, not Weston - and there were no other games online created by that team. The first mention of it was five years earlier when the website had been bought and set up. They had social media channels and a newsletter. The newsletter appeared to go out sporadically to their followers and the social media updates were equally sporadic and cryptic.

The game itself was very basic, to the point of simple. Collect the roses and save the princess. Gabriella was tempted to pull it up and check it out now, but she’d finish reading the background information and talk to Madelyn about their approach first. 

As she was thinking about it, Madelyn walked into the bedroom. “Sorry,” she said.

“No, it’s fine,” Gabriella said, sitting up on the bed. “Is he okay?”

“Yeah. He’s upset, but he’s going to be okay. James told him to go home for a little while and come back later if he wants, but he doesn't have to.”

He would, even if he shouldn’t. They all knew it because they’d all do the same thing. “Alright,” Madelyn said, stiffly sitting down on the other bed. “Fill me in.”

About ten minutes later, Gabriella finally typed the address of the game into the browser of the clunky old Foundation laptop they’d assigned to this task. As she hit Enter, the screen went black.

“Fuck,” she muttered, moving the mouse uselessly as the curser disappeared. 

“I can’t believe this is what finally killed this thing,” Madelyn said a moment later as it stayed black. “Maybe we can open it on one of the desktop computers. James won’t mind if we sacrifice one.”

She stood up and started out the door. Gabriella was about to get off the bed and follow her, but then the screen gradually began to fade from black into blue. “That’s not the blue screen of death, right?” she asked.

Madelyn laughed bitterly, but then came back in and looked at it. “Nope,” she said, frowning as she peered at the screen.

And then text appeared.


SIXTEEN ROSES


ENTER





And the cursor was back. “You know what?” Madelyn asked. “I think the game was supposed to fade out, then back in as part of the effect, but this laptop is so old that it took forever to fade back in.”

Gabriella laughed. “Typical,” she said. “Alright, should I enter?”

She and Madelyn exchanged a guiltily excited look. “Let’s do it,” Madelyn said.








  
  
Chapter 3




The game was, in fact, as simple as they had expected from the case file. It required a login, but didn’t ask for any personal details. Just an email and password. Gabriella quickly made a new email account just for the game, which was accepted with no issues. 

After a few minutes to create the account, the game itself finally opened to reveal a blocky forest with birds flying between the trees. As she began to play, the design reminded her a lot of the old Super Mario World game. Her father had played that when she was a kid, hammering on the game controller while Gabriella laughed and laughed at the poor Mario as he fell in the lava. Now she moved through a simple side-scroller, walking along a nearly bare path until she reached a glowing rose in the road ahead. When she got to the rose, she walked into it and the screen blinked. 




ONE ROSE





“That can’t be it,” Gabriella said. “Want me to move on to the next level?”

Madelyn looked up from the case notes. “I think we should be very careful with it,” she said. “So no, let’s call it quits on the actual game for the moment.”

She had a fair point. Even though it had only been about fifteen minutes of actual game play, Ezekiel Thomas’s failing heart was on Gabriella’s mind now. He’d played it for a month, but who knew the actual mechanism that made him sick?

“This will sound stupid,” Gabriella said. “But do you think we should take any steps while we’re doing this? To keep our hearts safe? I know it was cardiac arrest, and that’s different, but my father died of a heart attack when I was a kid.”

It was different. And there was no history of heart problems in her family beyond what was likely stress, lifestyle, and bad luck on her dad’s end. Thinking about her dad still hurt, but between that and the various magical protections on headquarters, Gabriella wasn’t too concerned about her own health as long as they were smart about it.









