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E

llen stepped from the driver’s seat of their rental car—a blue Chevy Onix—and joined Tanya and Sue on the edge of the gravel drive, staring up at the two-story Victorian with skepticism. “Is it really called Murder Ranch?” she asked. 

“Yes, and I like it,” Sue declared.

Tanya shifted uncomfortably, pulling her long, black cardigan more tightly around her. She wore leggings and running shoes, her blonde ponytail swinging as she turned toward them. “I feel underdressed next to you two. Why so fancy?”

Ellen tucked her hands into her trouser pockets. “I would’ve dressed differently if I’d known we were going to be squatting today.”

Sue fluffed her dark bangs, her false lashes catching the afternoon sun like miniature fans. “When I dress up, I make better food choices. It’s psychological. My new strategy.”

Ellen raised a brow. “Is that what inspired the rhinestone blazer? I really like it, by the way.”

“No,” Sue said smugly. “That was divine intervention.”

“You look great, Sue. You both do.” Tanya looked between them, frowning. Ellen, at five-foot-ten and wearing a camel blazer with dark, wide-legged jeans and a navy, cashmere sweater, was closer to Tanya’s six feet. Sue, wearing black, straight-legged trousers, a black-and-white striped top, and a black denim blazer with rhinestones on the lapel, stood at five-foot-one. “But I didn’t realize we were dressing for brunch with royalty.”

“You’re fine,” Ellen said. “Lately, I’ve been watching this French stylist on YouTube, Marie-Anne Lecoeur. She helps women over fifty, and, apparently, I’ve been wearing ‘frumpy’ and ‘mumsy’ clothes for years.”

“So, this is . . .” Tanya gestured at Ellen’s tweed blazer, silk scarf, and low-heeled boots.

“Elevated,” Ellen said. “No more tent tops and capri pants. Turns out those make you look even bigger.”

“Our boots are a major improvement on our Crocs and Stocks,” Sue pointed out.

“That’s exactly what Marie-Anne Lecoeur says.”

Tanya looked down at herself. “I guess I’ll have to level up, too, if I want to fit in with the fancy Ghost Healers.”

“Please,” Sue snorted. “With your perfect figure, you’d look good in a tent made of shower curtains.”

“Or a Mumu woven from plastic grocery bags,” Ellen added.

Tanya laughed despite herself. “Oh, stop.”

Sue shook her head. “See, that’s where I would have said, ‘Keep going.’”

Ellen turned her attention back to the Victorian. At least as tall as it was wide, the dark brick structure, with its turret and multiple chimneys, reminded Ellen of a Bram Stoker novel. “It’s bigger than I expected.”

Sue stepped forward, hands on her hips, her boots crunching on the gravel. “And better.”

“It’s south-facing,” Tanya pointed out, “which means great sunlight for front yard landscaping.”

“Oh, that’s true,” Ellen clapped her hands. “I can’t wait to go plant shopping.”

Sue smiled gleefully. “Don’t you just feel the potential?”

“What I feel is concerned,” Tanya said, squinting. “Because the door’s wide open.”

Ellen froze. The front double doors, partly obscured by the portico and the railing along the porch, were both pushed in, exposing the dark entryway.

Ellen reached instinctively for her phone. “I thought you said no one had the key yet.”

“I did,” Sue confirmed. “But this is Missouri. People leave their doors open.”

“To nature?” Ellen gestured to the forest edging the estate. “That’s a coyote invitation.”

“Oh, come on,” Sue said, heading toward the front porch.

“Are we really going in there?” Tanya asked. “What if there are vagrants inside?”

“Or worse?” Ellen added with a frown.

“How did I end up with two scaredy cats for best friends?” Sue climbed the steps up to the porch, which wrapped around the west side of the house.

Tanya shook her head. “I say we wait for tomorrow’s appointment with the real estate agent. This is crazy.”

“We can check into the condo in thirty minutes,” Ellen, who was looking at the time on her phone, pointed out. “If we go now, I bet they’d let us check in early.”

Sue ignored them and stepped through the front door. “Let’s just peek. One quick walkthrough. And don’t worry. I’ve got my gun.”

“That makes me feel better,” Tanya muttered sarcastically.

The floorboards creaked ominously as Sue reached inside, flipping a switch on the wall. Nothing happened.

“Power’s not on yet,” Sue said, disappearing into the shadows. “Very atmospheric!”

Tanya made a sound that could only be described as a whimper. Ellen followed reluctantly, phone flashlight on and in hand, and Tanya brought up the rear, clutching her oversized tote like it was body armor.

The house smelled like dust, mothballs, and something less definable—wet dog mixed with attic—as they stepped into a large hall that was open to the second floor, with the staircase to their left and a Victorian fireplace to their right. A draft rattled against the grate on the hearth, sending chills up Ellen’s spine.

“I thought the last owners were having this place professionally cleaned,” Sue muttered. 

“Maybe they did,” Ellen began, “back in the eighties, when they last updated the décor.” The wallpaper reminded her of the garden home she bought with Paul when they were first married. Then, she quickly added, “It’s got great bones, though. Lots of Victorian charm.”

Ellen could see a room with a second fireplace just off the entryway to the right as they continued walking toward the back and into a large living room.

“I’m going to enjoy ripping down that wallpaper,” Tanya said. “I bet they named that design ‘Eyesore.’”

“I like it,” Sue insisted. “I’m thinking about keeping it.”

Ellen huffed, knowing a joke when she heard one. She noticed the porch through a set of French doors to the west, and a dining room with yet another fireplace to the east. “This house has more fireplaces than a chimney sweeper’s nightmare.”

A noise echoed from the kitchen at the back of the house.

A scraping. A thump.

Tanya froze. “What was that?”

Sue whispered, “A ghost?”

Ellen frowned. “More likely a squirrel.”

“Or a bear,” Tanya hissed.

“Could be a black bear,” Ellen said, sweeping her light across a second set of stairs separating the dining room from the kitchen. She crept forward. “Be ready to run.”

“You don’t run from black bears,” Tanya reminded her. “Remember our dance in Hot Springs?”

“Great,” Ellen sighed as she entered the kitchen and shined her light on the cabinets. “I didn’t know I needed my dancing shoes today.”

Sue tiptoed toward the pantry with her gun out, as if she were the leader of a S.W.A.T. team.

Ellen felt delirious as the adrenaline pumped through her.

Then it happened.

A shape burst from the pantry with a hissing screech, flinging itself into the air with limbs outstretched like a furry ninja. Tanya, who stood behind Sue, shrieked and swung her tote bag at it in pure primal instinct, knocking the creature to the floor.

The raccoon skidded and darted past Ellen’s boots, through the house, and out the front door, its ringed tail a blur.

Ellen patted her chest and caught her breath. “That was exciting.”

Tanya panted, holding her tote like a weapon. “It tried to kill me.”

“It tried to escape,” Ellen said. “From us.”

“Did you get that on video?” Sue asked, patting her lashes to make sure they were still intact. “I want Tom to see what a badass I am.”

“No,” Ellen said. “But I’ll write about your bravery in your obituary, right after I kill you.”

Tanya adjusted her ponytail, chest still heaving. “Why’d it come after me? Sue was the one with the gun.”

Sue grinned. “There’s your answer, Sherlock.”

Ellen shook her head, stepping onto the back porch for fresh air. The cold hit her like a blessing. She took a deep breath and looked out over the woods below. “What a lovely view,” she called to the others.

Her friends joined her on the back porch to gaze down the hillside at the woods. On the horizon, the sun was just beginning its afternoon descent.

“I bet there are deer in there,” Sue said of the woods as she stepped to the porch rail between Tanya and Ellen. “Tom and I could put a feeder right there and watch them from the living room.”

“For now, watch for splinters,” Tanya warned.

“Yeah, this needs to be sanded and repainted,” Sue said of the rail.

As Ellen gazed down into the thick woods below, she thought she saw something moving in the trees. It was too tall to be a deer.

“Can we go now?” she asked.

“I want to take a quick peek at the upstairs,” Sue persisted. 

“Since when have you ever been excited about going up stairs?” Tanya chided.

“Wait in the car if you want. You can’t blame me for being excited to see the place.”

“We aren’t letting you go up there alone,” Ellen groaned with resignation.

“Speak for yourself,” Tanya said. Then she added, “Look, there’s a powder room beneath the stairs.”

Sue poked her head into the doorway, where Tanya was standing. “Oh, yes. I may keep this room as is.”

Ellen glanced inside from behind Sue, noticing the pedestal sink, round, antique mirror, and toilet. “I’m surprised there’s no wallpaper in there.”

Tanya, who had moved out of the way so the others could see the powder room, said, “Let’s get this over with. It stinks in here. Which stairs? Front or back?”

Sue shrugged. “We may as well take these, since they’re right here.”

As Ellen followed Sue, she asked, “How far away are the Murder Caves?”

“They’re actually called Murder Rocks,” Sue corrected. “I’ve been calling them by the wrong name all these months, but the real estate agent corrected me yesterday. She’s going to show them to us tomorrow. She said it’s quite a hike, so wear walking shoes.”

“I’m always up for a hike,” Tanya put in from the rear.

“Show off,” Sue complained.

“How’s the research going on the treasure hunt?” Ellen asked Sue as they turned at the landing.

“I’ve got a lot of promising leads,” Sue replied. Then she pinched her nose. “The smell gets worse up here.”

“Smells like a dead animal,” Tanya said.

As she reached the landing, Ellen heard Sue gasp from one of the bedrooms.

“Everything okay?” Ellen called as she caught up to her.

Sue stood just inside the room, still as a statue, staring at the floor. Sprawled near a broken window was a young man, mid-forties, lying in a pool of his own blood. He had short, brown hair and a baby-smooth face and was wearing a plaid shirt and blue jeans. He might have seemed like he was sleeping if his blue eyes weren’t wide open and his plaid shirt wasn’t soaked with blood. He lay on his back with a shard of the broken windowpane embedded in his chest.

Trembling, Ellen reached for her phone.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Tanya, clutching her stomach, moaned.

“Should I call 9-1-1?” Ellen wondered. 

“The one who finds the body is always the prime suspect,” Sue murmured, still holding her gun.

“I need to get out of here,” Tanya said from the doorway before rushing down the stairs.

Sue backed away from the body and was about to follow Tanya but noticed she had blood on the bottom of her boots and was leaving prints on the wooden floor. “Oh, no.”

Tapping her phone, Ellen said, “The universe is telling us what we should do. Calling is the right thing. Let’s go downstairs to wait for the police.”

The flashing red and blue lights sliced through the thickening dusk like neon blades. Ellen watched them from the bottom of the gravel driveway, arms wrapped around herself, the cold finally settling in her bones now that the adrenaline had begun to fade. Tanya sat silently in the front passenger’s seat of their rental car, her knees drawn up, arms hugging her legs. Sue paced nearby in measured circles, glancing now and then at the blood still visible on her boots.

A Taney County sheriff’s vehicle rolled to a stop, followed by a second cruiser. Two deputies exited the first, both men in khaki uniforms and wide-brimmed hats. The younger of the two looked barely out of college, his face still marred by the occasional breakout. The older one moved with the caution of a man who’d seen more than one body in a vacant house.

“You the ones who called?” the older deputy asked, stepping closer.

Ellen nodded and stepped forward. “Yes. I’m Ellen. This is Sue. Tanya’s in the car.”

“I’m Deputy Colton, this here’s Deputy Reese,” the man said. “Anyone else inside?”

“No,” Sue replied. “Just the body.”

Colton’s gaze narrowed. “And how did you come upon it?”

“We were touring the house,” Ellen said carefully. “My friend Sue just bought it. The door was open, and we thought we’d take a look.”

Colton eyed them in turn. “So, no forced entry?”

“It didn’t look like it,” Ellen said. “But I didn’t inspect the lock or anything.”

“Did you touch anything?” Reese asked.

“I stepped in blood,” Sue said, lifting her boot sheepishly. “Sorry.”

Reese pulled a small notepad from his pocket and began scribbling.

“We didn’t touch the body,” Ellen added. “And I called as soon as we found it.” She decided not to mention her moment of hesitation.

“We’ll need to have a look,” Colton said. “You ladies wait here.”

As the deputies entered the house, followed by two more officers from the cruiser, Ellen returned to the rental car and opened the front passenger’s door. “You doing okay?”

Tanya nodded numbly. “I just keep seeing his face. His eyes.”

Ellen reached in and squeezed her arm. “It’s going to be all right.”

A few minutes passed before Deputy Reese reemerged, his expression grim. “Found an ID on him, along with this.” He unfolded a piece of paper with gloved hands and held it out for them to inspect. “That mean anything to you?”

Ellen and Sue bent over the document.

“It’s a map of Murder Rocks,” Sue said. “Maybe he was looking for the treasure.”

Reese turned to Colton. “Murder Rocks?”

“Folklore,” the older deputy replied gruffly. “We’ve had our fair share of tourists injured while hunting for the lost gold, but this is the first murder.”

“Murder?” Ellen’s eyes widened. “You don’t think it was an accident?”

“Still early days,” Colton replied. Then, he added, “We’ve called in the coroner and will know more after she takes a look. Meanwhile, we’ll need statements from each of you. Have you ever seen this man before? Name’s Jason Albright.”

Tanya and Ellen shook their heads.

“No, sir,” Sue said. “And I was told the property would be empty until our walkthrough tomorrow.”

“Your real estate agent—gotta name?” Colton asked.

“Kimberly Watkins.”

Reese jotted it down. “We’ll contact her. Might have to postpone your walkthrough until after the crime scene has been properly processed.”

Colton handed Ellen his card. “Call me if you remember anything else.”

Another cruiser arrived, this time with the coroner’s van behind it. As the professionals filed into the house, Ellen found herself drifting to the edge of the woods, drawn to the same spot she’d gazed at earlier.

Something had been out there. Could it have been the murderer? Realizing she should have mentioned it to the officers, she ran back into the house and called, “Deputy?”

Colton looked down at her from the top of the front staircase. “Yeah?”

“I saw something out in the woods. I thought it might be a bear, but now . . . I don’t know.”

“I’ll have some officers check it out. Call me if you think of anything else.”

“Yes, sir.” Ellen left the house and met Sue on the front porch.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” Sue asked.

“That we’ve just walked into trouble?” Ellen replied with a laugh.

Sue gave a small, tight smile. “That it’s a good thing we brought our equipment. Maybe a ghost or two can tell us what happened.”

Behind them, Tanya groaned from the car. “Can we please go to the condo now?”

“For once,” Ellen muttered, “I agree with Tanya.”

Sue sighed. “Fine. But tomorrow, we’re getting answers. And also bleach. Lots of bleach.”

Chapter Two
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B

y the time they arrived at the condo, the sky had turned navy, and the first stars blinked through the thinning clouds. Branson below looked like a snow globe had exploded, every building strung with shimmering lights, the streets dotted with giant candy canes and lit-up reindeer. Ellen paused just inside the door of the two-bedroom rental, breathing in the scent of cinnamon pinecones and new carpet.

“Not bad,” Sue said, wheeling her suitcase into the entryway. “Nice view. Cozy fireplace. No dead bodies.”

“Please don’t make that our standard,” Tanya muttered as she pulled her bag behind her and headed to the bedrooms. “I need a shower. And therapy. Maybe a lobotomy.”

“I’m claiming the master,” Sue called.

“Wait, you got the master last time,” Tanya protested.

“And the time before that,” Ellen added.

Sue crossed her arms. “I also booked the condo and bought a murder house. That’s worth some perks.”

Ellen grinned. “Tanya, take the master. I’ll bunk with Sue. I brought my earplugs and noisemaker, so I’ll be fine.”

Sue smirked. “That’s what you think.”

They dragged their bags into their respective rooms, and twenty minutes later, all three were changed into pajamas and sitting on the sofa with mugs of hot tea, blankets wrapped around their shoulders. Outside the balcony window, Branson sparkled like a holiday card come to life.

Sue opened her laptop and set it on the coffee table. “Okay, let’s see what we can find on Jason Albright.”

Tanya cringed. “Are we sure we want to do this tonight? I’m still trying to unsee his face.”

“We might learn something important,” Ellen argued. “It could help the police.”

After a quick search, Sue clicked on a YouTube channel titled Ozark Gold Hunter. The banner featured a younger Jason posing in front of a map with a shovel over his shoulder. His most recent video had been broadcasted live that morning and was titled: “Murder Rocks: Tenth Time’s a Charm.”

Sue clicked play.

Jason’s face filled the screen. “Hey everyone, Jason here, broadcasting live from the mouth of Murder Rocks. I’ve been chasing Alf Bolin’s treasure for six years now, and I think I’m closer than ever. Let’s go take a look.”

The camera wobbled as he turned, revealing the jagged rock formation they’d heard so much about. Jason’s voice carried excitement and a tinge of paranoia.

“For those new to the channel,” he said, “Alf Bolin was a Civil War bushwhacker who supposedly hid a fortune in gold, silver, and supplies in these caves. There’ve been rumors of a curse ever since. Some say he’s still protecting the stash from beyond the grave.”

“Oh great,” Tanya said, pulling the blanket more tightly around her. “A cursed treasure. That’s exactly what we need.”

“Wait,” Ellen pointed to the screen. “Aren’t those the clothes we found him in?”

“Oh, my God.” Tanya covered her mouth.

“Shhh,” Sue said. “Listen.”

In the video, Jason paused. “Wait. Did you hear that?”

The three women leaned closer.

“It sounded like a kid,” Jason whispered. “A boy. Hold on.”

He stepped away from the cave entrance, swinging his flashlight toward the woods. The early morning sun glinted down through the leaves.

“Hey!” he shouted. “You okay out there?”

Jason paused, as though he heard something, but the camera didn’t pick it up.

“I should call someone,” Jason muttered. “But what if it’s nothing? Did you guys hear it? Leave me a comment below.”

“I don’t hear anything, do you?” Tanya leaned forward.

“Listen—there it is again,” he said, pointing the camera toward the trees.

“No,” Sue replied as Ellen shook her head.

The next clip showed Jason trudging uphill through thick brush, his boots crunching over dead leaves.

“It’s getting closer,” he panted. “That voice. It’s coming from that house.”

Ellen’s stomach flipped. On screen, Jason pointed his camera at the back of a now-familiar silhouette—a two-story Victorian with a wide porch, a turret, and three chimneys.

“My house,” Sue whispered.

Jason stepped onto the back porch and peeked into a window. “Hello?” To the camera, he said, “Did you hear that? Sounds like it’s coming from upstairs.”

He followed the porch to the front of the house and approached the door, which swung open at his knock.

“Hello?” he called. “Is someone in here? Are you hurt?”

The interior was dark on camera, Jason’s flashlight beam bouncing wildly as he stepped inside.

“There it is again,” he said, walking toward the front staircase.

Ellen could feel her pulse picking up. “This is it,” she murmured. “This is when it happened.”

They watched as Jason ascended the stairs.

“I don’t know what this place is,” he said, “but it feels . . . wrong.”

He reached the top, plodded down the hallway, and glanced in three of the four bedrooms before entering the fourth at the back of the house.

His expression changed instantly—from curiosity to confusion, then to horror.

“What the hell—” he began.

A shriek.

The camera fell, landing sideways. It showed Jason’s feet twisting as he dropped to the floor, then cut to black.

All three women sat frozen.

“I think I’m going to be sick again,” Tanya whispered.

“We need to call Deputy Colton,” Ellen said, already reaching for her phone. “Did he give me a card?”

Sue pointed to the kitchen counter. “You left it there when we came in.”

Ellen retrieved it and dialed.

Colton answered on the third ring. “Colton.”

“Hi, this is Ellen McManius from earlier, at Murder Ranch. We just found something.”

“You okay?”

“Yes, but we found Jason Albright’s YouTube channel. His last video . . . it shows him going into the house, Sue’s house, just before he died, which, according to his live broadcast, was this morning.”

There was a pause. “What exactly does it show?”

“He hears a child’s voice in the woods, follows it up to the house. Goes inside, goes upstairs, and . . . we see his reaction right before he dies.”

“Text me the link,” Colton said. “We’ll take a look.”

“Did your men find anything in the woods?” Ellen asked.

“Nothing yet. We’ve cleared the area, but we’ll take another pass in the morning.”

“And Kimberly Watkins?” Ellen added. “Any word?”

“We reached her. She’s supposed to contact you to reschedule the walkthrough.”

“Okay. Thank you. And Deputy? Would you mind keeping us in the loop?”

“Will do,” he said. “And Ellen? Try to get some rest tonight.”

“Right.”

Ellen ended the call.

“Well?” Sue asked.

“They’re going to watch the video and follow up. I need to text him the link. Can you email it to me from your laptop?”

Sue got to work. After a minute, Ellen copied and pasted the link from the email and sent it to the deputy. “There. I hope that helps.”

“Good,” Sue said. “Because I’ve made up my mind.”

Tanya groaned. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“But first, why did you ask about the woods, Ellen?” Sue suddenly asked.

Ellen hesitated. “I, I saw something out there. It was bigger than a deer. Probably a bear.”

“Well, like I said, I’ve made up my mind. We’re going back tomorrow night,” Sue insisted. “If the cops are gone, we’ll do our own investigation.”

“No way,” Tanya said. “Not unless we go to a show first. Something with sparkles and jazz hands.”

Sue grinned. “Deal. One show, one séance.”

“Do you think other treasure hunters might have killed him?” Ellen wondered. “Or maybe the ghost of Alf Bolin did it.”

“Ghosts rarely have that kind of power,” Tanya pointed out. “Maybe a vengeful spirit?”

Sue’s phone buzzed. “It’s Kimberly Watkins,” she said just before she answered.

Ellen and Tanya watched as Sue recounted to Kimberly how they’d found the body. She then made plans to meet at Murder Ranch on Wednesday morning. That was in two days.

Sue hung up. “Kimberly confirmed that the cops said they’d be out of there by tomorrow evening.” She turned to Tanya. “Better pick out a matinée.”

Ellen looked out the window at the glittering town below. Something told her they weren’t just chasing a legend anymore. They were walking straight into it.

Ellen stepped out onto the balcony of their condo, letting the sliding door thump shut behind her. The cool night air rushed into her face, clearing away the lingering scent of chamomile and peppermint from the tea Tanya had brewed. The lights of Branson sprawled out before her, a shimmering patchwork of reds, greens, and golds. Somewhere below, a distant saxophone was playing “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas,” the melancholy notes rising faintly through the trees.

She wrapped the quilt more tightly around her and reached into her pocket for her phone.

Brian picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Sweetheart.”

Ellen smiled. His voice was always a balm. “Hey. Sorry it’s late.”

“You kidding? I’ve been waiting for you to call. Everything all right? You sound weird.”

She took a breath. “We, uh, had kind of a rough day.”

Brian groaned. “What happened?”

Ellen leaned against the balcony railing. “We found a body.”

“What?” Brian’s voice jumped an octave. “What do you mean you found a body?”

“In an upstairs bedroom of Sue’s new place.”

“You’re joking.”

“I wish I were.”

He exhaled sharply. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she said, her voice calm but firm. “We all are. Just a little shaken.”

“What happened? Was it a break-in? Was someone hurt?”

“Not us,” she said. “The man was already dead when we found him. Looked like he’d fallen through a window. There was . . . a lot of blood.”

“Jesus, Ellen.” He paused. “You called the police, right?”

“Of course. They’ve been handling everything. The property’s being treated as a crime scene—”

“A crime scene?” he echoed. “They think he was murdered?”

“They’re considering it,” she replied. “Needless to say, it will delay our renovations by a day or two.”

“You just found a dead man, and you’re still planning on moving forward like this is a home makeover show?”

Ellen laughed softly despite herself. “Welcome to Ghost Healers, Inc.”

“I don’t like it,” Brian said. “What if there’s a killer still hanging around?”

Ellen thought about the dark trees, the memory of the figure she’d seen—or imagined—lingering like a shadow at the back of her mind. “They didn’t find anyone. And they’re doing another sweep tomorrow, just to be safe.”

There was silence on the other end.

She softened her voice. “I promise, if anything feels unsafe, we’ll leave. But Sue’s excited about the renovation. We’ll take it slow.”

He blew out a long breath. “Just promise me you won’t go hunting for trouble.”

Ellen hesitated, then offered the truth-adjacent version. “I promise we’ll be careful.”

“Hmph.” Brian didn’t sound entirely convinced. “Well, at least tell me something normal. How’s the condo?”

“Beautiful,” she said, turning to glance through the glass at the cozy living room inside, where Tanya had left a trail of slippers and tea mugs like breadcrumbs. “It smells like cinnamon and looks like a Christmas card. We’re up on a hill, so the view is incredible.”

“You deserve something nice after today,” he said. “So do Sue and Tanya.”

“They’re already in bed,” she said. “Tanya passed out before the tea was cold, and Sue started snoring thirty minutes ago.”

“Lucky them.”

Ellen smiled. “And how’s Moseby?”

“Oh, you know. Moping around like he’s the only one who got left behind. No protest poops in the house yet, but it’s still early days.”

Ellen laughed. “Put me on speaker.”

There was a rustle, then Brian said, his voice distant, “Okay, he can hear you.”

“Moseby?” Ellen cooed. “Hi, sweet boy. Mama loves you.”

A sharp, muffled bark came through the line, followed by the click-clack of tiny claws on tile.

Brian laughed. “He just ran to the door and barked at it. Thinks you’re about to walk in.”

Her chest ached with love. “Tell him I’ll be home before he knows it.”

“I told him. He’s unconvinced.”

They were both quiet for a moment, each holding onto the silence like a thread between them.

“I miss you,” Brian said.

“I miss you, too,” she replied.

“Get some sleep, okay?”

“I will.”

“Goodnight, El.”

“Goodnight.”

She ended the call and slipped the phone back into her pocket. The air had turned colder. The saxophone down the hill had fallen silent, replaced by the hush of winter wind moving through the pines.

As she gazed down at the holiday lights, she hoped, with every rational bone in her body, that what she’d seen earlier had been a bear.

Turning away, she slid the door open and crept back inside, careful not to wake Tanya, who had crashed in the master bedroom with the door open. Ellen tiptoed down the hall and into her own, where Sue lay sprawled beneath a pink-striped quilt, snoring like a chainsaw.

Ellen climbed into the twin bed across from her, turned off the lamp, turned on her noise machine, and stared at the ceiling.

The memory of the thing in the woods below Sue’s house played on repeat in her mind. She pulled the covers around her shoulders and tried to think about Moseby’s bark instead.

Chapter Three
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A Show and a Séance
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T

he theater was opulent in a way that made Ellen feel underdressed, even in her “elevated” blazer and scarf combo. Red velvet curtains framed the grand stage, and sparkling chandeliers floated like constellations from the ceiling. The place was packed, every seat taken, but Ellen, Sue, and Tanya had lucked out with three prime spots in the front row.

“I’ve heard a lot of good things about this show,” Sue whispered as she settled in.

“Magic makes me nervous,” Ellen said, sinking into her seat. “Too much smoke and mirrors.”

Ellen was about to say more when the house lights dimmed, and the orchestra launched into a pulse-pounding overture. Golden lights sparkled like stardust, and from behind a curtain stepped Rick Thomas himself—tall, sharp-jawed, and dressed like a Vegas ringmaster in a tailored black jacket with silver lapels.

“Look, he’s wearing your blazer,” Ellen teased Sue.

“Twinsies,” Sue said with a laugh.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he boomed with a charismatic smile, “welcome to The Mansion of Dreams, where the impossible becomes possible, and the laws of physics politely excuse themselves for the evening.”

The audience erupted in applause as Rick bowed deeply.

Ellen leaned forward, already captivated.

Rick began with smaller illusions—rings that linked and unlinked, silks that changed colors mid-air—but it was the birdcage trick that truly caught Ellen’s attention.

A delicate golden birdcage sat on a pedestal at center stage. Inside was nothing—clearly empty. Rick lit a flame beneath it, the cage igniting in a whoosh of fire. The heat rippled visibly, and just as Ellen began to flinch, the flames twisted upward and transformed—instantly—into a live, white dove.

The audience gasped. Even Tanya’s jaw dropped.

“He must’ve had a hidden compartment at the base of the cage,” Ellen whispered, trying to sound confident. “Probably protected the dove from the fire, released it with some kind of spring.”

Sue nodded thoughtfully. “Makes sense.”

But then Rick tossed the dove gently into the air, and just as it flapped upward, its form shimmered, and what fluttered back down into Rick’s waiting hand was no longer a dove but a folded white scarf.

Ellen blinked. “What?”

Rick held the scarf aloft. “The dreams don’t stop until you wake up.”

“How did he do that?” Ellen whispered, turning to her friends. “Did you see a trapdoor or something?”

Tanya shook her head, eyes wide. “That bird disappeared.”

Sue just grinned. “Amazing.”

But the next illusion proved even more baffling.

Rick gestured to center stage, where his assistants rolled out a large accordion-shaped box mounted on a simple wheeled platform. The table it rested on was no more than a flat wooden surface with visible legs and open space beneath—nothing enclosed, nothing hidden.

“I will now attempt the impossible,” Rick announced, “with the help of my lovely assistant, Olivia.”

Olivia, a graceful woman in a red evening gown, climbed the stairs at the side of the table and stepped into the accordion box. She crouched, knees to her chest, as Rick folded the top flaps shut.

“To eliminate all doubt,” Rick continued, “you’ll see the platform from every angle.”

The second assistant, a tall woman in a sequined suit, spun the table slowly on its wheels. As it rotated, Ellen could clearly see under and around the platform. No traps. No hidden panels. Just open air beneath the table legs.
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