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These Haunted Hills

 

Jana Denardo


To the Hocking Hills area and all the haunts therein.


Author’s Note

The Hocking Hills area of Ohio is truly a beautiful tract of land. It’s not by accident Josh is in love with it. I chose the setting because, like Josh, I live close by. The hills are a solace. It’s also no coincidence Josh is a cosplaying geek, steampunk fan, and a paranormal investigator. If you are looking for the author in this story, I’m there in the things he loves. (Pretty much, Cassia would be me.)

Since this story lives in my backyard, I was able to put in many real places—local cryptids and places I’ve actually done paranormal investigations. This includes the few mentioned in Columbus, where I had my medical practice once upon a time. When I thought about what to include by name and what not to, I decided upon it in a few ways. If the place makes paranormal tourism part and parcel of its being, in it went, such as Point Pleasant and the Mothman (Not going to lie, as I type up this dedication, I’m counting down the days to the Mothman Festival, I won’t miss it). If the people or place was known to me and I could ask about including them by name or acknowledging their role in inspiring part of the story, I did that. If I was unsure about how much attention they’d want brought to their haunts, I left it vague.

So thank you so very much to all my friends in the Airship Athena, the Athens Ohio area steampunk group that I’m associated with and used as inspiration for Josh’s group. It’s been several years of fun with all of you, and I’m looking forward to our next adventure. Thanks also to Jannette Quakenbush whose website, www.hauntedhocking.com, was actually where Josh’s story started. Using it to find places for my own investigations, I thought “wouldn’t it be fun to have a character who has a site like this and that’s how he meets someone?” (Also check out Jannette’s ghost books—they’re fun.)

In this story, you’ll hear about the haunts at Ohio University, The Ridges (formerly the Athens Lunatic Asylum), the Athens cemetery, Tu-Endie-Wei Park in Point Pleasant, Wellston, Lake Alma, and various cabins in the Hocking Hills area and a few elsewhere. There is a haunted opera house that locals can probably guess the identity of. I had a blast working these into the novel, and hopefully, you’ll take an online peek at them if you can’t make it here someday. As for Crooked Pines Lodge, it is purely fictional, though, yes, little lodges once were to be found (and some still are). Our ghostly murderess is drawn from various serial killers, but mostly, her and her murder hotel were lifted from the lore surrounding H.H. Holmes’s murder castle in Chicago.

Last but far from least, here’s a big thank you to all my friends who cheered me on, beta read, and propped me up when I stumbled, in this case, quite literally as parts of this story were finished while I was hospitalized after a fall. My friends were there in my corner, and I am forever thankful for it.


Chapter One

BRENDAN SECOND-GUESSED his decision the moment he parked his car. He reminded himself it was exactly what he said he wanted: a cabin in the woods. The cold spring deluge lashing him from car to porch soured things further. To Brendan, the shower perfectly embodied the condition of his mind and soul.

Leaving his bag inside the door, Brendan drank in what would be his home for the next month. It could almost be called cute, in a rustic sort of way. The outside was a quintessential log cabin with a small porch bearing well-padded chairs. Only the green metal roof ruined the sixteenth-century settler homestead feel. Inside, the loft bedroom perched above the open-concept living area and kitchen. A tiny bathroom, tucked around the far corner of the kitchen, looked functional. As promised, there was a table, which would be useful as a writing desk for the times curling up on the couch with his laptop proved to be an ergonomic nightmare. He’d have to snap a photo of the stone fireplace with its fan-shaped iron guard and send it to Heather. She’d love it. A pang zinged his heart thinking about her.

He peered out one rain-streaked window. The only thing in view were trees, mostly pines mixed with something covered in blooms, dogwood maybe. Zimmermann had chosen Brendan the perfect cabin. The green isolation he’d chased after surrounded him. The forest suffocated him, the sheer aloneness of it. Those second thoughts skyrocketed. Heather hadn’t wanted him to come. She didn’t trust him alone. Brendan knew his ex had reason to worry. Both of them were mired in grief, and three years hadn’t moved them past it.

Brendan imagined giving in to the grief in a quiet place such as this cabin. No one would know until his month’s worth of rent was up. He shuddered and forced himself away from the window. His hypothesis wasn’t exactly true. Zimmermann would wonder where he was if Brendan missed their meeting. Brendan braved the chilling rain to grab his computer bag and three canvas bags of groceries out of the car. He busied himself with unpacking. His mood lifted to an inch above the floor once he filled the cabin with the scent of coffee.

With the groceries stowed, Brendan started a fire in a fireplace made for romance, but he wasn’t here for affairs of the heart. The small fire would be efficient in heating the cabin and driving the spring chill from the room.

Brendan planted himself with his coffee on the couch in front of the smallest TV he’d seen in ages. He shifted around on the futon, which seemed more comfortable than most of their ilk. Maybe someone had added a memory foam pad to it; whatever it was, Brendan was grateful since he would be spending a fair amount of time on it. Flipping on the TV, he reassured himself there was a functioning satellite and ditto the Wi-Fi for the computer, so there wouldn’t be some Overlook/The Shining isolation-driven craziness going on.

After turning the TV off, Brendan powered up his computer. He checked his emails and let Heather know he’d made it safely. He saw no emails from his agent, nor from the man he’d hired to show him around the haunted sites in the Hocking Hills area and the surrounding towns. Brendan brought up the These Haunted Hills website to determine what sites he should visit first. There were no pictures of Joshua Zimmermann on the website, just ones of the haunted locales.

Zimmermann had sent Brendan a photo at his request so Brendan would know who to look for when he met up with his guide for the month. One clue Brendan wasn’t completely dead inside was how cute he found Joshua. Zimmermann looked more like an undergrad in his picture and almost too boyish to be believable as an accomplished PhD, teaching wildlife conservation at a local university. It could be an old photo, or that his bright smile belied the number of years behind it.

Of all the potential haunted locations, Brendan wanted to visit Crooked Pines the most. A former hotel, Crooked Pines was now abandoned and theoretically too haunted and too ruined to be reclaimed; it contained a story, and Brendan needed to dig it out. His agent still doubted the idea of him writing a more adult ghost story, but it had been five years since the end of his young adult series. He’d written nothing new, though the adventures of Kiyomi Fujita, John Archer, and Vince Bianchi had generated more than enough money to live his life out twice over.

All his money hadn’t bought Brendan any happy endings. What had begun as a lucky break—and Brendan was well aware of how many fantastic authors never hit it big—became a noose. So many nights Brendan had lain awake wondering if the success of his series had drained the rest of the luck from his family’s life. The evidence suggested yes.

He stroked the cool glass pendant around his neck. All he wanted now was to write again. It had been so long. Most of what had come from his mind in the last three years had been pain-filled poems he had shown to no one, not even Heather. He thought, perhaps, taking a break from the young adult genre and all the memories associated with it would help him burst through his writer’s block.

Brendan could still taste the anger, bitter on his tongue. Being here in the wilderness made up the crux of his latest plan to move himself forward. The anger and grief had been woven into his soul, inseparable now. Either he had to live with it, or this was the end. Brendan wasn’t sure he cared which. He forced himself back to work, hoping to get lost in it.

Brendan tapped his lips in time to Piazzolla’s “Oblivion” as he rolled the outline for his new novel around in his mind. Maybe “Oblivion” was a little too on point for his state of mind. Perhaps he should hunt down some of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. Transferring his fingers to the keyboard, he tried to type out something, but mostly, the outline was a loose collection of things he wanted to happen in the novel more than anything concrete. Granted, his outlines rarely were more.

Maybe I should return to working on the character studies. What he wouldn’t give to be able to draw his own characters. Some of his fans drew exquisite works, a few of which he saved. For the most part, he never looked at them, and legally, looking at fanfiction was a bad idea. Regardless, people tweeted them at him or shoved them at him at conventions. Some of it was downright smutty, and he did his best not to notice. It didn’t take away the frisson of jealousy over some of the artistic talent they had that had gone missing in him.

A knocking noise startled him off the futon. Brendan caught his balance and whipped around, trying to locate the source. Another knock echoed from the loft. Brendan backed up so he could peer up there without going up the steps. Nothing moved. At the third knock, he hauled himself up the stairs, but the loft stood empty. He looked out the window at the waving tree branches. What did he expect to see? A raccoon? A squirrel?

“Did you rent me a haunted cabin, Dr. Zimmermann?” Brendan’s laugh died when a fourth knock came from right next to the window.

He pinched up his features and stared out the window again. Still no critters. “Lots of wind though,” he muttered to himself. “You’re hearing the rain on the tin roof or tree branches. Totally normal. Not like you’d know.”

Comforted by the normal sounds of rain and wind—he’d never had a tin roof before—Brendan went downstairs and sat on the futon. Ghosts weren’t real.

Then why have you been uncomfortable in your own home?

He picked up the laptop, contemplating the thought. Because you’re haunted by Connor’s memory, nothing more.

He was lying to himself. He half believed it was possible Connor’s spirit was trapped in their family home. It was enough to have prompted Zimmermann to mention he didn’t necessarily go to houses to “clean” them, but his team did home investigations. Brendan had gotten the distinct impression Zimmermann did not want to do this, and he got it. Zimmermann had probably guessed his pen name and was wary of celebrity.

Did you want someone to go to your home and do an investigation?

Brendan wished he had an answer to the question. He’d promised Zimmermann that, no, he didn’t; he had no interest in it. But was it a lie? Another question without a clear answer. Instead of dwelling on it, he sent off an email to Dr. Zimmermann to let the man know he’d arrived and was ready to meet. He’d come up with a few plans of attack when it came to investigating the local haunts and wanted to see which fit Zimmermann’s schedule best.

Brendan turned his attention to the character information sheets for his new project. They might change by the end, but he needed a starting place, a way to keep his mind off things. At this point, distracting himself was the best Brendan could hope for.


Chapter Two

“WHILE THE WATERFALL is definitely splashier, I’m glad the beauty of the bluebells is here to brighten our day,” Josh said as he turned the pack of young Girl Scouts over to their leader and park naturalist, who was much more skilled at talking to kids than Josh. While he didn’t have anything against kids, Josh taught college for a reason.

As their leader herded the girls down the trail, Josh spotted a few other hikers inspecting Ash Cave. One man watched the water splashing down over the lip of the shelter cave. A Star Trek ball cap in science blue shielded much of his face. Sunglasses and a well-kept deep walnut-hued beard completed the obfuscation of his features. Josh knew who he was but only because he’d expected Brendan Halloran. He’d asked the author to meet him here because if Halloran planned to write a book set in the area, he should see some of its most beautiful parts. Halloran wanted ghosts, and Ash Cave provided those, not to mention it was an easy walk to get to the cave.

With Halloran here, Josh found he couldn’t close the distance between them, even though he was dying to race up to the man and shake his hand. After several emails to set up times and places to go ghost hunting, Josh had enough clues to suspect Brendan Halloran was B. A. Halloran, author of one of his favorite YA fantasy series. An unrepentant geek, Josh would be lying if he said the realization played no role in accepting this job and agreeing to meet him. Josh had spent more hours drawing fan art of Kiyomi, Vince, and John than he wanted to think about. No regrets though. He loved every second he spent in the Green Tablet universe.

However, knowing what Halloran had been through in the last few years made Josh nervous about meeting the man and even more nervous about why he wanted to go ghost hunting. Was it honestly for a new series as Halloran had said when setting this up, or was Halloran trying to contact little Connor? Josh had no idea what losing a child would do to the soul, didn’t even want to imagine it. Halloran had stopped going to cons, his marriage imploded, and he rarely left his home in Dublin, outside of Columbus, Ohio. Did he want to contact his son?

Josh could contact a psychic medium if he had to. He had twin psychics, Hoshi and Kasumi, on his team. Josh wasn’t psychic and definitely didn’t want to walk a line potentially fraught with disappointment with one of his idols, especially over the man’s dead son. Still, Halloran had asked to see the haunts of the hills rather than invite Josh to ghost hunt in his Dublin home. It had to be for a new series, right?

As Halloran strolled toward him, he took off his sunglasses, acknowledging the shade the evergreens provided the area. His eyes were blue—a blue Josh had wondered if contact-enhanced when he first saw Halloran’s photo on various online hangouts. When he’d met Halloran at a con, he’d been too keyed up to notice. Now, up close, the deep blue had to be real. Sure, he could still be wearing contacts, but somehow, Josh didn’t think a man in Halloran’s position would bother. Josh’s mind flashed to the Abney Park song “Rosie and Max.” Max’s description worked for Halloran.

“Dr. Zimmermann?”

Josh already knew Halloran had one of those deep bass voices but hearing it here when it was just them and not in a crowd of fans made Josh’s knees go wobbly. He held out his hand. “Mr. Halloran, I’m glad you found your way out here.”

Brendan’s lips twitched slightly, almost smiling, as he shook hands. “The trail is well marked.” He turned, studying the water tumbling over the lip of the fall. “It’s quite beautiful. It’s hard to believe this much wilderness exists so close to Columbus. I mean, it’s little more than an hour from where I live, and yet I was barely aware this was here.”

“It’s a shame we’re Ohio’s best-kept secret.” Josh tapped his chest. “And you can call me Joshua or Josh if you’d prefer.”

“Brendan.”

Josh wished being on a first name basis didn’t make his geeky heart do the rumba. “I hope you don’t mind; I had a couple ulterior motives for meeting here. One was I had to do a little talk for the Girl Scouts.” He jerked a thumb in the general direction the girls had gone. “And two, I have a couple of students out in the hills on their research projects. I’m here for consultation in case they have questions.”

Brendan hunched his shoulders. “I guess it will be all right.”

Josh doubted that, wishing he’d thought this through better. He should have guessed Brendan wouldn’t want too many people knowing he was around. “I can text them and meet them elsewhere if you want me to.”

“You know who I am, don’t you?”

“Yes, but I didn’t invite those students here to meet you if you’re worried I might have. Tucker is here somewhere, studying northern monkshood, which is endangered, and Courtney is working on my research. We’re observing foxes.”

Brendan’s blue eyes sparked like crystal in sunlight. “Foxes are wonderful.”

“I agree. So, I thought we could start your tour here while my students are still out in the field. I didn’t want to have to put you off for a few days.” Josh talked fast, hoping he hadn’t ruined his chances. “But seriously, if you want, I can meet them elsewhere.”

Brendan held up a hand. “It’s fine. When did you suspect?”

“After I agreed to take you around but before you came down here. I hope it’s not a problem.” The flatness of Brendan’s expression nudged the little worrywart inside Josh.

“I’m used to being recognized. You haven’t acted like an obnoxious fanboy who thinks he owns me, so we’re good.” Brendan’s gaze swept over Josh, lines tightening around his eyes. “Are you, though?”

“What? A fanboy? Yes, actually.” Josh beamed. He wasn’t going to lie to Brendan. “I love your books, but you hired me as a paranormal expert, and I owe it to you to be professional. I have no idea if my students will recognize you, which isn’t easy with the beard and the cap and glasses.” He gestured at Brendan’s head. “Nice hat, by the way.”

He touched the brim. “Thanks, and you don’t have to send them away. So, the tour starts here?”

A rock rolled off Josh’s chest with the change of subject. “Yes. I was thinking after this we can go somewhere, maybe grab something to eat or drink and go over some more possible places and the best way to go about viewing them. Also, if you want to go on a ghost hunt with me and my team, it can be arranged. But I warn you, Cassia, one of my teammates, is a fangirl too. She’ll behave herself though.”

“I’ll hold you to it.”

The mirthless quality to those words created a shiver along Josh’s skin. He didn’t want to lose this job. He’d be sure to impress on his partner and best friend not to geek out hard. Hunter and the others on the team weren’t the fans he and Cass were. “You can,” he replied.

Tension relaxed in Brendan’s bearded jaw. “Thanks. I would love to go on a ghost hunt if you can arrange it.”

“Definitely. We can take you to a couple of places such as the Moonville Tunnel and, of course, the Crooked Pines Lodge because we’ll be concentrating our efforts there. I think it’s perfect for what you’re describing as the plot of your novel.”

“Excellent. So tell me more about Ash Cave. You said it was haunted.”

“Indulge the scientist in me first. Let’s start with flora.” Josh waved a hand toward the trees. “We’re surrounded by hemlocks and other hardwoods. There is an abundance of wildflowers almost year-round here thanks to Ohio’s temperate climate. Granted, not much is here in the winter. The cave is about seven hundred feet long and about a hundred deep. It was weathered away as the Black Hand Sandstone was softer than the other stones around it. The waterfall cascading around us is from the east fork of Queer Creek.”

“Queer?” Brendan arched one of his eyebrows. “Really?”

Josh shrugged. “Didn’t name it, and I’m sure it means the strange sort of queer, not the me kind.” His face flamed. “Did I say that out loud?”

Brendan smiled softly. “You did.”

Josh face-palmed. “Perfect. Glossing over my runaway mouth, let’s return to Ash Cave, which got its name for all the mounds of ash found here. We think the ash was from the long-term use of the cave by the Native Americans, most likely the Shawnee, but white settlers used the cave too, even as a pulpit until the local church was built. There are a couple of spots in the cave which act as a whispering gallery. So there is some interesting history here.”

Brendan glanced at Josh, and then to the cave, appearing at least somewhat engaged. “What’s a whispering gallery?”

“It’s sort of a circular enclosure, usually with some kind of domed overhang, where you can whisper and be heard elsewhere in the gallery clearly. It has to do with how sound waves travel over a concave surface.”

“Interesting. Is the haunting one of the Shawnee?”

“There have been a few EVPs—electronic voice phenomena—which might suggest it could be the Native people, mostly drumming sounds, but the ghost most commonly seen here is a woman who appears as if she’s from the 1920s.”

“A lady in twenties garb?” Brendan’s brow knitted. He jumped when a hawk screeched nearby, and then he shot Josh a sheepish look. “Seems strange.”

“I agree, though this was a popular place at the turn of the century with various lodges and small hotels in the region such as the one we’ll investigate. While many nighttime hikers have reported seeing the lady, even by people not here specifically to ghost hunt, I haven’t seen her, nor have I found any records of anyone dying here. Now, over at the Rock House area, there was a documented death of a woman in a former resort hotel, not unlike Crooked Pines but only with much less dark history.”

“Do you always look into the records for the haunted places you investigate?”

“Yes. I’m first and foremost a scientist. I look for corroborating evidence. Here at Ash Cave, the best I can say is it’s highly likely to have seen some death, but none I can document. I do have some EVPs I can let you hear.”

Brendan straightened, eyes brightening. “Really? I’d love that.”

“I’ll bring some of my equipment when we go out.”

“I had more thoughts on what to visit besides Crooked Pines. You can decide how best to tackle them and if it’s worth trying.”

“Sure. We can drive into Athens. I can show you the Ridges, which is a must-see, and we can grab lunch or a coffee and sit down with your list.”

“Sounds good. Have to admit, I’m a night owl. When you said to meet here so early, I was aghast.” Brendan chuckled.

Josh held up his hands. “Not my idea either. Blame the scout masters. I’d much rather sleep in. Foxes are mostly nocturnal, so I’m out a lot of nights. Anyhow, you can look around, ask about anything. I’m going to text the students to be sure they haven’t died out there somewhere.

“Can you even get bars out here?”

“Spotty at best. Last chance—do you want me to meet you with them elsewhere?” Josh figured it was only professional to give the man another opportunity to get out.

Brendan shook his head. “I can always explore a little on my own here while you talk to them. They drove here with you?”

“No. I’ll be free to take you around. I’m assuming you have GPS. You won’t want to leave your car here, but I can drive later, and you can leave it in a parking garage when we get to Athens.”

“If you think that’ll be best.”

“You hired me to take you around, so no sense in taking two cars unless you think it’s not working out or if you want to head off on your own. Let me shoot them a text.”

A bright feminine voice sang out before he pulled out his phone, “Dr. Z!” and Courtney bounced along, quickly closing the distance between them.

Josh met her in a dappled clearing to give Brendan his space. Courtney waved her phone like a trophy, not even sparing Brendan a second glance. Good, Josh thought, as the Green Tablet book bag she carried marked her as a fan. He’d not been quite truthful about knowing if his students were Halloran fans.

“What do you have for me?”

“Look.” Courtney shoved the phone at him. She’d taken a decent shot of a slightly thin but still handsome mom and her kits. The vixen would fill out a bit now with the arrival of spring, and her babies would get a bit older.

“Excellent! Send me the picture. How about the GPS data?”

“Looks good. I’ll write up a report when I get home. Tucker not back yet?” This time, she glanced toward Brendan but he had walked off to examine the cave wall. Even knowing who he was, Josh wouldn’t recognize him at this distance. He appeared to be any other tourist. The disinterest Courtney showed suggested she thought the same.

“No, I was about to text him.” Josh did and quickly got a response. “He’s on his way if you want to head to the parking lot.” His students needed nothing from him now.

“See you in class, Dr. Z.” Courtney waved goodbye before snapping her headphones over her head. She bopped her way down the trail.

He sauntered over to Brendan, who studied some of the names carved into the rocks. A few dated to the eighteen hundreds. Humans were destructive jerks no matter the century, but Josh shouldn’t blame them. That was how things worked then. Still, he’d been in far too many defaced caves to feel particularly forgiving. “I’m ready if you are.”

“I guess everyone wants to leave their mark.” He gestured to the names.

“We want to be remembered.” Josh swept his gaze over Brendan. The man had already accomplished being memorialized. As far as Josh was concerned, they’d still be talking about Brendan’s writing long after he was gone as they did Tolkien. As for himself, he’d disappear without a whisper.

Brendan nodded. “Did your students find what they needed?”

“Courtney seemed content. They’re heading out. We should too. Do you want to hike up the more scenic route or go back the way you came?”

Brendan leaned to the side, eyeing the staircase leading to the upper rim. “Let’s save the scenic route for next time. I’d like to get somewhere we can sit down and make our plan of attack. Besides…are there ticks?”

Yep, a definite city boy. “Too late to be worrying about them. You’ll have to do a mirror check as it is. We had a mild winter. Ticks are going to suck this year, no pun intended.”

“I wonder what a Seresto collar would do to a human.” Brendan scratched at his close-cropped beard as if already feeling for ticks.

Josh couldn’t keep in the laugh. “I’ve seen natural methods touted but frankly never had much luck with them. I use treated socks and the hardcore stuff if I’m going to be out for long. Poisonous, but what can you do? Okay, we’ll go the easy way. It’s about forty-five minutes to Athens from here, maybe longer as the roads wind around, and inevitably you get someone terrified of curves going three miles an hour.”

“I can say the same thing about I-71 in Columbus. You’ll always end up trapped there for an hour whenever you’re in a hurry. I’ll follow you.”

Josh led the way to the parking lot. Brendan sank into silence, and after a few abortive attempts to make conversation, Josh fought his nature and curbed his urge to chat. He was surprised Brendan only had a Honda CR-V instead of something flashier or more expensive. Was the vehicle left over from when Brendan still had a family? No way he’d ask. Josh climbed into his truck, and queued up an Abney Park album for the drive. This was going to be an amazing assignment. Him and B. A. Goddamn Halloran ghost hunting together! Hot damn.


Chapter Three

BRENDAN STARED AT his feet, toes near a cracked, small, boxy headstone bearing only a number. “They didn’t even give them names, not even in death,” he murmured.

Josh swallowed hard. He hadn’t planned to bring Brendan to the Ridges Cemetery when he drove up to the old asylum. Josh didn’t want to stir up shit memories. Drinks at the coffee house had gone well. Brendan didn’t fuss at all as Josh helped him put the sites he most wanted to see in a logical order for them to visit. Better yet, once he’d settled down and realized Josh truly wasn’t going to fanboy all over him, Brendan chatted with him as if they’d been buddies for years. Josh didn’t want to lose their rapport. It should be okay. Brendan chose to see the cemetery once he spotted it. You didn’t say let’s go for a stroll through the headstones. “No, there are records somewhere with the names, but no one came to claim these poor people.”

“Hmm.” Brendan bent down and tore a handful of new spring grass away from the headstone. “Do you know any of the history of this place?”

“I try to research every site I spend any time investigating. Unfortunately, you can’t get into the Ridges much beyond what is open to the public. Ohio University—we just call it OU—owns it and has an art museum in part of the complex. The rest is an asbestos hazard from what I’ve been told.”

“I can see why they won’t allow anyone in.” Brendan straightened up.

“Definitely. Of course, everyone wants the lurid history into the area where the dead patient’s body left a stain on the floor.”

Brendan’s eyebrows shot up. “Seriously?”

Josh nodded. “The story goes she somehow got into a shut-down portion of the hospital back in its functional days, took off her clothes, and rested on the floor. I don’t want to think about how long it took for her to die. The decomposition fluids left a permanent stain. They don’t let you in there anymore, but you can see a picture if you google it. If you want to go into the building, we can get inside the art gallery. It gives you a hint of what it might have been like. Or we can stay and poke around here.”

“Let’s go up.” Brendan slashed a hand at the row of graves. “This is too depressing.”

A cool, fragrant wind sprang up, ruffling their hair, almost like ghostly fingers. Josh started up the hill toward his vehicle. “It is. We have a vague pentagram of cemeteries in Athens. You might want to google the Spiritualist movement and its connection to the city. I could take you up to the weeping angel statue, right up from the coffee shop we were in, but she’s not the cool Doctor Who kind of angel.”

“You are such a geek.” Brendan crowed.

“As advertised.” Josh thumped his chest.

“I’ll be happy she’s not a Whovian angel. I’m not up for quantum-locked villains on our first day.”

“I’m definitely not the only geek climbing this hill.”

“No, you are not.”

“Come on, let’s go have a better look at the main complex. I think you’ll find it interesting.”

Josh chivvied him into the truck and drove the short distance to park in the lot before the sprawling edifice. A couple of young people walked up the stairs in through the main entrance to what was now the Kennedy Museum of Art.

Brendan shielded his eyes against the afternoon sun. “This place is huge. I can’t imagine being locked up here.”

“When Dr. Kirkbride originally designed his hospitals, he honestly tried to help the patients the best they knew how in those days. It’s open, bright, and airy. But by the end, it was well past capacity and had to have been a horror show.”

Brendan shuddered. “I was thinking of what you blurted out there by the waterfall. Do you think any homosexuals ended up in there?”

Josh scowled. “There’s a very good book about this place. Asylum on the Hill. Katherine Ziff lists out the reasons people were committed to the asylum. Some reasons were absolutely nonsense, so, yeah, I have to think there were people put away for being gay.”

Brendan’s face reddened above his beard, his jaw setting in a grim line. “Some former fans wanted me put away after I made John Archer bisexual like myself, judging by the angry letters and tweets I got.”

“Not surprised. I saw some of them, sad to say. I did want to thank you for giving gay kids a good role model. Wish I’d had someone to look up to growing up.”

“Me too and thanks.” Brendan sighed. “You have no idea how nervous I was coming out as bi so publicly.”

“I can’t imagine coming out to an audience of millions.” Josh rubbed his arms, chasing away a sudden chill. “Hell, it took me three years to come out to my parents.”

“Were they okay with it?” Brendan glanced away. “Sorry, I’m prying.”

Josh waved him off as he topped the curb, leaving grass behind for the cracked asphalt of the parking lot. “When I was in high school, they overheard me angsting about it on the phone with Caleb, my boyfriend at the time. I woke up the next day to find a new starship Enterprise on the kitchen table with a note from Dad saying they’d known for some time I was gay, they loved me, and they thought Caleb was cute. My parents are pretty awesome.”

“They sound it. Glad to hear it.”

“Me too. Too many awful coming out stories out there.” Josh scowled. This topic could get too personal and too ugly quickly. There might not be any going back if so, and he didn’t want to ruin this newly budding professional relationship. It behooved him to change tack. “Come on; I want to show you something. We can save going inside for another day, but this always interested me.”

Josh led Brendan closer to the building before pointing up to the window. Iron scrollwork in pretty spiral patterns covered them. “As I said, Dr. Kirkbride wanted the asylum to be pretty, less like a grim jail. So instead of iron bars, he made it into decorative metalworking, hoping it would help lift their spirits.”

“It is pretty, though I’m betting it didn’t help much.”

“Doubtful, especially when you know countless ice-pick lobotomies happened in this place. But that was later in its history.”

“Chilling.”

“Very. As I said, OU has its art gallery here, and OU, itself, is haunted. I could write a book with all the OU sightings.”

“Are you going to?”

Josh shook his head. “Cass might. She’s better at writing than me. While I do write, I’m more of the artist type, or maybe all the scientific writing has stomped on my creative side, though I suppose it would be a nonfiction book. So, how about we make the trip around campus? I can point out the haunted places, and then we can see the weeping angel. I can let you go free after. Or would you rather hang out here more?”

“I’ve had enough of this place for today.” Brendan stared up at the building. “Haunted asylums are as overdone as haunted hotels but this place could be its own separate story from the one I’m writing.”

“Would you be willing to tell me a little more about what you do plan to write? It might help me to pick places to see.”

Brendan turned, starting toward his truck. “I will because I’m interested in how you go about ghost hunting, but not today if you don’t mind. Mostly because the idea is still baking. Hell, it’s a notion really.”

“Fair enough.”

Josh opened the truck. Brendan paused before getting in. He bent down, retrieving something, and held up one of Josh’s field sketchbooks.

“This slid out from under the seat.”

“It’s my field journal. Toss it anywhere.”

They both climbed inside and buckled up. Brendan started to open the journal but stopped.

“Can I look at your research?” he asked.

“Sure. Mostly, it’s me doodling, though, in that one.”

As Josh navigated toward campus, Brendan flipped through the journal. Doubt worried at him. Would Brendan think his day job was boring? What did it matter, other than he wanted his literary hero to like him?

“You’re an excellent artist. I love the picture of the laughing fox.” Brendan tapped the drawing.

“They always seem to be smug or enjoying a good joke. That’s why I love foxes so much.”

“And this one is amazing.” Brendan held up the sketch of his character, John Archer, done with John running through the woods.

Josh’s face went redder than the stoplight he braked for. “God, I forgot it was in there!”

“It’s not as if you haven’t already outed yourself as a geek a dozen times over.” Brendan tapped his finger against the sketchpad. “It’s a great piece of fan art.”

Josh’s blush spread as his heart jitterbugged. “Thanks.”

“John was Connor’s favorite character. He would have loved this.” Brendan’s voice broke.

Josh glanced over. Tears formed in Brendan’s eyes. “I am so sorry. I don’t know what to say because nothing I could say would help.”

Brendan shut the journal, brushing his hand over his eyes. “You don’t have to say anything.”

“Maybe not, but I am sorry. No one should have to go through this. Children shouldn’t have to face a monster like cancer, but I will shut up about it now. I’m afraid of saying the wrong thing, but is saying nothing worse? God, I’m babbling again. It’s just…I think the silence and avoidance makes everything about you seem broken.”

God, why had he said that? He should have stopped at “I’ll shut up now,” but Brendan’s face didn’t hold anger. He regarded Josh intently.

“You’re not wrong. A lot of my friends felt that way. Eventually, many of them drifted off, as if they couldn’t build a bridge to me and Heather and our pain. It’s all right. I don’t want to go through my life never talking about Connor. I can’t promise I won’t cry.”

“You do what you have to. If you need to talk about him, I’ll listen. I’ll go off your lead.”

“Thanks,” Brendan murmured. “It’s more than some people ever offered.”

“I mean it. It might be easier since you don’t know me yet. Hunter, Cass, and I ran a haunted tour of this area and donated the money to St. Jude’s in Connor’s name. It wasn’t much, but we wanted to do something.”

Brendan rubbed the glass pendant he wore. “I appreciate it.”

“There were some fan fiction and art auctions to raise money for cancer research. It’s a little sad it takes tragedy to bring out the nicer side of fandom some days.”

“Fandom can get a little crazy.”

“Yes, and so I’m trying to behave myself. It has to be weird with people fawning all over you and thinking they own you.” Josh started up the hill once the light changed.

“You have no idea.”

“Why don’t you keep the drawing?”

“Are you sure?”

“I’d be thrilled.”

“Thank you.”

The conversation shifted to ghosts again, to safe territory, once Josh drove around campus pointing out the haunts such as Lin, Washington, and Jefferson Halls. Wilson Hall, one of the female dormitories, and its haunted room 428 captured Brendan’s imagination. The weeping angel in the small cemetery clearly fascinated him, and he opted to head to his cabin to work on notes and outlines after they stopped in her cemetery. He took Josh’s drawing home with him.

Josh texted Cassia before Brendan had even pulled away and broke speed limits getting home, which was outside of town in an old farmhouse with haunts of its own.

Vince and Kiyomi, his cats, met him at the door. Josh fed them before tossing himself on the couch and calling Cassia.

“Is it really him?” she asked before he even got the chance to say hello.

“It is! Oh my god, Cass, it was all I could do to keep from jumping around like a little kid and falling in the creek.”

“What’s he like? Can I meet him?” Her breathless voice suggested she was jumping around too.

“He’s quiet, a little sad actually.” Josh paused. Yes, sad was right. Sad mixed with a hint of desperation, but he didn’t want to think about it. He didn’t want to know what desperation might lead to. “But he was super nice. He seemed a little nervous at first, but once he believed I wasn’t going to be unprofessional and geek out all over him, he relaxed. And yes, you can meet him. We’re going to take him on a ghost hunt.”

“Yes!” Cassia shouted, and he imagined her celebration dance, having seen it many times.

“Only, you can’t geek all over him either.”

“If I can spend the night ghost hunting with freaking B. A. Halloran and all I have to do is rein in the geek, consider it done. This is so exciting.”

“It also means we can’t blog about it. Maybe, if this goes well, we can at least get pictures with him. I don’t want to overwhelm him because, seriously, you can tell he’s fighting the gray monster.”

Cassia hummed into the phone. They’d grown up together, and Josh had weathered many storms with her clinical depression. If anyone knew the mire Brendan was in, it was Cassia. “Can’t blame him there. Tell you what, I’ll pick out a great place to explore.”

“Sounds fantastic. Pick one where we’ve had luck before, and I’ll explain that our team will be going out to the hotel with us a few times because it’ll be more than one visit to cover the place well. I mean, it’s not huge, but I’m sure he’ll want to take his time since a haunted hotel is the crux of his new novel. He did say he wanted to watch the team work so he can get paranormal investigation right in his book, and us taking on the hotel would be perfect.”

Heavy footsteps echoed in the living room, drawing his attention. He was alone.

“Was that the cats or the ghost?” Cassia asked.

“Ghost. But usually, he’s not running around down here. I should set up a recorder if things are about to get weird.”

“Agree. Did Halloran tell you anything about the new book?”

“He said he would when it gels more.”

“Damn, so exciting.”

“I know. I’ve been buzzing all day. I outed myself in five seconds flat. I could have died.”

She snickered. “I’m surprised you didn’t splay yourself out on a fallen tree or find an alternative use for the waterfall. Make sure he gets the message.”

Josh blushed at the mere thought of it. “Shut it! I’m sure he’s not looking for anyone new. Besides, no trees. I’m not getting splinters in my ass for anyone or ticks either.”

“And on that note, I’ll let you get to sleep and those dreams I’m sure you can’t wait to have about the lovely, talented Mr. Halloran.”

“Goodbye, Cass.”

Josh hoped she was right about those dreams.


Chapter Four

BRENDAN RESTED ON his cabin’s small porch. He fished out his phone and turned it on to find over a dozen messages from Heather. Guilt from worrying her filled him as he called her.

“Brendan, there you are!” The bell-clear concern in her tone redoubled the guilt.

“Sorry. I had my phone off so as not to interrupt Dr. Zimmermann. I just got back to the cabin.”

“It’s late.”

Brendan gazed out to the woods. It was late but not exactly dark. Fireflies danced as if fairies at the ball. Still, it was hours after he’d promised to call Heather. “I went to the library and did some local research. It’s a fascinating town.”

“What’s Dr. Zimmermann like? Is he as cute as the picture you sent me?”

“Heather!” Brendan squirmed. “Much more adorable than the university website picture. He’s a geek, huge fan. You can see the need to be a screaming fanboy barely contained inside him, but he was a well-behaved professional and funny too. I liked him. I’m looking forward to working with him.”

“Good! I love hearing the excitement, Brendan. It’s been so long since you’ve been this jazzed about a project even if it’s a little morbid.” There was no recrimination in Heather’s voice at his genre choice, and her excitement for his return to writing energized him.

“You were never fond of horror.”

“You were the Stephen King fan, Bren. I can’t believe you’re going to go into haunted houses.”

“And hotels and churches. We were at a semiabandoned haunted asylum today, not to mention a haunted cave to start the day.

“You were in a cave?” Her words came out more an exclamation than a question.

“More of a rock shelter. I had to stand on a chair when I returned to the cabin to check my back in the mirror for ticks.”

“You should have asked your guide.”

“Because that wouldn’t be awkward at all,” he grumbled.

Heather made a soft noise. “True. But seriously, I’m glad you’re out there working again. I know how hard it’s been for you to do so.”

He said nothing. Heather knew too well; her half-mended heart broke for him all over again every time they talked.

“I worried, though, when you said you were going to a cabin in the middle of nowhere,” she continued, her tone more cautious now.

“The hotel is in the woods, so it made getting a cabin in the woods to go with it a natural. I know what you’re thinking, but you don’t have to worry.”

Last night, those words would have been a lie, maybe they still were, but after meeting Josh, the anxiety mountain had rolled off his chest. The old familiar energy Brendan used to feel when writing ebbed in through the cracks in his armor.

A man’s voice bellowed in the background: Dr. Daniel Rayburn, Heather’s new boyfriend.

“Is that Dan?” Brendan asked.

“Yes. And I hope it’s not what was running through my mind because I can’t lose you, too, not that way, and I don’t care if it makes me selfish.”

A fist clenched his heart. He studied the darkening tree line, trying to calm himself. “You’re many things, but you’ve never been selfish. I’m here to work. I promise. I’m getting excited about the prospect. I’m going to get to use ghost-hunting equipment with Josh. Sounds fun, doesn’t it?”

“I hope the ghosts don’t follow you home. And Josh, is it?”

He rolled his eyes at her sly tone. “I can’t keep calling him Dr. Zimmermann. It’s too stiff and formal.”

“Tell me again; how cute is he?”

Brendan took a deep breath in, trying to work out why she was pressing this. “Cute, and he could be a good friend, though he is a bit excitable. He outed himself in about ninety seconds as both a geek and gay.”

“And you like him.”

“Leave it be, Heather. I didn’t come here to find a boyfriend or girlfriend either. According to Josh, he has a lady ghost hunter partner who is as big a geek.”

“A new friend is good enough. I’ll let you go, but keep me in the loop. I want to know what’s going on with the new book.”

And to be sure he wasn’t going to hurt himself. But he owed her whatever peace of mind he could give her. “Fine. My Wi-Fi might even be good enough to Zoom but I can’t promise anything. We were in places today where there were no bars.”

“I can’t even imagine. Goodnight, Bren.”

“Goodbye.”

Brendan slipped his phone into his pocket and stepped off the rear patio. Heather’s concern for his well-being disturbed him more than it should. Maybe she wanted it to. He never could fool her. Heather suspected he’d come here to end it. She wouldn’t let him do so if she had any say in it. Her concern alone cut the idea free of his mind. Brendan couldn’t put her through the pain of feeling she’d failed him. She had suffered enough, and maybe she was right about moving on. She had a new boyfriend, a cardiologist at Mount Carmel. He’d met Daniel, liked him even. Daniel was good for Heather in a way Brendan never could be again. Better yet, Daniel didn’t seem to resent Heather keeping in touch with him.
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