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Scene One
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FLICKERING FLAMES. Dancing shadows upon the high walls. A great room, like a cave. Our circle joins. Everyone’s here, hand in hand around a massive round table. My heart’s beating out of my chest. 

Mom. The lies. Hope this works for both our sakes. 

Cameras roll from their hidden perches. 

“When you’re ready,” Doug says. The ghost hunter’s brown glare seems disquieted. His black hair concealed beneath a matching knit beanie. Summit Paranormal Investigations. 

My palms are cold and wet. Donna turns a perturbed eye down on me. Probably grossed out by my sweat. 

“If you please.” Dr. Benson’s low voice reeks of impatience on my other side.

A psychologist. Figures. 

All eyes turn to me. My stomach spins into nauseated knots.

I can’t help it. I’m only sixteen! I didn’t ask for this. No one asked me if wanted this gift. 

The stale coldness of this once elegant estate closes in all around my skinny body. Should’ve worn a heavier jacket for this. 

I clear my throat and close my eyes. My senses assure me the others have followed suit. Deep breaths – in through the nose and out the mouth. My muscles release. 

The doctor’s mellow voice finds my ears. “Subject has begun. Entering trance.” His words bounce around in my slipping conscious. “Breathing appears normal. No signs of distress.”

All of this is his idea. Some experiment, doc. 

Dark forces. Too many to count. One shoves its way forward into my body. 

“Trespassers!” The distorted male voice spews out of my mouth. “All of you. Common criminals!” 

All I can do is watch. I stand frigid beside my body while these entities have their way. 

“Leave my house!” 

I sound demonic. Unnatural. 

Donna jumps at my body’s side in her chair. My limp arm falls. Her squeal betrays her disbelief. College girls. 

The dark man passes. My torso convulses at the arrival of another. 

“No, daddy. Don’t!” It’s a little girl. Seven at most.  

The scent of daisies and –

“Do you smell that?” The college girl, Donna. Her button nose searches the area. “Cinnamon rolls?”

I sense it too, hot stuff. Sorrow and misery overwhelm everything. An older presence jars me. 

“Henry, please.” Now, the girl’s mother. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

My terrestrial arms fling out over the tabletop. “Give me our child, Henry!” 

I’m out of my body. Floating over the table. 

“Sweet Christ,” Doug mutters. 

This will put you on the map, Dougie boy. Benson’s bald black head drifts closer. His little red light blinks. 

“Subject now speaking in various voices. Male, female, and young female child. Note: research split personality disorder later tonight.”

Dumbass. You don’t have a clue. 

“Oh, my God!” Mrs. Benson’s thin hands clamp down over her open mouth. Interracial couple. A big deal for this little town. 

My voice. So strange. 

The good doctor again: “Subject is now wailing like a newborn baby. While humanly possible, the likelihood is low.”

My head lulls from side to side. Eyes clamped shut. 

Dougie boy: “Jake. Please tell me you’re still rolling on this.”

The camera jockey grumbles. 

A wild sensation of flying. Weightlessness. My whipping arms slap Donna on one side and Benson on the other. Cold water everywhere. Daylight twinkles on the rippling water. Sinking down. 

“He’s turning blue!” the doctor screams. 

Doug: “Sean! Sean, snap out of it.” 

Dr. Benson’s slender hand connects with my cheek. 

My body is my own again. A watery bulge plugs up my throat. Soon, a small fountain erupts from my maw. My torso reels forward onto the polished oaken table. More fluid spews out into a large puddle. 

Donna shrieks and backpedals, knocking over her chair. “This – this is fucked up.”

Stinging musty air gets to my lungs. My vision returns. Watery, but there. 

Doug’s hand slaps me between the shoulders. “Hey. You all right, pal?”

I heave my dead weight up on both elbows. I try to speak, but my throat is dry as a bone. I nod. 

Benson: “Medium has recovered from trance. Spewed water all over himself and the Dining Hall table. Uncertain of its origins. McAllister Manor, 9:15 p.m. End session one.”
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Scene Two
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THE PUTRID REEK OF fresh coffee hits me like a ton of bricks at the bottom of the left staircase. Its twin sets in silence on the other side of an indoor fountain. This place is humongous. I run my right hand along the wooden banister. No dust after all these years. Peculiar. 

The large kitchen at the back of this mansion buzzes with chatter. Last night left an impression all right. 

“See it?” Doug says, pointing to the screen of their small tablet. 

Jake nods. You could drive a semi through his mouth. 

Doug scratches his frazzled black hair. “EMR waves all over him.”

Jake: “Ghost activity?”

Doug takes another hit from his Styrofoam cup. From the saddle bags under his eyes, I’d say Dougie’s been up most of the night. 

“I’ve never seen magnetic distortions of that magnitude on one person before, man.”

His cameraman lowers his bloodshot green eyes into his freckled palms. “We’ve gotta call in the rest of the team, Doug. This is legit.”

They’re both staring at me like I’ve grown a third arm. “What’s going on?”

Doug waves me over. “Come here. You’ve gotta see this.”

Their high-end tablet screen shows me contorted in a large dining chair. Everything’s in shades of gray except for a bunch of twitching bands of color around me. 

“See those?” Doug asks. “They represent the change in the magnetic field surrounding your body.”

I shake my head. 

Doug: “We all have a little of it around us at any given point in time.”

Jake’s stubby finger traces the colored lines. “Those are changes the magnetism around you.”

“Can the Earth do that?” There’s gotta be a reasonable explanation. 

Jake’s head shakes in silence. 

“Someone or something evoked those shifts in the field,” Doug says. 

“Proof?” Seems like the answer to me. 

Doug nods. He tilts his head toward the small table near the bay windows. “They aren’t of the same mindset, though.”

Dr. Benson, his wife, Patty, and Donna huddle around a stack of textbooks and loose papers. I overheard him yelling her name in the middle of their spat last night. ‘Patty, you’re just overreacting,’ he had said. 

For such a huge house, it has thin walls. 

‘The hell I am,’ Patty had screamed back. ‘You spend all of your time with her!’ 

Something thumped on their floor on the other side. 

‘Donna’s my Grad. Assistant, dear. This is a part of her thesis.’ 

On and on, they went for the better part of an hour. I had given up and buried my head under my pillows around one. 

Now, they sat in peace. At least, it looks that way. 

“Why do you say that, Doug?” I watch the trio with mild amusement.

“The good doctor is a para-psychologist, Sean. He believes that your condition has more to do with your mind than external forces.”

Me: “Then, what about that?” (points to the tablet screen)

Doug: “The lines?” He chuckles. “Benson thinks I’m wasting my time.”

I walk over and pluck a doughnut from its little white box next to the sink. Glazed. Nice. “If the lines aren’t ghosts, then what are they?”

“Your body’s distortions, camera tricks, video editing.” He minimizes the window on the screen. “The list goes on and on.”

A small tan envelope icon flashes on the lower task bar. Doug opens his message. Whoever Emily is, she’s really excited at the recordings of my EMR waves, and will be here tomorrow afternoon. 

“Sweet!” Doug says, clapping his hands. He leans closer to the screen as his hands fly over the keys. ‘Bring all of the usual gear. Don’t forget the extra-long extension cords!’ 

Jake: “They comin’?”

Doug nods and closes the email. “Em and Dylan will be here tomorrow afternoon.” He snags a small notebook from his satchel and scribbles down something. “We need to scope out this place and plan a full investigation for tomorrow night.”

“Yeah!” Jake’s in his element now. “I’ll do a little more digging in town on McAllister and see what I can uncover. There’s more to this guy than we’re finding on Google.”

“Nice,” Doug says. “I’m gonna walk the house and figure out where the hot spots are.”

I swallow the last bite of my breakfast and lick my fingers clean. “Can I come, too?”

Jake shrugs.

“Why not?” Doug says. “Meet me by the fountain in twenty. I’ve gotta drop a deuce first.”

“Okay.” I scuttle past Patty’s outside shoulder at the table. 

She glances up at me for a fleeting moment, smiles, and goes back into a pile of papers. 

“There has to be a logical explanation,” Donna contests. She sounds like she’s been backed into the corner of an argument. 

“Two full liters of water, Donna.” Dr. Benson clacks something onto his laptop. “You saw it as well as the rest of us.”

“He could have chugged it prior to the whole charade.”

“Forcing one’s self to regurgitate is possible, of course.” His tone is level and cool. “The human stomach can’t hold that much fluid at once, though.”

It would appear as though the session challenged the good doctor’s skepticism last night. 
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Scene Three
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I FOLLOW DOUG AROUND behind the dual staircases on the main floor. Several huge works of art adorn the McAllister mansion’s walls. If it’s not an album cover from Iron Maiden, I couldn’t tell ya who the hell made it. 

“We’ll start over here.” Doug lifts his small notebook toward the large room ahead. 

The seasoned hunter takes cautious steps into a dark hollow space. His voice bounces around in the dimness. “Damn  damn  damn” Doug’s button nose dives in on a flickering lamp on the nearby wall.

“Take a look at these sconces!” He seems ecstatic. 

My sneaks pad over the ancient but soft rug. 

Doug: “They must me from the turn of the twentieth century. Gas powered, I think.”

A small flickering yellow bulb sits atop an iron talon. “Depressing, if you ask me.”

Dougie scribbles in his pad while I examine the massiveness further. “And, why keep the drapes shut?”

Bending light. Long shadows bend and contort along the towering shelves. Book spines of every color and thickness rest on them. “What can you tell me about McAllister?”

Doug looks up from the marble fireplace. “Who? Henry?”

I nod. 

“Well, he was a doctor at first. Henry later became a partner in a railroading outfit here on the east coast.” He scratches something else into his Steno. So much concentration in that baby face. “Let’s see. If I remember right, McAllister also owned a trans-Atlantic shipping company that made all of this possible. He was a powerful man.”

Hypnotic dance of light. Like a moth, I make a slow advance to the sconce on the opposite wall. “So, why all of the hauntings?”

The ghost hunter eyeballs the room, estimating its dimensions. “I’m still trying to figure that one out.” He walks to the tall gray drapes and peels them back a little. “From what I know, McAllister had been accused of multiple counts of murder in the early 1900s. The locals took to calling this place Castle Death.”

Me: “Bullshit, Doug.”

Doug: “It’s the God-honest truth!”

The lying sack of shit strides to a far corner and measures an angle. 

“Henry held all sorts of swanky parties up here,” Doug says in a flat tone. His eyes lock with mine.

Maybe he’s not lying.

“People started to go missing.” Doug returns to the archway into the library. “The cops could never find any evidence to pin the crimes on McAllister.”

He motions for me to follow him out. “Maybe he bribed the judge.”

Doug shrugs. “Not out of the question.”

Back to the foyer and up the curving staircase, we go. The second floor is just as huge as the first. “How big is this place?”

“Just shy of 11,000 square feet.” Dougie darts off toward the same back west corner of the house – right over the library. 

“You seem to have a plan for this.”

He mumbles in accord and marches off into another elegant chamber. A grand piano sits near its center. “There have been multiple accounts of full torso apparition sightings up here in the music room.”

Tall angled shadows form crosses on the floor. Sunlight is a welcome change. 

Doug examines the piano and makes a note of its location. “One report from the local paper in the 1950s said that a former groundskeeper saw a young woman standing in that very window.” His ballpoint targets the big window behind me. “When he inspected the home, he found it empty.”

My throat tenses. “Weird.”

“No,” Doug says with force. “Weird was that shit you did last night, yacking up water. That’s weird, man.”

He taps a key on the Steinway. “No. That’s not even the half of the strange shit that’s happened here.”

Curiosity killed the cat. “What else, then?” 

Okay, so, I’m a cat.

“Oh, you know,” he says, strolling over to the window behind me. “A fourteen-year-old girl hangs herself in the tree out front for no real reason, a little boy gets ran over by a milk truck, rumors of automatic writing sessions gone wrong. That sort of stuff.”

I join him at the glass. Decayed rows of old fruit trees bend over the hill and out of sight. “Holy crap.”

Dougie smiles. “That’s putting it lightly.” 

“Hello?” a familiar voice echoes from downstairs as the front doors slam shut. “Doug? Where are you, dude?”

Jake’s back. 

“Up here, man!” Doug trots off toward the stairs and gallops down to meet his compadre. 

They’re rapping up their secret handshake when I reach the bottom. 

Doug: “What did you find out?”

Jake: “There’s more to those séances that we thought, man.”

Jake holds up another Steno with a crease down its center. “Henry’s teenage daughter had,” his eyes fall to me, “the gift, too.” 

Dougie’s lower jaw flaps open. “No shit.”

“Nope.” Jake flips his pad open and recounts his research. “Evelyn McAllister kept a journal with all of her automatic writing sessions in it. They all happened in the sitting room, just like the other accounts said.”

Jake glides an unsure hand through his long black hair. “The shit that’s in that journal,” his green eyes widen, “whoo!” 

Doug’s fist pumps. “We’re doing the overnight investigation tonight.” His wild stare scans the foyer. “We’ll need to shut the power down to this place to make sure that no electrical anomalies interfere with our readings.”

Jake’s wavy red curls shake. “Dunno. I took a look at the power box yesterday, and if we shut it off it might decide to stay that way.”

We plod off into the breakfast room. Excitement radiates from both of them. 

Doug pulls a flashlight from one of their duffle bags on the table. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
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NIGHTFALL. FRANTIC activity. Summit Paranormal Investigations is in full effect. The cold, dark void swallows everything. Everyone’s gathered in the breakfast room. 

Doug checks his various sensors and recorders one more time. 

Doug: “Jake. Take a camera and a recorder to the sitting room. See if you can coax Evelyn out.”

Jake nods as he stashes an extra battery pack in the side pocket of his cargo shorts. 

Doug: “Emily.”

The short blonde perks up from her seat in the corner by the window. She’s not much older than me. Plump, but still adorable. 

Doug: “I want you to take the thermal cam and stay close to Sean. Follow him around and see if you can get some hits.”

Her blue eyes stare into mine. Is she blushing?

Emily: “I will.”

Dr. Benson rummages through some legal pads and spiral-bound notebooks in his briefcase. “Donna. Go with Emily and Sean.” He hands his athletic assistant a slender silver device. “It’s set to pick up anything within the human audio spectrum. The battery’s fully charged, so, you should get a full ten hours out of it. Any questions?”

Donna turns the recorder over in her hands. “None.”

Benson edges closer to the large round table. “Very well. Patty and I will stay here with—”

“Dylan,” the plump, middle-aged man says, not taking his blue eyes from the row of three laptops. 

“Dylan,” Benson continues, “and observe everything we can.”

Dougie drops his duffle bag to the parqueted floor and moves toward the foyer. “I’m going into the basement and steam room. We’ll do a comms check on the two-ways in five. Got it?”

Jake, Emily, and Dylan: “Got it.”

The group fans out. I take cautious steps into the foyer toward the stairs. Moonlight turns the hardwoods pale. Sconces still flicker on the hallway walls to my left. Eerie yellow eyes in the dark. 

Donna: “Getting anything, Sean?”

My head nods slowly. An invisible pressure surrounds me, pressing down. “They don’t want us to leave.” 

Emily fans her thermal cam around the foyer. “Sixty-nine degrees. Seventy.” A moment of stark silence. “Jesus, Sean!”

Donna jumps at the sharp outburst. “Damn it. Don’t do that.” She moves alongside Emily. “What is it?”

Emily: “See there? Around him?” 

I watch Donna’s face lengthen in the screen’s soft glow. “Fifty-eight all around him.” 

Emily: “We call it a thermal anomaly. A common occurrence when a paranormal event happens.”

Donna: “Could be just a pocket of colder air in between ducts or vents.”

Nauseating waves blur my vision. Black sickness. Overwhelming pain. “Something’s here.” My voice cracks. 

Emily: “There aren’t any air ducts in this – What is it, Sean?”

“S-something is really close.” Throbbing headache, like a migraine. 

(Two-way radio squelch)

Doug: “Emily. Come in.”

(Squelch)

The petite blonde pulls her radio from a hip pocket of her jeans. “I’m here, Doug. Go ahead.”

Doug: “Jake and I are in position. Anything yet? Where are you?” 

Emily: “We’re moving down the hallway between the library and the dining hall.” Her voice speeds up. “We’ve got thermal pockets around Sean. He says something’s here, Doug.”

Doug: “Good. Just stay with him and don’t stop recording whatever you do. This kid’s the real McCoy.”

Emily: “We—”

Her scream rattles my eardrums. The radio thuds to the floor. 

Doug: “Emily? Em!”

A man. Tuxedo jacket, soiled slacks. Maybe half of a foot taller. A gaping bloody hole in the chest of his ivory shirt. Sunken cheeks. One eye stitched shut, the other socket – hollow. 

Donna: “Holy fuck.” 

The feeling of rage consumes me. Betrayal. Lies. Hidden secrets. I fall to my knees; my hands fly over my face. “My eye!” God, it hurts. The cold metal splices the tendons around my socket.  

Hands on my shoulders, shake me so hard that I slam against the wall. It’s Donna. “Sean! Sean, snap out of it.”

Wrenching agony in my chest. Ribs being forced apart. 

Donna: “Sean! It’s not real.”

Stinging pain on my left cheek. My breathing slows. The pain melts. 

Em: “The apparition’s gone.” 

(squelch)

Doug: “Em? Are you all right?” 

Em: “Fine. Full form male apparition in the hallway. Sean went down for a bit, but he’s okay.”

(squelch)

Doug: Excellent. I’m getting some voice activity near the pool. Why don’t you guys head to the music room and see if there’s anything.”

Em: “We’re on it.”

My energy’s drained. Each upward step feels heavier than the last. 

“Oh, God!” Emily exclaims. She picks up her camera and staggers back from a marble bust of McAllister setting at the head of the stairs. 

Faint light from the sconce above it gives its ghostly white face a maniacal look. Shoulder-length hair like serpents. Chiseled chin, deep-set eyes, and a nose like a crooked beak. 

Donna scoffs and scans the hall, opening to the floor below. “Talk about a narcissist.”  

Light footsteps on the floor to my right. 

Em: “Did you guys hear that, too?”

My gut sinks. 

Clip, clop... Clip, clop.

I spin to my right and give chase. “It’s going this way – toward the music room.”

Donna’s nails burrow into the flesh of my left bicep. Her long black hair sways in front of her face.  

Em: “Thermal scans show nothing. Nada.” 

One foot over the other, I lead our trio closer. One of the two massive doors into the area swings open on a whining hinge. Donna’s grip tugs me to a halt. 

“I-I don’t know about this,” she says. Her tone has lost most of its objectivity. 

Emily whispers now: “Temp’s dropping like a rock.”

I turn in time to watch the last remnants of her breath dissolve in the frigid air. More small puffs of warmth from her trembling mouth. 

Dark and gentle music resonates from it. Something classical. Chopin?

Emily: “Sounds like Rachmaninov.”

Donna and I both give her a look.

“I was a piano major in college,” she says in an offended tone. “It obviously didn’t work out.”

Such sorrow in the melody. An invisible dance upon the black and white keys. I step past the fireplace. Its warmth is a welcome change. 

“H-hello?” Between the cold and this eerie serenade, my nerves are shot. 

No response. The specter begins another haunting melody. 

A quick glance toward Donna – Little Miss Non-believer. “What do you make of this shit?”

Her awestruck grey eyes say what her frozen face can’t. The mask of terror slowly shakes back and forth. 

Yeah, thought so, bitch. Freud couldn’t explain this crap away on his best day.

Em: “Stop, Sean!”

Something’s got her rattled. 

“Don’t move.” Her gaze remains fixed on the little screen on her thermal cam. 

Donna: “What’s wrong?”

Emily’s words run out in a worry-drenched string: “Another form. Dark. Standing next to her by the bench.”

“Henry?” I ask. 

She shakes her head. “Can’t tell. There’s something very wrong.”

I squint and stare off into the shadows near the piano bench as the keys flurry in a crescendo. I sense you. I know you’re there. Your energy isn’t like hers, though. Emily’s right. There’s more to you. 

The shade’s dark limb lowers to the back of the neck of the female ghost at the piano. An emotion, sinister. 

“He means to tear her apart!” I scream, storming toward the piano. 

Donna: “Sean!”

Sharp cold pain pierces my torso. It feels like I’m being impaled by a dozen icicles. No breath in my lungs as my back slams into the hardwoods. Skating back out the doors along the floor. Racing. Small stars consume my vision after my head impacts the hallway wall. The girls glide in on either side of my crumpled mass. 

The towering doors to the music room swing closed with deliberate force. 

Em still struggles for air: “C-can’t breathe.”

A low guttural growl rattles the walls and ceiling. I grab a handful of Em’s tee-shirt and stammer to my feet. Flickering sconces dart past us on both sides. 

(Radio squelch)

Doug: “What the hell was that? Jake, Em, are you guys all right? Come in!” 
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Scene Five
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PATTY AND DR. BENSON check Donna over in a frantic parental panic. 

Patty: “Are you sure that you’re okay?”

Donna sighs. “I’m fine. Just – shaken up.”

The good doctor shines a light into her eyes. “What happened? What did you see?”

She shoves his irritating instrument away. “I didn’t actually see anything. I – we all, were thrown out.”

“On our backs,” I add. Wanted to leave that bit out, didn’t you?

“There were two entities,” Emily says. “An older woman and another form.”

Dougie’s brows furrow. “Form?”

She connects the cam’s USB to the laptop and recalls her footage. “See there?” Her little index finger points to the black figure standing next to the bench. 

Jake: “Do you think it was him?”

Doug leans in for a closer look. “Henry?” His head shakes as he eases back in defeat. “Hard to tell from that.”

Dr. Benson: “You say you were thrown across the floor on your backs?” 

I nod. “Took the breath out of me and slammed me head first into the wall in the hallway.”

Em: “We weren’t too far behind him.”

Doc appears upset by this. Did you seriously think your cardigan was going to shield you from this mess? 

Dylan groans and taps Doug on the shoulder. “What did you guys find?”

Doug: “Oh, man! You’ve gotta hear this stuff.”

He retrieves his slender recorder from the hutch behind him and presses play: 

Hissing. Then, the gentle lapping of the water in the basement pool. Doug says, “Are you here?” Lapping waves. A faint feminine reply: “Yes.” Doug sniffs. “What do you want?” His sneakers echo off the tiled floor. Again, she whispers, “Freedom.” 

Jake slumps in his seat. “Sweet Jesus, man.”

Dylan: “Freedom from what?”

Dougie shrugs. “If I knew the answer to that, we’d be able to get outa here sooner.”
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