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Chapter One 
 
    Seeing Katie 
 
    Today was a good day. For one thing, Evelyn had more energy. The treatments for breast cancer often left her physically drained, but over the last few days she’d felt invigorated in a way she hadn’t felt since the treatments began a few weeks ago. She felt so good that she hadn’t asked Gwen, a dear friend of hers, to take her shopping. More often than not, it was Gwen who drove Evelyn to and from the hospital for her treatments, and it was Gwen who helped her run errands. 
 
    But when Evelyn woke up this morning, she felt a lightness and delight that she hadn’t felt in a long time. She managed to eat more for breakfast than she ordinarily did. Her appetite hadn’t been robust lately. She ate a couple of slices of toast with butter and plum jam and a nectarine. She drank her coffee with a little bit of cream. 
 
    Evelyn was in such a good mood that she didn’t mind the humidity of this sunny June day or the fender bender that backed up traffic for several minutes on her way to the store or the little boy who had a screaming meltdown in the middle of the frozen food aisle or the cashier who liked oversharing about her personal life. Evelyn just nodded as she paid, and the cashier talked. She only bought a few things because Gwen had been so good about keeping her pantry well stocked. She just had the one bag with a dozen eggs, a loaf of bread, and a cup of hot soup from the salad bar in it.  
 
    Leaving the store, Evelyn shielded her eyes from the sun with her free hand. She looked this way and that before stepping into the parking lot. She took one step and froze. For a second, maybe just a fraction of a second, she saw something extraordinary. She saw a young woman’s face, a face so like her older sister Katie’s that her breath caught at the back of her throat. It was just the head and shoulders like a high school yearbook senior portrait. It was there for only a moment.  
 
    “Katie?” she whispered.  
 
    It floated in the air near a black SUV that was parked in one of the disability spaces. Evelyn took a step. A car honked and swerved, narrowly missing her. The driver of the car yelled some choice words before heading to a parking space. Evelyn took a good look around, still shocked by what she’d seen. The face was gone. She was sure she’d seen it, but now saw no evidence that it had ever been there. A trick of the light perhaps? Evelyn stood, indecisive, in the middle of the parking lot. She switched the grocery bag from one hand to the other. It suddenly felt heavier that it should.  
 
    “Madam? Are you all right? Madam?” 
 
    The soft, kind voice jolted Evelyn out of her thoughts. The woman who spoke was medium height, slim, dark skinned. She wore a dress and head wrap that were colorful and bold. Evelyn guessed they were made from an African print. She had three children with her, two girls and a boy, wearing Western-style clothing. Their features and slender build indicated they were the woman’s children. The children, who Evelyn smiled at, regarded her with solemn curiosity. 
 
    “I’m fine. Really,” Evelyn said. “Just a bit tired.” 
 
    “You are sure, madam?” asked the woman. 
 
    “I’m sure. Thank you for your concern, but I’m fine.”  
 
    To emphasize how fine she was, she tried to smile as she said goodbye to the woman and her children and began to walk to her car, taking care to be more aware of her surroundings. Once she got into her car, she sat for a bit before switching on the ignition. She glanced toward the supermarket entrance and saw the woman herding her children into the store. Now that Evelyn was sitting down, she realized how heavily she was breathing. She knew what she’d seen, yet she couldn’t quite convince herself that she’d seen the face of her older sister floating in the air like that. For many years after Katie had disappeared, she’d held on to the hope that she would see her again someday, but not as some disembodied head and shoulders in a supermarket parking lot. The day she buried her mother was the day she finally accepted that she’d never see Katie alive again. That thing that had distracted her in the parking lot seemed a cruel prank. Perhaps it was the cancer treatment. Maybe hallucination was a side effect.  
 
    She drove home slowly, feeling exhausted. Grateful to be home again, she parked her car in the garage and walked into the storage room that separated the kitchen from the garage. There was a small bench pushed up against one of the room’s walls. Katie was sitting, or appeared to be sitting, on the bench. As before, Evelyn could see only her head and shoulders. She dropped the bag of groceries. Katie opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Then she was gone again. Evelyn, trying to keep her composure, stepped over the grocery bag to stand in front of the bench. She put out her right hand at the spot where Katie had been. She could feel cold air. She drew her hand back. She let out a breath and sunk to the ground, insensible.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Getting the lowdown 
 
    “Ms. Nicholas, I am not normally someone who believes in things like this,” said the woman who introduced herself as Mrs. Evelyn Forcier. She pulled a flyer from her purse and unfolded it. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Maya Nicholas said soothingly. She could see that the woman was under stress. 
 
    Although Maya was relatively new to paranormal investigating, nearly every meeting with a potential client began with them saying that they normally didn’t believe in “things like this.” She actually preferred working with skeptics, even if they never could quite bring themselves to believe. They kept her on her toes. The gung-ho believers, on the other hand, could be tiresome.  
 
    Maya didn’t have a real office for her agency, currently called Nicholas & Associates, although she wasn’t wedded to the name. More often than not, she met clients, such as Mrs. Forcier, in the Corner Grind, her favorite neighborhood coffee shop. The low-key coffee shop, decorated with World’s Fair posters and dark wood molding, had become Maya’s de facto office since she launched her business a year ago. Staff and patrons alike mostly minded their own business, even when Maya spent all day there and had multiple meetings. Also, the anise tea was excellent. 
 
    The woman pushed the flyer in front of Maya. She must have handed it to Mrs. Forcier at the street fair she’d gone to in an attempt to drum up business. Maya had split the cost of a booth with a friend of a friend who was a psychic.  
 
    “I couldn’t believe it when I bumped into you. When was it? Last Saturday? The Saturday before? Well, whenever it was, meeting you was providential,” said Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    “I’m glad you called me. You mentioned that you wanted to talk to me about seeing your sister?” Maya tried to remember to modulate the speed at which she talked. Her mother had said since Maya was a child that she’d give a hummingbird’s wings a run for the money. 
 
    Mrs. Forcier nodded. “Yes. My older sister Katie. She’s dead, but you must have guessed that already.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the main reason people contact me these days. Deal with dead people in some way,” said Maya, realizing how awkward that sounded. She needed to develop a smoother spiel. “Mrs. Forcier, when did your sister die?” 
 
    A server set their drinks down on the table. Mrs. Forcier pulled the mug with her coffee in front of her. 
 
    It hit Maya that Mrs. Forcier was probably Mrs. Forcier to nearly everyone she had ever met. There were probably very few who qualified to know her first name and even fewer who got to call her by it.  
 
    “I don’t know exactly.” Mrs. Forcier smiled a sad sort of smile. “One day, she went for a walk in the Promontory Woods, and we never saw her again.” 
 
    Maya had heard a lot of stories about the specters, ghosts, and ghouls that were supposed to roam the Promontory Woods, a large forested area on the edge of Springfield Heights that had long resisted efforts of real estate developers and politicians to build anything on it. The local newspapers every year around Halloween in their roundups of spooky things in the region always mentioned Promontory Woods. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever heard a story about someone named Katie who disappeared in the woods.” Maya felt the excitement inside her build. She leaned closer to Mrs. Forcier. 
 
    Mrs. Forcier raised her mug to her lips and blew on it. She returned her mug to the table and leaned toward Maya.  
 
    “As I said, Miss Nicholas, Katie, is older than I am, and she’s my half-sister, actually. I mention that only so you have all the information you’ll need. Her name was Katherine Rose Morey. We had different fathers. She was older than me by six years. Despite the age difference, we were very close. She babysat me when our mother went to work. Mother always worked, so she needed a babysitter. Katie was the obvious choice.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier stopped speaking as if the words were caught at the top of her throat and again attempted to cool her coffee to a drinkable temperature. This time she was successful and took a sip. Satisfied, she set the mug down and opened her purse again, pulling out her wallet. She flipped through the plastic pages where people kept photos and then paused. Again, Maya noticed the slight smile that seemed to be Mrs. Forcier’s trademark. 
 
    Still gazing at the photo, she said, “I was ten when Katie disappeared. She was 16 and had begun to grow into her looks, if you know what I mean. She was what some would call striking, even as a little girl. She was all sharp angles. As she grew into her teens, the angles softened. Her body filled out a little. She developed curves. She had started a growth spurt when she was thirteen. By the time she was sixteen, she was just shy of six feet tall.” She handed Maya the photo she had been looking at. 
 
    Maya saw in the black and white portrait a very pretty young woman, one who met the camera’s gaze straight on. Katie seemed to be someone who would not back down from any challenge. 
 
    “She’s certainly a lovely young woman. What do you need me for?” Maya held out the picture to Mrs. Forcier. 
 
    The older woman shook her head. “You keep that for the time being. You’ll need it. She never came home one day. No trace of her was ever found. I want you to find her.” 
 
    “You know I’m a paranormal investigator? Not a cop,” said Maya.  
 
    “Oh, I know. You are exactly what I need,” said Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    Maya took out the small notebook she used to jot notes in. Steve, the guy who had gotten her into paranormal investigation and was still her mentor always said, a case was a case. All cases could be linked to paranormal phenomenon somehow if you looked hard enough, he said more often than she could count.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier continued talking but got a faraway look, like she was still looking at Maya but not really seeing her. Maya scribbled down as much of the story as she could.  
 
    “It was 1957, in the summer. Like it is now. She liked to take walks by and through the woods. In those days, the Promontory Woods were much more remote. Not as many people lived out that way as they do now. Anyway, Katie loved to walk to the woods and discover new paths. She’d go at any time of day or night, especially during the summer. I remember waking up at night sometimes, realizing she wasn’t there. I never worried because she always came back. I didn’t like to go to the woods. I’d heard the stories, and I found the woods foreboding. She found them an endless delight. She took me with her once at dusk. Scared me half to death. I saw shadows everywhere. She saw only light. I never went with her again. One day she went there and never came back.” 
 
    “What do you think happened to her?” Maya asked. 
 
    Mrs. Forcier looked straight at Maya then with the same unyielding gaze her sister had turned on the camera in that picture all those years ago. “I think someone or something got at her and killed her. The police tried to convince us that she ran away with a boyfriend. She didn’t have a boyfriend. If she was still alive, she would have contacted me. I think she’s still in the woods.” 
 
    Maya had heard stories about young women who had disappeared into Promontory Woods and supposedly still haunted them, and she told Mrs. Forcier so. 
 
    “I’ve heard all those stories, too, Miss Nicholas, believe you me, and none of them have anything to do with Katie. None of them are about a teenage girl who disappears in the woods in the summer of 1957. Will you help me find out what happened to her? The woods hold the key to her fate.” 
 
    Maya sighed. “I really think that the police might be your best bet, Mrs. Forcier.” 
 
    “The police?” she snapped. “They proved themselves to be useless long ago because it wasn’t an easy case to solve. They gave up a long time ago, and it’s a cold case now. Cold cases aren’t given any attention.” 
 
    “So, why are you contacting me now? You could hire any ordinary private detective. Why me? Why now?” 
 
    Maya knew these were the questions that would elicit the answers that could make the case even more interesting, and Mrs. Forcier did not disappoint. 
 
     “I’ve been looking for her for years, waiting for her to come home. My time is running out.” 
 
    She rolled up her sleeve, revealing an I.V. port. The veins were blue and thin, stark against white skin that hadn’t seen the sun this summer.  
 
    “I have cancer. I don’t know how much time I have, but I saw her. A few weeks ago. I’d gone shopping and was leaving the store and there she was. Her face, just her head and shoulders floating there for a moment. I saw her again in my house. I still live in the family home. I inherited it from our parents. That second time when I saw her, I fainted. My friend, Gwen, who’s helped me out since I started treatment, found me as I was coming to. She had come over to check on me.” 
 
    “You hadn’t seen your sister at all before then?” 
 
    Evelyn shook her head. “Not once until a few weeks ago. She must be trying to tell me something.” 
 
    “For someone who claimed she wasn’t inclined to believe in things like this, you’ve taken to the idea that idea that she might be trying to communicate with you awfully quickly.” Maya felt an enormous amount of sympathy for this woman. Her sister had disappeared apparently without a trace decades ago. She had a disease, cancer Maya assumed, that would take her sooner than she might have wished. Now, after years of not seeing her sister, she thought she’d seen her twice in a very short space of time. 
 
    “What choice do I have? Before I die, I will have the truth of what happened to Katie. I want you to help me discover it.” 
 
    She opened her purse again. This time she took out her phone. Her index finger danced across the phone’s surface before she handed it to Maya. She a saw a drawing, maybe a map, a little out of focus, on the screen. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” 
 
    “I kept all the maps that Katie had drawn of the woods. In those maps, she drew several of the paths she had taken. That’s the last map Katie drew that I know of. She most likely followed that path on the day she disappeared. Notice the date?” Mrs. Forcier said. 
 
    Maya did, with some squinting. It was dated June 28, 1957. 
 
    “The last time we saw her was the morning of June 30th. She said she was going for a walk in the woods and would stop by the five and dime on the way home to pick up some bobbins and thread for my mother. She never made it to the store.” 
 
    Maya asked, “Have you ever gone back to the woods?” 
 
    She shook her head, smiling ruefully. “It’s a childish fear, I know, but I just can’t bring myself to do it. I’ve looked for her everywhere but there. I did whatever I could to avoid the woods. I wouldn’t even drive near them when I got my driving license. I was relieved to go away for school.” She paused for a moment. 
 
    “But you know what? I still see the woods often and wonder.” 
 
    Maya started to feel a jolt of adrenaline. She always got it whenever she was anticipating a new hunt for a ghost. And this one had the added twist of trying to find out what actually happened to Mrs. Forcier’s sister. If she could get that, her profile as a paranormal investigator would vastly improve. For a brief moment, she entertained the fantasy of quitting her part-time job at the cash register of the local Zaxy-Mart. Solving this case would get her more cases, her online videos would get more views, then maybe a guest spot on a paranormal reality show, then her own show, maybe a book deal. Maya closed her eyes briefly and fantasized about having loads of new tailor-made suits and having to decide which of her gorgeous female fans to date.  
 
    The sound of Mrs. Forcier snapping her purse shut brought her back to the present. 
 
    “I watched your videos. I like your energy. Use it to find my sister.” 
 
    Maya nodded but was surprised. She and Penny—her roommate, best friend, and sometime fellow paranormal investigator—had a web channel about their exploits, if that wasn’t too grand a word for what they did, but it didn’t get much traffic. And some of the comments left by viewers were less than encouraging. It felt like a cowardly thing to do, but she decided a few months ago to disable the comments feature. It saved her sanity.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier stood up. “I’ll email you all of my sister’s maps. They’re really quite detailed, but I think you do need them. The trails she marked are not marked on official trail maps.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier then stood up and walked out of the coffee shop with an elegance more suited to an upper-class woman who spent her days in an Edwardian drawing room. 
 
    Maya closed her notebook and picked up the photograph. It was thick and old, slightly thumbed but clearly protected for years in Mrs. Forcier’s wallet. She stared into Katie’s eyes. They would never age. She looked at her skin. Katie’s arms were bare. The neckline of her sleeveless button-down shirt was high. Her face was not unhappy, but there was no smile. There was only determination.  
 
    Before leaving the coffee shop, Maya texted Steve about Mrs. Forcier and her missing sister. She ran what used to be his business now. He also used to have a public access cable show called the Paranormal Grievance Committee. He was in semi-retirement now. The show was off the air. The old channel didn’t even exist anymore. Although she decided to rename the business from his name to hers, she was toying with the idea of a more dramatic name change. Using her name as part of the business was an ego boost, for sure, but it lacked something. It sounded too much like a firm of lawyers or accountants. She turned to Steve for advice often. He occasionally came with her and Penny on some of their investigations. She knew he’d want to get in on this one. He had his own fascination with Promontory Woods, although he wouldn’t explain why. 
 
    She then texted Penny and brought her up to date on her meeting with Mrs. Forcier. She was most likely at her main job as a dispatcher with a trucking company, so she didn’t respond immediately.  
 
    Maya and Penny had dated briefly about two years ago. They had initially connected on a lesbian dating app and gone out on a few dates before realizing that the only place they clicked was in the bedroom. They continued to hook up once in a while after they stopped dating until Penny fell for a woman who was a dancer at Bodies of Heaven, a men’s club on a patch of land that wasn’t inside the official boundaries of Springfield Heights or any other nearby suburb. Penny told Maya that she really wanted to give it a chance with Jessica, and Maya agreed it would be best to end the friends-with-benefits thing they’d had going. Besides, Maya really wanted to find a real girlfriend.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    The investigation begins 
 
    Later that day at dusk, Maya, Penny, and Steve arrived at Promontory Woods. They started out on the marked trails, passed by the occasional trail runner, hiker, or dog walker. Gravel crunched under their feet. The air smelled of tree bark and butterflies and grass, a normal early June day in the creepiest woods in the area. It had been sunny all day, but it still seemed like there were parts of the woods that never saw sunlight. As they walked, they told each other ghost stories they’d heard dozens of times before. There was the one about a murdered Viking queen who some claimed had been roaming these woods for thousands of years. No one sober ever seemed to see her. More recent ghosts included Indians and French traders. One historian claimed a witches’ cult used these woods for rituals in the 1920s, some involving virgin sacrifice. Maya was always skeptical of that one. She’d never met a witch who used virgin sacrifice as part of a spell. Another historian said a serial killer had buried the bodies of several women in the area.  
 
    Whatever the reason, there was always a creepiness to the woods that no one was able to fully explain, and the woods were known as a place where young women disappeared and came back to haunt. As the ghost hunters veered off the marked trail into the area indicated by Katie’s map, they started walking on dirt, and Maya shuddered. 
 
    “Anyone else feel that?” asked Maya as she turned toward Penny and looked into the lens of her camcorder. “A shiver just went down my spine.” She added emphasis to the word shiver in hopes it would make the video more dramatic.  
 
    Penny and Steve shook their heads.  
 
    Maya sighed dramatically. “Um, I need you to say something so the recording picks up something. Come on, you two. Be stars.” 
 
    “I did not feel anything,” said Penny who enunciated her words like she did when she visited her great aunt Martha in the nursing home.  
 
    “No abnormal readings on the EDI meter,” yelled Steve as he held out the device in front of the camera lens. The EDI was slightly bigger than a large smartphone and measured changes in temperature and humidity. It detected vibration and shifts in the electromagnetic field, all the signs of paranormal activity.  
 
    After about half an hour into the walk along what seemed to be one of the trails marked on Katie’s map from June 28, 1957, Maya had to stop. It had gotten dark. The moonlight was, at best, intermittent as clouds moved across the sky insouciantly, obscuring the moon, and she wasn’t sure they were still on the Katie’s trail. She turned on her head lamp.  
 
    “What is it?” Penny asked as she pushed the “stop” button on the camcorder. 
 
    Maya peered at the map. “I think we’re off the trail.” 
 
    “You could be right, Maya,” Steve said, moving around slowly while keeping an eye on the EDI. “Not picking up anything here.” 
 
    Maya studied the map for several seconds more. “It’s like she drew this map and the key to it was in her head and wherever she is, that’s where the key is.” 
 
    Steve stepped closer. “Let me see.” 
 
    Maya handed the map to him.  
 
    After her morning meeting with Mrs. Forcier, Maya had done some research, trying to see what more she could find out beyond what she had been told and what she could see in Katie’s photo.  
 
    She’d found at the library on microfiche the newspaper in which Katie’s disappearance was first reported. The picture of Katie that accompanied the article was the same one that Mrs. Forcier had given her. There was the same clear-eyed, unflinching gaze. It seemed to burn through the newsprint even after so many years. The story imparted the facts, as were known then, of Katie’s disappearance. It noted that Katie’s was the latest disappearance connected with Promontory Woods.  
 
    Maya found a few more stories, briefs really, about Katie’s disappearance, but by November of 1957, the local paper had lost interest. Maya had searched through local newspapers through the decades and had found no more mentions of Katie. She had been forgotten, except by Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    She also found stories over the years about the numerous false starts to develop parts of the woods, to take a few acres here and there for housing or a strip mall. None of those plans ever went far. Those that weren’t voted down by the city council stalled in other ways. A company that managed to get approval in the mid 1960s to take a corner for a housing cul-de-sac suddenly went bankrupt. Work stopped on that project before it started. Another project approved in 1978, a strip mall on the northern edge, was beset by problems. Bulldozers stopped working when they got to the woods. Workers complained of headaches from an unknown toxin. After numerous false starts and “a bad dream” the owner announced that he was turning the land into a bird sanctuary. The latest project, another attempt at housing, had just been approved on the eastern edge. Ground was supposed to break for that project next month, although Maya was skeptical it would ever happen.  
 
    Besides, thought Maya, as she slapped the latest mosquito trying to take a bite of her, who wouldn’t prefer to have this beautiful nature around them. She took a couple of deep breaths, looked up and got a fleeting glimpse of the moon.  
 
    “Let’s go back this way. I think I know where I went wrong,” Maya said. 
 
    “Start filming again?” Penny yelled, following after. 
 
    “Sure, why not? We can just edit it out if it seems silly,” Maya said. 
 
    “This map is just amazing,” Steve said. “I mean, there’s a real beauty to it. She would have made a kick-ass cartographer.” 
 
    “I like that. Kick-ass cartographer,” Penny said. 
 
    “Shhh.” Maya was more confident now about the direction she was going in. “Steve, are you taking any readings?” 
 
    She heard a rustling of paper. Steve folded the map away. 
 
    “Yep. Yep. Don’t you worry,” he said. 
 
    They walked in silence several more feet with Maya stumbling a couple of times after stepping over fallen branches and limbs. 
 
    “Shit. We’re definitely on to something,” Steve said. “These readings are amazing. There’s definitely something here.” 
 
    Maya launched into some impromptu narration in case they decided to upload this footage to their web channel.  
 
    “We seem to be back on track now, got going in the wrong direction a few minutes ago. Now, Katie was very specific in the drawings of the trails she apparently took on her walks through the woods. Unfortunately, it seems like she made up all these trails she walked. They don’t actually exist on any official trail map. They’re not trails at all. She really was a free spirit.” 
 
    “Groan. Was that meant to be a pun?” Penny said as they kept moving. 
 
    “No. I was just free talking, like free verse in poetry.” 
 
    “What the what?” Penny sounded incredulous. 
 
    “Sounded pretty clever to me,” Steve said. 
 
    “Of course, you like it, you old fart,” Penny said. “You and my dad just love your puns.” 
 
    “Good evening.” The voice didn’t belong to any of them.  
 
    Penny let out a horrified squeak. Steve burped. Maya let out a stream of obscenities. Maya looked toward where she thought the voice came from in time to see a man who looked to be in his thirties. He wore a local forestry service jacket. 
 
    “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, we’re not scared. Just a little surprised,” Maya said, feigning calmness and bringing her heart rate down with some deep breaths. She turned her headlamp so it was no longer blinding him, and he angled his flashlight so it provided all of them with a little light. 
 
    “Name’s Mike Hogan.” 
 
    Maya shook his hand. His fingers were thick and callused. “I’m Maya Nicholas. These are my associates, Steve Driessen and Penny Torres.” 
 
    “Lemme guess,” Mike said. “You’re here trying to scare up some ghosts.” The quiet of the woods was broken up only by intermittent interruptions from his walkie-talkie. 
 
    “That’s right, Mike,” Steve said. “You probably get a lot of our sort out here.” 
 
    Mike nodded. “That I do. End up scaring themselves usually,” he said with a little laugh.  
 
    “How long have you worked here, Mike?” Maya was thinking he could be a good resource. 
 
    “Long enough to know better. Please don’t do that, miss.” He gestured at the camera Penny had trained on him. “I don’t want to be in anyone’s video.” 
 
    Penny glanced at Maya who shook her head. Penny pushed the “stop” button and held the camera down at her side. 
 
    “Thanks, miss. Appreciate it.” 
 
    “Mike, have you ever heard of a young woman named Katherine Rose Morey? She was called Katie by her family.” 
 
    Mike swatted at a bug, probably a mosquito, and then scratched his cheek.  
 
    “Heard a lot of stories since I’ve been working here. Colleagues have told me some. Heard some from other ghost hunters. Don’t remember names, though. Katie? Might have heard about her, but all these ghost stories just start to run together after a while. All the same, you know.” 
 
    Maya was disappointed but not surprised. She hadn’t heard about Katie either until Mrs. Forcier came along. If Katie had been making appearances to anyone else, they were keeping quiet about it. The more likely scenario was that she’d only visited her sister, and even that appearance was in doubt. There were no other witnesses. Mrs. Forcier could have just been seeing what she desperately wanted to see. 
 
    “Okay. Well, thanks, Mike. We should be getting back to our investigation,” Maya said and smiled brightly. 
 
    Mike smiled in return. It struck her that it was a sad sort of smile.  
 
    “Don’t stay out too late,” he said gently. “It isn’t ghosts you should be worried about out here.” 
 
    Penny said, “Oh, we know. It’s almost always humans that are worse than any ghost or demon or whatever.” 
 
    “Have a good night,” Mike said. He turned and walked away.  
 
    “All right. Let’s get a move on,” Maya said. “We were going in what I believe to be the right direction.” 
 
    Penny turned the camera back on, and they walked along the path for a few minutes with Maya providing more narration. She mentioned Mike but not by name. She talked about the darkness that enveloped them in the woods. Maya suddenly stopped walking and shushed her friends. 
 
    Penny bumped into her. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Steve, still scanning the area with the EDI meter, said, “Hear what?” He stopped just short of tripping over Penny.  
 
    “Is it the forest ranger again?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Shhh. Be quiet, be still, and listen,” Maya said. 
 
    She thought she heard a low murmur, a hum of someone talking. Could it be Katie, the free-spirited ghost? If it were, it would be fantastic. Besides the potential to communicate with the spirits on an investigation, she could possibly solve a crime, if a crime had been committed. She imagined telling Mrs. Forcier all about what actually happened to Katie. Being able to help someone get closure on something that had been an open wound for decades had been something Maya had looked forward to ever since she had heard about Katie’s disappearance. 
 
    “This could be it. Get ready, Penny. Steve, you got the audio?” 
 
    Although the camcorder wielded by Penny recorded sound, Maya always made sure to record a separate soundtrack on some audio equipment that Steve had bought and improved over the years. 
 
    She listened more closely to what she thought were ghostly mumblings. As the sound became clearer, she realized what it was. 
 
    “Julie, are you sure we’re going in the right direction?” The voice was male, young. Most definitely not ghostly. 
 
    “Yeah, I think we’re on the right track now. Just keep up, little brother.” 
 
    That female voice, presumably, was Julie.  
 
    Penny, leaning close to Maya, whispered in Maya’s ear, “What do we do?” 
 
    In response, Maya put her index finger up to her lips. They stood still and waited. She heard the crunch of small tree branches under the feet of Julie and whoever else was with her. They were coming closer. Then, Maya started feeling ridiculous. Why are we hiding? We’ve done nothing wrong. We were here first. 
 
    “Come on,” she whispered to Penny and Steve. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The three of them crept slowly and as quietly as they could back onto what Maya had thought was one of Katie’s trails. It still felt like hiding, but the impulse to not bring attention to herself was hard to shake. She heard the other voices getting closer. It irritated her. Whoever those other people were had probably ruined whatever chance she would have tonight of encountering Katie’s ghost. Snap! The branch sounded unnaturally loud when Penny stepped on it. 
 
    “Shit,” Penny said. 
 
    “Who’s there?” That sounded like that Julie person. 
 
    Silence. Maya wasn’t sure what to say or if she should say anything. She really didn’t want anyone else to know they were there and why they were there. 
 
    Then, an unearthly male voice spoke. “There’s nothing here for you but blood and death. Leave now,” it hissed. 
 
    Maya turned around. It was Steve. 
 
    “Steve? Steve Driessen? Is that you? Come out, come out wherever you are.” Again, the Julie person. 
 
    “Damn it,” Steve muttered. 
 
    “She knows you?” Maya said. “What’s going on, Steve?” 
 
    “A blast from my not-so-distant past,” he said. 
 
    “Steve, I know that was you,” said Julie as she stepped close enough for Maya to see her. “I’d know that cheesy, Saturday matinee horror movie voice anywhere. You better not be treading on my investigation.” 
 
    This was too much. Maya stepped in front of Penny and Steve and stood wide as if she was protecting her turf. 
 
    “Your investigation? What investigation are you talking about?” Maya asked. 
 
    Julie, a white woman with long brown hair tied into a ponytail that stuck out of the back of her baseball cap, holding her own EDI and a pair of night vision binoculars, stepped closer to Maya. She looked Maya up and down. Maya returned with her own scan of Julie’s khaki trousers and blue t-shirt.  
 
    The woman grinned. “Steve? You’ve changed your hair.”  
 
    “You’re so, so funny, Julie. This is Maya,” Steve said, taking a step forward and gesturing to both women. “Maya, meet Julie, my onetime, wannabe apprentice.” 
 
    Julie stuck out her right hand to Maya. “Nice to meet you, Maya, and I didn’t wanna be Steve’s apprentice. He begged me to work for him. I wanted my own deal, so I said no. He’s been nursing a grudge ever since I launched my own paranormal investigation agency and his folded.” 
 
    “It didn’t fold. I’m retiring. Maya is taking it over,” said Steve in a snit. “And I never begged you to do anything.” 
 
    Maya didn’t think she was going to like this Julie person. She seemed so arrogant, and Maya was quite fond of Steve. He’d taught her a lot about paranormal investigating. She wanted to protect him. 
 
    “And I don’t hold grudges. I pity you. I think you made a mistake by not taking me up on my offer to impart my hard-earned wisdom,” Steve said.  
 
    “Hey, Steve!” This was the young man with Julie who had been filming her. 
 
    Steve broke from Julie’s gaze, walked over to him and shook his hand. “Hey, Jason. How’s it hangin’?” 
 
    Jason slipped his camera into his bag and shrugged nonchalantly. “You know. Chasing another ghost.”  
 
    Julie talked over Jason and leaned closer to Maya. “I see he found someone more amenable to his proposition. Are you his apprentice?” 
 
    Julie stretched out the word apprentice like she was describing a bad smell.  
 
    “No. I own what used to be his business now. He’s my consultant,” Maya said. She made a mental note to get Steve some business cards that identified him as such.  
 
    Julie looked impressed and very attractive. The moonlight streaming through the trees highlighted her cheekbones and made her eyes sparkle. It was annoying how cute this Julie person was. Maya didn’t need any distractions when she was working. She owed it to Mrs. Forcier to be on top of her game. 
 
    Penny cleared her throat. “Um, don’t you think we should, you know, get on with our investigation?” 
 
    “Good point, Penny.” Maya nodded at Julie. “Pleasure chatting but we’ve got work to do.” 
 
    “And so do we. Come on, Jason.” 
 
    The two groups started off in the same direction. The way was narrow, so they ended up jostling each other. The EDIs beeped in unison. Jason kept trying to look at Steve’s readings and vice versa. Penny kept filming but complained that she couldn’t get a good shot without Julie and Jason crashing the frame. Jason complained that Penny kept bumping into him while he was also trying to get video. The final straw was when Julie stepped on the back of Maya’s sneaker. She stopped and turned to Julie who had been walking directly behind her. The sudden stop triggered Steve to crash into Penny, who crashed into Jason, who crashed into Julie. 
 
    The two groups quickly reassembled and faced each other once more. 
 
    “Okay, so what is this investigation you say you’re doing?” Maya asked. Julie wasn’t backing down. She seemed like the kind of girl who would keep charging ahead no matter what. 
 
    “I really don’t have to tell you, but I will if it’ll get you out of the way quicker. We’re investigating a claim of the ghost of a young woman. Her sister said she disappeared in these woods years ago and wants me to see if we can get into contact with the ghost of her sister and find out what happened.” 
 
    Jason piped up. “Mrs. Forcier said her sister’s ghost spoke to her.” 
 
    Julie let out a breath of exasperation. “Yes, Jason. Thank you. Why don’t you give our competitors even more info?” 
 
    He was about to keep talking when Julie elbowed him in the ribs.  
 
    “Mrs. Forcier? Evelyn Forcier?” Maya said.  
 
    “Yep. That’s who contacted us,” Jason said. That got him another elbow to the ribs. 
 
    “I met with her today,” Maya said. 
 
    Julie said, “So did I.” 
 
    Maya crossed her arms over her chest and made a mental note to create a client contract that included some provisions for exclusivity.  
 
    “Are you gonna bail?” said Julie. “Mrs. Forcier clearly hired me. You really don’t need to stick around.” 
 
    “No way,” said Maya, turning her headlamp toward Katie’s trail. “I’m going to find Katie.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Meeting the competition  
 
    As soon as Julie laid eyes on Maya, she got an intense, crazy, idiotic feeling. She felt dopey and free, her stomach in knots. The curly dark hair that looked kind of bushy, the inquisitive brown eyes, the smooth brown skin and the curve of Maya’s lips conspired to take Julie out of the here and now. She watched the movements of Maya’s hands as she talked. The movements were quick. Julie realized that Maya was probably always in motion even when she stood still. She wanted to touch her. She clenched and unclenched her fists and then stuffed her hands into her pants pockets to give them something to do that didn’t involve running her fingers over and through Maya’s beautiful hair. 
 
    As Julie reflected on the evening after she got home, she decided that she had handled herself well. She wouldn’t have her head turned by this beguiling woman. For one thing, she was a rival ghost hunter. For another thing, Julie was still entangled with her ex-girlfriend. Gabrielle still exerted a strong pull on Julie. It was absurd, as Julie would be the first to acknowledge, that it should be like this, but she had so far been unable to simply walk away from Gabi and stay away. And Gabi made it clear that she knew how easy it was to get Julie to come to her when she wanted her. 
 
    So maybe Julie hadn’t handled herself perfectly with Maya. Julie had been harsher when she first met Maya than she would have if things were different in her personal life and if they hadn’t been rivals. She had been brusque, dismissive, and arrogant, but she thought it was the best thing. She needed to distance herself from Maya, even though she wished they had met under different circumstances. Julie had spent the rest of the night in the woods chatting up Steve and Penny, trying to get as much information out of them as possible. She wanted the advantage. She wanted to solve this case. Then she would solve another case. And then another. Maybe word would spread. She’d get her own tv show and be able to afford to stop living with roommates.  
 
    But back in the present and earlier that evening, she only spoke to Maya when she absolutely had to, when they found a spot where they encountered signs of ghostly activity.  
 
    On that spot she had spent several minutes mostly standing still in a small clearing close to Maya. Occasionally, Julie would circle the perimeter of the clearing. Then Maya would circle the area. They nearly always ended up on the same spot, standing close to each other but not touching. 
 
    As intrigued as Julie had been by Mrs. Forcier’s story and by the idea that she could solve a cold case, she had found the presence of a radiant living being like Maya almost irresistible. Even now, as she wrote up her notes from that evening’s foray into Promontory Woods, her mind kept returning to Maya. To help in writing up her notes, Julie watched some of the video Jason had taken. At one point, Maya had walked into one of his shots, or he had captured her as he swung his camera around. Either way, she was there all of a sudden. Her curly hair looked as though it grew upwards in an unruly tangle, but it also appeared sculpted and deliberate. Her curls bounced every time her head moved. And then there was her smile. She hadn’t shown it to Julie, but the camera had captured a moment when it glowed. Julie watched that bit of the video a few times before moving on to watch the rest of the footage. She told herself she was looking for signs of Katie.  
 
    Julie noted on the to-do list for tomorrow morning that she had to get in touch with Mrs. Forcier and let her know the status of the investigation. She also needed to see if Mrs. Forcier really wanted or needed two ghost hunting outfits on the job. She really wanted the woman to stick with her and send Maya packing. That, of course, would mean that she’d see less of Maya, but the lesbian community wasn’t so big that she wouldn’t see her again at some point. It was around 2 o’clock in the morning when she finally fell asleep, pleased that she had ignored, for the time being, texts from Gabi who wanted a booty call. 
 
    She woke mid-morning and heated up a croissant left over from a bakery run she had made yesterday. She got her coffee started. Her roommates had left her a note telling her that they had gone down to the diner on the corner for breakfast and that she should join them. Before she could text them to find out how long they were going to be there, her phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number, but it didn’t appear to be a telemarketer, so she answered. 
 
    “Hello. Julie here.” 
 
    “Hi, Julie. This is Maya, from last night in the woods.” 
 
    Julie gasped inwardly. Even though nothing had happened except ghost hunting, Maya’s voice —smooth and slightly husky—was suggestive of other things two people could get up to in the woods at night. 
 
    “Julie? You there?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Sorry. I had just bitten into a croissant when the phone rang. I probably should have chewed and swallowed before answering,” Julie said. 
 
    “Then you might have missed my call,” Maya said, teasingly. 
 
    “You could have left a message,” said Julie, taking a seat at her kitchen table. She hoped that didn’t sound as brusque as she was afraid she was last night. At least her excuse now could be that it was morning, even if it wasn’t that early. Julie was not a morning person.  
 
    “A message doesn’t have the immediacy of talking to someone. Besides, most people don’t listen to their messages.” 
 
    “I’d listen to yours,” she said softly. Egads! What am I doing? Stop flirting right now! 
 
    Maya chuckled. “Good to know. Listen, I was thinking of contacting Mrs. Forcier to see what she’s up to. And I was thinking that you were probably thinking the same thing. I was also thinking that maybe we could go meet her together.” 
 
    Julie was glad that Maya had gotten down to business. She didn’t think she could stand much more of the flirting without asking Maya out. But didn’t she sort of just ask me out? Or does she have some plan to steal this case from me? 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that sounds all right.” Julie tried to sound reluctant, even a little resentful. 
 
    “Look, it will be only a half hour, forty-five minutes tops. After that, we won’t have to see each other again because Mrs. Forcier will probably choose just one of us to continue with the investigation.” 
 
    Julie bridled a bit at that because Maya’s tone seemed to indicate that Mrs. Forcier would choose her. She doubted that would happen, but there was always a chance.  
 
    “Okay, sounds like a plan. And may the best woman win,” Julie said, her competitive side reasserting itself. 
 
    “Oh, I will,” Maya said. This time Julie was sure that Maya knowingly made that last bit sound seductive. 
 
    Julie stuck to sounding as business-like as possible as she told Maya what dates and times were good for her to meet with Mrs. Forcier. They agreed that the sooner they met with her the better. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    They meet Mrs. Forcier together  
 
    Maya got to the Corner Grind just as Julie was opening the front door to let herself in. No baseball cap this time, but her long brown hair was in a high, bouncy ponytail, and her navy pantsuit was more business woman than ghost hunter.  
 
    “Hey,” said Maya. She wanted to discuss some things with her before they faced their mutual client, but the moment they entered Maya knew she wouldn’t have the chance. Mrs. Forcier was already there, sitting at the same table Maya had sat at with her the day before. She seemed not the least bit fazed that the two ghost hunters she’d consulted both wanted to speak with her at the same time. 
 
    Once the greetings were over and Maya and Julie had settled down with their drinks, Julie started things off. 
 
    “We asked to meet with you together because we bumped into each other in the woods the other night when we both had gone there to see if we could find some answers about your sister’s disappearance. We were surprised to discover that you had consulted us both about this.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier seemed unperturbed and maybe a little puzzled as to why Julie would open things that way. She took a sip of her coffee. 
 
    Maya cleared her throat. “The thing is, we’re not sure that’s the best strategy, hiring two ghost hunters to investigate the same case.” 
 
    Another sip and a long pause followed by Mrs. Forcier’s trademark slight smile. “And why not? Two is better than one, in many instances.” 
 
    Maya found her maddening. Okay, she hadn’t been in the business that long, but she knew how to find a ghost. She didn’t need anyone to double up on her work. “Look. We’d get in each other’s way. Two can be worse than one.” 
 
    “No. You’ll act as a check and balance on each other. You’ll keep each other honest. Above all, I want honesty with regards to whatever happened to my sister. I don’t want any mumbo jumbo. No vague answers about her being in a good place. I want answers. I want the truth.” 
 
    “Well, Mrs. Forcier, it’s like this,” Julie said. “We have very different approaches to investigating. I’m not sure they would mesh or complement each other. It would be much better if I worked alone.” 
 
    Maya gave Julie some side eye, but Mrs. Forcier spoke before Maya could make the argument that she should work the case by herself.  
 
    “You only just bumped into each other in the woods once? That’s hardly enough time to decide that your approaches are so different that you could never work together. Have you sat down and discussed this at all?” 
 
    Maya and Julie shook their heads in sync.  
 
    “Oh, this is going to work just fine. I have faith in you both. Whether you work as a team or as competitors, you’ll find Katie.” 
 
    She took another sip of her coffee and signaled for a refill. 
 
    They sat in silence.  
 
    All Maya could think about was the possibility of figuring out how to work with someone who was so difficult and attractive at the same time, although according to Steve she already had a girlfriend. That could make the situation simpler.  
 
    “Gabrielle is a real looker. Well, both of them are very good looking. I’m not sure if they’re still together. Most relationships end, so they may have broken up by now,” he had said. “You interested?” 
 
    Maya had shrugged, trying to look cool and disinterested, even though she was wicked attracted to her. She knew next to nothing about Julie yet whenever she thought about her she felt an echo of that jolt she had felt when she first got a good look at her.  
 
    Maya returned her focus to Mrs. Forcier. Maya noticed that Julie kept looking at her while pretending not to look at her. 
 
    “My desire is for both of you to investigate my sister’s disappearance. I think you’ll work quite well together. I have a sense about these sorts of things. I’m a matchmaker of sorts,” Mrs. Forcier said. 
 
    Maya was shocked and saw that Julie was alarmed at this idea, too. 
 
    “Oh no. Not that kind of matchmaker,” Mrs. Forcier said with a chuckle. “I’d never presume to do anything like that. No. Over the years, I’ve discovered I have a knack for bringing together business people who end up being able to help each other build better businesses. That’s all. It’s just business.” 
 
    Julie appeared relieved, so Maya relaxed.  
 
    “Well, I’m willing to give it a go if Maya is,” Julie said. Her tone was cautious but jovial.  
 
    Maya nodded. “I think we can work something out and get you the answers you need.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier clapped. “Thank you. I am so grateful to you both. Now what did you experience yesterday?” 
 
    Julie talked about finding Maya, Steve, and Penny in the woods and guiding them all down the path marked in Katie’s last map.  
 
    “I guided us as well, and we did find a paranormal hotspot,” said Maya.  
 
    Julie kept talking. Mrs. Forcier didn’t seem to care who did or said what, just as long as progress was being made. 
 
    “The hotspot I found was lukewarm,” said Julie. “Something ghostly was there recently, but I don’t know if it was Katie. I think I’ll need to spend the night in the woods this time if I’m going to get anything good.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect!” Mrs. Forcier looked gleeful. “I feel like I’m closer to knowing what happened to Katie than I’ve ever been. You know, it’s only three weeks until the anniversary of her disappearance. I hope you can find her before then.” 
 
    The idea of spending a night in those woods sounded awful to Maya. All she could think about were the bugs flying and crawling about, but she was not going to be upstaged.  
 
    “We will spend a night there,” said Maya. “But I don’t want to get your hopes up, Mrs. Forcier. You need to be prepared for the possibility that we may not learn anything of value.” 
 
    “I’ll find her,” Julie added quickly. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier’s gaze moved back and forth between the two women before pausing at Maya. “I know you mean well, Miss Nicholas, but since my sister disappeared, it feels like my life has been nothing but living with the possibility of learning nothing of value with regards to Katie. I believe you will find her.” She nodded to Julie without taking her eyes off of Maya. “But your pragmatism will keep this one in check.” 
 
    Maya knew there were people who had the ability to draw you into their orbit simply by the force of their personalities. The more time she spent with Mrs. Forcier, the clearer it became that Mrs. Forcier, despite a life shaped by her sister’s disappearance, was one of those people. When Mrs. Forcier had looked at Maya a moment ago, Maya really saw for the first time her resemblance to the long-disappeared Katie, and they both had that same straightforward, unflinching gaze. 
 
    “I’ll do my best for you,” Maya said. 
 
    “And so will I,” said Julie, a little louder.  
 
    “Splendid.” Mrs. Forcier stood and clutched her handbag. “Please keep me apprised of the investigation, ladies. Thank you so much.” 
 
    Maya and Julie shook hands with Mrs. Forcier and watched her leave. 
 
    “Did you have the feeling that we never had control of the conversation?” Julie asked. 
 
    Maya nodded. “Yeah. I hope we find the answer she wants and needs.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “I think if I was older or if she was younger, I’d bark like a dog if she asked me to,” Maya said. “She’s just got that vibe, you know.” Maya noticed Julie’s cheeks redden a little. 
 
    “I know,” Julie said quietly. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Meeting Katie 
 
    Julie was glad and mad that so many people joined her and Maya for their second night of ghost hunting in Promontory Woods. Maya brought Steve and Penny. Steve brought his husband, Eddie, who used to help him out with his “special skills” before he went into semi-retirement. All Julie knew about him was that asking for more details about these so-called skills led to an instant change of subject. Julie’s brother Jason rounded out the ghost hunting party. With more people in the mix, the less likely it was that Maya would get any ideas about this outing being anything but business. More people, however, made it more challenging to make sure that it was Julie, or at least someone on her team, who found Katie first.  
 
    The ghost hunters gathered at a point halfway through Katie’s final trail, a small opening in the trees with a view of the clear night sky. Julie and Maya did a briefing, making sure everyone knew what they were looking for and why. They talked about where they’d found minimal ghostly activity and how they needed to travel farther along Katie’s map to find her. Everyone made sure their flashlights worked. Some of them had night vision goggles or binoculars. Jason and Steve calibrated their EDIs.  
 
    Night had taken the edge off of the hot June day. They had come prepared to camp out all night, although Maya made it clear that she wasn’t at all interested in sleeping outdoors. 
 
    “I’ll do it if there’s no other choice, so I hope there are other choices,” Maya said. 
 
    “Or that Katie the Ghost shows up soon,” Penny said. 
 
    “She’ll be here,” Julie said. “I’ll find her.” 
 
    Maya sighed and took a glass jar, a possible trap for Katie, out of her messenger bag. “You’re so sure. What makes you think you’ll find her tonight? And what makes you think you’ll be the one to find her?” 
 
    Julie shrugged. Here was the moment when she could dazzle Maya with some brilliant insight or some knowledge gleaned from her longer experience in the game. Maya’s presence was like a misplaced wrench that tripped the gears of her brain.  
 
    “Ghosts always show up. They want to be seen and heard.” She wished she could have said it more eloquently, but that would have to do for now. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what Steve told me, and it’s what I’ve learned over the past year,” Maya said. 
 
    Julie realized she’d have to take another tack to impress Maya, if she wanted to impress Maya, and she wasn’t entirely sure that she did. She needed to find Katie first, to prove that she could find her without this partnership with Maya Mrs. Forcier had forced on her. She wanted Maya to go away, but then again she didn’t. She wanted to touch her.  
 
    The group continued their trek until they stopped running into other people. It was too late and too dark. They were too deep into the woods. Their flashlights occasionally illuminated a furry creature, a raccoon or possum, but otherwise they were alone. At about 11:30, Steve and Jason reported that their EDI meters were giving readings that were off the charts at the same moment that Maya gasped. They had come into a small clearing. Maya pointed toward a clump of trees opposite them. 
 
    “There!” she whispered. 
 
    Julie’s gaze followed to where Maya’s finger was pointing. 
 
    “There’s something there, guys,” Penny said. She pointed her camera toward it and double checked that it was recording. 
 
    Julie couldn’t see anything, at least not yet. Maya moved slowly toward the clump of trees, and then Julie saw it—a yellowish light that shimmered. Julie didn’t want to blink for fear of it disappearing. She felt her heart hammering in her chest. No matter how long she hunted ghosts, it still excited her. She hoped it was Katie. It didn’t happen often, but occasionally she did find the wrong ghost. 
 
    “Please stay,” Maya whispered to the shimmering light. 
 
    Then, Julie saw what appeared to be a face in the shimmering light, although she couldn’t tell if it was Katie. Facial features sharpened and came into focus, but then they blurred and flickered. 
 
    “Is it her?” Jason asked, sounding awestruck.  
 
    “Can’t tell,” Penny said as she walked around trying to get the best shot.  
 
    “It’s all right. We’re here to help you,” Maya said. She stretched her open palm toward the light.  
 
    Julie took a few steps forward, so she was just to the right of Maya. “I don’t think she believes you,” she whispered.  
 
    Steve paced around the clearing, still taking readings. “Whoever she, he, or it is, is giving off some incredible energy.” 
 
    Then the shimmering light disappeared into the distance, like it had been sucked backwards by a vacuum. Maya broke into a run toward it.  
 
    “Wait!” Julie said as she, too, started running. “Maya! Wait up!” Julie had to admit that her desire to beat Maya at ghost hunting was fading, but she was still as determined to find Katie as Maya was. She didn’t want anyone to ever doubt that, and Mrs. Forcier deserved closure.  
 
    The others followed them. The uneven ground was free of large tree limbs but was littered with twigs that cracked under their feet. They also had to avoid a few low-hanging tree branches. Julie ducked under one and nearly ran right into Maya. She grabbed onto Maya’s shoulder to keep her balance when she came to a stop. Julie removed her hand as soon as she could, but Maya didn’t appear to notice it anyway.  
 
    They stood in front of the shimmering light again, and this time there was definitely a face.  
 
    “Are you Katherine Morey? Katie Morey?” Maya asked. 
 
    The face did not respond, but the eyes could have been Katie’s. Julie took Katie’s photo out of her pocket. The ghost was definitely Katie.  
 
    “My name is Maya. Your sister sent us. She’s been trying to find you.”  
 
    At first, Julie thought the wind was playing tricks, but then she realized the air was still. Someone was speaking, very softly. 
 
    “It’s been so long. Where’s Evelyn?” Katie sounded fearful and despairing. “Time is running out.”  
 
    “Evelyn isn’t here, Katie. But she sent us to find you. She’s tried for so long to find you,” Maya said. “She misses you.” 
 
    Katie didn’t respond. Julie heard only the sounds of the evening woods—an owl, the buzzing of insects, cricket song, and calls sent up by frogs in the distance. The sound had been turned down on the EDIs out of respect for the ghost, but even with the volume turned off they emitted a slight buzz as the guys collected more readings.  
 
    Julie looked at Katie. She hadn’t aged since the photo, but Julie thought she saw Katie’s apparition wavering. 
 
    “Please stay!” Julie said. 
 
    “Who is that? Who else is here?” Katie asked. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, Katie. Please. It’s me, Maya, again. That was Julie. She’s here to help you, too. We all are.” 
 
    “Help? I don’t need help now. Where’s Evelyn? Why isn’t she here? Time is running out. Soon, she’ll never be able to find me.” 
 
    “Your sister is unwell, but she entrusted us to contact you. She empowered us to act on her behalf,” Maya said. 
 
    A pause. Julie wasn’t sure if the streaks appearing on Katie’s cheeks were a play of the light or tears. The ghost let loose a scream that cut to Julie’s marrow.  
 
     “You didn’t know?” said Maya.  
 
    “There’s no more time for either one of us. She must come. She was always afraid of the woods,” Katie whispered. “Always afraid of the woods.” 
 
    Katie’s ethereal form was getting increasingly difficult to discern. 
 
    “Would you like to see her? Your sister?” Maya asked. 
 
    “She won’t come. Always afraid of the woods, but she must come.” 
 
    Katie had faded and was now merely a voice. Julie squinted but could see nothing. 
 
    Jason said, “Her signature is still here, but it’s really faint.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m getting the same thing,” Steve said. 
 
    Julie and Maya stood next to each other in the darkness. 
 
    “I want to see her. Will she come? Always afraid…” 
 
    And then, even her voice was gone.  
 
    “I got nothing,” Steve said as he scanned the area with his EDI. 
 
    “Same here,” Jason said. 
 
    “We’ll have to get Mrs. Forcier to come out here,” Julie said. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” Maya said.  
 
    Penny trained her camera on Maya and Julie. “Do you think she’ll come? Katie the ghost sounded like there was no way her sister would set foot in the woods.” 
 
    Maya shrugged. “Maybe Mrs. Forcier can be persuaded to come at the request of her long-lost sister.” 
 
    “And what do you think Katie meant by saying there’s no more time?” asked Penny. “Maybe she knows her sister’s dying?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” responded Julie. “But I’m going to find out.” 
 
    Of the group, Jason and Penny seemed to be the only ones disappointed they weren’t going to spend the whole night in the woods. 
 
    “What if she comes back?” Penny asked as she packed away her camera. “We should stay. I brought marshmallows to roast over a campfire.” 
 
    “You’re such a Girl Scout, Pen,” Maya said. 
 
    “Nah. She’s not coming back tonight. Or at least, she won’t come out and play with us again,” Steve switched off his EDI. “She got what she wanted from us.” 
 
    Julie nodded. “Steve’s right. She has no reason to come out and haunt anyone again until her sister is here.” 
 
    The group began the trek back through Promontory Woods. Jason and Steve talked about the merits and demerits of various paranormal investigation equipment. Julie and Maya walked side by side, not looking at each other. Penny talked about how she really wanted a new camera, and then, as they were leaving the woods, they saw a possible reason as to why Katie said she was running out of time.  
 
    Jason tripped over it first, landing sprawled on the grass. It was the leg of a giant billboard they hadn’t noticed before. Julie shone her flashlight, illuminating the sign. A housing development was finally coming to Promontory Woods. According to the sign, digging started in a week.  
 
    Penny started filming again, and Julie felt the need to be first to say something, both to impress Maya and, eventually, Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    “Development may finally be happening in Promontory Woods,” Julie said toward the camera with the flashlight turned on and under her chin for dramatic lighting. “Katie said there wasn’t much time. She probably means that her resting place is about to be disturbed.” 
 
    Julie thought she saw Maya duck her head so she wouldn’t see her smirking. Too late, Julie saw it. Clearly, she wasn’t impressing Maya. 
 
    Steve made some ghostly sounds behind Julie who rolled her eyes in response. Maya gave a signal and Penny turned off the camera.  
 
    “This is definitely another reason to find her fast,” said Julie to the group. Then she turned to Maya. “Let’s get together tomorrow and talk strategy.” 
 
    “It’s a date,” said Maya.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Getting to know one another 
 
    The next day Julie told herself continuously that Maya saying, “It’s a date” was just a figure of speech. They were going to meet at Candy Bar, the local lesbian watering hole, for a beer and some stale pretzels. They would discuss the case. They would discuss ways they could work together, so they would both achieve their goals. Julie would not let what was clearly a mild crush get in the way of business.  
 
    Jason stopped by her place on his lunch break to share a sandwich. He started rolling his eyes more obviously after Julie insisted for the fifth time that tonight’s meeting with a competitor who she was being forced to work with was “just business.” 
 
    “You really need to get laid,” he said.  
 
    Almost on cue, Julie’s phone buzzed with a text from Gabi who tried to nonchalantly ask for some hang out time without making it seem like she wanted a booty call.  
 
    “Although not that badly,” said Jason after Julie showed him her phone. “And that’s not who I’m talking about.” 
 
    Julie knew who he was talking about and changed the subject. “Are you going to eat your pickle?” 
 
    He pushed the green spear toward her and sat back in his chair.  
 
    “So what’s our next step to find Katie and figure out what happened to her?” he asked. 
 
    Julie’s teeth dug into the crisp pickle, and it snapped. This one was especially dilly and tart, without any sweetness.  
 
    “I’m meeting with Maya tonight at the Candy Bar. We’ll work it out then.” 
 
    Jason raised his eyebrows. “Good decision to choose the place where you’ve met your last three girlfriends for ‘just business.’” 
 
    Julie threw what was left of the pickle at him and declared that lunch was now over. She had to get back to work. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julie had a problem with being chronically early and tonight was no exception. Maya wasn’t scheduled to show up for another 15 minutes at Candy Bar, so Julie got the chocolate porter she really liked and found a table in a quiet corner. She thought she’d go over the notes she’d written up from last night’s adventure, but her attempt at that was short circuited by the arrival of an acquaintance of hers, a woman who called herself Tanner. She looked, as usual, rather woebegone. The source of her melancholy was an ex-girlfriend who was costing her a lot of money. Tanner had started paying the ex-girlfriend’s college tuition when they were still dating and had continued to foot the bill after they had broken up a year ago. Julie was fascinated by this, as she, too, was still in thrall to an ex-girlfriend, the irresistible Gabi. 
 
    As Tanner’s butt hit the seat opposite Julie, Julie smiled and let Tanner know that she could only chat for a few minutes because she was expecting someone. 
 
    Tanner lit up. “A date? Is it a date? Wait. It’s not Gabi, is it? You haven’t fallen off the wagon, have you?” 
 
    Julie shook her head. “No, it’s not Gabi and it’s not a date. It’s just business.” 
 
    “Business? Is it a ghost?” 
 
    Julie chuckled. “She’s definitely not a ghost.” 
 
    “But it’s a woman.” Tanner’s brow furrowed comically. “Are you sure it’s not a date?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure it’s not a date.” 
 
    “All right. Well, is she hot?” 
 
    Julie saw no reason not answer this question honestly. “Yeah, she is.” 
 
    Tanner stood, beaming. “Okay. I’ll leave you to your business with a woman who’s hot and is not Gabi but is also not a date.” 
 
    She put two fingers to her forehead in a mock salute and swaggered over to the bar, whistling tunelessly as she went. Julie couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Tanner so giddy. If she’d known that all it took to get her friend happy was telling her that she was meeting a woman who wasn’t Gabi, she’d have made something up several months ago. A giddy Tanner was much more fun than sad Tanner. 
 
    Maya could arrive any minute. Julie wanted to exude an air of professionalism and competence, not an air of “I don’t want you to know that I’m sort of still hung up on my ex.” Julie lamented the fact that there didn’t seem to be a word in the English language that summed that feeling up succinctly.  
 
    She’d barely had time to scan the first page of her notes when a familiar voice made her look up. 
 
    “Hey there,” Maya said, smiling. “Is this seat taken?” 
 
    “If you want it, you can have it. Please sit down.” Julie realized they were at the point where they weren’t friends, not quite partners, so keeping it professional was the way to go, but she also felt they were on the edge of flirting. 
 
    Julie offered to get Maya a drink. Maya declined the offer, politely, and bought herself a pale ale. 
 
    “Good job yesterday,” Julie said. “We’ll make a proper ghost hunter out of you yet.” 
 
    “A proper ghost hunter? Oh, thanks.” Maya rolled her eyes.  
 
    Julie had meant it to sound like a compliment, but it appeared that wasn’t how Maya received it. 
 
    “I didn’t mean that to sound jerky. I really do think you can be a proper ghost hunter someday.” Julie decided she should probably stop using the word proper so much. 
 
    “I may not do this full time like you, yet, but I think I’ve got a pretty good handle on things,” Maya said. 
 
    Today, Maya’s curls were held back by a gold headband, and her eyes sparkled with the shine from the Candy Bar’s decorative lighting.  
 
    Focus, Julie told herself.  
 
    As cute as she was, she was the competition. Julie made a full-time living as a paranormal investigator, albeit barely, and she wanted to keep her business. There weren’t many in her biz who could say the same. Maya had delayed their business meeting until tonight because she said she had to work a shift at Zaxy-Mart. She was like many paranormal investigators who were only able to afford to do it part-time or as a side gig.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Sharing a beer 
 
    Maya was amused by Julie’s look of shock and pleasure on her face, like she didn’t know quite what to feel or what to express. Maya decided to change the subject before they tackled their reason for being there. She wanted to know about Julie’s choice of beer—a chocolate porter. Maya had never been fond of darker and bitterer beers like porters and stouts but had admiration for people who could enjoy them. 
 
    “People always say that porters and stouts are acquired tastes, but I never had to acquire a taste for them. I liked them from the first time I tried them,” Julie said, licking the creamy froth off her upper lip and placing her glass back on the table.  
 
    “This pale ale suits me fine,” Maya said, holding up her glass and letting the dim light from the table’s candle shine through the pale liquid. She half suspected Julie was flirting with her but reminded herself that Steve had said she already had a girlfriend. Besides, they were only here for business. They were just starting off with some small talk. No need to be serious all the time.  
 
    Julie expressed gratitude that the place didn’t have a special event every night, like so many bars these days, and that tonight was one of those nights with nothing scheduled. In her opinion, too many bars these days had gotten caught up in trying to offer too much entertainment, as if drinking and hanging out were not enough.  
 
    “I mean, it seems like every bar has to have a schedule of events for each day they’re open. Musical sing-along night. Karaoke night. Darts league. Get a bucket of wings with a bucket of beer. Why does everything have to be like an amusement park?” 
 
    “I like karaoke,” Maya said, bemused by the randomness of Julie’s cultural criticism. “I’ll remember not to bring you to my favorite bar, which has an amazing weekly karaoke night.” She took another sip of her beer. She wondered if Julie were that rare specimen: a thirty-something, female fuddy-duddy. 
 
    “I didn’t say I didn’t like karaoke. My point was that a bar shouldn’t feel like it has to constantly entertain its customers by holding things like karaoke nights. Isn’t it enough that you can buy beer and maybe get some snacks? I’m all for a bar being a refuge from the near constant onslaught of media.” She finished the porter and pushed her long brown hair—not tied up in a ponytail tonight—behind her ear. A silver flower earring dangled from the lobe.  
 
    Maya wasn’t sure if Julie was messing with her or if she were really invested in her social critique or what this had to do with ghost hunting. Maybe she was flirting with her? No harm in that even if she did have a girlfriend. There wouldn’t even be any harm in flirting back.  
 
    “Not only do I like karaoke, I am amazing at it, but you’ll never find out,” Maya said, mockingly. 
 
    Julie looked suddenly shy. “Actually, I think I’d like to hear you sing.” 
 
    Maya beamed. “Maybe you will some time.” 
 
    “I think I’ll get another drink. Not another beer,” Julie hastened to add. “It’s getting late, so I’ll get a club soda. Do you want anything?” 
 
    “A club soda sounds great,” Maya said, reaching into her purse for her wallet. 
 
    Julie, who had stood up, gently pushed Maya’s wallet back toward her purse. “No. No. This round’s on me.” 
 
    “Oooh. Big spender.” Maya smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    Julie shrugged. “No problem.” 
 
    Maya watched her walk up to the bar, noticing that Julie had a nice butt. Of course, things like that—Julie’s butt, the way her eyes gleamed when she laughed—were distractions. They were competitors meant to be working together on this investigation, and after that they would go their separate ways, running into each other occasionally at paranormal conventions or lesbian socials. They seemed to have such different working styles that Maya doubted a longer-term partnership would be fruitful for either of them. 
 
    When Julie got back to their table with their club sodas, Maya said, “You know you could have gotten another beer if you really wanted to. You sounded like you wanted to reassure me that you aren’t an alcoholic.” 
 
    “Oh no. It’s not that. As much as I like porters and stouts, I can really only drink one in one sitting.” 
 
    The bar may not have had scheduled entertainment that night, but the lesbian couple at the next table started making out. Another woman started yelling at the video poker machine. The bartender turned up the music, and Maya had to talk louder to be heard. The bar was still very entertaining. 
 
    “Does the bitterness get to you?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. I just find them to be very filling.” Julie took a sip of her club soda and wrinkled her nose in distaste. 
 
    “Club soda not to your liking?” 
 
    “After having a really good chocolate porter, no. Are you tired or anything? Maybe you should go right to bed when you get home. You look tired.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Maya chuckled. “Work was easy, and I just talked to a ghost yesterday. That was a beautiful thing.” 
 
    “You make it sound like talking to Katie was not a big deal.” 
 
    “It wasn’t. I’ve been doing it for a long time.” 
 
    “I thought you’d only been a paranormal investigator for the past year?” 
 
    “No, I meant talking to ghosts,” Maya said. 
 
    “That’s interesting. Tell me about your ghost whispering. You said that you’ve been doing it for a while. When did you start?” 
 
    Maya laughed and leaned in closer, noting that Julie smelled of lemon flower and pine. Maya liked how she smelled. 
 
    “Ghost whispering? That’s funny. I was 12 when it first happened. I was with my family visiting relatives in North Carolina that summer. We went to the graveyard next to the church where my father’s family had worshipped for generations. My dad wanted to show us kids the graves of some of our ancestors. Some of them went as far back as the years shortly after Emancipation.” 
 
    “I love old graveyards!” Julie gushed. 
 
    Maya started to wonder how to ask Julie about her girlfriend in hopes the answer would dampen the mood and keep the focus on business.  
 
    “I know, right? They’re atmospheric and, if you know the history of the people buried there, it can be satisfying to spend time in them.” 
 
    The amorous couple had moved to a horizontal position on a bench in the corner and were replaced by two women who seemed to be on a first date.  
 
    Julie nodded enthusiastically. “Yes. Even when I don’t know the histories, I make something up.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. It’s just the best.” 
 
    “But you were talking about the graves of your ancestors. Tell me more. Tell me how you talk to ghosts. Tell me about your first time.” 
 
    Maya said, “Yeah, so my dad and my brother and sister and I stopped at the grave of one of my great-great uncles. Dad was telling us what he knew about him. I wandered away to look at a gravestone a few feet away. While standing there reading the name, I felt something grasp my left leg. At the same moment, I thought I heard a whisper.” 
 
    “Spooky.” 
 
    “Yes. I thought my brother or even my sister was playing a trick on me, but they were still standing by my father. I asked if they heard anything. My brother said, ‘Yeah. Dad, dumbbell.’ My dad said he would get to Aunt Ruth, whose gravestone I was standing at, soon, but that he needed to go in order. I turned to go back over to my great-great uncle’s grave, but whatever it was that had grasped my leg held on. I really had to pull my leg to get whatever it was to let go. I stumbled a bit. My brother laughed. I said, ‘Something was holding on to my leg.’ My brother said, ‘Maybe it was one of the creepy, crawly vines around here.’ I looked around, but there were no vines anywhere near where I’d been standing.” 
 
    “What did the ghost whisper to you?” Julie swirled the straw around in her club soda. “Did you try to talk to anyone about it?” 
 
    Maya nodded. “I didn’t understand what the ghost said, and I mentioned the incident to my mom and grandma that night. They both said they’d heard from other people that the graveyard was supposedly haunted, but they thought there was probably some rational explanation for what I had experienced. In fact, I think they both thought that I might have had a little too much sun. Grandma made me drink a glass of ice water before bed. The only thing that did was make me get up a couple of times during the night to pee.” 
 
    Maya continued as Julie looked on, riveted by her tale. She talked about how she had convinced herself that the incident had been a fluke, that it wasn’t a ghost, that the hot breeze had made her hear things. Perhaps her mother and grandmother were right about her having gotten too much sun. The next time it happened, she was a sophomore in college. She had gone to visit a friend who lived in a dorm on campus that had been built by the W.P.A. 
 
    “There were rumors that the laundry room in the basement was haunted, but I wasn’t in the laundry room when it happened. I was in my friend’s room alone. She had gone to the bathroom down the hall. I was sitting on her bed, flipping through one of her magazines. I felt some pressure on my shoulder, like someone was leaning on me. I pulled my shoulder forward to shake it off. It didn’t occur to me initially that it was a ghost. I got up and sat down in one of the chairs. Then I felt something brush past me. I looked around, but I couldn’t see anything. I was starting to freak out because I realized what must be happening. At that moment, my friend came back. She took one look at me and burst out laughing.” 
 
    Julie smirked. “Let me guess. Did she say, ‘What’s wrong? Did you see a ghost?’” 
 
    Maya chuckled. “No. I think she something like, ‘You look like you need to take a shit.’ But I could see hovering behind her the image of a young man. It looked like he had dark hair. He was a white guy. He pursed his lips together like he was about to whistle. It seemed like he was staring at me, but I couldn’t be sure. I couldn’t stay there so I told my friend that she was right, that I really needed to take a shit. I ran out of there so fast.” 
 
    “Sounds like a perfectly appropriate response. Did you ever do any research to learn more about the building? Maybe find out if the ghost guy had been an actual guy who lived in that dorm at one time?” Julie asked. 
 
    “I did. Turns out, it wasn’t just the laundry room that was supposed to be haunted. Several areas in that dorm were supposedly haunted. It was a huge dorm and used to house men only. There had been deaths in that dorm, mostly suicides and a couple of accidental deaths, although I never did figure out who my ghost was.” 
 
    “That sucks. That would have been cool if you had found him.” 
 
    “Yeah, but my research led me to the local paranormal investigations group. Talking to them is what got me interested in paranormal stuff, and I met Steve.” 
 
    Julie hesitantly took a sip of her club soda. “I can definitely see Steve being interested in someone like you.” Her smile broadened.  
 
    They still hadn’t talked about the investigation, but Maya was in no rush. She was enjoying herself, and she wanted to know how Julie had gotten into the paranormal biz. Julie seemed embarrassed and reluctant at first to talk about it, but Maya was able to coax her into sharing. 
 
    “It’s not as interesting as your story, but I first heard about paranormal investigation about fifteen years ago when I went to a pop culture convention in high school. It was such a hodgepodge of stuff—comics, sci-fi, fantasy, cosplay, dramatic readings of really bad screenplays, video gaming, and ghost hunters. I think the ghost hunting gal was friends with the dudes who organized the con and that’s how she got put on the schedule.” 
 
    Maya said, leaning back in her chair, “Sounds interesting so far.” 
 
    “It was Jason who wanted to go, so Mom and Dad decided to make it a family outing. We all went. I guess I could have gotten out of it. I really did have cooler things to do, but I was curious. I ended up at this workshop about ghost hunting. It sounded cool, so I asked the ghost hunting gal some questions after her presentation. She gave me her card. I became a sort of apprentice to her and her girlfriend. They were really into it. I was, too, even though we almost never encountered anything remotely supernatural.” 
 
    “What did you like about it?” The first date at the next table seemed to be making some progress. They were close enough to kiss. Maya wondered what it would be like to kiss Julie, but quickly pushed that thought out of her mind. 
 
    “The investigating. Staying overnight in supposedly haunted houses. I loved it all. College intervened. Then job hunting after college. Then an actual adult job in marketing after college. I only got back to investigating stuff a few years ago.” 
 
    “Is that when you met Steve?” 
 
    Julie nodded. “At a paranormal investigation class on equipment. He tried to interest me in going into business with him, but I really wanted to go out on my own. I didn’t want to answer to anyone.” She paused and took on a serious tone. “I still don’t. We should talk about the case.” 
 
    Maya wanted to talk about so many other things, but this wasn’t a date. 
 
    “I agree. Do you want to contact Mrs. Forcier about coming out to the woods with us or shall I?” Maya asked.  
 
    Julie’s voice was all business, like she’d suddenly realized how late it was, how much time they had spent together. Also, the first date couple was now loudly and passionately making out and had not moved to a dark corner.  
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Julie said. “Leave that all to me. It’s getting late. I should get going.” 
 
    “I guess you have to get home to your girlfriend,” said Maya as they stood up.  
 
    “Girlfriend? I don’t have one,” was Julie’s reply.  
 
    **** 
 
    Penny was getting ready for bed when Maya got home.  
 
    “So, what’s the strategy, chief?” Penny asked as she brushed her long, wavy dark hair, alternating between soft and vigorous strokes. 
 
    “Julie’s gonna contact Mrs. Forcier about her coming with us on our next trip to the woods,” Maya said. 
 
    “That’s it? That’s the strategy?” Penny laughed. “I knew it! I knew you weren’t going to talk about the Forcier thing. So, how was the flirting? What’s she like when she isn’t sneering?” 
 
    “No, we didn’t spend the whole time talking about the case, as you predicted. Congratulations. Sneering? What do you mean sneering?” 
 
    Penny followed Maya into the kitchen. “She sneers. Not all the time, but I saw her sneering a lot last night. It was impressive.” 
 
    “Really, Pen? She wasn’t sneering tonight. Actually, she seemed…” Maya stopped at the pantry and opened the door. Before she could stop herself, she began scanning the shelves for a bag of potato chips. Then she remembered that they didn’t make a habit of keeping chips in the apartment. 
 
    She wasn’t hungry, and it was too late to be eating. She knew what was happening. Crush eating. Ever since her first crush ever (on a girl in her fifth-grade class), she had done this thing where she’d eat more junk food than usual, mostly barbecue potato chips, when she had a crush. She still didn’t quite understand why she did it. She closed the pantry door, poured herself a glass of water from the carafe in the fridge, and left the kitchen. 
 
    As Maya passed Penny on her way out of the kitchen. Penny was smirking. They had known each other for years, and Penny knew why Maya had made a beeline to the pantry.  
 
    “I’m gonna hit the hay,” Maya said. 
 
    Penny danced in front of Maya, blocking her path. She turned her hairbrush into an impromptu, fake microphone, like a TV reporter. 
 
    “Can you tell our viewers, Miss Nicholas, if there was a dangerous amount of flirting going on when you went to get drinks with Julie this evening?” Penny asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it a dangerous amount of flirting,” Maya said, in a mockingly serious tone. 
 
    “Hmm… Would it be fair to say that the flirting with Miss Julie Sussman was at an appropriate and non-threatening level?” 
 
    Maya shook her head and smiled. “No further comments.” She went straight to the bathroom with Penny hot on her heels like a tabloid reporter. 
 
    “Miss Nicholas! Miss Nicholas! Our viewers have a right to know! 
 
    “No comment!” Maya slammed the bathroom door shut. She laughed as she listened to Penny sign off for an imagined TV audience. 
 
    “From my vantage point, I’d say Miss Nicholas hasn’t been entirely honest with us, but time will tell, dear viewers, if the flirting is merely appropriate or something more dangerous indeed. Back to you, Jim!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Into the woods again 
 
    A few days later, Julie was once again in the woods with Maya. This time Mrs. Forcier joined the little gang. Julie had called her with an update after drinks with Maya. When Julie had tried to explain to Mrs. Forcier that Maya was no longer needed and that she could handle everything on her own from here, Mrs. Forcier had tutted. Julie could almost see her sly smile through the phone. She could certainly hear the slyness in Mrs. Forcier’s voice. 
 
    “I already told you that you’ve already done so much better as a team than I could have expected,” Mrs. Forcier had said. “I’ll call her next and set up a time for us to all go to the woods. I need you both.”  
 
    Julie had let it sink in then and there that Mrs. Forcier was serious about her teaming up with Maya. 
 
    “All right, but are you sure you want to go into the woods? Katie told us how scared you’ve always been to go there,” she had said. 
 
    Mrs. Forcier said after a few moments, “Katie’s right about me being afraid of the woods. I can’t say I’m looking forward to going back there, but if that’s what I must do, then I’ll do it. I have to do it.” 
 
    Then she hung up.  
 
    Later, Julie tried to get details out of Maya of their meet up in the woods without letting on that she had tried to ease her out of the investigation.  
 
    Well, if I’m going to be stuck with someone it might as well be someone this sexy, she thought. 
 
    They didn’t know exactly where they’d encounter Katie again and decided at the beginning of her trail to split up. This part of the woods was a cellphone dead zone, and Steve had brought walkie-talkies with him. 
 
    “It’s old tech, but it still works a treat.” He handed one to Maya and another to Julie. He kept the third for himself. 
 
    Mrs. Forcier insisted on going with Maya. They would go along the trail where Maya and the others had first encountered Katie. Julie and Jason would go in the direction of one of Katie’s other trail maps. Steve and Penny followed yet another of her other maps. Katie really had gotten around in her time. They agreed to meet back at a clearing near the road in an hour if they didn’t encounter Katie. 
 
    Julie had at first been a little cranky because she wasn’t going with Mrs. Forcier. It made sense for them to split up like this, but she wanted to be the first one to find Katie. Then it occurred to Julie that she and Jason were just as likely to encounter Katie as anyone else. She was no more likely to appear where she did the last time as she was anywhere else in the woods. Julie did wonder if they’d run into Mike, the forest service dude. Maya had told Julie about him. He sounded creepy, mainly because in the movies guys like him were always creepy. 
 
    Julie used the walkie-talkie to check in with Maya and Steve after about thirty minutes. They were bulky, but Steve was right. They did work, but so far, no sign of Katie. The high humidity made the walk along the trail a sweaty affair. Julie wiped her brow multiple times as she tried to stay upright while picking her way over fragrant grass, broken branches, and the odd mossy log. She also walked into a spider web, an experience more hair raising than an encounter with any apparition could be. Despite the humidity, the darkness had taken the edge off of the hot day. Unseen animals could be heard slithering around the trees.  
 
    “How long are we going to keep going on this trail?” Jason asked as he glanced at his very quiet EDI.  
 
    Sometimes, he could be really impatient. Julie was surprised he had stuck with ghost hunting this long. “This long” meant six months. Jason had a habit of getting enthusiastic about new hobbies and then dropping them as soon as he got bored or they proved to be too difficult in some way, although Julie made it clear that ghost hunting was not a hobby for her. It was business, and she was on a job. She suspected the fact that he was doing this with her might have factored into his uncharacteristic determination to stick with it for more than a month or two. He knew she would kneecap him hard if he left her in the lurch. 
 
    “Not much longer,” Julie said. “And if we keep going along this trail, we should meet up with Steve and Penny.” 
 
    “Cool. Penny’s cute,” Jason said, sounding pleased and a little smug about seeing Penny again. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure she’s not into dudes, Jase.”  
 
    He deflated with those words. “Damn it. It seems that every other girl I’m interested in is a lesbian!” 
 
    Julie laughed softly. “If you hang out with me, what do you expect?” 
 
    She heard a sudden rustle to her left. She stopped. It sounded like footsteps but only one set. 
 
    “Steve? Penny?” she whispered. 
 
    “Neither,” a soft male voice said. 
 
    Her flashlight revealed a man who looked to be in his thirties and was wearing a forest service jacket walking up to her. 
 
    “You must be Mike,” she said.  
 
    “I am. And you’re one of the many ghost hunters to pass through here,” he said, looking her up and down in a way that was unsettling, although he wasn’t lascivious. He seemed curious. 
 
    “This does seem to be the place to do that sort of thing.” She tried to keep her voice light. She didn’t want to waste too much time. She wanted to find Katie. Just as she was about to excuse them and keep going, Jason spoke up.  
 
    “Hey, you’re the forest ranger guy Maya was telling us about,” he said.  
 
    “You have the advantage of me. Your names are…?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m Jason, and this is my sister Julie.” 
 
    Julie so wished he had kept quiet. They might have to have another discussion about letting her do the talking.  
 
    Mike smiled. “Brother and sister. That’s fun.” 
 
    Julie returned his smile with the kind of smile that unnerved her mother when she was a sullen teenager. 
 
    “It’s a new family business, Mike. If Julie really makes a go of it, she’ll make me a partner,” Jason said. 
 
    As impatient as she was to get away from Mike, Julie couldn’t let this bit of fabulist nonsense pass. 
 
    “The business is going, but I never said anything about bringing you in on a permanent basis,” she snapped. 
 
    Jason looked chagrined. Then, Steve’s voice came through on the walkie-talkie. 
 
    “Julie! Are you there?” 
 
    “Yeah, Steve. What’s up? You got something?” 
 
    “Yeah. Penny and I picked up very strong readings by the old well. Maya and Mrs. Forcier are on their way. Get over here quick! Out.” 
 
    Jason took out his phone and brought up the trail map he’d been using. He pointed at a spot on the map.  
 
    “That’s the old well he’s talking about.” 
 
    “Looks like we gotta take the long way around to get there. Shit. Okay, well, we better start hoofing it right now,” Julie said. 
 
    “I know a shortcut,” Mike said. 
 
    Julie had almost forgotten about him. “I expect you would. Is this short cut something you’d be willing to share with us?” 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” Mike motioned for them to follow and walked into a thicket of trees.  
 
    Julie and Jason stayed close behind. Julie’s night vision binoculars came with a strap, so they could be attached to her head. She attempted to get them secured while trying to brush aside branches that hung low from the trees. She gave up after several seconds and just hoped she’d make it without tripping over a rock or branch or stumbling in a pothole or divot. Their flashlights were good. Night vision goggles were generally better. Mike’s shortcut took them over a creek that was neither very deep nor very wet, fortunately, although it was slick with pebbles and mud. They walked through it and into another thicket. Just as Julie was thinking they might have been better off going the long way round, Mike led them into a clearing and disappeared as fast as he had appeared.  
 
    “Um, bye, thanks,” said Jason as Julie looked for other members of the team.  
 
    Julie first saw Steve and Penny who were roaming around what she assumed was the old well. Then she saw Maya and Mrs. Forcier standing nearby. They gave a quick wave, but their focus was elsewhere. Steve’s EDI was blinking and flashing. Jason’s started making noises, too. The well itself didn’t look like it had been used as intended for years. The stone wall that surrounded the wellhead was crumbling. It looked like there had once been a roof over the well, but the cross bar to which a bucket would have been secured was nowhere to be seen. The crank that would have been used to lower the bucket to the water was still there but was covered with so much rust that it was probably unusable. As Julie got closer to Maya and Mrs. Forcier, she noticed they weren’t looking at the well but at a spot to the side and just past the well. That must be where Katie is manifesting, Julie thought. 
 
    “I’ve brought her, Katie, your sister. She’s here,” Maya said. Her voice was soothing.  
 
    “These readings are amazing! I think she’s coming,” Steve said. The EDI lit up even more.  
 
    Penny, who had been circling the well with her video camera, shouted, “She’s here!” 
 
    Julie saw her. She started to smell something floral. This was not the smell of the woods that surrounded them. It was more like a woman’s perfume. She heard Mrs. Forcier gasp. 
 
    “This whole area is hot,” Jason said. “I’ve never seen readings like this before, Julie.” 
 
    Much like a few nights before, a yellow shimmering light harkened Katie’s arrival. This time Julie was close enough to see the shiny grains flowing up and down the streams of light. Then it vanished, and Katie was there, her face clearer than the last time. This ghost had shoulders and arms, too. Her body faded away near her waist, and she floated in the dark. 
 
    “Is it true?” Katie asked. “Is Evie here?” Her voice held years of loneliness.  
 
    “I’m here, Katie darling. Can you see me?” Mrs. Forcier took a couple of steps toward the apparition. She wore jeans today, albeit perfectly pressed. The lines of her pink polo were equally crisp.  
 
    Still directing her attention to Maya, Katie asked again, “Is Evie here?” 
 
    “Katie, I’m here.” Mrs. Forcier moved closer to the apparition, and Maya followed her. She put her hand on Mrs. Forcier’s shoulder. 
 
    “I promised you we’d bring your sister, Katie, and here she is.” Maya paused. “Katie?” 
 
    Katie’s head vibrated. She looked frightened and angry, and she couldn’t seem to see Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    “You’re lying!” she yelled. Her ghostly voice, full of loneliness and loss, pierced Julie’s heart. “I told you she wouldn’t come. She’s always been afraid.” 
 
    “But she’s here, Katie! Right here!” Maya said.  
 
    Julie suspected that she knew what was going on but needed to ask some questions to be sure. She stepped up next to Maya. “Katie. Look at me. I’m Julie. I’m here to help you, too. Can you tell me what day it is?” 
 
    The apparition faded out briefly but then came back. “It’s June 30th,” was the plaintive reply. The actual date was June 16th. Now, Julie needed to confirm what year Katie thought it was.  
 
    “June 30th?” Mrs. Forcier said. Her look of joy at seeing her sister had turned to dismay.  
 
    “And tell me, Katie. Who is the president of the United States?” Julie asked. 
 
    “It’s Dwight D. Eisenhower, of course,” Katie said, sounding impatient. 
 
    “Eisenhower?” Mrs. Forcier blurted out. “Katie, Eisenhower hasn’t been president since 1960. He’s dead.” 
 
    Katie turned to Maya. “Who is this? Why is she saying those things?” Her image again shook violently. “I’ve waited so long, but nothing is right.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier had tears rolling down her face. “Why doesn’t she know me?” Her voice was just louder than a whisper. 
 
    Julie took the older woman’s hand. “She doesn’t know you as you are now. She only knows you as you were the last time she saw you.” 
 
    “Which was on June 30th, 1957,” Maya said. “She feels like she’s been here a long time, but time hasn’t really passed for her. You aren’t the little girl she remembers.” 
 
    Steve yelled out, “We’re losing her, guys. The readings are getting weaker.” 
 
    “Please stay for a little bit longer, Katie,” Maya said. “Stay and tell us what happened to you that day.” 
 
    The apparition faded away completely.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier shouted and reached forward, “Katie, come back!” 
 
    For a few minutes, Julie heard nothing, not even the sounds of the woods, but she didn’t want to leave just yet. She believed Katie would come back. She was probably as curious about them as they were about her.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier kept mumbling and scanning the area, “She’s gone. Where has she gone?” 
 
    “How can we get Katie to understand that Mrs. Forcier is her sister, just all grown up?” Penny asked as she turned off her camera.  
 
    “Might not be easy getting a ghost to understand something like that,” Steve said. “Time just stopped for her a long time ago.” 
 
    Maya was patting Mrs. Forcier on the back. Mrs. Forcier was sniffling and peering around in the darkness, perhaps hoping she could will Katie to come back to her. 
 
    “Maybe Mrs. Forcier can talk about something familiar to Katie, something that only she and Katie would know,” Maya said to the group.  
 
    “Good idea,” said Julie. “Think, Mrs. Forcier. There must be something you can say to make Katie believe that you’re her sister.” Julie moved in front of her to try to get her to focus, but the older woman kept staring past her, looking into the woods. Katie hadn’t been able to recognize Mrs. Forcier, and now it seemed like Mrs. Forcier wasn’t recognizing the people around her.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier moved away from Julie and Maya. She started walking toward the well and then turned and started walking toward a thicket of trees. The others followed her.  
 
    “I don’t think she’s gone, Mrs. Forcier,” Maya said. “I think she’s waiting for a reason to believe you.” 
 
    “There’s still some activity here.” Jason showed Julie his EDI readings. He swatted at gnats that were buzzing around. 
 
    “Sure is. It’s either Katie or something else,” Steve said. His EDI was equally active.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier gave him a sharp look. “What do you mean something else?” 
 
    “You’ve heard the stories about these woods being haunted,” Penny said. “There’s always the possibility of other ghosts.” 
 
    “It’s Katie. She’s here.” All of the elegant composure that Mrs. Forcier had presented over the last few days was gone. She kept walking toward the thicket.  
 
    “Okay, you believe in her,” Julie said. “You need to say something that will make her believe in you, know that you’re really her sister.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier met Julie’s eyes. There was a wildness in them. She walked over to a spot midway between the edge of the clearing and the old well. 
 
    So softly that Julie couldn’t quite hear it at first, the older woman began to sing. It was an upbeat song that Julie didn’t recognize. 
 
    “I know that song,” Maya whispered. She was standing close to Julie now. “My grandpa had a little jazz group. I listened to them practice and this was one of the songs they had in their set. It’s called How High the Moon. She’s singing an uptempo version of it.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier had a good voice that carried the melody, although it cracked a little here and there when a tear rolled down her cheek. When she got to the end of the song, she started singing it again. 
 
    “She’s back,” Jason said, the lights on his EDI getting brighter and flashing more quickly. 
 
    Penny shouted and pointed at a shimmering light. “There!” 
 
    This time, there was something different about the light. It was brighter and illuminated a larger area. It moved until it settled on Mrs. Forcier, training itself on her like it was a spotlight. Mrs. Forcier stared into the light and kept singing. Slowly, Katie’s facial features appeared. Then more details came into focus—hair, shoulders, arms, torso. Katie still didn’t have legs, but she moved as if she were walking. Mrs. Forcier stopped singing when Katie’s ghost paused in front of her.  
 
    “I taught Evie that song,” Katie said, her voice calm and measured. “It was Mother’s favorite song. We sang it to Mother on her birthday last year.” 
 
    “Yes, Katie. I remember. Mother enjoyed it even if I didn’t hit all the notes.” 
 
    “I think you have a pretty voice,” said Katie. She was no longer shimmering, but she wasn’t solid either. “It sounds like Evie.” 
 
    The sisters stood almost nose to nose. The woods were completely quiet. Even the usual soft breeze of a summer night was silent.  
 
    “I am Evie. Katie, please. I’m Evie all grown up. I’ve been looking for you for so long.” Now Mrs. Forcier sounded like she was at the edge of all-consuming despair, and Katie started to fade once more.  
 
    “Don’t stay too long,” Katie suddenly said. “If you do, you won’t ever leave.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier began audibly sobbing. Steve and Jason said the readings were weakening. And then Katie was gone.  
 
    “She can’t be gone,” Mrs. Forcier whispered. “She can’t.” 
 
    Steve moved carefully around the perimeter of the clearing. The grass was green and lush. It was soft under their feet. “The readings I’m getting now are faint, but there’s something else. I can’t get a handle on it.” 
 
    Jason started taking readings, too. “What do you think Katie meant?” he said as Julie paced behind him as he, too, made his way around the clearing. 
 
    “Maybe there’s something keeping her here, besides just wanting to see her sister,” said Maya. “Maybe there’s something that hasn’t let her leave since that night in 1957.” 
 
    Steve kept mumbling about readings. “This is low level stuff,” he said. “But I haven’t had readings like this before.” 
 
    “Is it Katie? She’s not gone?” Mrs. Forcier planted herself in front of Steve to stop his progress around the clearing. He was so focused on his EDI that he nearly walked into her and almost dropped his device. The moonlight shone on his bald head. Mrs. Forcier was not a tall woman, but there was something about her stature that made Steve seem small.  
 
    “It’s hard to tell. I don’t know. Unless Katie or some other ghost makes themselves known to us, I won’t know who it is for sure.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier started singing that song again, trying to draw her back. The group waited and listened for a few minutes until Maya put her hand on her arm. Sound seemed to be returning to this part of the woods. The soft breeze had restarted and was rustling the trees. Julie thought she heard a frog.  
 
    “I think we should leave now,” Maya said gently. 
 
    “But what if she comes back and we’re not here?” Mrs. Forcier said. 
 
    “She’s gone for the moment. We’ll come back and find her again. I promise,” said Maya.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier stood still, seemingly uncertain of what to do. Maya started tugging on her arm and managed to get her moving. Julie walked directly behind them with Steve, Penny, and Jason bringing up the rear. Julie could hear them talking in low voices about the readings that Steve and Jason had been getting and the possibility that there was something else out there. Penny was also still trying to puzzle out what Katie meant when she talked about never being able to leave. It took about fifteen minutes for them to get back to where they had started. Mrs. Forcier had fallen silent. Maya kept hold of her arm.  
 
    Julie took out her phone. It was just after midnight, and there were a couple of texts from Gabi. Julie yawned. For the first time in the seven months since they’d broken up, she felt no urge to see her. In fact, she was irritated by Gabi’s texts, which were the same flirty, suggestive messages that normally were enough to lure Julie back to her ex’s bed.  
 
    “We’ll take Mrs. Forcier home,” Maya said to Julie. 
 
    Steve held open the passenger side door of his battered old Land Rover for the older woman. The sobbing had stopped. She looked dazed. Jason helped Penny stow equipment in the back of Steve’s car. He looked like he was trying to flirt. 
 
    Oh yeah, he is. He knows she’s a lesbian, but he’s going to flirt anyway, thought Julie. For a moment she wanted to protest Mrs. Forcier being taken home by Maya’s team. They had driven her to the woods, and Julie wanted to keep whatever competitive edge she had left. Then the feeling passed along with the bad taste Gabi’s text had momentarily left her with. She was in this with Maya, whether she wanted to be or not. Her relationship with Gabi was over, and the pain was lessening, in part because of Maya’s beautiful presence, in part just because time had passed.  
 
    “Okay. Sounds good.” Julie said, putting her phone away. “You get her home safe.” 
 
    “Bad news?” Maya looked concerned and curious. 
 
    “No. Why do you say that?” 
 
    “You just had this sour look on your face when you looked up from your phone.” 
 
    “Oh, no, a reminder came up on my phone reminding me to do something that I forgot about,” said Julie, breaking into a weak smile. It was a lame explanation, but at least it was plausible. Julie was too tired to tell Maya about her unsettled social life. Besides, they were on a job together. There was no need to complicate an already complicated professional relationship.  
 
    Maya smiled brightly although she did look tired. It was late and dark and time to go. “All right, well, we’d better get Mrs. Forcier home,” she said. “I was thinking of doing more research. I’ve got a friend who works for the forest service. She can probably get us access to some of their archival documents. Would you like to come with me?” 
 
    That was generous, thought Julie. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to have a partner on this case, and she did seem to be bringing more to the table than just good looks. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I would,” said Julie, tucking her phone and whatever Gabi had to say for herself into her pocket.  
 
    “Great! I’ll text you the details tomorrow. Okay? Have a good night!” 
 
    Julie got in her car, and Jason took his place in the passenger seat after loading all their gear in the trunk. They followed Steve’s Land Rover for about half a mile before it turned off to go to Mrs. Forcier’s house. 
 
    “Do you think you wanna team up with them permanently?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Maybe.” Julie had always seen herself as a sole proprietor. She wasn’t even so sure about bringing Jason along, even though the extra hands were useful.  
 
    “I think Steve’s a good guy.” Jason was two years younger than Julie. Their relationship when they were kids had been contentious. She appreciated his company more as they both grew up. She founded her agency. He had yet to find a career that suited him, nor had he had a relationship last longer than three months. At least he’d managed to finish a degree in liberal arts last year at a local college.  
 
    “And you think Penny’s cute.” Julie thought she was cute, too, but her eyes were more drawn to Maya. Also, Julie and her brother had promised each other years ago that they would never pursue the same gal at the same time or take each other’s seconds.  
 
    “But she might be a lesbian. Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    “Just because she’s into girls, doesn’t mean she’s not into guys. There are bisexuals, you know.” 
 
    Jason scratched his goatee and considered this possibility for a moment. “True. Maybe I’ll ask her out. It’s been a while since my last date.” 
 
    “First of all, you broke up with Angela a couple of weeks ago. Secondly, you should probably wait until after this investigation is over,” Julie said. 
 
    “Are you going to wait until after the investigation’s over to ask Maya out?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. What?” Julie thought she’d been pretty good about hiding her feelings for Maya, but clearly she hadn’t been good enough. She hoped Maya didn’t suspect, especially if she didn’t feel the same way.  
 
    “You’ve been thinking about it, and you’ve just taken a turn toward her house, not mine.” 
 
    “It’s dark and besides, who I like or not is none of your business.” She caught Jason smirking as she righted their route to drop him off and then take herself home. “And how do you know where Maya lives?” 
 
    “There’s a thing called the internet and on the internet you can search for people. When I found out you two would be working together, I did some research on Maya. You know. Due diligence and all that.” 
 
    He looked so smug that Julie thought he needed to be teased a bit. What good was it being a big sister if she didn’t tease her younger brother once in a while? 
 
    “Did you learn that from one of your pre-law classes? Which I think you took after you did some pre-med but before you took an anthropology class?” 
 
    Jason was defensive. “Hey now. I was exploring my options. Also, researching people on the internet is a smart thing. You never know what you’re getting into sometimes. I’m looking out for you.” 
 
    Julie said, “I’m sorry, Jase. Thanks for using that wondrous, new-fangled thing called the internet for good. What did you find out about Maya, I mean, besides her address?” 
 
    Jason shrugged. “Not much. She’s on social media but not a whole lot. She and Penny have a YouTube channel for their ghost hunting gig. They’ve got a few videos up but there aren’t that many views.” 
 
    “Hmmm... I should check that out.” 
 
    “Hey, Jules... A little advice…” 
 
    “Oh, good God. Really?” She rolled her eyes and tried not to laugh out loud.  
 
    “Break it off once and for all with Gabi. I know you’re still hooking up with her. She’s not good for you,” Jason said. 
 
    “And that’s also none of your business.” 
 
    Jason shrugged. “Okay. Okay. It’s your life.”  
 
    “Damn right.”  
 
    “Just remember. I’m looking out for you,” Jason said in a sing-songy voice. 
 
    For one mad moment, she wondered if she should hook up with Gabi that night after all. Sex would take the edge off her mood and her mind off of Maya. She could drop Jason at his place and be at Gabi’s by about 1:30 a.m. at the latest. She reined in the urge to do more bed hopping with Gabi just to prove a point to Jason and possibly to herself. She didn’t need Gabi. She knew that. 
 
    From there, conversation drifted to other topics—their parents who were planning their next cruise, their older sister who was getting married next month, the podcast Jason and one of his friends were planning on doing about comic books. 
 
    Julie pulled up outside the yellow brick courtyard building where Jason shared an apartment with three other guys. She noticed he had a thoughtful look on his face. 
 
    “I think Maya’s nice. You should ask her out.” Jason opened the door and got out of her car. “But only after the investigation is over. Ciao!” 
 
    “Good night, you big dork,” Julie said.  
 
    The most direct route home from Jason’s apartment took her past Gabi’s place. She glanced over quickly to the windows of Gabi’s apartment and saw darkness. The curtains were drawn. The lights were off. Either Gabi was fast asleep, or she had found someone else to scratch her itch. Julie drove home, congratulating herself for not parking and getting out of her car to see if Gabi was home and available. She told herself she didn’t care what Gabi was doing at that moment.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Digging through a forest of files 
 
    Julie sat in front of the piles of paper records wondering, if they actually found a clue to what had happened to Katie, would they recognize it? Or would it stay lost in the seemingly insurmountable stacks of photos, newspaper clippings, research data, publications, maps, and gifts from forestry departments in foreign countries? The air was full of dust that swirled every time Julie or Maya, who was at the other end of the long wooden table, exhaled. Every time Julie inhaled, she coughed a little. The air was dry and smelled like an old bookstore, but not in a good way. Good old bookstores smelled of adventure. The bad ones smelled stale, like this archives room at the local forestry office.  
 
    When they had arrived, Maya’s friend, Tia, had warned them that the archives were organized “up to a point.” That point appeared to be 1998 when the part-time librarian/archivist had been laid off in a round of budget cuts. Now, according to Tia, one of the administrative assistants in the forest service’s central office was supposed to do the archiving, in addition to other duties. Archiving always seemed to be at the bottom of the to-do list and was never done well, if at all. 
 
    The shelves overflowed with books. The walls were covered with old photos and maps affixed with yellowed tape. Maya bent over a banker’s box, one of many a young woman had rolled in on a dolly shortly after they had arrived. The young woman, called Charlie, was really cute. Julie noticed how Charlie lit up when she saw Maya for the first time. From what Julie could see, Maya seemed to take Charlie’s obvious attraction to her in stride. Indeed, Maya had seemed amused by Charlie. 
 
    “They really love patting themselves on the back,” Julie said after flipping through a file folder filled with 1970s newspaper clippings about forest service projects and project groundbreakings. She held up one of the photos. “They look like they were on speed or something.” 
 
    Maya glanced at the photo of men in suits and one woman, presumably local officials, with toothy smiles standing in front of a pile of dirt and gripping shovels with shiny blades. “Ah yes, a variation of the grip and grin.” 
 
    Julie glanced at the photo again, eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    Maya said, “It’s an old newspaper phrase for events where two people, say a local moneybags and recipient of moneybags’ largesse, grin for the camera while they keep a firm grip on the big check representing ol’ moneybags’ donation and shake hands. Or, in this case, they grip onto shovels that have never seen dirt. Hence, grip and grin.” 
 
    “Where’d you learn that? Were you a journalist?” Julie replaced the photo back into the file. She imagined Maya with a notebook in hand chasing a politician or Ellen DeGeneres for a quote. She pushed the thought out of her mind when she realized that in the image she had conjured up, Maya was not fully clothed.  
 
    Maya shook her head, and her curls bounced over her forehead. “Not me, but I’m descended from journalists on my mother’s side. My mom got her start as a reporter at a newspaper founded by her grandparents and great uncle. It covered the local black community. They were journalists of the crusading variety. Well, they had to be.” 
 
    “What does she do now?” 
 
    “The newspaper is long gone. She switched to graphic design.” 
 
    If they weren’t in the middle of hunting for information that could help them with their current investigation, Julie would have loved to have heard more about Maya’s family history. She would have loved to find out more about Maya, but they didn’t have time for that either. 
 
    “Grip-and-grin photos aren’t what we’re looking for, unfortunately.” Julie pushed the file aside and pulled another one closer to her. This one was particularly stale and smelled of old paper and rotten cheese. “What have you got?” 
 
    “The forest service may not be able to devote much attention and money to documenting their history, but at some point, someone was quite meticulous,” Maya said, holding up a notebook, its pages yellowed and tattered. The black metal coils of the binding holding it together were rusted in spots. The thick cardboard cover was soft and spongy. “I found this at the bottom of a box crammed with photos and negatives. It’s like a diary, and there are several of them dating back to about 1952. The diaries include 1957 when Katie disappeared. There’s a name on the inside of the front cover, Gale Norton. He was clearly fascinated with the Promontory Woods from when he was a little boy. He writes about how different the woods feel from any other place around it and from any other land that’s part of the forest service.” 
 
    Julie sat back in her chair that creaked like it had its own ghost. Not only could the forest service not afford an archivist, they couldn’t afford new chairs. “Different how?” 
 
    Maya flipped quickly—she did everything quickly, from what Julie could tell—through a few pages of one of the notebooks. “He talks a lot about getting a prickly feeling whenever he goes to the woods. He described the hairs on his arms standing up straight as if he had been electrocuted. He also mentioned that the caretakers of Promontory Woods tended to either stay for only a month or two or for years at a time.” 
 
    “How many years at a time?” 
 
    “A few decades in at least one case. One guy only lasted a week in the job.” 
 
    “Do you think Tia can find out how long your friend Mike Hogan has been on the job?” 
 
    Maya nodded. “I’ll ask, and we should probably ask him some questions. It seems like he’s been on the job more than a week.  
 
    “Were you thinking today?” Julie asked. 
 
    “No. I’ve got some non-ghost-related stuff to do.” 
 
    They made plans to meet at Promontory Woods the next day at lunchtime to track down Mike, and Maya returned her attention to Gale Norton’s journals. Julie rifled through some more files but was increasingly convinced that the notebooks were the holy grail they had been looking for.  
 
    As Julie flipped through another pile of “grip and grin” photos, she glanced up at Maya who was intently focused on the diaries. She probably speed reads, Julie thought. Every time Julie saw Maya she noticed something different. This time, she noticed Maya’s neck. It wasn’t a particularly long neck, but it had an elegant curve to it as she bent over the notebook. The low-cut T-shirt Maya wore gave Julie a good view. Maya looked up, perhaps realizing she was being watched. Maya gave her a surprised smile before returning her attention to the diary. Julie felt her cheeks flush, and she looked down at the photos again. She wondered how much longer she and Maya could do the little bit of flirting they were doing. Julie wasn’t sure she was ready for anything more.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Reading the research 
 
    While Penny got ready to go see her new girlfriend, a modern dancer she’d met through a dating app, she teased Maya about going to the archives department to do some research. She kept putting the word research in air quotes. 
 
    “In between doing some ‘research,’ did you play footsie under the table? Or did you make out in the stacks? Do archives have stacks?” Penny said as she strolled to her bedroom past Maya sitting in the dining room and then back to the bathroom. Each time Penny came through, she was wearing a different shirt.  
 
    Maya laughed it off and tried to change the subject to the ongoing investigation. Julie was cute, but Maya really wanted to stay focused on getting closure for Mrs. Forcier and her sister.  
 
    “I found something really interesting.” She showed Penny the notebooks that a forest service employee had used as diaries. Her forest service friend had allowed her to take the notebooks as long as she returned them in a week. 
 
    “Wow. I don’t think a real archivist would have let you do that. Thank goodness for budget cuts. There’s good stuff in them, yes?” Penny briefly put her hand on the stack.  
 
    Maya nodded. “Yes, but I have to wade through a lot of stuff to get to it. It’s amazing how many types of birds and bugs this guy logged.” 
 
    “Are you gonna ask her out? Maybe not now in the middle of the investigation, but maybe after it’s over?” Penny asked as she exited the dining room once more and returned wearing a form fitting black t-shirt with a deep V-neck that showed off her cleavage.  
 
    “Well, we’re meeting tomorrow to talk to the caretaker,” Maya said as she flipped through more pages, setting free puffs of dust.  
 
    Penny took a seat at the dining room table. “That’s not a date. Ask her out for something more fun. Jess is taking me to the new Dutch-Indo fusion restaurant. Isn’t that fabulous? Isn’t that romantic?” She swooned.  
 
    “Penny, I don’t know if I’m going to ask Julie out ever,” said Maya. She kept her head down and her eyes focused on one of the notebooks.  
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know? Even Steve, who normally doesn’t notice these things, noticed you were into her. He told me.” Penny spread out three pairs of earrings on the table. “Also, which earrings should I wear? I’m looking to present a casual-but-into-you vibe.” 
 
    “Wear the light blue dangly ones,” said Maya. “So, how are things going with you and Jess?” 
 
    Maya’s attempt to turn the focus of the conversation from Julie to her roommate’s date triggered a dirty look and a sneer.  
 
    “Oh, no. You’re not getting off that easy,” Penny said. 
 
    “Okay,” said Maya. “Yes. I find her attractive, very attractive, but even though she’s single she seems unavailable. I’m not going for it.” 
 
    This statement elicited more sneering and a guffaw from Penny. “When has that ever stopped you?” 
 
    Maya sat up. “What?” 
 
    “You love women who are unavailable, prefer them actually. You forget that I know you.” Penny got up and stepped in front of the full-length mirror hanging on a wall in the dining room. She smoothed down the front of her shirt. She turned to Maya. “How do I look?” 
 
    Maya smiled a little. “I think you look like a hot bitch on wheels.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “What? I said hot.” 
 
    “Okay.” Penny faced the mirror again and flipped her long black hair. “I do look hot, don’t I?” 
 
    Maya rolled her eyes. “Yes. You look hot. Now go screw the tiny dancer.” 
 
    “It’s not just screwing. We’re going to have a nice dinner at a great restaurant, maybe take a walk, and then screw. And I’m not a bitch. I’m a truth teller, dropping truth bombs.” 
 
    “You’re a nitwit, but you’re a hot nitwit.” 
 
    Penny blew her a kiss before flouncing out of their apartment. Maya had to work at Zaxy-Mart later that night, and she spent an hour reading the diaries and placing bookmarks at the pages she wanted to make copies of before returning them to the forest service. The most recent notebook, dated 1959, ended around June. The final words were, “I think I know how to find out what is wrong in Promontory Woods.” The pages following that entry were blank.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Talking to Mike 
 
    Maya pulled into the Promontory Woods parking lot. Julie texted her to say she’d be a few minutes late. Despite the heat and humidity of the June midday sun, Maya left the cool confines of her car to sit at a picnic bench. The caretaker’s cottage was a short walk away in the woods along a sidewalk winding up from the parking lot. 
 
    Glancing around, Maya saw a few other parked cars, a single man in each of them. Promontory Woods had a reputation for being haunted, but also a reputation as a prime pick-up spot for men looking to have sex with other men. Maya had heard stories about the haunted woods from when she was a little girl. She’d started hearing about the sex stuff as a teen from the few gay guys she knew then who were her classmates. She heard a car door open and close. A man—middle aged, a bit paunchy—walked over to one of the cars, tapped on the window and leaned down. A short guy—thick, dark hair, powerfully built—got out of the car. The two men walked casually into the woods in the direction opposite from the caretaker’s cottage. Someone called Maya’s name. 
 
    “Maya!” Julie had gotten out of her car and was walking toward the picnic table. Her hair was hanging down today and flowed around her shoulders. The light dress she wore looked designed to keep her cool in hot weather but still make her look like a woman who meant business. “Sorry. I’m late. Got a phone call I had to take just as I was leaving.” 
 
    “That’s all right. It gave me a little time to soak up some sun and take in the sights.” 
 
    Julie sat down next to Maya. “Green grass, beautiful trees with green leaves, yes. It’s all beautiful.” 
 
    “Actually, I meant the human factor. See that?” She pointed to an interaction similar to the one she had watched before Julie had arrived. 
 
    They watched for a few moments before Julie said, “You’d think they’d want to be more discreet. The caretaker probably knows what they’re up to.” 
 
    “True, but that could be a big part of the thrill. Besides, they probably wouldn’t be doing it here if they weren’t sure Mike wouldn’t tattle. Speaking of the caretaker, come on. Let’s go see if he’s around.” 
 
    The cottage wasn’t as romantic looking as the word cottage would suggest. A squat, one-story structure of brown brick with a crumbling barn at the back, it had a dispiriting, utilitarian quality to it. Someone, however, had painted the front door a vivid robin’s egg blue. Maya figured Mike must have done it and recently, too, because the paint didn’t look weathered. She couldn’t help but smile at the owl door knocker. 
 
    Maya knocked once, but there was no answer. Then Julie gave the knocker a couple of tries, still no response. 
 
    Maya had stepped back from the door and was contemplating what to do next when she saw Mike coming from the back of the house. 
 
    Julie started walking toward him and waved. “Hey, Mike!” she yelled. 
 
    The caretaker smiled. He wore a tank top, beige cargo pants and brown work boots that were covered in dirt. “Well, I’ll be. It’s the ghost hunters again. Didn’t expect to see you in the light of day.” 
 
    “We’re not vampires,” Maya said. “And we just want to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    Mike came to a stop in front of them. Up close and in daylight, Maya thought him handsome. His cheeks and jaw wore a few days of stubble that were slowly turning into a beard. If he did let a beard grow, she thought it a shame that it would cover up the dimple in his chin. She guessed him to be in his thirties and wondered if he had ever looked boyish, even when he was a boy.  
 
    “A few questions about what?” He brought his hand up to his forehead to shield his eyes from the sun. 
 
    “About your time here. We’re trying to get a little historical background to help our current investigation,” Julie said. “Do you have some time now?” 
 
    Mike cocked his head to one side. “Historical background? Okay. You better come in.” 
 
    Maya and Julie trailed after Mike down the path that snaked around to the back of the cottage. Maya was struck by the garden, which contained a mix of fruits, vegetables, and flowers. She stepped off the flagstone path and walked toward a clump of bushes growing near the tool shed. 
 
    “Blackberries! You’ve got fresh blackberries,” she exclaimed. The berries wouldn’t be ready to pick for another few weeks, but she couldn’t hide her delight at seeing the bushes, as they brought back memories of childhood summers with relatives in Virginia and North Carolina. 
 
    “Not ready yet,” Mike said. “But you can come back and do some picking when they are.” He stepped into the cottage. 
 
    Maya caught up to Julie, who had waited for her before going inside. They found themselves in the utility room. Mike was sitting on a small bench where he was taking off his work boots and socks. He picked up a container of powder and sprinkled a copious amount into his boots.  
 
    “You go on,” he said. “I won’t be but a moment.” 
 
    Maya followed Julie into the living room, which had a decidedly old-fashioned feel to it. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve stepped into an antique store,” Julie said. “I mean, look at this.”  
 
    The object of Julie’s exclamation was a console in the middle of the room. 
 
    “It’s a hi-fi, a hi-fi console. I remember my grandparents had one when I was little. I remember they mostly kept it in their garage because Grandpa kept insisting he was going to fix it. He had a hard time getting parts for it. This one isn’t exactly like Grandpa’s, but it’s pretty close.” 
 
    Without knowing what year the console belonged to, Maya could tell that it was vintage. Its blond wood looked as though it had been dusted and polished recently. It almost looked new, but it couldn’t be.  
 
    “Would you ladies like something to drink? I’ve got lemonade, water, beer. What would you like?” said Mike, standing at the threshold between the living room and kitchen.  
 
    “Lemonade for me, please,” Maya said. 
 
    Julie opted for water. She asked him about the hi-fi. He said he’d had it since 1981 when he bought it from one of his uncles.  
 
    Once Mike had gotten their drinks, he sat down in the chair across from Maya and Julie who sat on the sofa. 
 
    “Fire away,” he said. 
 
    Maya began by asking him when he started working for the forest service. 
 
    He started in 1978, he said. His first job was on a clean-up crew, which would go around to the various forest service properties in the region and clean up trash left behind by people as well as natural detritus, such as limbs and branches. Two years later, he was offered the job as the caretaker of Promontory Woods. He readily admitted that he’d gotten the jobs, both on the clean-up crew and as caretaker, through family connections. 
 
    “Yeah, it was all patronage. The only thing I knew about the forest was that it had trees and grass. Grass is green. Trees have leaves, trunks, and branches. Fortunately, I didn’t have to know much just to clean shit up. Pardon my French. When I took the job as caretaker, the public library was my friend because it had all the Audubon Society books. I read every one they had from cover to cover and back again.” 
 
    Julie asked, “Why take the job if you knew so little about nature?” 
 
    Mike shrugged. “I needed a job. At the end of the ‘70s inflation was in double digits. By 1980 we were at the beginning of a double dip recession. There was nothing else on offer.” 
 
    “You must have heard all the stories about these woods. Did you ever have any trepidation?” Maya asked. 
 
    “Trepidation?” 
 
    “Fear,” Maya said. Something was nagging at her. Something was not right.  
 
    “I know what trepidation means. Yeah, I heard all the stories. So what? Again, I needed a job.” 
 
    “All the stories? There are a lot of stories about Promontory Woods,” Julie said. 
 
    “Maybe I exaggerated, but I’ve made it my business to know as much as possible about these woods. It’s my job, and they’ve become my home. You should be asking me if I believe the stories.” 
 
    Maya gazed at him for a moment and then looked around at the living room furnishings. Everything reminded her of her visits with older relatives. They had found the furnishings they liked early in their adult lives and saw little reason to update. Mike’s living room was like that, although there was something different about it. She wondered if the rest of the cottage was like that or if it was just the living room that was a time capsule. 
 
    “Okay, so, do you believe the stories?” Julie asked. 
 
    Mike nodded and leaned back in his chair. “I see no reason not to.” 
 
    “Ghost hunters like hearing that,” Julie said with pride.  
 
    He snorted derisively. “Ghost hunters. Most of them are morons, and the rest are con artists. They have no idea what they’re doing most of the time.” 
 
    Maya decided to redirect the conversation. It was starting to feel too combative and scattered. Besides, she was working with Julie as an equal, not a subordinate. Time to act like it.  
 
    “You like old things, Mike,” Maya said, as if she hadn’t heard him sneering at ghost hunters. 
 
    Mike looked confused. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, Julie said it when we came in here. She said it looked like an antique store. Do you like antiques?” 
 
    “Antiques? These aren’t antiques. This is my stuff.” He didn’t yell, but his voice got slightly louder. He drank more of his beer and leaned forward slightly, a bit aggressively. 
 
    “I don’t mean to offend you. It’s just that I don’t see things like this very often. There’s something about it that’s otherworldly, I guess.” It was at that moment that Maya figured out why things didn’t look right. The items in Mike’s place were obviously from a different era, but it was like they had barely been used. Everything looked new. 
 
    “No offense taken. You like the lemonade?” 
 
    Maya realized she’d only taken a couple of sips of it. “Oh yes. It’s very nice.” She took another drink. 
 
    “Not too sour?” 
 
    She looked at the glass, which was winter-sports themed. The design depicted scenes of skiing, hockey, and figure skating. She drank again. “It’s perfect.” 
 
    Mike’s smile, still always with a touch of sadness, got a little broader. 
 
    “Have you heard about Katie Morey? She disappeared in the woods in 1957,” Julie said. 
 
    Mike sat back in his chair. He didn’t speak for a few moments and then looked at Maya. “That the one you mentioned when we first met?” 
 
    Maya nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t know the name, but I’ve heard of a girl who disappeared hereabouts about that time. Family still looking for her?” 
 
    Julie nodded. “We met Katie, or rather her ghost, the last time we were here, when we ran into you the other night.” 
 
    For a moment Mike seemed lost in time, like the other night was both years away or sometime in the future or hadn’t happened at all. Then he seemed to remember. 
 
    “Did you? Who’d she talk to?” 
 
    “She would only talk to Maya,” Julie said. “We couldn’t get her to acknowledge her sister who was with us.” 
 
    Maya felt Mike’s gaze on her, like he was assessing her. 
 
    “The ghost has an affinity for you. Or maybe it’s you that’s got the affinity.” 
 
    Something in Maya’s gut told her to not reveal her other encounters with ghosts. She hadn’t had that many, and, for some reason, she was wary. She hoped Julie wouldn’t spill the beans. “Maybe.” 
 
    “It’s not unheard of, but it’s rare. You’re rare.” He seemed to be staring straight into Maya, as if her clothing and her skin were the easiest barriers to clear. A shiver, much like the one she felt on the first day of her investigation, ran down her spine. 
 
    Julie swirled around the water left in her glass and drank it. “Do you have any thoughts about why the woods are haunted? Katie’s not the only person who’s disappeared over the years.” 
 
    “What?” He swung his attention from Maya to Julie. 
 
    “Why these woods? Why are they haunted? Why did Katie or anyone else disappear here?” 
 
    Mike shrugged, but there was something about that question that changed his tone from indifference to not quite angry. “Your guess is as good as mine. Some places are just special. I’m sorry, ladies. I need to get back to work, and I don’t have much more to tell you.” 
 
    Maya and Julie got up from the sofa, picking up their glasses. 
 
    Mike gestured. “Leave them there. I’ll take care of them.” 
 
    He escorted them to the front door and wished them well on their investigation. Before he could close the door, Maya turned back. 
 
    “How old were you when you started the caretaking job?” she asked. 
 
    “Twenty-one. I took the caretaker job one month after I turned twenty-one. Is that all?” 
 
    “Yes, Mike. Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded and closed the door after them. Maya heard the deadbolt click into place.  
 
    As they walked back to their cars, Julie asked, “Why did you want to know how old he was when he started working as caretaker?” 
 
    “Think about it. How old do you think he is now?” 
 
    Julie clicked her tongue. “He looks like he’s in his late thirties, but that can’t be right if he started working here in 1980 when he was twenty-one. What is he?” 
 
    Maya shook her head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Julie walked with Maya to her car. The number of trucks and diggers parked nearby had grown. Construction on the new development would start any day. 
 
    “I wonder if the construction will affect Mike? More importantly, what if it affects Katie?” asked Maya. “We have to get back in there, into the woods, and find out once and for all what happened to her.” 
 
    “I hope Mrs. Forcier will want to come with us,” said Julie. “She seemed really shaken the other night.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you be?” Maya asked, taking her keys out of her purse. “A family member you love refusing to recognize you. I can’t imagine what that must have felt like. Seems like it shook you up, too.” 
 
    “A little.” Julie looked away from Maya. Julie’s long hair fell over her eyes. She was always so blustery, so full of bravado. She seemed a little humbled by their experiences.  
 
    “What is it?” asked Maya. 
 
    “I love this, investigating strange happenings and hunting ghosts, you know. But this is the first investigation I’ve been involved with where there was an actual ghost and a human who’s really hurting. Most of the time there’s a more normal than paranormal explanation for the bumps in the night. Or the ghost is so old that no one is waiting for them anymore. It’s just kind of scary. And then there’s you, you with your affinity, as Mike calls it.” 
 
    “Am I scary?” Maya felt the heat of the sun on her arms. She figured the heat of the day had reached its zenith.  
 
    Julie looked right at her then and just as quickly looked away again. “A little.” 
 
    Maya was taken aback. She had told Julie about “her affinity” because they were in the investigation together and it would become clear sooner or later that sometimes ghosts zeroed in on Maya. She also told her because she was starting to trust her. She had told very few people about it. 
 
    Julie smiled. “Don’t worry. Sometimes I like to be scared. Let me know when you wanna go back into the woods, okay? See ya!” 
 
    Maya watched Julie trot to her car and get in. Her gait was solid, purposeful. When she got into her car, a coupe that was old enough to be shabby but not old enough to be vintage, she pulled her long hair back and tied it into a bun. She smiled and waved to Maya before driving off.  
 
    She was still getting the “unavailable vibe” from Julie. She felt held back, but, as Penny had observed, maybe that was part of what made Julie so attractive. There was also something lovely about a woman who liked to be scared. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Back to the woods 
 
    Maya had told Mrs. Forcier to bring items from Katie’s past that might reinforce the fact that Mrs. Forcier was really Katie’s sister. Mrs. Forcier brought a few mementos, including a hair clip that had been a present from their mother to Katie the Christmas before her disappearance.  
 
    “If we can get Katie to believe that you’re really her sister,” Maya said to Mrs. Forcier as they stood once again in the parking lot at Promontory Woods, “maybe she’ll tell us what really happened to her.” 
 
    “And why she’s still here,” Julie added. 
 
    “I would like that,” Mrs. Forcier said.  
 
    Maya had never seen Mrs. Forcier look so forlorn. She always seemed so strong, almost impenetrable. She touched Mrs. Forcier’s arm gently. The older woman gave her a slight smile. 
 
    Tonight, they knew exactly where they were going, so Maya, Julie, and Mrs. Forcier along with Penny, Steve, and Jason made a beeline to the clearing where the disused well stood. Dusk had given way to a cloudy night. Joggers were giving way to late night dog walkers, although the dogs refused to enter the clearing.  
 
    When they got to the clearing, Maya called Katie’s name, softly at first, then louder. Mrs. Forcier started singing. It was the same tune she had sung previously, “How High the Moon.” It was a few minutes before Maya felt Katie’s presence. She’d never been able to describe it to the few people who knew of her ability, that moment when she could feel the presence of a spirit. The closest she could come, when she thought about it, was that it was like a shiver running up and down her spine, only all over her body, especially her scalp, but it wasn’t frightening or unpleasant. It was both toasty warm and freezing cold at the same time. 
 
    “She’s coming,” Maya said. 
 
    Penny, who had the video camera at the ready, asked, “Where?” 
 
    Maya looked to her left and pointed. “There.” 
 
    A shimmering, gossamer-like thing, a sort of mist at first glance, coming from the woods, hung where Maya was pointing. It seemed to flow through the trees as if nothing was there. 
 
    “Katie,” Mrs. Forcier whispered. She seemed entranced.  
 
    “How do you know for sure it’s her?” Julie said to Maya.  
 
    “I just feel it. I feel her.” 
 
    “Shit. These readings are unbelievable.” Jason circled the well slowly. “And they seem to all lead here.” 
 
    Suddenly, the shimmering disappeared. 
 
    “Where’d she go?” Penny asked as she stopped filming.  
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Steve said. “Something’s not right.” 
 
    “Katie! Come back!” Mrs. Forcier wailed. 
 
    Jason was shaking his head. “I’m still getting readings. They’re not fading. They’re getting stronger.” 
 
    Julie stepped closer to Maya. “Maya, do you still see her? Is she still here?” 
 
    “She is.” Maya stood very still as she heard a voice, Katie’s voice, in her head. 
 
    Katie said, “You will be my anchor.” 
 
    For the first time since she’d been able to see and speak to ghosts, Maya was afraid. “Possession?” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Julie sounded scared. 
 
    Steve and Jason kept circling the well, looking for something that they couldn’t see. Penny turned the camera back on. Maya’s eyes closed halfway.  
 
    “Not possession. My touch will be enough. If you’ll be my anchor, I can be whole for a little while. You are the only one who can do this for me. Please.” Her voice was soft and breathy like it was running through a weird filter, but it also had a tone of desperation. Maya didn’t want to say “no,” but she was afraid to say “yes.” 
 
    “It’s not permanent?” 
 
    “Of course not. Please.” 
 
    “All right,” Maya said. 
 
    “Seriously, who are you talking to?” asked Penny as she focused her camera on Maya.  
 
    Maya shushed her.  
 
    “This won’t hurt you,” Katie said.  
 
    Maya felt something—Katie’s hand perhaps—grip around her torso. She gasped. The grip got tighter. 
 
    “Breathe easy, Maya. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    The grip loosened. Maya opened her eyes. Standing in front her was Katie, looking more substantial than she’d ever seen. She had legs. She was no longer transparent. Katie smiled broadly. Mrs. Forcier’s jaw dropped. She ran toward her sister, stopping short of touching her.  
 
    “You’re not going to keep talking inside my head, are you? Everyone’s going to be able to hear you, right?”  
 
    “Oh, we can hear her and see her,” said Julie.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier said, “It is you! Oh, Katie. You’re here!” Her hand reached out as if to touch her, but she held back.  
 
    The others were in varying degrees of shock. Jason stopped circling the well and stared at Katie. Julie gawked, looking back and forth between Maya and Katie as though she were following the ball at a tennis match. Even Steve, who was the most jaded person Maya knew, looked stunned. Penny lowered her video camera. 
 
    “Penny,” Maya whispered. She gestured at the video camera. “Keep filming!” 
 
    Penny raised her camera, and Katie turned to Mrs. Forcier. “I remember you from when you came with Maya here before.” 
 
    Katie sounded, not like a ghost, but how Maya imagined she had sounded like in life. 
 
    “I wish you’d remember me from a long time ago, when we were girls and Mother was still alive. I’m your sister, Evie.” Mrs. Forcier opened her purse and pulled out the hair clip decorated with orange butterflies. “Mother gave this to you for Christmas. Remember?” 
 
    Katie regarded the hair clip with curiosity. She reached out to touch it, but her finger went through it. She moaned in frustration. 
 
    “But you remember it?” Mrs. Forcier said. 
 
    Katie nodded. “It was your favorite. You always wanted to wear it.” 
 
    “You never let me!” Mrs. Forcier smiled and said softly, “You remember it. You remember me.” 
 
    Maya was fascinated. She could still feel a gentle pressure around her torso, the anchor Katie was using to keep herself here, but Maya also had a strange feeling that there was something else, that it wasn’t just Katie using her. As much as Maya was enjoying the reunion between Katie and her sister, she wanted Katie to leave her as soon as possible. 
 
    “Mother is dead?” Katie asked. 
 
    “She is. She…” 
 
    Katie interrupted her. “When?” 
 
    “Three years ago. She never stopped hoping we would find you.” 
 
    “How long have I been gone?” 
 
    “More than 60 years.” 
 
    Katie fell silent and remained so for several moments. 
 
    Maya tried not to breathe too loudly. Everyone else seemed to be holding their breath as they watched a ghostly woman, who had never grown up, talk to her little sister who had bypassed her by so many years.  
 
    “I wish I could be with her, but I can’t leave this place,” Katie said so softly that Maya could barely hear. 
 
    “Katie, what do you mean you can’t leave?” Mrs. Forcier asked. “You came to me in a few weeks ago. That’s part of the reason why I’m here.” 
 
    “The day I never left, I came here alone. I went to the well to make a wish.” She looked in the direction of the well that Jason had been circling. “I stumbled. I fell in. I woke up at the bottom. I don’t know how long it was before I woke up. That’s where I died. I got stuck. I got out for just a moment. I made it home, only briefly, but I was dragged right back. There’s construction planned. It’s going to destroy everything. He won’t let it happen.” 
 
    Maya looked over to the well. Its walls were crumbling. Even in the heat of summer, its stones were cold. She knew there were horrible ways to die, but she couldn’t help thinking how awful Katie’s last moments of life probably were and what her death in these woods had been like. Mrs. Forcier was weeping. She reached for Katie’s hand and was clearly hit with a fresh sense of grief when she could grasp nothing but air. Her face fell. She let out a wail that Maya didn’t know was possible for the older woman, and Katie seemed suddenly alert. 
 
    “Katie? What’s wrong?” Maya asked. She suspected Katie’s renewed distress had nothing to do with finally meeting her sister.  
 
    “I can’t stay,” Katie said. 
 
    Maya felt the grip around her torso begin to loosen. “Wait. Why can’t you stay?” 
 
    “Where is she going? Katie, please stay,” Mrs. Forcier said. 
 
    “There’s still some pretty strong readings here,” Steve said as he walked slowly around Maya, Mrs. Forcier, and Katie with his EDI meter. “She’s fading, but something else is here.” 
 
    “Let me leave! Let us leave!” Katie yelled. 
 
    Maya wasn’t sure who the us was that Katie referred to, but she had a feeling that she wasn’t referring to the ghost hunters. The grip on Maya’s torso let go. Katie continued to fade, but the readings on the EDI meters got louder. Maya noticed some movement in the corner of her eye. She looked towards the woods.  
 
    “Is that Mike? Mike!” yelled Maya.  
 
    “How long has he been here?” Julie asked.  
 
    He turned away into the woods, and Julie ran after him.  
 
    Katie kept fading and transformed back into the shimmering thing she had been earlier and on their previous encounters. 
 
    “What are you afraid of, Katie?” Maya asked. 
 
    “I wanted to see Evie one last time. I was selfish. I’m sorry. Leave now. Take Evie with you. Don’t come back. This is a terrible place,” Katie said in Maya’s head. “Leave while you still can.” 
 
    “We can’t just leave you here,” Maya said. Now that they had found Katie and learned what had happened to her Maya knew there was no way they were going to abandon her, and there were probably others. They needed to be rescued, too.  
 
    For the first time, Maya heard Katie laugh, but it wasn’t a jolly, free-of-angst laugh. The laugh was tinged with resignation and regret.  
 
    “Yes. You can. It’s what’s best. I know that now. Go.” 
 
    Maya felt a sudden emptiness and staggered to the ground. Her hands landed on soft, moist dirt. She started breathing rapidly, as if she had just sprinted a mile, as if she was trying to fill a hole that couldn’t be filled.  
 
    “She’s gone,” she said between gasps.  
 
    Penny, who was still shooting, asked, “Did she take possession of you? What happened?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later.” Maya said, still trying to catch her breath. She let Steve help her to her feet. She brushed the dirt off her hands. She stared at them as if they weren’t really hers.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier grabbed Maya’s arm. “Katie spoke to you? How? What did she say? What happened?” 
 
    “She used me as an anchor, so she could speak to you. When she couldn’t hold on anymore, she let go. She said we have to leave and not come back.” Maya looked around at the others. “Where’s Julie?” 
 
    Penny said, “She went after Mike. You said you saw him here or over there in the woods.” 
 
    “I’m so hungry and tired, but we need to find her. Right now.”  
 
    Steve put his hand on Maya’s shoulder. “Wait. Did anyone see which direction she went in?” 
 
    One after another, they shook their heads. 
 
    “She can take care of herself, so let’s not panic,” Jason said, although panic was in his voice. 
 
    “So could Katie,” said Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    Maya thought about Mike. If he was as old as he said he was, there was no way he could have been involved in Katie’s disappearance and death. He wouldn’t have been alive then, but her doubt nagged at her. The paranormal opened up a world of possibilities. 
 
    “We have to find Julie,” said Maya. “Mike knows more about Katie’s disappearance than he’s letting on, possibly even more than is humanly possible.” 
 
    They decided to split up. Maya, Jason, and Mrs. Forcier would head in one direction. Steve and Penny would head in another. The temperature had dropped, and the dark night hung heavy. Most people had wisely already left the woods and would return in the light of day. They agreed to meet back in the clearing by the well in an hour. As they set off in different directions, Mrs. Forcier trailed closely behind Maya. 
 
    “What about Katie? We are coming back for her, aren’t we?” Mrs. Forcier asked. “I want to find her body and give her a proper burial. I don’t want to leave her stuck in these woods.”  
 
    Maya stopped for a moment. “We’ll be back for her. I promise.”  
 
    Now that they had found Katie and what had happened to her, they had to figure out a way to free her from whatever was holding her here. Maya knew Julie would have a thing or two to say about that. It was time to find her and Mike Hogan.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Running after Mike 
 
    When Julie felt the first tug on her ankle, she wondered if perhaps she had been too hasty in running after Mike alone. She wasn’t sure why she had done it. Maya was busy with Katie, so it just seemed like the thing to do, especially since Mike was fleeing for no apparent reason. He had to be able to tell them more about this place and why Katie couldn’t leave the woods.  
 
    But her most pressing concern now was not to stumble and fall. Frustration built as she realized it was becoming harder to run. She felt more tugging on her ankles. She looked down and freaked out at what she saw. Vines that, to her eyes, resembled human arms, had taken hold of her ankles and were climbing up her calves. 
 
    “Shit! Goddamnit! This really sucks!” 
 
    She reached down and tried to push the vines down. They began creeping over her knees. She strained to keep moving forward to no avail. Exhaustion crept over her. Just as the vines crept up her thighs, she stumbled forward. She sprawled on the ground and fought the vines that looked like human arms. She tried to push the thought out of her mind that they might actually be human arms. Their embrace wasn’t tight, but it was snug. Is this how the clench of a boa constrictor feels? she wondered, How soon until this becomes unbearable? Will it hurt? 
 
    Her body was pinned to the ground. She glanced up and saw the shadow outline of a man, most likely Mike, not far from her. 
 
    “Help me!” she yelled.  
 
    The man backed away before turning around and walking away. Julie screamed until her voice cracked. Her breath started coming in gasps. It felt like someone very heavy was sitting on her, driving her into the ground. She tried screaming again, but this time the sound she made came out as an anemic peep. 
 
    This can’t be how it ends for me, she thought. The weight on her back got heavier. The dark night got darker. She struggled to breathe. Maybe I should have answered Gabi’s texts and gotten laid one last time. Or maybe I should have just grabbed Maya and kissed her, like I’ve been wanting to. 
 
    She remembered her grandmother telling her long ago to always wear nice, clean underwear because you could be in a car accident or something awful like that, at least you won’t be shamed by dirty undergarments. She chuckled to herself. No sound would come out of her mouth. I’m wearing clean underpants, at least. 
 
    “We found her,” Maya said into her walkie-talkie. 
 
    Mrs. Forcier, who had been leaning down close to Julie said to Maya, “Did she just say that she’s wearing clean underwear?” 
 
    Oh, I said that out loud, Julie thought. 
 
    Jason shrugged. “She might have. She looks pretty out of it.”  
 
    Maya told Steve through the walkie-talkie where she and that Mrs. Forcier had found Julie. 
 
    “Jules. Look at me,” Jason said, gently shaking her shoulder.  
 
    The vines let go, and she started breathing easier. She could talk again. She sat up suddenly and started pulling off the vines.  
 
    “Get these things off of me!” she yelled and pulled at the vines. She noticed the incredulous looks Maya, Jason, and Mrs. Forcier exchanged. “What?” 
 
    “Um. What things, Jules?” Jason asked, looking her up and down. 
 
    Julie looked around wildly. They couldn’t see what had been holding her, but she could. They had to help her. “These vines! They looked like arms! They were creeping up from my ankles! I think they came up from the ground somewhere!” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier placed her hand on Julie’s forehead. “She doesn’t have a fever.” 
 
    “I’m not sick! But, but, they’re gone.” Julie’s panic started to lessen. The weight on her body disappeared.  
 
    “There’s nothing there, Julie,” Maya said. 
 
    “But they were right there! I don’t know where they came from! It seemed like they were coming up from out of the ground! They wrapped around my legs! They... They started climbing on my torso. I could hardly breathe.” Julie looked around and groped for her flashlight. “Where are they?” 
 
    Jason held out his hands to her. “Come on. Gotta get going. Gotta get you out of here.” 
 
    She allowed her brother to pull her up to her feet. Maya and Mrs. Forcier brushed leaves and twigs off of her. Steve and Penny arrived out of breath and looking relieved. 
 
    “You okay?” Penny asked. 
 
    “What happened to you, Julie?” Steve peered at his EDI meter. “Something weird happened here.” 
 
    Julie nodded. “No shit, Sherlock.” She noticed Maya was still regarding her with concern. “I’m okay. Really. I think.”  
 
    “Jason’s right. We need to get going.” Maya turned to Steve. “She said that some vines came up from the ground and wrapped around her.” 
 
    “But when we got here, it just looked like she had tripped and fallen,” said Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    “There were vines! I saw them! I felt them!” Julie said. 
 
    “This just adds a new wrinkle to all this,” Steve said. He almost sounded gleeful. “This ghost hunt gets more interesting all the time. We’ve found Katie. Now we have to find what’s keeping her here, and it seems like this entity is a nasty old queen.” 
 
    Julie shuddered as she remembered the feel of the vines creeping up her legs. 
 
    “Did you see where Mike went?” asked Maya.  
 
    “When the vines started doing their thing that you didn’t see, he stopped running. He came back and just watched. I asked him for help. Then he just walked away.” 
 
    “Asshole,” Maya said. 
 
    “Fucker,” Jason said. 
 
    “Do you think he knows something about what happened to Katie?” Mrs. Forcier asked. 
 
    “He must,” said Julie.  
 
    **** 
 
    Julie woke up early the next morning feeling groggy. It wasn’t until she looked down and saw Gabi curled up next to her that she remembered texting Gabi after dropping Jason off to see if she was around and if she could stop by her apartment. She had intended to just stop by for a quickie, but then they started drinking. Since she was no longer safe to drive, she stayed. She fell asleep. Now, she was awake.  
 
    So much for resisting the temptation of Gabi, she thought. But I’ve been so good for so long. I deserved this after last night. 
 
    Julie ran her fingers through her own hair. She flicked out a small twig that landed on the bed. She flashed on the memory of last night’s encounter with the vines and felt the memory of the pressure they exerted on her body. She tossed the twig in the direction of the small trash can next to the desk in front of one of Gabi’s bedroom windows. Although the blinds were closed, she could see a wisp of early morning sunlight streaming in. She carefully peeled Gabi’s well-toned arm off of her, resisted the urge to kiss it, and got out of bed. Gabi mumbled something about money and then returned to gentle snoring. Julie tiptoed into the bathroom. 
 
    When she looked in the mirror she swore she could see the faintest hints of bruises where the vines held her the tightest. She wondered if they, like the vines, would only be seen and felt by her. To be honest, if she looked at her body from a different angle, she couldn’t see them. There was nothing different about her body except a small hickey on the right side of the base of her neck. She hoped that would be as invisible to others as the vines were last night. 
 
    The urge to beat herself up about hooking up with Gabi was strong, but Julie her did best to ignore it. She was only human, after all, and she had human needs. After the events of last night she’d felt like she needed some comforting. The sex had been pretty good, as it usually was. They seemed to work better as friends with benefits than they had as girlfriends. She remembered Maya’s look of concern last night, but Julie had pushed her away. She hadn’t wanted to appear helpless in front of Maya.  
 
    She still felt a little anxiety about what had happened with the creepy vines, but she also felt thrilled to be part of this investigation. It was everything she’d ever wanted when she had gotten into tracking paranormal events and entities. Solving bumps in the night that turned out to be squirrels in the attic or dealing with ghosts who weren’t doing any harm had their charms, but Katie...well, this case was her most complicated yet and so much more was at stake.  
 
    “Julie?” said Gabi through the door.  
 
    “Yeah? I’m just finishing up.” 
 
    “Can I come in? I gotta pee.” 
 
    Julie dried her hands on a towel. “Sure.” 
 
    Gabi opened the door, scampered past Julie and sat down on the toilet. 
 
    Julie left, shutting the door behind her. 
 
    “Are you staying for breakfast?” Gabi yelled through the door.  
 
    Julie hadn’t thought that far ahead, but her desire to leave Gabi this morning was now as strong as her desire was last night to stay. Julie needed to get out. She hadn’t slept well and needed to get some sleep. The bed was familiar and warm, but no longer meant for her.  
 
    She heard the toilet flush and then water running. A couple of moments later, Gabi stepped out of the bathroom and in front of Julie who was pulling her pants on. Gabi was naked and moved close to Julie, making it difficult for Julie to pull her pants all the way up. She grabbed Julie’s hands. 
 
    “I’ve got some blueberry coffee cake, and I can make you a latte, just the way you like it. After breakfast, we can have some more fun.” There was this thing Gabi did with her lips, a cute little pout, that used to drive Julie crazy. It still had a little pull, but Julie’s need to get out, at least in this moment, was stronger.  
 
    “That sounds nice, but I really do need to get going.” She pulled her hands from Gabi’s grasp and finished pulling up her pants. 
 
    Gabi flopped down on her bed. The glint of morning sun highlighted the creamy curve of her back. She said, with maddening indifference, “Okay. I’m not going to be around tonight, if you’re wondering. I’ve got a date.” 
 
    Julie sighed and finished getting dressed as fast as she could. Gabi yammered on about tonight’s date, a doctor who had just started at an ob-gyn practice on the other side of town. 
 
    “She’s taking me on a moonlight helicopter ride. Isn’t that romantic?” she said and then rolled onto her back. 
 
    “Sure. Sounds real romantic, Gabi,” said Julie as she headed out the door. She was pretty sure Gabi’s date story was a work of fiction designed to make her jealous. It worked. On the drive home, she couldn’t decide whether to berate herself for not making this goodbye final or not staying behind for a little more nookie.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    How to anchor a ghost  
 
    When Maya got home after the evening at Promontory Woods, she sat in her kitchen feeling exhausted, although she wasn’t ready for sleep. Katie was not the first ghost she’d spoken to, but she had never been as close to a ghost as she had been to the lost teenager earlier that night. Maya wasn’t sure how she felt. There was part of her that felt used and scared, but she also felt privileged that she was able to allow Katie to speak to her sister.  
 
    Penny made some Mexican hot chocolate for Maya, despite it being early summer, and placed the mug in front of her. Penny knew that it was something that always helped calm Maya down. As Maya sipped the steaming concoction, she explained how Katie had spoken to her inside her head and how it felt when Katie took hold of her. 
 
    “Okay, so Katie says it wasn’t possession, but it sure sounds like it was,” Penny said as she took a seat.  
 
    Maya nodded and reluctantly agreed. “It all was just so weird. So much was going on. I found it hard to concentrate. There was Katie and her sister getting the reunion they needed. There was Katie using me as her anchor. There was …” Maya looked off into the distance and let her eyes lose focus.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Maya hesitated. She wasn’t sure if she should mention it because she didn’t want Penny to worry, but she also didn’t want to feel like she was alone in this. 
 
    “Do you remember when I first told you about how I can see and talk to ghosts?” 
 
    Penny nodded. “Yeah. You said it never freaked you out. I remember thinking, how could it not freak you out?” 
 
    “Well, I got kind of freaked out tonight.” 
 
    “Because of Katie?” 
 
    Maya shook her head and sipped some hot chocolate. It was perfect, but it wasn’t having the usual calming effect. “Not just because of Katie. I felt something else. There was something else in there with me. We weren’t alone.”  
 
    Penny took a rapid breath through clenched teeth. “What do you think it was? How do you feel now?” 
 
    “I feel all right. I don’t know what it was that I felt besides Katie. I can’t describe it.” 
 
    They sat in silence for several moments. Maya finished drinking her hot chocolate. Penny had opted for a beer. 
 
    “You know we’ll go back to the woods, and Katie will want to use you again.” 
 
    “I know. I don’t mind her wanting to do that, and, maybe when she does, I’ll get a better idea of whatever it is I also felt in there with her. It’s probably what’s keeping her in the woods.” 
 
    Maya saw Penny tense up. Maya knew that Penny, like anyone else who’d grown up in this area, had always thought the woods were creepy. Now the creep factor had jumped exponentially. After Maya assured Penny repeatedly that she was okay, they headed to their bedrooms. It was late and time to go to sleep. They both needed to get in early for their job-jobs.  
 
    As tired as Maya was, she lay in bed wide awake. The something else that had been with them was at the same time heavily silent and screaming in pain. Sometimes it seemed like one entity. Other times it seemed like many, both victims and victimizers. She finally drifted off to sleep by telling herself that one more time being Katie’s anchor would be the last time. That would be all it took to figure out a way to free Katie so she’d never need Maya again.  
 
    She woke up sweating. She felt something grabbing at her ankles. When she looked under the sheets, there was nothing there.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    How can we free Katie? 
 
    Maya arrived at Steve’s house on Sunday afternoon, less than forty-eight hours after she had been Katie’s anchor to the world of the living, and she still felt untethered. Eddie, Steve’s husband, made lunch for her, Penny, Julie, Jason, and Mrs. Forcier for their afternoon of strategizing and brainstorming. They were going to figure out how they were going to free Katie. Maya assured them all that she was just fine. 
 
    As they ate the carrot orzo and lemon chicken, Maya overheard Eddie telling Mrs. Forcier about the community cable access TV show he and Steve did back in the day. That was how they met. Steve had placed an ad in a local alternative weekly, saying he was looking for someone to write some copy for the show. Eddie, who had always been interested in the paranormal and worked as an editor at a food industry trade magazine at the time, said he thought it would be a hoot to write for a cheesy cable access show. Steve overheard this and objected to Eddie using the word cheesy to describe the show with a disgruntled, “Hey!” 
 
    “Turns out, it was more fun than I thought it would be,” Eddie said. “I started going out on hunts with Steve, contributed what I could, you know? We got to know each other and here we are.” 
 
    Jason, carefully cutting a piece of chicken, said, “That’s cool. What was the name of your show?” 
 
    “The Paranormal Grievance Committee,” Steve said. 
 
    “What?” Mrs. Forcier asked, puzzled. 
 
    “It’s just a goofy name we came up with because we had to call it something,” Eddie said. “Besides, ghosts always do seem to have some sort of grievance.” 
 
    Maya had heard about the cable access show before, but this time when Eddie talked about it, she thought it might be time to resurrect the name in some form. She made a mental note to talk to Steve and Eddie about her idea, most likely after they’d wrapped up this investigation. 
 
    After lunch, Maya wandered into the living room where many of Eddie’s photographs were displayed. He dabbled in photography so several framed photos from trips he and Steve had made to Death Valley and other desert landscapes adorned the walls. Since Maya’s first visit to Steve’s house a year ago, she had loved drinking in the bright golden tones of the desert as depicted in Eddie’s photos, but her favorite photo was the most surprising one to her. Eddie had taken it at night when the red, yellow, and gold tones of the desert floor were muted, and the night sky dominated the image. The clarity of the sky and the brilliance of the stars in that photo never failed to astonish Maya. She tried to calm herself by looking at the photos. She pointed out to Mrs. Forcier the ones she liked, especially the nighttime one.  
 
    After a round of homemade profiteroles, Eddie lured them to the living room with a pitcher of what he called his world famous sangria. “Let’s get this show on the road. Who’s for sangria?” He began filling glasses. 
 
    “Okay I’ll start,” Maya said, using her most authoritative tone, as she sat next to Jason at one end of the large purple sectional sofa that dominated Steve and Eddie’s living room. “I made a few notes based on my reading of that forest service dude’s notebooks. It’s a lot of him just keeping track of what he did every day. I mean, he made notes about when he made copies at the office copy machine, so mostly very mundane.”  
 
    “He must have been a fun date,” Penny said in the dry manner she sometimes managed. 
 
    “Exactly, but as time went on, he clearly got more interested in the Promontory Woods. I think it’s because his duties changed. He got promoted and became some sort of assistant manager, which gave him more responsibility over a wider area. He was especially struck by the woods’ caretakers. Just within the first six months of his promotion, the woods had four different caretakers. None would stay more than a month or two.” 
 
    Julie piped up. “Did this Norton guy write about why the caretakers wouldn’t stay?” 
 
    “He couldn’t seem to get an answer that satisfied him. He said that each one of the caretakers he spoke to, and he had to go to Pennsylvania to track one of them down, said they felt uncomfortable in the job or that the job and accommodation weren’t what they’d been led to believe they were. He was suspicious that successive men, who were all enthusiastic about getting the job initially, would just up and leave after such a short amount of time. The guy he tracked to Pennsylvania literally left in the middle of the night. He couldn’t find anything that would make more sense. He seemed to know that something wacky was happening out there. At one point, he filled one page of the notebook with the saying, ‘There’s no smoke without fire.’ And then there’s this.”  
 
    Maya showed the assembled the final page that implied he knew an answer, but the remaining pages were blank. 
 
    “Whatever happened to this Norton guy?” Penny asked. 
 
    “I asked Tia what she could find out, but she came up empty. Records from that far back were destroyed as a matter of policy,” Maya said. “I did an internet search but couldn’t find anything about him.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier cut her off and everyone went quiet. “All fascinating, but how does this get us any closer to helping Katie?” She rolled up her sleeve revealing, once again, her I.V. port. She scratched a patch of dry skin on her arm. Her skin looked older. A bruise had developed around the I.V. port. Mrs. Forcier seemed to be aging rapidly. 
 
    “I want to bury my sister. I want to be with her again. You know, I outlived my husband. He died young, and we never had children. I never remarried. I never found love again. I’ve found my sister again. I won’t lose her again. I won’t.” 
 
    The air in the room felt frozen.  
 
    “She’s right,” Julie said. “We need a plan.” 
 
    Steve drained his glass of sangria and poured himself another. “I’ve been thinking a lot about this since the first time we met Katie. The fact that she says she can’t leave the woods indicates that something’s got a hold of her.” 
 
    “Okay. Yes. That makes sense,” Mrs. Forcier said, sounding impatient. “So what? How do we get it to let go?” 
 
    “That is precisely what we need to figure out, and I have some ideas.” Steve revealed some of the research he had carried out yesterday at a local paranormal bookstore and the historical society. He believed that they were dealing with a cursed entity that had been stuck in the woods for a long time and had trapped others with it.” 
 
    “A curse?” Jason said, incredulous. 
 
    “A cursed entity no less,” Penny said. “I guess I can see that. So, are we talking Mayan or Viking or African or Illiniwek Indian? How far back are we going?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Steve, dramatically dropping a pile of dusty books on the coffee table. 
 
    “It would explain why there have been so many stories over the years about the woods,” Mrs. Forcier said. “You think that’s why Katie can’t leave?” 
 
    Steve nodded. “And I think she’s not the only one. I think this entity has trapped others. It needs them for something. I’m just not sure what.” 
 
    Maya felt a chill. This cursed entity was most likely the thing that had sent those vines after Julie. But what was Mike’s involvement in all this? And whatever happened to Gale Norton? 
 
    “Of course, we’ll have to be aware that Mike is probably a part of this in some way,” she said. 
 
    Julie nodded. “How could he not be?” 
 
    This entity could also have been the other presence Maya had felt when Katie had used her as her anchor. It was so big and vague. She wondered if its other victims were touching her, too. She wondered if they wanted to try to use her as an “anchor.” She noticed Penny watching her. She had that concerned look on her face again. Since she’d told Penny about what had happened with Katie in the woods the other night, Penny had been extra solicitous of her, like she was handling her with kid gloves. Maya certainly felt vulnerable, but she didn’t want Penny, or anyone else, to treat her like she was made of glass. 
 
    “When we go back, do you think you’ll be able to get Katie to appear to us like she did Friday night, Maya?” Mrs. Forcier asked. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Maya said, hoping she didn’t sound scared. 
 
    Jason asked, “How did that even work?” 
 
    Maya felt all eyes on her. She told them how Katie spoke to her and how she helped moor Katie to the world of the living. She took a deep breath before telling them that she’d felt that Katie wasn’t alone when she used her as her anchor. When Maya finished, Julie was staring at her. No one spoke for a couple of minutes until Mrs. Forcier broke the silence.  
 
    “Something else was in you with Katie? What was it?” Mrs. Forcier looked terrified. The sangria that had seemed like such a good idea when they had sat down wasn’t soothing anyone.  
 
    “I don’t know. I think the only way to find out is to go back and let Katie, well, use me again,” Maya said. 
 
    Penny put her hand on Maya’s thigh and squeezed. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Maya nodded. 
 
    “We need to find out what was in there with Katie and what this cursed entity is,” Steve said. “Only then can we figure out how to deal with it.” 
 
    “Do you think it would be worth it to talk to Mike, the caretaker, again?” Jason asked. 
 
    Julie nodded her head vigorously. “I think he’s involved in all this … somehow. We need to talk to him first, figure out what he knows.” 
 
    They decided to visit Mike at dusk and put away the sangria.  
 
    “I need to be sober for this,” said Maya. “But I wish I didn’t have to be.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Penny, who looked forlorn as Eddie took away the pitcher.  
 
    Maya noticed Penny, Steve, and Julie exchange glances. Mrs. Forcier raised one of her eyebrows as if puzzled by the silence. Jason got up from the sofa and started to pace. 
 
    “What?” Maya said. 
 
    Julie fixed her with an intense look in her eyes. “You probably shouldn’t come tonight.” 
 
    “Why?” It rankled and frustrated Maya, Julie’s concern. She’d never been one to turn tail from something that might be scary. Besides, Julie was the one who was found on the ground talking about her underwear. Maya had stayed upright the entire time. 
 
    “I agree with Julie,” said Penny. “I think it would be better for you to get some more rest. You still seem tired, and we need you in good shape for when it’s time to talk to Katie again.” 
 
    “This is bullshit!” Maya realized she’d drunk way too much sangria before the pitcher disappeared. She set the glass down on the coffee table angrily. 
 
    “After what you told us earlier, about how you felt there might have been something else in there with Katie,” Steve said, “I don’t think you should risk getting trapped somehow by whatever it is.” 
 
    “I can handle it. Besides, Julie is just as much at risk. The entity went after her, too,” Maya said stubbornly, not mentioning that ever since that night she had sometimes felt pressure on her legs, like something was trying to keep her from moving forward.  
 
    Then Mrs. Forcier turned to Maya. The sadness Mrs. Forcier had carried deeply buried for so long had been reaching the surface. Her make-up couldn’t hide the faint redness in her eyes. Her voice could no longer cover up her sorrow. Her hair seemed grayer. 
 
    “Please don’t go tonight,” she said. “I know I’m being completely selfish in asking you to do something that is clearly against your nature, but I want you to be available to help my sister. If something were to happen to you tonight, you’d be of no use to me. I need you. I’m going to stay home as well. I’m saving everything for Katie.  
 
    Maya said she’d think about it, but she knew they were right. They reassured her that they would tell her what happened and what they learned. Penny even offered to wear a camera that would feed images back to her at their apartment. 
 
    Maya got over her frustration by throwing herself wholeheartedly into the discussion about what they needed to bring with them in case Mike confronted them. Steve offered to bring some salt Eddie had had blessed by his mother’s priest. He’d also been experimenting with pistols that used bullets filled with salt and thought those might come in handy. Penny had some sage sticks imbued with cedar oil that she could bring plus a bunch of other herbs used to cleanse spaces of spirits. Jason had a collection of gemstones he felt had similar properties. Julie was a fan of lavender oil. They didn’t know the source of the entity or the curse, so it was hard to know what would work.  
 
    “If we get into his cottage, I should definitely do some smudging,” Penny said, making a motion with her hands as if she was holding a bundle of burning dried sage and she was ready to waft the smoke over the area.  
 
    Jason was nodding. “We definitely need to get into his cottage. It might tell us something.” 
 
    “We went there and the only thing his cottage told us is that he likes old things,” Julie said. 
 
    “Old things?” Steve asked. 
 
    “His living room seemed like a museum, like he’d never updated anything since he moved into the cottage,” said Maya. “He started working as caretaker in 1980.” 
 
    “Nothing creepy about that, is there?” Mrs. Forcier asked. 
 
    “He looks like he’s in his thirties,” said Maya.  
 
    Another silence fell on the group. Maya knew they must be trying to work it out themselves, the disparity between the age that Mike looked and the year he said he started working as caretaker. 
 
    “That’s not right,” Eddie said, slowly shaking his head. 
 
    Steve agreed. “We definitely need to talk to that dude. He knows something.” 
 
    “Knows something? He is the thing!” Jason said. 
 
    Julie exhaled. “Jason’s right, so we gotta be careful when we’re out there.” 
 
    Feeling a twinge of disappointment at having to sit this one out, Maya said, “You guys should come back with some interesting stuff.” 
 
    Julie looked at her. “I hope so, but you won’t be sidelined for long, you know. Besides, I wanna see you in action again, as scary as it is.” 
 
    Maya flashed a quick smile at her. Julie was very appealing, but she had to keep her head in the investigation and not in wondering what it would be like to be held and kissed by her. 
 
    **** 
 
    Penny was able to be home with Maya for a couple of hours before Steve picked her up. She prepared for a possible encounter with Mike and chatted about her new girlfriend. Apparently, Penny’s new girlfriend was auditioning for the best dance company in town the next day and was periodically texting Penny to calm her nerves. Maya asked how the girlfriend felt about Penny helping out Maya with the paranormal investigations.  
 
    “She thinks what we do is strange,” she said. 
 
    “We’re not hurting anyone. Would she like it better if you were a stripper or were helping me run a shoplifting ring?” 
 
    Penny giggled. “She might. So, are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    After Penny had left Maya flitted around the apartment. She started her laundry, then watched the latest episode of Queer Ghost Hunters, a cool web series on YouTube, while she ate a quick dinner. A welcome distraction came in the form of flirty text messages from Charlie, the cutie from the forest service office the other day. Eventually, Maya asked if she could call her. Charlie said yes, and they talked for about an hour. Charlie had been working for the forestry service since high school, although she was completing her prereqs so she could enter nursing school. She had a dog named Butler and a hobby of making trophies. 
 
    “I mean, who doesn’t deserve a trophy for all sorts of things?” she said.  
 
    Maya told her about her dream to one day completely take over Steve’s paranormal investigation business, quit Zaxy-Mart, and ghost hunt full time. They made a date to have lunch next weekend. By the time Maya went to bed that night, she had gotten over the disappointment of being unable to go out to Mike’s cottage with the others. She’d had a pleasant evening. Charlie was really cool, very attractive, and definitely potential girlfriend material. Perhaps most importantly, Charlie was single. Maya didn’t even have to ask about her status. Charlie worked it into the conversation. She made a better dating prospect than Julie who sort of seemed to be single and sort of not. Maya needed and wanted more certainty than Julie could offer. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Reconnoiter at Mike’s 
 
    Julie paused for a moment in front of the owl-shaped door knocker on Mike’s door. The knocker was heavy and somber and, much like the rest of the house, it looked old but not weathered. She banged the knocker down three times but heard nothing from inside the cottage. 
 
    She stepped back and turned toward her fellow ghost hunters. Jason was playing with a purple gemstone. Steve was looking at his EDI. The readings were low but indicated some paranormal activity. Penny had gone the extra mile to prepare. She was wearing a tool belt she had customized. In pockets designed for pliers and wrenches, she had placed sage sticks and vials of some of Steve’s blessed salt.  
 
    “You know, there’s no evidence that this entity is a vampire,” said Julie, pointing to the wooden stake that was hanging where a hammer usually would. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but just in case,” said Penny.  
 
    “So, your girlfriend likes the handywoman thing?” Julie said. 
 
    Penny shrugged. “Honestly, she likes me in or out of anything. It’s nice, you know, having someone who really digs you.” 
 
    Julie remembered when her and Gabi had been at that stage in their relationship, when they couldn’t get enough of each other. What they were doing now—the friends with benefits thing—didn’t feel like that at all, now that she thought about it. They weren’t really friends, and it sort of felt like she was doing it in the way that someone who doesn’t really care about food mindlessly eats because it’s a necessity, not because they get true pleasure from it. 
 
    Steve handed Penny one of his pistols with salt-filled bullets. She struck a pose. 
 
    “If my girlfriend could see me right now, she’d think I was so badass she wouldn’t be able to resist eating me out,” Penny said. “And more.” She continued posing like she was being photographed for a girlie calendar. 
 
    “Are you sure you really want her to have a gun?” said Julie to Steve. 
 
    “Come on. We need to get to work,” he said, stuffing the other pistol down the back of his pants much to Jason’s apparent disappointment. “It doesn’t sound like Mike is here, so we have an opportunity.” 
 
    Penny moved over to the front window and peered inside. “It’s so dark. But it looks like he’s got a lot of furniture.” 
 
    The sound of a branch falling from a nearby tree startled them all. The readings on Steve’s EDI suddenly spiked, and Jason wrapped his arms around Penny only to have her wriggle free. 
 
    Julie knocked again, louder this time. She waited a few moments, hearing nothing to indicate Mike was home. She turned the doorknob. It was unlocked. She beckoned the others to follow. Julie put her index finger to her lips. Then, so very carefully, she turned the doorknob all the way while pushing the door open as quietly as she could. The hinges creaked a little but not too loudly. They stepped over the threshold with Penny closing the door behind them.  
 
    Once in the living room, Jason’s EDI lit up. Every single surface seemed covered in paranormal energy. Penny started filming. Julie fished her night vision goggles out of her messenger bag but didn’t put them on right away. She wanted to let her eyes get used to the darkness before resorting to using them. 
 
    “You’ve been here before, so you lead the way,” Penny whispered to Julie.  
 
    Mike didn’t seem to be home, so Julie became bolder and moved more confidently. She stepped out of the living room with Penny trailing behind her and into a short hallway where Julie was forced to snap on her night vision goggles. The walls were bare with dark streaks on one wall near the baseboard. The guys were whispering in the living room, and Penny started narrating the scene for the camera. Julie shushed her again.  
 
    “What? He’s not here,” Penny whispered. 
 
    “As far as we know,” said Julie. “Let’s keep it quiet for the moment.” 
 
    Penny scowled but resumed recording video footage. 
 
    Julie found the bathroom. She ducked in to take a quick look around. Nothing much out of the ordinary, although she noted that Mike used a straight razor for his shaving needs and the products that, while still manufactured, were all old brands. In the soap dish in the shower was a dark colored bar of soap and a bottle of shampoo. There were no prescription bottles that would have given Julie a clue about Mike’s well-being. The medicine cabinet was equally dull with nothing stronger than a half-empty bottle of anti-allergy tablets. 
 
    Julie stepped out of the bathroom and continued down the hall until she reached two closed doors, one on each side.  
 
    “Which one will it be viewers?” said Penny, triggering a grumble from Julie.  
 
    Julie recited eeny-meeny-miny-moe to herself and chose the door to the left to open first.  
 
    “You wait here,” whispered Julie to Penny as she entered the room.  
 
    It turned out to be a bedroom. The bed was an old fashioned four poster, and it looked like a short person would need a step stool to get up on it. Julie wondered if it was a family heirloom. As in the living room, here there was a sort of museum quality to everything. Even without the benefit of light, the furniture, the knick knacks, they all seemed to have the air of things misplaced in time, like they weren’t really supposed to be here. Julie, who had never really paid that much attention to lines in furniture, could see by the shape of the desk and chair that they were not contemporary. She went to the bureau and carefully opened the top drawer. Other than underwear and socks, the drawer seemed to be a catch-all. She found buttons, rubber bands, a Swiss army knife, a few coins, a travel-size alarm clock, a comb, and a sewing kit. One drawer held dozens of flashlights, all different kinds. Another drawer was filled with pens from all over the world. Julie wondered if they had been lost in the woods, and Mike had found them.  
 
    She walked over to the closet and heard something that sounded like scraping. She stood still for several seconds before hearing it again. She couldn’t tell where it was coming from at first. She heard it again and realized it must be coming from below where she was standing. The cottage didn’t look like it had a basement. Maybe there was a crawl space? She reminded herself to breathe. She decided that the scraping sound could easily have been the sort of sound an old house like this would make with a few extra people in it. That’s why old houses made for good ghost stories. They were always making noises, in the dark especially. People scared themselves into believing they were something other than just old house noises. She stood as still as she could for several more seconds. The sound did not repeat.  
 
    The closet was a disappointment with three forestry department uniforms, four pairs of jeans and a half dozen button down shirts. There was nothing nefarious in it as far as she could tell. She closed the closet doors and headed out into the hallway. The hallway seemed darker and longer. It was also quiet. She couldn’t hear the guys in the living room. There was no sign of Penny. She walked back down the hall to the living room. Empty. 
 
    “Pen? Where are you? Just call out and let me know you’re okay. Penny? Steve? Jason? Where is everyone?” 
 
    She walked from the living room into the kitchen where she ran into Penny coming out of the mud room. Penny jumped and let out a shriek, knocking off Julie’s goggles.  
 
    “Damn! You scared me, Jules!” 
 
    “I scared you?” Julie said as she picked her goggles off the floor. “When I came out of the bedroom, you weren’t there. I couldn’t find Steve or Jason either. Where is everyone?” 
 
    She tried not sound panicked.  
 
    “Did you really expect me to just stand around here waiting for you?” Penny asked, incredulous. “And Jason and Steve went outside to look around. They weren’t waiting for you either.” 
 
    Julie stood there for a moment with her goggles in hand. She listened for sounds that weren’t there. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” said Penny. “Did you see a ghost?”  
 
    In the darkness of the kitchen, Julie wasn’t sure if Penny was making fun of her or truly concerned, maybe both. 
 
    “I heard something when I was in the bedroom.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a knock on the back door. They jumped toward each other, ending up in an awkward embrace, but pulling away just as fast. 
 
    “That can’t be Mike,” Penny said. 
 
    Julie agreed, deciding to pretend the accidental body contact never happened. She didn’t want to acknowledge she was scared. “Doubt he’d knock on the door of his own house.” 
 
    More knocking. The door creaked open. Then, a raspy voice said, “It’s coming from inside the house.” 
 
    Penny shrieked. Julie rolled her eyes. The man approaching them laughed. 
 
    “Damn it, Steve!” Penny punched him on his shoulder. 
 
    “Ow. I can’t believe you still fall for that,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s an oldie but a goodie, just like you,” Penny retorted. 
 
    “Steve, where’s Jason?” Julie asked. 
 
    “He’s out by the barn. Come on. We found something.” Steve started walking to the back door. 
 
    Julie had wanted to go back to the bedroom to give it another look. She didn’t like thinking she may have missed something because she got jumpy. Old houses always make noises, she thought, and they don’t mean anything. Usually. 
 
    When they got to the barn, Jason was grinning from ear to ear. He bounced on the balls of his feet like he was on a mini trampoline. 
 
    “What are you so happy about?” Julie asked. 
 
    “I think we’ve found the center of paranormal activity!” He could barely contain his excitement and beckoned them all closer to him. “Steve and I discovered an amazing amount of EDI activity here, which isn’t a big surprise, but something really interesting happens when you go into the barn.”  
 
    He pushed open one of the doors and stepped inside. Julie, Penny and Steve followed. The air outside was sultry, but Julie immediately felt a drop in temperature. Goosebumps rose rapidly on her arms. Her hair stood on end. A shiver ran through her body.  
 
    The barn was filled with farm and landscape equipment, like lawn mowers, a scythe, a roto-tiller, a few hoes, and trowels. The tractor that sat in the middle of the structure could charitably be called vintage. Where the floor wasn’t obscured by the equipment, it was bare and dusty. Julie sneezed. It got colder as they moved deeper inside.  
 
    “Why would this be the center?” Julie asked. “This is at least half a mile from the well where Katie died and where we’ve seen her.” She moved cautiously toward the ladder that led up to the hay loft. She snapped her goggles to her head.  
 
    “When we’ve been at the well, our readings have shown that it’s a pretty active site, too,” Steve said. “If we got closer to the well, maybe even go down into the well, we’d probably get temperature readings like the ones we’re getting here.” 
 
    “You mean frigid compared to normal June temps?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Exactly like that,” Julie said. “I wonder what’s up there.” She gingerly set one of her feet on the first rung of the ladder. 
 
    “Be careful, sis.” Jason walked over to the ladder just as Julie started climbing it. He took a firm grip of the ladder’s sides. 
 
    When she got to the top, she found herself in a hay loft, which, under different circumstances, might have been a romantic spot. There was a large window directly across from where she had emerged from the top of the ladder. She crossed the hay loft floor to the window and looked out. For a moment, she forgot why she was there. She allowed herself to take in the sight of the cloudy night. When she leaned out and looked to her left, she could see lightning bugs darting in and out of blades of tall prairie grass in a clearing near one of the small ponds that dotted Promontory Woods. Looking to her right, she saw the cottage and small shed in the backyard. Beyond that, she could see part of the parking lot. She wished Maya was there with them, that she was sharing this adventure with her tonight. She wondered if Maya would have come up into the hay loft with her if she’d been here. Julie smiled. Of course she would have. She probably would have raced me up that rickety ladder. Then she would have talked to whatever ghost was up here. 
 
    “So, what’s up there?” Jason shouted. 
 
    Startled, Julie regained her focus and walked back toward the ladder. She stumbled slightly and a wooden plank creak ominously. She deliberately hit the spot again triggering the same creak. 
 
    “What was that noise? Are you okay, Julie?” Penny yelled out.  
 
    Julie leaned over the edge of the hay loft peering into the cold darkness below. Jason looked up from the base of the ladder. His skin and teeth were bright green because of the night vision goggles. Penny was next to him and pointed her video camera up at Julie.  
 
    “Say something for the viewers,” said Penny.  
 
    “I’m fine. It’s just a creaky old bit of wood flooring. And no, there really isn’t anything up here.” She felt a little miffed to have been pulled out of her imaginings about Maya. Then she felt miffed that her imaginings would probably remain just that—something to think about wistfully as the mood struck her. She wasn’t even sure Maya was into her.  
 
    “Any difference in temperature up there?” Steve asked as Julie climbed back down the ladder. 
 
    Julie said, “Maybe a little warmer, but it’s still cooler than what it should be at this time of year.”  
 
    When she got to the bottom, she stumbled a little over a loose floorboard and knocked over a metal bucket with a loud clang. The water that had been within formed a puddle on the floor. “Damn,” she said as she set the bucket upright again.  
 
    Then the temperature in the already chilly barn dropped suddenly. 
 
    “Whoa!” Jason said. 
 
    Julie peered over his shoulder to get a good look at the readings on his EDI meter. The temperature reading was 46 degrees Fahrenheit. “What was the temperature the last time you looked?” 
 
    “58. That was about 20 minutes ago,” Jason said. 
 
    “It’s getting colder.” Penny breathed through her mouth, producing a cloud of her own breath. Julie saw her shiver. She started shivering herself.  
 
    “Thirty-eight degrees!” Jason said. 
 
    “How low can it go?” Julie asked, hoping it wouldn’t go any lower. She wasn’t dressed for anything below 60, and she was cold.  
 
    They huddled together and held their breath.  
 
    “Thirty-three degrees!” Jason was sounding more and more excited. 
 
    The temperature took another significant drop. Julie felt it in her toes and fingers. Her nose was freezing. The air felt midwinter cold, like a middle of February day when the air still hurt your face, the kind of cold that killed the homeless and college kids who got drunk at parties and tried to walk home wearing nothing but leggings and a T-shirt. Julie could feel the wooden barn floor getting colder and colder through her shoes.  
 
    “We need to go,” Julie said. 
 
    “But we still don’t know what Mike has to do with all of this,” Jason said through chattering teeth.  
 
    She looked down at the floor. Frost was starting to form everywhere.  
 
    Penny was walking around, still filming, when she hit a patch of ice near the bucket that Julie had knocked over. Her feet slid out from underneath her and she landed flat on her butt. “Ow! Shit!”  
 
    Jason and Steve pulled her up. Penny wiped off the seat of her shorts. 
 
    “We really need to go,” Julie said again. “I think we know enough.” 
 
    They turned toward the barn door. It looked farther away than when they had entered. The distance they would have to cross to reach it seemed to be growing and getting even colder. 
 
    Frost moved up from the floor and crawled up the walls. When Steve shone his flashlight on the wall next to one of the barn doors, Julie saw that the frost resembled the vines that had wrapped around her and tripped her up, the vines that had looked like arms. 
 
    “Look! Look!” she said, panicked. “The ice looks like those vine things that attacked me the other night, the ones you said you couldn’t see!” She ran toward the barn door as fast as she could. It got farther away. The arms started to emerge from the ice. She kept moving. The growing distance felt impassable until, all of a sudden, she was outside panting and trying to catch her breath. The heat of the June night felt hot against her frozen skin. Sweat beaded on her forehead and trickled down the sides of her face. Steve, Penny, and Jason shouted and suddenly they were beside her, too.  
 
    Penny patted Jason on the back. “It’s okay. We’re safe. Dude, I can’t wait to look at my footage.” 
 
    “It got down to 23 degrees in there right before we left.” Jason said, sounding awed and disbelieving.  
 
    “And no sign of Caretaker Mike,” Steve said. 
 
    Still gasping, Julie said, “That was him. It was all him. The drop in temperature, the vines the other night. It’s all him. I know it.” 
 
    Penny offered a bottle of water to Julie. She gulped the water down. The cold had made her thirsty.  
 
    “Wonder where he is?” Steve asked. 
 
    “He’s here. I know he’s here. Even if we can’t see him, he’s here.” Julie was feeling better, still scared but oddly exhilarated. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” said Penny.  
 
    “Let’s get the hell out of here. We’ve seen enough tonight. We’ll be back tomorrow. We may even be able to set Katie free,” said Steve. He started walking to the parking lot. The others followed silently.  
 
    Julie took one last look back at the cottage. For a moment, she swore she saw Mike peering out the window at them, looking grim and cold. Then he was gone.  
 
    They piled into Steve’s Land Rover, and, as he drove them away from the woods, Julie realized she was more afraid for Maya than for herself. 
 
    “Do you think we could free Katie without Maya being there?” Julie asked. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Jules?” Jason looked worried. 
 
    Julie gazed out the window. “She seemed really worn out after the last time Katie used her. I’m just concerned that helping Katie in the way we want to could really mess Maya up.” 
 
    “Mrs. Forcier would never forgive us if Maya backed out now,” Jason said. 
 
    “Maya would never forgive us if we even hinted that maybe she shouldn’t come to the woods tomorrow night,” Penny said. “She’d be impossible and then she’d show up anyway. There’s no way she’s going to be cut from this investigation. No matter what the reason.” 
 
    Penny gave Julie a look that reminded her that they were still competitors in many ways, but Julie’s competitive feelings had faded. Now, all she felt was concern for her fellow ghost hunter. 
 
    Jason put his arm around his sister and squeezed. His hand felt hot through the thin fabric of her shirt. Her shoulders were still cold. “Besides, she won’t be alone. We won’t let go of her.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Maya is taken 
 
    Maya was hoping tonight would be the last time they’d need to go to the woods. Her peaceful evening yesterday of puttering about had turned into a fitful night of not much sleep. She had made the mistake of letting herself think too much about what Katie had done to materialize to them and the notion that Katie was not as alone as she’d initially seemed.  
 
    Sometimes she could still feel Katie holding onto her.  
 
    After hours of tossing and turning, Maya woke up for good at around 4 a.m. She checked her phone and saw that Julie, Steve, Penny, and Jason had sent her several texts and emails about the previous night’s escapade in the woods. Only Julie claimed to have seen Mike, and only Julie left a voicemail message for her. 
 
    It was too early to call Julie, so Maya texted her, thanking her for the information she had sent. Then she got out of bed, went to the bathroom, and decided to fix herself some breakfast. Penny was asleep, and the house was quiet.  
 
    Since Maya was awake so early and she wasn’t due at Zaxy-Mart for a few hours, she figured she’d have time to actually cook breakfast, like scramble some eggs, make some toast, the works. She bustled around her little kitchen feeling happy but tired, yet still wondering what tonight would be like for her.  
 
    She had never really talked to her parents about her ability to sense spirits, although she didn’t much care for the word “ability.” She preferred to say that she had an affinity for spirits. Calling it an ability made it sound like she’d actually worked on it, practiced it like someone would practice the piano or figure skating until they got really good at it. Her affinity had just happened to her, much the way some people were double jointed or had a way with animals. She sometimes wondered if she could practice and get better at talking to ghosts, but she wasn’t sure how to do that. It wasn’t like there was a school for that kind of thing. Or maybe it was just something that, as time went on, she’d learn more about how it worked, like with Katie? 
 
    As she beat two eggs and added them to the hot skillet, she wondered why, if the Promontory Woods was so haunted, Katie was the only ghost to have availed herself of Maya’s affinity. Maya had been in the woods several times now. She’d been there before she met Mrs. Forcier, and Katie was the first and, so far, only ghost to use her as a host to help anchor her to the real world. Maybe Katie has told her ghost friends about me. Maybe they’ll want to give me a try too. Yikes. She was shaking her head as though to rid herself of such thoughts when the phone rang. 
 
    She quickly and deftly slid the scrambled eggs onto a plate before picking up her phone. She didn’t even notice who the caller was. It was still so early. The sun wasn’t even up yet.  
 
    “Hey, there. It’s me. Julie.” 
 
    Maya felt a dip in her stomach, the sort she felt every time she’d been on a roller coaster at the point just before the coaster plunged downward. It was that same sense of excitement and anticipation. Maybe it was because she was tired. Maybe she was just hungry, but she didn’t tamp down those feelings as she probably would have done if she were more alert. 
 
    “Hi, Julie.” She yawned. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I didn’t wake you, did I? I got your text a few minutes ago, so I thought you were up.” 
 
    “No, it’s all right. I’ve been up for a while now, but I’m still a bit tired.” 
 
    “Okay. I won’t keep you on the phone long, then.” 
 
    “Oh, no worries. Thanks for the texts and for your voicemail, by the way. I’m putting you on speaker. Okay?” Maya set down her phone and got a mug out of the cupboard. 
 
    “That’s fine, and you’re welcome,” Julie said. 
 
    Maya poured coffee into the mug, followed by a little half and half, and breathed in deeply. She loved the smell of coffee in the morning. It didn’t take away her sleepiness, but it did make her smile.  
 
    “So, what’s up?” she asked.  
 
    Julie went into more detail about their travails at the cottage. Maya was glad she was only on speaker phone and not Skype or FaceTime. She didn’t want Julie to see how alarmed she was, especially the part about the sudden drop in temperature in the barn.  
 
    “And you said you’re the only one who saw Mike?” 
 
    “He was there and then he wasn’t,” said Julie. “The whole situation at the cottage and then the barn was bizarre.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re like me. Maybe you have an affinity for ghosts, too.”  
 
    Maya had never met anyone with her quirk, but she wanted to. It would have been nice to know someone who understood what it was like to have someone else in your head. Julie pooh-poohed the idea and ran out of things to tell her. Maya wasn’t sure how to keep the conversation going. She was tired. Plus, her eggs were getting cold. She decided she needed to say something before the awkward pause stretched on for much longer. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll see you later then,” Maya said. 
 
    “Definitely. Of course. Yes.” 
 
    Maya laughed. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Julie asked. “I wanna laugh, too.” 
 
    “When you answered just now I wonder if you were mentally going through a thesaurus for all the ways you could say yes.” 
 
    “Oh, ha-ha. As a matter of fact, I’ll let you in on a little secret.” Julie paused for what Maya gathered was dramatic effect. “I’m a thesaurus nerd.” 
 
    “Really? What do you mean?” 
 
    “When I was a little girl, I said I wanted a thesaurus for my eighth birthday. I didn’t really know what a thesaurus was, but I thought the word thesaurus just sounded cool. My parents humored me and got me one. I was a little disappointed when I actually got it. It was a book! A book! I wasn’t the bookish type, you know. Fortunately, they also got me a pair of ice skates, so my eighth birthday wasn’t a total loss. Since then, my dad, ever the jokester, has given me half a dozen thesauri over the years.” 
 
    “Thesauri? Impressive.” 
 
    “I am indeed impressive. Stunning. Imposing. Grand. Spectacular.” Julie laughed. 
 
    “Sounds like you cracked open at least one of those thesauri.” Maya liked the sound of Julie’s laugh. For the first time, since they had started this investigation she wished they could just hang out sometime, maybe even go on a date. But then she remembered Charlie and how they were going out next weekend and how Julie didn’t feel available even though she was single. 
 
    “I did, even if I had my thesaurus nerdery thrust upon me.” 
 
    And then Maya remembered that she was not the only one who’d had a rough time in the woods a couple of nights ago.  
 
    “So, have you recovered? Not just from last night but the night before as well? Those vines sounded so creepy.” 
 
    Julie was silent for a few moments.  
 
    “Look, if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay,” said Maya. “My eggs are getting cold anyway.” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. I’ve recovered, but I had sex with my ex in order to do it.” 
 
    “So ... is that a good thing or a bad thing?” 
 
    Julie broke into laughter. Maya giggled and heard her stomach grumble. She looked hungrily at the scrambled eggs on her plate, no longer steaming. 
 
    “I’ll let you go now,” Julie said. “See you tonight.” 
 
    After ending the call, Maya stuck her plate in the microwave for reheating. She doused the once again steaming eggs with a garlicky hot sauce and sat down to eat. She almost drifted into pleasant day dreams about Julie but reminded herself that Julie was a business partner and clearly still hooked on her ex. Maya really did have to figure out a way to stop thinking about kissing her. 
 
    **** 
 
    Everything had gone smoothly so far. Maya, Julie, and others helping with the ghost hunt had unloaded various tools and equipment from their vehicles and headed for the clearing with the disused well. Eddie had joined them, as Steve had thought they could use another brain as well as another pair of eyes and hands that night. He added that Eddie’s special skills that would be useful, although he still wouldn’t say what they were. Maya was sure of nothing except how she felt. Striding toward the clearing, she felt a mixture of elation, anxiety, and unbridled fear. She knew there would be something different about this meeting with Katie. It would hopefully be the last time they would speak, and that made Maya a bit sad, something she didn’t expect. She’d become fond of the ghostly teenager whose life was cut short by an accident. Maya also felt incredibly honored to help Katie reconnect with her sister and set them both free in their own ways.  
 
    “Are you ready for this?” It was Mrs. Forcier. Even in the dark that enveloped them, Maya could see the brightness of her smile. 
 
    Maya returned her smile. “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “For so many years, I wished I could see Katie just one more time,” said Mrs. Forcier, her voice full of the pain of great loss. “I didn’t know what had happened to her, but I resented the fact that she was taken from me before I got to spend more time with her. Mother was never the same again. Our family had a gaping hole that no one could see from the outside.” 
 
    She paused, but not for dramatic effect. The pain she’d been carrying around for years had come to the surface, and it was too much. Maya put her hand on Mrs. Forcier’s shoulder. 
 
    “I’ve seen her again, but I know I’ll have to let her go,” Mrs. Forcier continued. “It isn’t fair.” 
 
    It never is, Maya thought. 
 
    “Do you believe in heaven, Maya?” 
 
    The question took Maya aback. Of course, she’d thought about the concepts of heaven and hell, especially during the moodier parts of her adolescence, but at the moment, they were just that to her—concepts.  
 
    “I used to,” Maya said. 
 
    Before Mrs. Forcier could ask her to explain, especially in light of Maya’s affinity for communicating with ghosts and spirits, they arrived at the clearing. It didn’t look any different. There was an odd smell in the air, but Maya ascribed that to a brief rain earlier that day. Steve and Jason immediately began roving the perimeter of the clearing with their EDI meters while Eddie unpacked a cassette tape recorder from his backpack. Steve was always convinced tape picked up more than digital. Penny fiddled with her video camera. Julie came over to Maya and touched her arm, a touch filled with concern.  
 
    “You ready for this?” 
 
    Maya nodded. “As I’ll ever be.” 
 
    “She’s going to be fine,” Mrs. Forcier said and gave Maya’s shoulder a squeeze. 
 
    Maya had survived her encounters with Katie so far. She didn’t see why this time should be any different. Like the other times, she felt it first, the sense that the atmosphere was changing. The air felt charged with electricity, hot and cold at the same time, old and new all at once, but something she couldn’t describe was different.  
 
    “Katie?” Maya asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Is she here?” Mrs. Forcier peered at Maya. “Katie? Come along now. I miss you.” 
 
    Steve and Jason said the readings they were getting were similar to those they’d seen when Katie had shown up before. Eddie and Penny moved in closer with their camera and audio equipment while Mrs. Forcier and Julie stood on either side of Maya. They both seemed braced for something. 
 
    “Is it getting colder?” Maya asked. She bit her lip nervously.  
 
    “Yeah. It is,” Jason said. “Like last night at the barn.” 
 
    But not like our other encounters with Katie, thought Maya.  
 
    Katie had been so polite. She’d asked Maya’s permission to be her anchor. Maya waited to hear Katie’s voice, but there was nothing, just a feeling of internal heat while the air around her got colder. She felt something take hold of her. She gasped. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” said Maya. She grabbed onto Julie’s and Mrs. Forcier’s arms. Katie had reassured her that her presence wouldn’t hurt. This, whatever this was, hurt. The pressure on her torso was tight and getting tighter. She had the sensation of dozens of fingers crawling up her legs and digging into her flesh.  
 
    “Is it Katie?” Mrs. Forcier sounded panicked. 
 
    A startled Maya could only blurt out, “No.” 
 
    “Maya. Look at me,” Julie said, grabbing Maya’s face and turning it toward her. “Can you tell us what’s going on? What’s happening?” 
 
    Suddenly, she pushed Julie away. She shoved Mrs. Forcier, sending the older woman sprawling on the ground.  
 
    “Hey!” Julie shouted. She tried to grab hold of Maya, who squirmed away and ran in the direction of the well.  
 
    Maya wanted to stop, but she couldn’t. Steve stepped in front of her and tried to block her path.  
 
    “Stop! Calm down. Maya, get a hold of yourself.” He gripped Maya’s shoulders firmly. 
 
    “I can’t.” Maya kicked one of Steve’s shins hard. He lost his grip on her and bent down. She then bashed his nose with the heel of her right hand, sending him to the ground. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She turned and bumped into Jason who wrapped his free arm around her. “Hang on, Maya.” She was breathing heavily and rapidly as if she was in the middle of running a four-minute mile. Her heart felt like it was trying to leap out of her body. Her stomach felt like it had formed a solid block of cement.  
 
    “Let go, Jason. Don’t make me hit you.” Maya struggled against him. 
 
    Julie, Penny, Mrs. Forcier, and Eddie moved closer, forming a circle around her. She didn’t want to hurt anyone else, but she also felt, perhaps for the first time in her life, the sort of unshakeable confidence she had only ever dreamed of possessing. It was frightening and exhilarating.  
 
    She broke free of Jason’s grasp, and Maya gut punched him. With him doubled over, she whacked his nose the same way she had done Steve’s.  
 
    Penny and Eddie tried to block Maya from moving forward while Julie and Mrs. Forcier started to grab her from behind. Maya crouched down low like a running back and sprung forward, plowing through Penny and Eddie like they were a scrawny defensive line. She sent them sprawling and kept running. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder and yelled, “I’m sorry. Don’t follow me!” She could hear them screaming behind her.  
 
    When she looked over her shoulder. Penny was on the ground. Then Eddie fell, too, tripped up by vines coming up from the ground. The vines were wrapping around Penny’s and Eddie’s legs. As Maya watched with dread, she saw the vines begin to creep up toward their torsos.  
 
    The vines then trapped Penny, Steve, Julie, and Mrs. Forcier. Seeing Mrs. Forcier struggling on the ground brought a tear to Maya’s eye. The older woman wasn’t as healthy as the others.  
 
    “Please don’t hurt them. Leave them alone,” yelled Maya. “You can have me. Just don’t hurt them.” 
 
    A moment later, she saw the vines retract rapidly. Her friends lay on the ground gasping for air.  
 
    Maya ran, but she didn’t feel tired. She barely had control over her own limbs, and she was terrified, which made her happy. The fact that she could feel terror meant that the entity or whatever it was hadn’t taken her over completely. Or at least that’s what she hoped it meant. She’d no idea where she was going, where the entity was taking her. She wondered if her friends were truly all right. Shortly, she found herself standing in front of the barn behind the caretaker’s cottage. 
 
    “All right, goddamnit. I’m here.” She waited for a reply. Nothing. 
 
    “Is Katie all right? We only wanted to find answers for her sister who has missed her so much for so many years. You don’t need to hurt anyone else.” 
 
    Still no response. She pushed open the barn door and stepped over the threshold. She knew about the interior of the barn from the information she’d gotten from Julie and the others. It looked much as they had described. She advanced farther inside cautiously as the barn door slammed shut behind her. Once again, she felt some discomfort around her torso. It felt like it had on the previous visit to the woods when Katie had used Maya to anchor herself to this world. It felt like Katie. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Maya.” It was Katie, but she wasn’t coming through clearly.  
 
    “Katie? Katie, where are you? What happened?” 
 
    “I can’t…” Katie started to say but didn’t finish. 
 
    Maya felt her insides lurch and then there was an emptiness. She fell to her knees. It was cold. Very cold. Fog filled the barn. Her vision blurred. She thought she saw a figure standing over her. Everything went black.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Looking for Maya 
 
    At least now no one will have a shred of doubt about the vines that tripped me up a couple of nights ago, thought Julie as they disappeared, and she tried to catch her breath.  
 
    “Hey, everyone okay?” Julie asked as she sat up. She stretched experimentally. Nothing hurt.  
 
    Steve was on the ground nearby, rubbing his nose.  
 
    “You’re bleeding, sweetheart,” said Eddie, trying to pass him a tissue.  
 
    Steve waved his free hand. “It’s not so bad.” 
 
    Jason rolled over onto his back. He rubbed his stomach gingerly before moving his hand up to his nose, touching it with equal care. “I don’t know about that. She punches really hard.” 
 
    Julie peeled Jason’s hand away from his nose. She shone a flashlight at his face. “There’s some swelling. You’ll be black and blue tomorrow.” 
 
    Penny was about to talk, but she was cut off by a shriek from Mrs. Forcier. 
 
    “Maya’s gone!” Mrs. Forcier said. “Where is she? What happened?” 
 
    Julie pulled herself off the ground. She brushed herself off and walked over to Mrs. Forcier. She helped the older woman stand. She fell into Julie’s arms and sobbed. 
 
    “I know this is hard,” said Julie, “but we’re going to find Maya and help your sister.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier was still agitated. “But Katie disappeared for decades. How long will it take for us to find Maya and perhaps Katie again?” 
 
    Julie said, “This may not be as bleak as you think.” She wasn’t sure if she actually believed that, but it sounded like something she should say right now. 
 
    Steve came over to Julie and Mrs. Forcier. “She’s right, Mrs. F. We’ve already made a lot of progress in a short amount of time. We can’t give up now or give in to despair. We’re with you all the way.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier gave Steve some side eye at being called “Mrs. F” but seemed to otherwise calm down and returned to the composure that was her hallmark. “I’m okay,” she whispered. 
 
    Julie removed her hand from Mrs. Forcier’s arm and took hold of one of the woman’s hands.  
 
    This got a weary smile from Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    “We’ll find her again. We’ll find them both.” Julie hoped she sounded less fearful than she actually was. She’d never before dealt with a spirit this malevolent.  
 
    “We’ve gotta get moving if we’re gonna get Maya before something really bad happens to her,” Penny said, her voice full of worry. 
 
    “Come on. We gotta get to the barn!” Steve said.  
 
    The gang gathered themselves and their equipment and walked as fast as they could along the trail. A deep silence had fallen onto the woods. The air was still. Neither bugs nor birds made a sound. Only the sound of their footsteps on uneven ground covered with rocks and twigs filled the air. A faint breeze brushed Julie’s cheeks. It was warm and intermittent. Everything felt like an echo, like an awful scream had been made but gone unheard. There was a smell that was so subtle Julie could barely sense it. She suspected it was death from long ago.  
 
    She stepped alongside Jason who was limping a little.  
 
    “You’re not all right, are you?” she said. 
 
    “She clipped my knee real good. Felt like a hammer banging on my kneecap. Now I know why loan sharks always threaten to bust people’s kneecaps. It hurts.” Jason tried to grin and just about managed it. “I’ll walk it off.” 
 
    She could hear Steve and Eddie chatting. Eddie was also expressing concern over Steve’s well-being after his encounter with Maya. 
 
    “Yep. She might have broken it. Not the first time my nose got broken, though,” Steve said. His voice sounded stifled, like the swelling was narrowing his nasal passages.  
 
    “I remember, hothead,” Eddie said affectionately. 
 
    Julie made a mental note to ask her brother about his experience with loan sharks and Steve about the other times his nose had been broken.  
 
    She knew that much of the time, the things that went bump in the night were often in people’s heads. People tended to project their fears on inanimate and even intangible objects, like darkness and the trees in a dark forest, but something about the night made Julie shudder. Something had gotten to Maya this evening and spirited her away. It had made her lash out at friends. Fearing for Maya’s safety, she picked up the pace. 
 
    “C’mon. Let’s get moving,” she said. 
 
    No one grumbled. Everyone walked faster. Julie hoped they wouldn’t be too late. 
 
    **** 
 
    When they got to the barn, the entire exterior was encased in frost. It looked like it would hurt to touch unless you were wearing gloves. The moonless night made the structure all the spookier. Before anyone could stop her, Penny marched up to the door, placed her hand on the metal handle to pull it open and screamed. The others ran to her side. Her hand was frozen to the door. 
 
    “Help me!” she shouted. Her long black hair flailed back and forth as she struggled to free herself.  
 
    “Hold on. Hold on,” Steve said. 
 
    “I am holding on. I don’t want to be holding on. It fucking hurts!” She struggled and squirmed as she tried to pull free. 
 
    Julie touched Penny’s hand with one finger, but quickly pulled away to reduce the risk that she would get stuck, too. Penny’s skin was cold and rapidly turning alabaster white. Her lips were turning blue. Julie put her hand on Penny’s back. Her body temperature was dropping.  
 
    “We’ve got to get her unstuck,” Julie said, trying to stay calm so as not to alarm Penny more.  
 
    Penny said, “No kidding, but I swear if anyone pees on me, I am never talking to you again. Figure something out. Help me.” 
 
    Julie hurriedly rummaged through her bag for anything that could free Penny. The others also appeared to be searching for solutions. It was Eddie who actually came up with one.  
 
    He pulled a silver flask from his backpack, unscrewed the top, and poured a clear liquid on Penny’s hand. “Count to ten before taking your hand away.” 
 
    Penny started counting. 
 
    “So, what special potion is this?” Julie asked.  
 
    Penny winced as she carefully removed her hand from the barn door handle. Julie looked at her hand, being careful not to touch it. It looked red, inflamed, but it appeared that she hadn’t left any skin behind. 
 
    “Vodka,” Eddie said as he emptied the last of it into his mouth and gave Steve a kiss.  
 
    “We don’t have time for this, guys,” Julie said. 
 
    “Feels like a bunch of bees stung it,” said Penny. “Ow!” She flexed her fingers slowly.  
 
    “Someone should take you to the hospital, get that seen to,” said Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    “No! I wanna stay here and help get Maya back!” Penny held her injured hand with her other hand. “I won’t leave her.” 
 
    Eddie pulled a sock and a couple of bandanas out of his backpack and presented them to Penny.  
 
    “That’s my man. Always prepared,” said Steve with pride.  
 
    Penny whimpered a bit as she allowed Eddie to wrap up her hand in the bandanas, although she declined the sock. 
 
    “That thing’s probably been on your stinky feet,” she observed. 
 
    Eddie smirked and placed a kiss on Penny’s now wrapped hand. “Suit yourself, sweetie.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get to work,” said Julie. “What’s our next step after randomly grabbing a frozen metal door handle?” 
 
    Penny grumbled but was too focused on her hand to offer a snarky response. 
 
    Julie walked up and down in front of the barn, peering at the frost that covered the building. Icicles hung off the roof. The quiet night seemed frozen as well.  
 
    “Do you think there’s more to this defense other than it being really, really cold?” Julie directed her question to Steve and Eddie.  
 
    “Some sort of binding, I’d guess,” Steve said. 
 
    Julie nodded. “Whoever’s got Maya and did this must know that cold would not be enough to keep us from coming and getting her so they’d need something else to keep us out.” 
 
    Eddie walked up to the barn. He got close enough to touch it but didn’t. His hands moved carefully a couple of inches away from the exterior. In any other context, Julie would have giggled. He reminded her of a mime pretending to be trapped in a box, but his face wasn’t whimsical. It was deadly serious.  
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    “Definitely a binding,” he said, ignoring her question. “It’s not one I’m familiar with, but I think I can at least lift it temporarily. Long enough for us to get in. If it’s what I think it is, we’ll be sealed inside until I can figure out how to get us back out. It’s not as simple as reverse engineering the spell or until we can get the entity or whatever’s holding Maya to loosen its grip.” 
 
    Julie turned to Steve. “So, this is what you meant when you said Eddie had special skills and had to come with us.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a skill that a lot of Eddie’s family have. I don’t like him using it too often,” said Steve. “It’s too rough on the body.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier walked right up to Eddie and got close to his face. Her panic was palpable. “What about my Katie?” 
 
    “Maya’s the key. We get Maya back, we can get Katie,” he said, unruffled. 
 
    “Well, hurry up, then,” Mrs. Forcier said. 
 
    Eddie’s serious face broke briefly into a crooked grin. “Yes, ma’am.” He took his backpack off and rifled through one of the compartments, quickly coming up with a brown leather pouch cinched tight. He loosened the straps that kept the pouch closed and dipped his hand inside. When he brought his hand out again, he held a few green and purple crystals and a thick piece of tree bark in his palm. 
 
    “Crystals? I thought those were only good for balancing your chakras or something,” Penny said. 
 
    “I use them for spell casting. I think I can make a doorway to get us into the barn.” Eddie closed his fingers around the crystals and the bark. He replaced the leather pouch in the backpack and began walking around the perimeter of the barn. 
 
    Julie followed about four feet behind him. She didn’t want to throw off his spell casting, but she was curious. He walked like he was on a tightrope even though he was on solid ground. She wondered if she should do the same. Then she realized he was walking with his eyes shut. He walked without faltering, perfectly circling the barn on an uneven, muddy, icy path. And then he started to hum softly.  
 
    After circling the barn three times, Eddie stood before the front door, his arms by his sides. His humming got louder and emanated from deep within his chest. He crouched down and opened one of his hands, releasing the crystals and bark to the ground directly in front of the door. He straightened up and turned his arms so that his palms faced skyward. The humming gave way to chanting, although it wasn’t English. She didn’t know what he was saying, but one of the crystals lit up. The purple light, in defiance of the laws of physics, emerged from the crystal and then zigzagged to the barn door.  
 
    Julie, mesmerized by Eddie’s behavior, hadn’t realized how close she had been standing to him until Steve grabbed her arm and pulled her away, back to where Jason, Penny, and Mrs. Forcier were standing. 
 
    “We need to give him space,” Steve whispered. “Trust me on this one.” His eyes, filled with concern, were on Eddie. 
 
    “How many times have you seen him do this?” she asked. 
 
    “A few,” Steve said. 
 
    “So, what exactly is he doing?” asked Mrs. Forcier.  
 
    A second crystal lit up with an amber light. It, too, curved its way to the barn door.  
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” said Steve. “But he’s going to get us in there.” 
 
    Eddie clapped several times. He was loud, like thunder if the storm was right overhead. He began to sway, and the barn door changed. It wasn’t that it opened. The frost had not melted, but a pinpoint of darkness in the door’s center expanded outward. The blackness grew, until it was a large oval. It looked big enough for a human being to pass through. 
 
    “So, we just step through there and we’re in the barn?” Mrs. Forcier sounded skeptical and a little apprehensive. 
 
    Eddie kept his back to the group. He said in an even tone, “I’m ninety-nine percent sure you’ll end up in that barn.” 
 
    Penny peered over his shoulder. “But there’s a one percent chance we won’t?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Eddie said. His arms moved up and down like he was trying to brace the opening.  
 
    “Those are good odds, babe.” Steve gave Eddie a gentle kiss on the cheek. “Much better than last time.” 
 
    Julie’s heart fell into her stomach.  
 
    “Let’s not talk about the past,” said Eddie. “I can keep it open long enough for you all to go through before it closes so hurry up.” 
 
    “What about when we need to get back out?” Mrs. Forcier asked. 
 
    Beads of sweat appeared on Eddie’s brow. His left hand started to tremble.  
 
    “We won’t be able to communicate with each other through the binding,” he said. “It’s way too strong. I’ll stay here. An hour from now, I’m going to make another opening. I can only do this twice in one night. Too exhausting. Be ready in an hour. Go!” 
 
    His right arm started to spasm. He winced.  
 
    Jason was the first one through, sprinting into the darkness and disappearing. Penny, Steve, and Mrs. Forcier followed. Julie nodded at Eddie just before she entered as well.  
 
    Outside was quiet and dark. Inside the barn, the dark and silence weighed on Julie. She had to remind herself to breathe. She jumped when a hand grasped her hand.  
 
    “Way spooky, right?” It was Penny’s voice. Julie hoped it was Penny’s hand tightening its grip on hers. She felt dragged forward. The musty smell of the barn hit Julie. The blackness dropped away, and Julie was in the middle of the barn, along with the others. It looked much like the last time they were there. Even the bucket that Penny had knocked over was still there, unmoved.  
 
    Penny gave Julie’s hand a quick squeeze before letting go. “Thanks for letting me hold your hand. It was way spooky back there. Right?” 
 
    “Indeed, it was.” Mrs. Forcier looked relieved. 
 
    Steve and Jason started getting readings on their meters. They yelled out Maya’s name and then Katie’s. No response. Julie walked over to a spot at the base of the ladder to the loft. The barn was the center of the paranormal activity, but this spot near the ladder, at least according to the EDI readings, was the center’s heart. They had less than one hour to figure out where to go from here.  
 
    “Up or down?” said Jason  
 
    “Well, I’ve already been up.” 
 
    She squatted and began patting the floorboards near where she tripped after getting down from the ladder the last time. She had a theory as to why that board had been loose, and it wasn’t just because the barn was old. She listened closely. Around the back of the ladder, her taps made a hollow sound. She straightened up. “Help me get these floorboards up.” 
 
    Penny rummaged around in her messenger bag, coming up with a claw hammer. “We’ve got 54 minutes left. Tempus fugit.”  
 
    With Penny’s hammer and a crowbar that Steve pulled out of his bag, they managed to pry up a couple of the floorboards. Jason shone a flashlight down into the empty space below. 
 
    “Looks like a three, maybe four-foot drop,” Jason said. 
 
    “I’m going down,” said Julie.  
 
    One by one, they dropped into the crawl space with Steve and Jason lending Mrs. Forcier a hand. The space was cold and damp. The ground was hard packed.  
 
    Julie whispered, “We’re coming to get you, Maya.” She hoped she was right and that they would find her soon.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Maya underground 
 
    When Maya awoke, she found herself in a cave. It seemed like a cave anyway. It was dark, dank, and musty. She sniffed and thought she could smell water. The ground seemed to be dirt. She stretched out before trying to stand up. She wasn’t achy so much as stiff. How long was I out? she thought.  
 
    The first time she tried to stand, she lost her balance and fell back down to her knees. She made it up the second time. The ground was smooth but uneven. In the dark, there was nothing for her to focus on to get her bearings.  
 
    Once upright, she stuck her hand up in the air. It met the ceiling of the cave or wherever she was. The ceiling felt jagged and rough. She felt around in her pocket. Her phone was still there with 62 percent power, but there was no signal. She turned on the phone’s flashlight function. In the beam of light, she saw that she wasn’t in a self-contained cave. Rather, she was in a sort of junction, a spot from where two tunnels fanned out.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    No response. Her voice didn’t even echo.  
 
    Both tunnels looked the same. After a little eeny-meeny-miny-moe, she decided to take the tunnel to the right. She took her first hesitant step into the tunnel, letting the flashlight show her the way. She rapidly began to feel more grounded. The post-possession hangover—was that a thing?—was fading, but she knew she had to find her way out before the entity took hold of her again.  
 
    Just keep going. One foot after another. Step by step. 
 
    With each step, she felt steadier. She came upon another junction, identical to the one she’d woken up in with one crucial difference. There was a body on the ground. She let the light settle on the body. It was Mike. His forest service cap lay discarded nearby. She drew closer to him. She reached out to nudge him awake, then she felt something and stood up suddenly. It was that feeling she got when Katie had come to her before. Only it wasn’t Katie. It was that thing again. She took a deep breath. She froze to the spot.  
 
    “That’s right. Breathe easy, young miss.” The voice came to her in her head. The tightness wrapped around her abdomen. Her insides started to warm in stark contrast to the chilled air around her. 
 
    “See our friend there? The caretaker?” The voice was so smug. “I have made use of him over the years. In fact, he quite literally can’t live without me. He’s been quite useful. He’s the best one I’ve had so far. Others came and went. Some of them were so easy to scare. I almost felt sorry for them. There was one silly little man who…” 
 
    Maya interrupted. “Look. Is this really necessary?” 
 
    “Is what really necessary, young miss?” The voice had a nasty edge this time. 
 
    “Is it necessary that you… occupy me? Couldn’t you just talk to me and not, you know, lurk inside me? It’s just us here now, so you don’t need to do this.” 
 
    “Be careful, young miss.” 
 
    Maya was scared, but tiredness and irritation were crowding out her fear. “Just get outta me. I’ll even say please if that’s what you need to get off and get out. I’ll still listen to what you have to say.” 
 
    Silence. She could feel the entity inside her, but it had stilled. She wondered if it was trying to think of its next move. Suddenly, the warmth that had filled her poured out and was replaced with emptiness and cold. She shivered. With a twinge of dread, she realized that she shivered not from the cold around her but from the sudden emptiness inside. She shook her head to try and refocus. 
 
    She shone her flashlight around the area but saw nothing until something glimmered in a corner. She turned to get a better look and saw a shimmering light, similar to the one she’d seen whenever Katie was about to make an appearance. Only this didn’t materialize into anything. It remained the same—fuzzy, transparent, and yellowish green in color. 
 
    “Well?” the spectral voice boomed out, shaking dirt loose from the walls.  
 
    “That’s a little better, but you don’t seem like much,” she said. She hoped her anger was fully masking her fear. She didn’t want this thing to know she was scared.  
 
    “Don’t ever trust that you’ve seen everything there is to see, young miss.” The spectral mass began changing shape, slowly at first as if it wanted to make sure Maya was paying attention. Then its metamorphosis accelerated. The spectral mass, in rapid succession, took on the contours and shapes of Penny, Jason, Steve, Mike, Mrs. Forcier, Julie, Katie, and then Maya herself. 
 
    Maya took a couple of steps back from the specter, but she didn’t have much room to move. She bumped into the wall, nearly losing her grip on her phone. She watched this thing cycle through other faces, faces she didn’t recognize. They might have been the faces of other caretakers, of other people who had disappeared in the woods. Some wore modern clothes. Others wore outfits from another era.  
 
    “Who are you? What do you want with me? Where’s Katie?” 
 
    Maya thought she heard Katie’s muffled voice, then nothing.  
 
    The entity changed back into Maya’s image, leaving her in the uncomfortable position of possibly having to fight herself.  
 
    “My name is Dr. John William Hargreaves.” It looked like her, but it didn’t sound like her. Its voice was deep and low. “You seem scared. Let me tell you about being scared. I was twenty-five when I set foot in France to help in the fight against the Germans in that hellish war to end all wars. I’d only been a qualified doctor for a few years, but I was confident in my skills. Why shouldn’t I do my part over there? But almost every day I was there I felt useless. Disease. Gunshot wounds. Wounds from shrapnel. Blisters and sores from mustard gas.” 
 
    As Hargreaves spoke, Maya’s senses became alive to things that she couldn’t see in front of her. Her ears filled with sounds—muted gunfire, explosions, shouting, moaning, and screams that chilled her bones. The odors of gunsmoke, gas, dirt, blood, feces, stale tobacco, and rotting flesh assaulted her nose. And then there was the heart-pounding terror that flooded her body. It made her tremble and sweat profusely. Her breath began to come in short gasps. This was nothing like the fear she’d felt when she first encountered this entity. She’d been scared, yes, but this was something different. She wanted to flee but felt rooted to the spot. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” she asked, covering her ears with her hands. 
 
    “I wanted to give you a little taste of what I and the fellows I went over there with felt fighting that war.” 
 
    “Stop it. Please.” This was only make-believe, a simulation of the sounds and smells of a war she knew next to nothing about, but Maya was starting to panic. A sense of hopelessness began to take hold of her. She couldn’t let that happen. She’d be no good to Katie if she let hopelessness poison her. 
 
    “Fine. I think you understand now,” Hargreaves said. 
 
    Instantly, the noxious odors disappeared as did the sounds of warfare and the feeling of terror. The hopelessness, however, stayed.  
 
    “You still feel it, don’t you? The sense of futility? Like nothing will ever matter again?” Hargreaves’ voice had a slightly mocking tinge to it. 
 
    Maya winced. If Hargreaves were flesh and blood, she would have slapped him. She knew that Hargreaves already knew the answer. He was taunting her now. 
 
    “Good. When I returned home from Europe, the sense of futility never left me, but my fiancée Clara and I started planning our wedding. But people, people I knew and loved, began suffering and dying. The flu took my mother, my younger sister, an uncle, and my lovely Clara from me. Nothing I did could save any of them. I was as useless here as I had been in France. Nothing mattered.” 
 
    Maya looked around to see if there was anything that could help her get away. Since she’d discovered her affinity for ghosts, she’d viewed it as a gift. This experience was the first time she began to wonder about the downside.  
 
    “I brought home a pistol from my time in the Army. I had locked it away when I came home. I didn’t want to see any of the tools of war. I only ever used it for target practice, but after the deaths of so many that I loved, I decided that there was something I could use that pistol for.”  
 
    Here the entity paused. Maya felt a sudden uncertainty, but it wasn’t coming from her. It was Hargreaves’ uncertainty she was feeling. He hesitated. It seemed like he didn’t want to go on with his tale.  
 
    “You’re not gonna leave me hanging or make me guess what you did with that pistol, are you?” 
 
    Having the entity look like her in some ways made the situation easier, if not weirder. She knew she wasn’t looking in a mirror. Her face with the entity’s voice constantly reminded her of who she was really talking to.  
 
    Hargreaves resumed, sounding irritated, as though Maya had interrupted him. “In those days, my family didn’t live close to these woods, but it was nothing for me to walk here. I was fit then. One night, I walked here with my pistol. I sat in the woods for some minutes, listening to the woodland sounds. It was a cloudy night. No moonlight. No romance. I made my way to the well. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do exactly, but I had no intention of coming out of the woods alive that night. I decided to climb down into the well. It seemed the only way I could escape the misery for good. There was a little water down there, but even then, I don’t think it had been used in a while. I sat down there in the dark for a bit, wondering if I had the courage to do it. In the end, I found that I did. I ate a bullet. You understand?” 
 
    Maya nodded and said, “I do.” She hoped he wouldn’t somehow make her see and hear what he saw and heard in that moment when he shot himself in the mouth. She braced herself, but nothing came. 
 
    “So, you died down in the well. What does that have to do with Katie or any of the others?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s an easy one to answer, young miss. I stayed down in that well. I was dead, but I got lonely. I needed companionship. I was surprised at how easy companionship was to come by. So many lonely people would come to the woods and make wishes in the well. You might be surprised, young miss, by how many of them wished to end it all. They hadn’t the nerve to do it themselves, so I gave them a helping hand.” 
 
    A sickening thought occurred to Maya. 
 
    “Did Katie wish to end it all, as you put it, Dr. Hargreaves?” 
 
    The doctor didn’t respond. Maya heard water dripping somewhere. She had braced herself, for what she wasn’t sure, but she was sure that Hargreaves wouldn’t like to be questioned. His certainty seemed unshakeable. Several more moments passed. 
 
    A muffled roar full of pain vibrated through the walls. The sound felt strangled. It was silenced as quickly as it began.  
 
    “I ended their suffering. I helped all who came to the woods who needed my help. They stayed with me.” 
 
    The reality of what had happened to the people who had disappeared over the years in the woods and what most likely happened to Katie started to sink in. And to think it started with the flu pandemic, thought Maya. She’d read a little about the pandemic of 1918 and 1919. She’d even seen a documentary about it. She knew millions had died, but now she knew some had died at this entity’s hands. And at the moment, the entity looked like her.  
 
    “Why did you stay in the woods?” asked Maya.  
 
    “I don’t know,” said the entity. “Maybe it’s because I killed myself. It’s supposed to be a sin, you know. Forever shut out of God’s grace and all that. I never believed in that stuff. Load of nonsense. I’m a man of science bound by the Hippocratic Oath. I just know I’m here. I know that helping others makes me stronger. I stayed because I had unfinished business in this world.” 
 
    “What about Katie? She said she fell down the well. Did you push her?” 
 
    Hargreaves laughed, a quiet, chilling laugh. “Oh, I had nothing to do with that. She was just a bit of luck that came my way.” 
 
    Maya wondered if Dr. Hargreaves’ hold on the other spirits weakened when his focus was elsewhere, like on her, allowing them to speak and reach out, even if only for a moment. 
 
    “What do you want with me? You know there are plans to build houses in this part of the woods. That means more people. It would mean the destruction of some of the woods. Possibly the well. What about that?” 
 
    Again, Hargreaves laughed.  
 
    “I’ve put a stop to that sort of thing before. They try something like that every so often. I’ll stop them again, but I may not have to, now that I have you.” Dr. Hargreaves, still looking like Maya, floated toward Mike. “I may not need to occupy him anymore either.” 
 
    Maya aimed the beam of her phone’s flashlight squarely at the face of the unconscious caretaker. He appeared older, more careworn, more like the age she imagined him to be. She felt a wave of sympathy. He was like a puppet discarded by the puppet master.  
 
     “He’s been the best one so far, the most receptive.” 
 
    The specter got closer to her. She stood up and backed away a few steps. “Receptive?” 
 
    “When I came to him, he welcomed me. Once I had him, I realized why. He hadn’t accomplished much in his life. He’s like so many men who, from the time they’re boys, believe they’re destined for greatness, to be heroes. He was just at the point in his life when he realized that he’d never be a great man. Not a great man like me. I offered him purpose. I told him that he needed to keep our, hmmm, arrangement a secret. He seemed to like that, having a secret. That one little thing, telling him that it was a secret, kept him bound to this place tighter than any threat I could have thought of.” 
 
    The entity hung a couple of inches from her face. Maya wanted to back away farther, but she didn’t. She knew she had to be strong. She hoped her friends would find her soon.  
 
    “What about Katie?”  
 
    “Oh, she’s around. She used to come to the woods so often. She was always so sad when she left. I made it so she wouldn’t leave, that she’d be with me. She’s been one of my favorites. She got away from me a few weeks ago when the bulldozers first arrived but I pulled her right back and then you started showing up and her sister and the others.” 
 
    “Can I talk to her? I mean, without you getting inside of me, too. Just her.”  
 
    Silence. A shimmering light appeared next to the entity. The light began to take Katie’s shape. She looked fearful and confused. 
 
    “Maya? Are you all right?” Katie reached out.  
 
    “Yeah. I’m all right. Your sister’s all right, too,” Maya said, hoping she was correct. 
 
    Katie began to fade again.  
 
    “Stop it!” Maya said. “Don’t go.” 
 
    “No…,” Katie said before she disappeared.  
 
    “Why did you do that?” yelled Maya. Her anger escalated, and then she couldn’t contain it. She took a swing at the entity. Hitting herself was weird. Her hand passed through her chin. It was soft and ethereal like she was running her hand through a giant mass of glitter. Ripples, like those in a stagnant pond that had just had a rock thrown into it, appeared throughout the entity’s body. They flowed outward. Then they stopped. When Dr. Hargreaves reformed, he took the shape of an older, clean-shaven white man in a three-piece vintage suit. He was nearly solid, only fading slightly below the knees.  
 
    “Is this who you really are?” Maya shouted. Dr. Hargreaves nodded. 
 
    “You are a horrible person.” Maya’s voice kept getting louder. “You violated me. You didn’t save anyone. You killed them and trapped them like animals. You’re a monster.” She stabbed her finger into Dr. Hargreaves’ chest. More ripples. It didn’t feel like she was touching anything.  
 
    Dr. Hargreaves spoke as if Maya hadn’t said a thing. Her angry words hadn’t just fallen on deaf ears. They had fallen on nothing. “I’ve got a proposition for you. Mike’s a bit worn out, as you can see, so I need someone new to call home. You’ll do just fine. In exchange I can stretch out your youth. I can share my power with you.” 
 
    Maya wasn’t convinced it was a proposition she would be allowed to decline. She looked around to see which tunnel might give her the best opportunity for escape. All she saw were dirt walls and the still unconscious Mike.  
 
     “I’m not a caretaker. I don’t work for the forest service. I can’t help you.” 
 
    “Oh, yes you can,” said Dr. Hargreaves. “And I don’t need you to be a caretaker. You and your ability can take me beyond these woods. I know there’s so much to see out there.” He sounded almost wistful. 
 
    “Why couldn’t you have left before now? What’s different now? Why now?” Maya started to edge toward the tunnel that branched off to the right. She had no reason to think it was the one that would take her to safety, but it might take her away.  
 
    “It’s you, my dear young miss. The caretakers were simply vessels, used for a time until they were done, and it was time for the next one. Then they would join the other spirits I keep here, who feed my power, yes, but who also keep me company.” 
 
    Another short shriek emanated from the walls, shaking loose a clump of dirt that crashed down in a corner.  
 
    “You’re like a spirit magnet,” continued Dr. Hargreaves. “You don’t have to say magic words or burn candles or incense. It’s just you. You could take me out into the world. These woods have served me well. I’ve been here more than a hundred years. I’ve seen so much, but it is time to continue my work elsewhere.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Maya’s spine. Her hair stood on end. Dr. Hargreaves floated closer to her. Maya heard voices, but they weren’t ghostly. They were the voices she’d been waiting to hear.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s this way,” said a female voice. “I thought I heard her. Maya, where are you?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    A ghostly reunion 
 
    As Julie tromped through the tunnel underneath the barn she could only think of Maya. They had walked so far. She wasn’t sure if they were in a maze fully contained under the barn or if the tunnels threaded their way under the woods. If they broke through the surface now, she wasn’t sure where they would be.  
 
    “I wonder how long these tunnels have been here?” Penny asked. She held her video camera in front of her like it was a mask that could protect her.  
 
    “Shit!” Jason yelled, his voice going up an octave. “Something just ran over my foot.” 
 
    Julie, Steve, and Mrs. Forcier swept the beams of their flashlights all over the tunnel. It was empty. Julie heard a scratching sound, faint, but she definitely heard it. 
 
    “Shhh!” Julie took a cautious step forward. 
 
    “What was that?” Penny asked. 
 
    The scratching noise got louder. Julie turned her flashlight to the wall from where the sound seemed to be coming. Small bits of dirt crumbled down to the ground. Suddenly, holes opened up in the wall. Rats came streaming out. They cascaded out of the wall, dozens of them, possibly hundreds.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Jason tried to dance away from the onslaught. 
 
    Penny screamed. “Don’t let those little fuckers bite me! They’ve got plague!” 
 
    Confusion and alarm reigned. The tunnel was narrow and that, combined with a low ceiling, made maneuvering difficult, if not impossible, around all the rats. There were so many of them.  
 
    The mayhem reminded Julie of a concert mosh pit she was in once in college, only with vermin, instead of drunk college students. She started kicking at the rats with a vehemence she didn’t know she had in her. Mrs. Forcier was at her side. Penny, Steve, and Jason weren’t far away, trying to keep the rats at bay. The rats gnashed their teeth and squealed. They were everywhere.  
 
    Then Julie realized they weren’t everywhere. Not really. They swarmed only around her and the others, blocking them from moving forward. The rats made no attempt to keep going through the tunnel. When Julie and the gang backed off, the rats held the line, neither advancing nor scurrying away. They just stared with dark red eyes, whiskers twitching, ready to attack.  
 
    She flashed back to that concert. She couldn’t remember who played what, but she did remember her date for that night. Lulu had rosy cheeks that sparkled every time she smiled. More importantly, she had been doing a degree in animal behavior. Last Julie knew Lulu had landed a dream job with a big cat sanctuary, but when they dated she’d had a particular fascination with rats. The fact that she wouldn’t shut up about them, especially around bedtime, may have been a factor in their break up.  
 
    For the first time in Julie’s life, the knowledge Lulu had shared was useful and it was all coming back. For one thing, rats could be trained to sit on an owner’s shoulder, but not much more.  
 
    She’d never heard of attack rats, especially rats trained to attack certain people. Rats did not form lines. She stopped kicking and, holding back faint disgust, she picked up one of the rats. It felt light, like a balloon, and smelled like stagnant water. She squeezed it between her hands. It gave a shrill, gurgling sound before disintegrating, crumbling into dust. The rats were not real. They were like the arm-like vines that had tripped them up before. 
 
    “Catch as many of these things as you can and squeeze!” she yelled. For a moment she thought she saw a pale luminescence out of the corner of her eye, but then it was gone.  
 
    “No way!” Penny had plastered herself against a wall, trying to be as far away from the rats as possible. 
 
    Steve bent down, grabbed two rats, and squeezed. The rats popped and turned to dust. “Julie’s right. They’re not real!” He picked up more rats and squeezed, giggling. 
 
    The luminescence reappeared for just a moment. It seemed slightly larger, not quite as faint.  
 
    Penny peeled herself off the wall. Her foot came down on a rat’s back. It popped, its dust scattering on the ground. “Well, that wasn’t so bad.” She stomped on one rat and then another.  
 
    The others joined her, picking up rats and squeezing with great enthusiasm. The tunnel became filled with their shrieks and swearing and the sounds the rats made when they were squeezed out of existence.  
 
    Then, as suddenly as the rats appeared, the remaining rats disappeared, burrowing back into the tunnel wall. The spot on the wall glowed ever so slightly. Julie touched the luminescent area, but the temperature was no different than the surrounding area. The wall was solid.  
 
    “Do you see what I see?” Julie asked.  
 
    Steve approached the spot with his EDI meter. The readings were already so high. At this spot, they were higher, although not by much. The luminescence undulated farther down the tunnel, almost like it was signaling for them to follow.  
 
    “I do,” he said. “So interesting.” 
 
    “What is it?” Mrs. Forcier moved closer to Steve.  
 
    “I think it’s the way to Maya and Katie,” said Steve. “Let’s go.” 
 
    With the rats gone and the group still stunned by their appearance and disappearance, the tunnel acquired an eerie silence. They walked carefully, shaking rat dust off of their hands, and followed the luminescence that periodically got so faint that it disappeared. The tunnel began a gentle curve to the right, and Julie started to hear more than their footsteps.  
 
    She grabbed the back of Steve’s tank top. 
 
    “Wait,” she whispered. “I heard talking. I think it’s Maya. I think someone’s with her.” 
 
    “Is it Katie?” Mrs. Forcier asked. 
 
    “The other voice sounds male,” Julie whispered. Mrs. Forcier’s face fell.  
 
    Julie moved toward the voices with the others following close behind her. “I’m pretty sure it’s this way. I thought I heard her. Maya, is that you?” She turned a corner into a new chamber.  
 
    Maya was flat against a wall with an older male ghost hovering ever closer to her. On the other side of Maya was someone slumped against the wall. Julie threw light to that spot with her flashlight. It was Mike. He didn’t seem asleep or awake, alive or dead. He was just still.  
 
    “You’re here. Good. Young miss, please tell your friends to stay back. I have no interest in them. Only you,” the entity said. 
 
    Maya clenched her teeth as if she was resisting speaking and then gasped. Something was choking her. Steve drew his gun.  
 
    “Don’t come any closer,” Maya struggled to say.  
 
    “Get away from her!” Steve pointed his pistol at the entity.  
 
    The entity turned toward Steve, loosening his chokehold on Maya and leaving her gasping for air.  
 
     “You can’t shoot me,” screamed the entity. 
 
    What had originally looked like a respectable gentleman ghost started to glow red. Its teeth turned yellow and jagged. It stretched its arm out toward Steve’s neck and squeezed its fingers together. Steve started to struggle for air. He managed to get off a shot that hit the ghost in the shoulder. The wound healed quickly, but the luminescence that led them to this spot got brighter. A long shriek emanated from the walls, only to go silent when the entity’s shoulder wound closed. Maya slumped to the floor. 
 
    Julie was next to attack, tossing lavender oil toward the entity. His skin absorbed the oil like a sponge. He turned his gaze on her. Vines snaked up from the ground and wrapped around her legs.  
 
    “Not again!” Julie yelled as she struggled to free herself from the vines. 
 
    “Lavender was not a good choice, child,” said the entity. “Lavender could have protected you like it is protecting me now.”  
 
    The vines tightened their grip and dragged Julie to the ground. Sharp spikes emerged from the vines and pressed into her skin. Julie screamed. A burning sensation emanated from the spikes making her gasp.  
 
    Penny was the next one to take a shot. She pushed past Jason who seemed trapped in some kind of trance and shot the entity in the belly. The shrieks, full of years of pain, got louder and longer. The luminescence was as bright as the sun for a brief moment. When the light dimmed, the entity’s belly had healed. He lunged for Mrs. Forcier, only to be stopped short by Katie. She had reappeared, but there was something different about her. She was completely solid, legs and all.  
 
    “Stop this now!” Katie said. Her voice was strong, unwavering. She moved from her sister’s side. Every step she took pushed the entity back until he was against the wall, near where Maya was regaining consciousness. Katie seemed to be surrounded by a force field that the entity couldn’t penetrate. Her every step was full of purpose. The entity started vibrating. A deep purple crack appeared in his forehead.  
 
    “What have you done?” Its voice had lost its power.  
 
    “I’ve stopped you. You can’t have her. You won’t hurt my sister. You’ve hurt her enough.”  
 
    The luminescence on the walls brightened. Faces formed and changed. 
 
    “How? You can’t manifest outside the vessel.” 
 
    “I’m not your vessel. My name is Maya,” she said as she stood up and took her place next to Katie. “But you’re right, Dr. Hargreaves. This has nothing to do with me.” She gave Katie’s shoulder a squeeze and moved back to where Mrs. Forcier stood. “This will end tonight.” 
 
    An arm emerged from the wall near Hargreaves’ head and wrapped around his throat. Another arm ensnared his waist. Vines wrapped around his arms and legs. Another crack, this one dark green, appeared at his shoulder.  
 
    “You’ve tried to keep us apart, keep us all scared, but you’ve been distracted by the construction and the need for a new caretaker and my sister and her friends. You can’t hold it all together anymore. We have figured out how to defeat you, to set ourselves free,” Katie said. 
 
    Hargreaves roared and ripped himself away from the arms and the vines. His chest broadened. He no longer looked like a gentleman. He looked like a brute. He pushed forward like he was walking in a wind tunnel. 
 
    “This is all mine. You won’t defeat me,” yelled Dr. Hargreaves. 
 
    Katie jumped back, looking for just a moment like the scared teenager Julie had gotten to know and like. Julie grabbed Mrs. Forcier’s hand. It was shaking. 
 
    The vines and arms extended once again. Dr. Hargreaves bit them and stamped on them as he was dragged back to the wall. The vines and arms multiplied until only his eyes and mouth could be seen.  
 
    “Don’t do this!” he screamed. “I saved you! You can have eternal life with me!” 
 
    The luminescence that filled the underground space became brighter, but a dark shadow formed in front of Katie. It stretched out before her. Other spirits emerged from it. They wavered and flowed toward Hargreaves.  
 
    Jason whispered to Julie, “We’ve been down here for nearly an hour. Eddie’s going to open a way out for us soon. What do we do? I don’t want to get trapped in here.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re going to need Eddie’s special gifts. Katie’s got this,” Julie said. 
 
    Hargreaves opened his mouth and released a gust of cold air. Icicles formed on the walls. Julie started to shiver. She exhaled, watching her breath curl away from her nose and mouth.  
 
    “We don’t want your life,” said Katie. Her voice was echoed by the other spirits, creating a cacophony. The phrase reverberated through the chamber over and over again. Dr. Hargreaves’ bondage grew until he disappeared, and the vines faded away.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier approached her sister. “Katie, is he gone?” 
 
    “Thank you,” said one of the spirits as it floated up and disappeared. Then another one vanished, then another. When Katie turned to face her sister, she was no longer as solid. She broke into a smile.  
 
    “Don’t go,” wailed Mrs. Forcier. “I’ve only just found you.” 
 
    Katie reached out and grabbed her sister’s hand. “I wanted you to find me. This is what I wanted, and now you’ve set me free. I’m so sorry we couldn’t have all the things that sisters had. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    The spirits continued disappearing until only Katie was left. 
 
    “I have to go,” she said. 
 
    “I know. I don’t like it, but I know,” said Mrs. Forcier. 
 
    The temperature in the chamber started to increase, and then Katie faded away as well. Mrs. Forcier collapsed and sobbed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Leaving the barn 
 
    Maya was amazed that, after the chamber had been filled with so much noise, it could be so quiet. The only sound was Mrs. Forcier’s crying. Julie and Penny were trying to comfort her and get her to her feet. Jason and Steve were figuring out what to do with Mike. They decided to drag the unconscious man with them. Mrs. Forcier was weak, but able to walk. They passed through the tunnels toward the exit with minimal chit chat.  
 
    “I can’t wait to get out of here,” Maya said. The others nodded. The tunnels got warmer, but they were no longer guided by ghostly luminescence. That was gone. The trapped spirits were finally free. Maya hoped Dr. Hargreaves was in a hell designed just for him.  
 
    “And I’m so sorry I hurt you,” said Maya to Steve and Jason.  
 
    “It’s all okay,” said Steve. Jason just gave her the okay sign.  
 
    When they got to the exit, they clambered out of the hole, but, while the underground tunnels had changed, the barn had not.  
 
    “This isn’t right,” Steve said. His EDI meter suddenly beeped with renewed vigor.  
 
    “Why? What’s wrong?” Penny asked. 
 
    To Maya’s ears, Penny sounded a bit panicked no matter how much she tried to mask her fear.  
 
    Steve said, “I thought I’d turned it off.”  
 
    The air was cold. The barn was still covered in frost and ice. The barn door was not visible. All Maya could see was solid ice. Did we go through all this for nothing? We’re trapped in here? 
 
    “Dr. Hargreaves is gone. We should be able to get out of here,” Maya said. Her stomach fell. She did not want to run into Hargreaves or anyone like him ever again.  
 
    “Maybe it just takes a while for everything to defrost?” asked Penny, cradling her injured hand. She sounded unconvinced by her own explanation.  
 
    Maya heard someone grunt. 
 
    “He’s not that heavy,” said Steve to Jason.  
 
    Jason said, “I know that.” 
 
    “Well, hang on!” Steve said. 
 
    “I am hanging on,” Jason snapped. “He keeps trying to move.” 
 
    They had Mike’s body braced between them, but they seemed to be having a hard time holding onto him. Maya could see that Jason was right. Mike was moving. Another grunt.  
 
    Julie and Penny turned toward Steve and Jason. Even Mrs. Forcier, who had cried all the way from the cave junction, turned her attention to Steve and Jason, sniffling though she still was. Mike’s feet were no longer dragging behind him.  
 
    Another grunt. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Mrs. Forcier asked. 
 
    “Mike!” yelled Maya.  
 
    At that moment, Mike stood on his own two feet. His arms flung out and sent Steve and Jason skidding on the ice. Unable to keep their footing, they fell and slid into the walls of the barn with a loud crack. They did not get up.  
 
    Mike no longer looked like the genial forest service caretaker Maya remembered meeting a few days ago. His once normal brown eyes were now bright red. He opened his mouth, revealing jagged, yellow teeth. He hissed 
 
    “My spirits are gone. You will be my new vessel.” He reached toward Maya. “And your friends will join my new cadre of spirits. We will be together forever. I let all the others go, so I can live again and again.” 
 
    The women pulled Maya back. Julie fell on a patch of ice and screamed. Maya felt Dr. Hargreaves’ hands on her throat again, even though he wasn’t actually touching her.  
 
    Then Mrs. Forcier, the woman who Maya couldn’t even imagine breaking a nail, grabbed the salt gun out of the holster around Penny’s waist. It didn’t look like she’d held a gun before, but she seemed to have a good grip on it. She moved quickly toward Mike/Dr. Hargreaves, shooting and screaming. She moved with the force of someone who had nothing left to lose. 
 
    The first shot to hit Hargreaves healed, albeit slowly. The second one remained a gaping wound in Mike’s leg. Then Dr. Hargreaves exited Mike’s body. Mike dropped to the ground with a thud. The blood stain on his trousers darkened and grew. 
 
    “What do we do?” Penny asked. 
 
    “We stay out of her way.” Maya slowly backed away from Mrs. Forcier. 
 
    Maybe Dr. Hargreaves had nothing left to protect himself? Maybe the strength of an angry woman who was facing her sister’s murderer for the first time after decades of pain was just too much for him? In any case, the salt bullets tore through his ethereal form, leaving weeping holes. When the gun was empty, Mrs. Forcier threw it at him. Her usually perfectly styled gray hair flew wildly. Her shirt had come untucked and ripped in the fight. He didn’t have much left, but, what he did have she pummeled with her fists until he shattered into a million pieces and she was on her knees hitting cold icy ground. Her hands were bleeding. Still, she screamed and punched even when there was nothing left to hit.  
 
    Julie picked herself up from the icy barn floor and started to carefully make her way over to where Steve and Jason ended up. “Who knew she had some bad ass in her?” 
 
    “I know, right?” Penny said. 
 
    “Mrs. Forcier, he’s gone,” said Maya as she approached her. She stopped the older woman from punching the ground and held her hands gently. 
 
    The ice began to disappear as the temperature in the barn suddenly increased by fifty degrees. The ground turned to sticky mud. The door appeared.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier remained on her knees, hunched over with Maya holding her hands. “Oh, Katie,” she whispered. “We’ve done it. We’ve finally done it.” 
 
    Penny asked, “Is he really gone?”  
 
    “I think so,” said Maya. 
 
    Julie helped her brother up from the ground. Penny checked on Steve. They were okay. Everyone had bruises, and Steve needed his possibly broken nose looked at.  
 
    Mrs. Forcier, however, was not okay. 
 
    “I can’t breathe. Get me out of here,” she said. Maya held out her hand and tried to help Mrs. Forcier stand. The older woman’s limbs shook and then gave out. She closed her eyes. 
 
    Eddie flung open the barn door. “What happened in here? The frost melted off.” 
 
    “Call 911!” yelled Maya. 
 
    Jason and Julie, closely followed by Steve and Penny, came over to where Maya was holding Mrs. Forcier. 
 
    “No signal!” Eddie ran out of the barn. 
 
    Maya cradled Mrs. Forcier in her arms and hoped Eddie didn’t have to go far to get a signal. Mrs. Forcier didn’t look good. Maya couldn’t tell whether it was simple exhaustion that had taken the older woman down or the effects of her cancer and its treatment. Maya looked at the others who hovered nearby. She knew they must be tired, but they also looked concerned for Mrs. Forcier. As fearful as Maya was, she allowed herself to catch her breath. Maya had to admit that Mrs. Forcier was right. She and Julie did work really well together. Now wasn’t the time, though, to ask Julie if she agreed. She heard a tearing of some paper. When she looked around, she saw Jason unwrapping a chocolate bar. The aroma of the chocolate stood out from the smells of the dirt and bits of hay in the barn. Jason took a bite and then passed it to Julie who took a bite and passed it on to Steve and on and on until everyone, except Mrs. Forcier, had tasted it. 
 
    “Good chocolate,” Steve said. “Thanks, Jason.” 
 
    Jason nodded. “No worries.” 
 
    “He always has chocolate on him,” Julie said. 
 
    “Of course. Chocolate is always welcome,” Jason said. 
 
    “I hope she’s all right,” Penny said, indicating to Mrs. Forcier with a wave of her hand. 
 
    “You and me both,” Maya said softly. 
 
    Maya wasn’t sure how much time had passed, maybe only a few minutes, but it seemed like a long time before EMTs were bustling in the barn. 
 
    They tended to Mrs. Forcier and Mike, who had yet to regain consciousness. His pulse was slow, and he had lost a lot of blood. He and Mrs. Forcier, who still couldn’t catch her breath, were strapped onto gurneys in preparation to be taken to the hospital. Steve, Jason, Penny, Maya, and Julie all had various cuts and bruises. 
 
    One of the paramedics asked, “What are you guys doing in here so late? These woods are haunted you know. I had an uncle who worked here once a long time ago. He’s had nightmares ever since.” 
 
    Maya noticed that the name on his tag was Norton.  
 
    “Was your uncle Gale Norton?” asked Maya. 
 
    “Yeah. Do you know him?” 
 
    “Not really. I know of him,” Maya said. 
 
    The paramedic began maneuvering the gurney holding Mrs. Forcier out of the barn. “He said it was a good job, being caretaker here, but this place just creeped him out so badly that it wasn’t worth it, so he quit.” 
 
    Maya followed the paramedics out of the barn. “Well, you can tell him these woods are no longer haunted.” 
 
    The paramedic waved at her and pushed the gurney away from the barn. Maya watched him and his colleagues take Mrs. Forcier and Mike to waiting ambulances. At that moment, she felt incredibly proud of what she and the others had achieved. She realized that she really could make a go of this paranormal investigations thing, even if she could only do it part-time for the moment. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Two funerals and a new start 
 
    Mrs. Forcier recovered quickly and was discharged within twenty-four hours. According to her doctor, the cold, damp air of the barn combined with stress, anxiety, and some allergens had triggered a severe asthma attack. Julie and Maya picked her up from the hospital and took her home. Like the paramedic the night before, one of the nurses was curious as to why they were out in the Promontory Woods anyway. I’d always heard they were haunted, she said. Maya and Julie looked at each other. 
 
    “Not so much anymore after last night,” Maya said. 
 
    Mike regained consciousness two days after the events in the woods. The doctors couldn’t explain why he wouldn’t wake up, but Julie and Maya agreed that he was probably recovering from being used by Dr. Hargreaves. His thigh muscle had been damaged by the salt bullet but would eventually heal. The doctors were particularly concerned about Mike’s mental state. He couldn’t remember anything from that night in the barn. 
 
    “It’s odd, but he also can’t seem to remember much from when he first started working at Promontory Woods, which I think was around 1980, and until, well, now really. He also looks older now than he did when I first saw him yesterday,” the doctor said and looked at Maya and Julie expectantly. 
 
    They knew exactly why Mike’s memory was patchy at best and why he was aging. Since 1980, he’d been Dr. Hargreaves vessel. That had arrested the aging process and frequently suppressed parts of his mind. They didn’t think the doctor would believe the truth. 
 
    “Stress maybe? We don’t really know him all that well,” Maya said. 
 
    A puzzled look briefly crossed the doctor’s face. Mike stayed in the hospital for a few more days for some more tests before the doctors decided they couldn’t do anything more for him. Other than his spotty memory, he was in pretty good shape. 
 
    Maya and Julie picked him up from the hospital. While he sat in the front passenger seat of Maya’s car, they gave him a severely abridged version of how he ended up there. 
 
    “Ghosts, eh?” He scratched behind his ear. “I’d always heard those woods were haunted. It was true, huh?” 
 
    From the back seat, Julie chuckled. “All true, but they’re gone now.” 
 
    Mike didn’t respond, so silence settled over the car.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Maya asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah. Sort of. I mean, why can’t I remember more about working there?” 
 
    Julie leaned forward from the back seat. “What do you remember?” 
 
    Mike scratched behind his ear again with his index finger and then rested his arm on the car door. “Bits and pieces of things. It’s hard to explain. The harder I try to remember, the harder it is to remember. That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does. It’s like when I wake up from a dream and immediately, it begins to fade. The harder I try to remember the dream, the fainter the memory of it gets. I always thought that meant that some things aren’t meant to be remembered,” Maya said. 
 
    As she turned into the driveway that would take them through the woods to the caretaker’s cottage, everything—the trees, the grass, the dirt—looked just like they did when they’d first gone there to find Katie. Maya wasn’t sure what she expected, but she was both relieved and disappointed. The colors of the woods were just as vivid as they’d been when they had been haunted. She assumed that something should be different. 
 
    “So, what now?” Maya asked.  
 
    “As soon as my leg is healed I’m retiring to Florida,” he said. “Turns out I have enough years in.” 
 
    Julie said, “Just keep your eyes peeled for gators. There’s lots of gators down in Florida, according to my grandmother.” 
 
    “As long as they aren’t ghost gators, I’ll be fine,” Mike said and guffawed. 
 
    Soon, the caretaker’s cottage came into view. Maya parked in the space closest to the cottage. Julie handed Mike his crutches. He took a few steps and then turned back to them.  
 
    “Thanks for everything,” he said. “You’re probably right about some things not needing to be remembered. The past won’t weigh me down. Now, I have a chance to really do some living.”  
 
    He hobbled away. 
 
    The next day Maya attempted to use her ghost talking ability proactively, rather than waiting for a ghost to decide to take advantage of her “affinity” as Mike had called it. She was visiting Mrs. Forcier in her home. She had fully recovered from their adventure in the woods, although her ongoing cancer treatments were taking a toll. Maya had really developed a fondness for her. After a few cups of tea and a couple of cookies, Maya managed to contact Katie. She was hard to see, but definitely there. She joined them at the table and thanked Maya for helping to free her.  
 
    “Your life is about to change,” Katie said to Maya.  
 
    Maya tried to be polite and hide her skepticism. Her relationship with Charlie was at the very beginning. She wasn’t sure where it was going. Mrs. Forcier had paid Maya and Julie, but a new case had not appeared. Maya had another shift at Zaxy-Mart in a few hours.  
 
    “Trust me,” said Katie.  
 
    Then the two sisters had a long chat about their mother, what had happened to their childhood friends, and how life had changed over the years.  
 
    About a week later, on the anniversary of Katie’s disappearance, Mrs. Forcier had Katie’s bones dug up from the well. She had them buried in the family plot. Maya, Penny, Steve, Eddie, Julie, and Jason attended the small graveside service. The planned construction work for Promontory Woods stalled. It turned out Katie was not the only one with bones in the old well or even in the woods. Construction was halted until a team of forensic pathologists could sort it all out.  
 
    After the funeral, Maya found she could no longer call on Katie, no matter how hard she tried.  
 
    “She truly has moved on,” said Mrs. Forcier as she choked back tears at the post funeral repast. “But I’ll be with her soon.” 
 
    Maya got a queasy feeling in her stomach. “I hope you’re with us for a long time.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier smiled and looked happier and more peaceful than Maya had ever seen her. Still, Maya worried. The older woman also looked frailer. Maya chalked it up to stress and perhaps lingering anxiety from their adventure in the woods.  
 
    Two weeks later, she learned that this new friend of hers was indeed frailer because the cancer had spread. Maya and the gang visited Mrs. Forcier who had decided not to continue with treatment. Her doctors had told her that there was nothing more they could do for her. She would live out the time she had left in her own home with palliative care. A nurse was with her at all times. Her bedroom reflected the woman herself—uncluttered, spare, elegant. Maya could imagine that, in happier times, Mrs. Forcier would have spent a lot of time in such a restful room. 
 
    Mrs. Forcier lay on her bed, looking as comfortable as Maya had ever seen her. She smiled faintly. Maya sat close to her, holding her hand. Julie sat on the other side holding Mrs. Forcier’s other hand. 
 
    “When your time comes,” Mrs. Forcier said, “you really should consider hospice. The drugs are marvelous.” 
 
    Julie laughed, and despite the otherwise somber atmosphere, Maya laughed, too. 
 
    “Rock on, Mrs. Forcier,” Jason said. 
 
    Even Mrs. Forcier laughed at that. “There’s not much ‘rocking on’ left in me, I’m afraid, but I’ve had a good run, and I did what I promised my mother I’d do. I found Katie, with your help, of course.” 
 
    Maya felt the older woman squeeze her hand weakly. She hadn’t wanted to deal with it, but the weakness of Mrs. Forcier’s grip forced her to confront the fact that her new friend was dying. Mrs. Forcier closed her eyes briefly. 
 
    “Hey, Mrs. F, you were the driving force behind finding your sister,” Steve said. 
 
    “Yeah, if you hadn’t forced me to work with Maya... “ Julie started to say. 
 
    “Hey now. I remember it as you being foisted on me.” Maya emphasized this by pointing at Julie and then at herself.  
 
    Maya smiled, hoping Julie picked up on the playful tone. She seemed to, as she returned Maya’s smile. 
 
    “And of course, I was right. I knew you two would work perfectly together,” Mrs. Forcier said. “But don’t ever call me Mrs. F.” 
 
    Maya saw Mrs. Forcier wince as if she felt some pain. “Where does it hurt? Do you need more morphine or whatever it is they’re giving you?” 
 
    “Maybe someone should get the nurse,” Steve said and started heading toward the door. 
 
    Mrs. Forcier shook her head. “No, I’m all right. Don’t fuss. Just help me sit up, please.” 
 
    Carefully, Julie, Maya, and Jason eased the older woman up into a sitting position while Penny set a few pillows behind her to prop her up. 
 
    “That’s better.” Mrs. Forcier took deep, measured breaths before speaking again. “Now, I can never truly repay what you’ve done for me and my family.” 
 
    Maya, who was holding Mrs. Forcier’s hand once more, said, “No need. It was a great adventure and our pleasure.” 
 
    “Maya’s right,” Julie said. “We were glad to do it. You should rest now.” 
 
    Mrs. Forcier smiled faintly. “Oh, don’t worry. I do intend to rest now. I’m going to see Katie again.” 
 
    Penny, sounding distressed, said, “Wait. What?” 
 
    But Maya knew exactly what Mrs. Forcier meant. She watched as the older woman closed her eyes for the last time. The rise and fall of her chest became slower, shallower until she exhaled with a quiet finality.  
 
    “Is she...?” asked Penny. 
 
    Maya, feeling no pulse along Mrs. Forcier’s wrist, said, “Yes, she is.” 
 
    Jason hung his head. Maya thought she heard him sniffle. Eddie hummed a tune that sounded like a hymn while Steve sat down on the loveseat near the bay window. Penny crossed her arms across her chest and stared down at Mrs. Forcier. Maya couldn’t read any sort of emotion from Penny’s face. Julie got up from the chair she was sitting in and slowly paced around the room until she came to the bay window where she sat on the ledge. Maya kept hold of Mrs. Forcier’s hand. She felt nothing. Mrs. Forcier was really gone. Maya felt her eyes watering and rubbed them with the back of her free hand. For several moments, the only sound was Eddie’s humming. 
 
    “I should go tell the nurse,” Julie said and left. 
 
    The nurse, a petite, tidy woman, strode in purposefully with Julie following in her wake. Maya and the others left shortly after. They gathered in driveway. 
 
    “Now this investigation is well and truly over,” Jason said. 
 
    Eddie, nodding at Maya and Julie said, “Has this convinced you two to work together?” 
 
    Julie glanced at Maya and shrugged. “This worked out, but I have a feeling that’s because Mrs. Forcier really pushed us to make it work.” 
 
    Maya knew that she left unsaid the fact that now that Mrs. Forcier wouldn’t be around anymore, the two of them would have little incentive to work together. Besides, Maya felt Julie’s attraction to her. Maya felt a pull towards her, too, but she doubted they could date each other and work together. Fortunately, Maya had Charlie, who was awfully appealing, to think about, and it didn’t seem like Julie was all that available anyway. 
 
    “Yeah, Mrs. Forcier was the driving force behind us doing this together, but never say never, you know?” Maya said. 
 
    Maya and Penny drove back to their apartment mostly in silence. 
 
    “You all right?” asked Maya. 
 
    “I think so. Or I will be,” Penny said. “This has been amazing, and I’m sad she passed, but you know what? If you ever get another case, I’m in. I wanna do this.” 
 
    Maya smiled. “Okay. You’re in.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Maya had never been to two funerals in one month. It was exhausting. Although Katie had been dead for decades, Maya had really grown to like her in the brief time she’d known her. She’d only worked with Mrs. Forcier for a few weeks, but it had been an intense experience. She missed their regular meetings and chats.  
 
    Still, there was work to do. With no clients calling for her paranormal detective services, she took a few extra shifts at Zaxy-Mart.  
 
    She was coming home one afternoon when her phone rang with two phone calls. One was from Julie asking if she’d received a letter from Mrs. Forcier that she had mailed before her death.  
 
    “Seriously. Call me the minute you get it.” She hung up.  
 
    The other call was from Penny saying that a letter had arrived from Mrs. Forcier and asking if she could open it. Maya told her to wait. Penny, who was still hurting from how little footage she filmed on their last day at Promontory Woods, went into an obvious sulk and hung up without saying goodbye.  
 
    When Maya got home the cream-colored envelope had been thrown on her bed. Her address had been written on the front of it in Mrs. Forcier’s perfect cursive. Even in her final days everything about her was elegant, graceful, and strong. Maya paused for a moment to wonder if Mrs. Forcier had sent her some final words of wisdom.  
 
    Maya got her uniform off and washed her face. She kicked her shoes off into a corner and curled up in the easy chair in the living room.  
 
    “So, are you going to open that or what?” said Penny. “I’m dying here.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Maya tore open the envelope, pulled out the letter, and read it. Her mouth fell open. Her eyes went wide. “Oh. My. God.” 
 
    “What? What?” Penny tried to get in close, but Maya pushed her away. She stood up quickly not sure what she wanted to say first. She paced up and down the living room.  
 
    “Say something. This is so unfair,” Penny said.  
 
    “I need to call Julie and Steve.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    A last wish 
 
    When Julie saw Maya’s name pop up on her phone, she answered it before the first ring finished.  
 
    “What do you think?” said Julie.  
 
    “I’m in,” said Maya. 
 
    Julie could hear Penny clamoring in the background for some information about what was happening, and she didn’t blame her. She was going to call Jason when she could. Maya said she’d call Steve. Steve ended up inviting them all over for Maya and Julie to share their big news with all of them. 
 
    At Steve and Eddie’s house, and with Penny and Jason present, Julie and Maya told them all about Mrs. Forcier’s last wish. The letters that both Maya and Julie had received said that they would inherit all of Mrs. Forcier’s money and her house, but there was a catch. Mrs. Forcier had no heirs and said that they had worked so well together that she wanted to make sure that they would continue to use their skills to help people like her. She didn’t want them distracted by meaningless jobs or clients with trivial concerns. Julie and Maya had to go to her lawyer tomorrow, and then, for the next five years, they would work together. They would receive a monthly salary from her estate and live rent free, if they wanted to, in her house. After the five years, they would inherit everything left, but could decide whether they wanted to continue together or go their own ways. If they stopped working together sooner, all her money would go to a charity that helped families of missing children. 
 
    “It’s a five-year deal,” said Julie as if to caution. 
 
    Maya nodded. “I know. I’m in.” 
 
    Penny cheered.  
 
    Jason gave them a thumbs up. “Five years’ guaranteed salary? Sounds fantastic.” 
 
    Eddie smiled enigmatically. 
 
    “You two working together?” Steve sounded skeptical. “For five years?” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll admit that I was miffed when Mrs. Forcier hired both of us to investigate,” Julie said, “but it’s clear that Maya has some skills that will be useful.” 
 
    Maya rolled her eyes. “I could say the same about you. But it worked out.” 
 
    Penny bounced up from the sofa. “It worked out great! We can do some amazing stuff! We can do more videos for our channel.” 
 
    Jason leaned back in the recliner. “You need to come up with a name. Something that stands out.” 
 
    “I have an idea about that. How about instead of Nicholas and Associates we call our firm the Paranormal Grievance Committee?” Maya said looking around at her friends. 
 
    Eddie gave a quick kiss to Steve and started to laugh. “Hey, if it’s good enough for a community cable access show, it’s good enough for a paranormal detective agency.” 
 
    “Are you sure the title of a community access cable show is the best choice?” said Julie. 
 
    “You got something better?” Steve asked.  
 
    Julie shrugged and spread her hands. “Not really.” 
 
    “I think it’s great,” Penny said. “It stands out.” 
 
    Eddie got out a bottle of champagne. Steve found some plastic champagne flutes left over from a New Year’s Eve party and helped Eddie fill them. Maya made a toast. 
 
    “To friends old and new, those who are still with us and those who have departed. May our journey together be exciting and fruitful,” she said. 
 
    Eddie said, “And may you have lots of ghosts with grievances.” 
 
    “Hear, hear!” Julie said. 
 
    “Salud!” Penny said. 
 
    After the champagne had been drunk and more joyous toasts made, Maya and Julie found themselves standing in an awkward silence on Steve and Eddie’s front lawn.  
 
    “You really think we can do this?” Maya asked. 
 
    “We have to. It’s what Evie, Mrs. Forcier, wanted.” 
 
    “All right then. Let’s do it. See you at the lawyers tomorrow.” 
 
    Julie watched Maya walk to her car, get in, and drive away. Julie wasn’t sure if it would work out, but they had to try. She realized that she was readier than ever to investigate things that went bump in the night. More than that, there were more people out there like Mrs. Forcier who needed closure, who needed what the Paranormal Grievance Committee could do for them. 
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